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PREFACE
Nilo-Saharan studies are one of the most vibrant and innovative fields in
African linguistics. Besides representing a large number of language
groupings, individual linguistic codes, and ways of speaking, Nilo-Saharan
as a phylum extends over a huge geographical area, roughly from Nigeria in
the West to Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania in the East. It is the close
cooperation between linguists of the various universities in these countries,
the speakers of those languages, members of NGOs, and scholars from
universities outside Africa that make Nilo-Saharan studies an exciting,
diversified and highly productive field.
The present volume aims at illustrating the current approaches to modelling
language change and the description of phonological, morphological and
syntactic structures, as well as sociolinguistic and pragmatic features of these
languages. We are pleased that the contributions to these manifold topics
come from both established and aspiring young scholars, pointing at the
highly innovative potential of the field and its continuing development.
The present volume is the outcome of the 11th Nilo-Saharan Linguistics
Colloquium which took place in May 22nd-24th, 2013 at the University of
Cologne. The event was generously sponsored by the German Research
Foundation (DFG), to whom we remain deeply grateful. We are grateful for
the fantastic cooperation and assistance rendered by the University of
Cologne, and in particular all our colleagues of the Institute of African
Studies and Egyptology.
The entire conference was intellectually stimulating and exciting, full of
wonderful discussions, and a firework of ideas. We are grateful to all the
participants who took part in the colloquium, and to all our colleagues who
provided feedback, input and support.
This volume would never have been published within a reasonable timeframe without the expertise of Marvin Kumetat in copy-editing and formatting. We also remain grateful to Monika Feinen for providing maps and
graphics for the volume.
We hope that the materials and analyses presented in this volume will ignite
further interest in this fascinating field of linguistics.
Cologne, January 2015
Angelika Mietzner & Anne Storch

NUMBER AND CASE INFLECTION IN TENNET NOUN AND
ADJECTIVE, A SURMIC LANGUAGE OF SOUTH SUDAN
Adelino Amargira
1 Introduction
Tennet is one of the Southwest Surmic languages that are found in South Sudan, belonging to the
Eastern Sudanic branch of the Nilo-Saharan language family. Other members of the Southwest Surmic
family inside South Sudan are Murle, Didinga, Naarim and Baale (Kachepo spoken in Boma plateau
both in South Sudan and Ethiopia). Tennet, Didinga and Laarim are found in Eastern Equatoria State
of South Sudan, but Murle is found in Jonglei State. Numerically, Tennet people are the smallest
member of the Southwest Surmic family. Its home area consists of six villages on the northern tip of
the Lopit Mountains, 65 kilometers northeast of the town of Torit in South Sudan (see map in
Appendix A).
The Tennet have adopted some aspects of the neighboring Lopit culture and have intermarried with
the Lopit, but Tennet is still their primary language. An estimate of today’s population is 10,000,
which includes the Tennet living in other parts of South Sudan. Dimmendaal (1983) was the first to
publish linguistic data specifically on Tennet. More language data is available in Randal (1995), and
Tennet Grammar Book, by Waag (2012). Tennet is a VSO language.
Inflectional morphology is that which is determined by the rules of syntax, or which interacts
crucially with syntax in detailed manner. According to Payne (1997: 27), “Inflectional operations are
those which are required by the syntactic environment in which a root appears. Inflectional operations
do not normally alter the basic meaning of the concept expressed. Rather they ground the concept
expressed by a root according to place, time, participant reference, etc.”
In this paper, we discuss the inflectional suffixes that attach to nouns and adjectives to indicate
number or case. Tennet inflection marks number on nouns and adjectives, and nominative, ablative,
and genitive case on nouns. The paper begins with a brief description of phonemes, tone and
orthography in sections 2–3. Number marking on nouns is introduced in section 4, followed by case
marking on nouns in section 5. Each case is then discussed in turn in sections 6 to 9. Number marking
on adjectives is discussed in 10. Verb morphology will be dealt with separately.
2 Tennet vowels
Tennet has two sets of vowels, which are orthographically distinguished. One set of five vowels is
produced with the tongue root pushed forward, having Advanced Tongue Root [+ATR]. The other set
of five vowels is produced with the tongue root further back, [-ATR]. The [-ATR] set is written without
any mark and the [+ATR] set is written with an underline mark. Here is the list of the two sets of the
vowels:
Table 1: Vowel chart (adapted from Amargira et al 1999)
- ATR
Tennet Orthography
i
e
o
u
a

Phonetic
ɪ
ɛ
ɔ
ʊ
a

+ ATR
Tennet Orthography
N ̟
I̟
V̟
\̟
D̟

Phonetic
i
e
o
u
a̘

Vowel harmony is a type of assimilation which takes place when vowels come to share certain
features with contrastive vowels elsewhere in a word or phrase (Crystal 1991: 168). This feature of
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vowel harmony is found in Tennet. [+ATR] and [–ATR] vowels are generally not mixed in the same
words. [+ATR] quality spreads from roots to suffixes or from suffixes to roots. In the examples below,
the [+ATR] quality of the suffixes -ê̱ c, -tti̱ , and -i̱ tspreads to the roots.
Vowel harmony
Noun
singular
do̱ ́ l-ê̱ c
unge-c
Verb

3rd pl. progressive
écéb
ádák

plural
dóólí
u̱ nge̱ -tti̱

‘child’
‘nose’

3rd pl. completive
e̱ ́ ce̱ ́ b-i̱ t
a̱ da̱ -i̱ t

‘tie’
‘eat’

Tone carries an important function in the language, both lexically and grammatically. There are two
level tones. In this paper, high tone is marked by acute accent and low tone unmarked but considered.
The falling tone is marked by circumflex on the vowel. Rising tone is indicated by using two vowels
with a low high pattern.
3 Tennet consonants
The following chart shows the consonants in the Tennet orthography. Wherever a symbol differs from
the IPA, the IPA symbol of the consonant is included as it would sound intervocalically. The
intervocalic form is chosen because several of the consonants are subject to phonological changes that
apply in other environments (word-initial, word-final, and preceding another consonant).
Table 2: Consonant chart (adapted from Randal, 1995)
Labial
Lenis

Fortis

Dental

Alveolar

Lenis

Fortis

Lenis

































































-vc stop



+vc stop
fricative





-vc affricate











+vc
affricate
nasal




flap/trill



approx













Fortis

Postalveolar/
Retroflex
Lenis





Velar

Fortis

Lenis































































Fortis

4 Number marking in Tennet
Number in Tennet is marked by inflectional suffixes attached to the noun stem as in other Surmic
languages. Dimmendaal explains the system for the Surmic language Baale, found in Ethiopia:
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“Number marking in Baale is expressed through a variety of suffixes attached to an
inherently singular noun stem (plural marking), to an inherently plural noun stem (singular
marking), or to be the singular and the plural in replacement pattern.” (2000: 220)
In Tennet, as in Baale, singular suffixes attach to the stem in some nouns, plural suffixes attach to the
stem in other nouns, and singular and plural suffixes both attach to the stem in still other nouns. See
the following examples:
Number marking in Tennet
Singular noun
lábî-tot
arte-nit
íllá
tátûg
tuúlí-c
go̱ o̱ le̱ ́ -c

Singulative marking
Plurative marking
Replacement marking

Plural noun
lábí
arte
illa-nya
tatug-et
tuuli-nya
go̱ o̱ le̱ ́ -n

Gloss
‘grain’
‘grass’
‘spear’
‘door’
‘chicken’
‘calf’

5 Case marking in Tennet
Case marking is an important feature of Tennet grammar. Although the accusative is unmarked,
suffixes distinguish between subject (nominative), object (accusative), locative/instrumental (ablative)
and possessive (genitive) case. Case suffixes agree in number with the noun to which they attach. In
the examples below, singular case suffixes attach to the singular noun cerem and plural suffixes to the
plural noun mi̱ ni̱ ng. The plural form cerem-wa and singular form mi̱ ni̱ ng-i̱ t are given in parentheses for
comparison.
Case suffixes on singular and plural nouns
SG
PL

SG
PL

Accusative (ACC)
cerem
(cerem-wa)
(mi̱ ni̱ ng-i̱ t)
mi̱ ni̱ ng
(mi̱ ni̱ ng-i̱ t)
mi̱ ni̱ ng

Nominative (NOM)
cerem-i
(cerem-wa-na)
mi̱ ni̱ ng-a
minig-a
(mi̱ ni̱ ng-it-i)
mi̱ ni̱ ng-a

Genitive SG (GEN)
cerem-o
(cerem-wa-nu)
mi̱ ni̱ ng-u
minig-wanu
(mi̱ ni̱ ng-t-o)
mi̱ ni̱ ng-u

Genitive PL (GEN)
cerem-ak
(cerem-wa-nu)
mi̱ ni̱ ng-u
minig-ak
(mi̱ ni̱ ng-t-ak)
mi̱ ni̱ ng-u

Ablative (ABL)
cerem-a
(cerem-wa-ne)
mi̱ ni̱ ng-e
minig-ewane
(mi̱ ni̱ ng-t-a)
mi̱ ni̱ ng-e

‘clothing item’
‘evil spirit’

6 Absolutive case
Absolutive case in Tennet is the unmarked grammatical case of a core argument of a verb as the case
in nominative, which is used as the citation form of a noun. However, absolutive (ABS) nouns are only
marked for number.
(1) a.

b.

Ányáha gaala-nit-i
túré
brought soldier-SG-NOM gun.ABS
‘The soldier brought a gun.’
Ányáha gaala-nit-i̱
túre-t
brought soldier-SG-NOM gun-PL.ABS
‘The soldier brought guns.’

Adelino Amargira
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(2) a.

b.

(3) a.

b.

Idímán ngáá dho̱ ngku̱
made
lady basket.ABS
‘The lady made a basket.’
Idímán ngáá dho̱ ngkw-e̱ t
made
lady basket-PL.ABS
‘The lady made baskets.’
Okkóyé logoz-it-i
íllá
Láárim-a
taking
person-SG-NOM spear.ABS Laarim-ABL
‘The person is taking a spear to a Laarim person.’
Okkóyé logoz-it-i
illa-nyá
Láárim-a
taking
person-SG-NOM spear-PL.ABS
Laarim-ABL
‘The person is taking spears to a Laarim person.’

As previously mentioned, singular and plural formation occurs by adding suffixes. There are several
singular suffixes and several plural suffixes. Some nouns attach singular suffixes, some nouns attach
plural suffixes, and some nouns attach both singular and plural suffixes. Suffixes attaching to nouns
are generally not predictable by either phonology or semantics.
Absolutive nouns with plural suffixes
Suffix
-wa

-nya
-et
-e
-i

Singular Noun
lo̱ ho̱ d
meger
keelang
cerem
íllá
waraga
úwât
tátûg
de̱ e̱ re̱
jo̱ o̱ re̱
udúc
loloc
gu̱ zu̱ l
ce̱ ́ e̱ ́ z
buwec
a̱ ha̱ t

Plural Noun
lo̱ ho̱ ́ d-wâ̱
meger-wá
keelang-wa
cerem-wa
íllá-nyá
waraga-nya
uwa-nya
tatug-et
de̱ e̱ r-e̱ t
jo̱ o̱ r-e̱ t
uduc-e
loloc-e
gu̱ zu̱ l-e̱
ce̱ e̱ z-i̱
buwec-i
a̱ ha̱ t-i̱

Gloss
‘cow bell’
‘gazelle’
‘leopard’
‘clothing item’
‘spear’
‘book’
‘snake’
‘door’
‘gourd’
‘mountain’
‘calabash’
‘spoon’
‘hyena’
‘house’
‘lady’
‘tongue’

Absolutive nouns with singular suffixes
Suffix
-c
-coc
-tot

Singular Noun
o̱ ro̱ bı̱ ́ya̱ -c
angaya-c
boroboro-c
bu̱ ru̱ -co̱ c
imma-coc
ínyâ-coc
labi-tot
ommogi-tot
juwa-tot

Plural Noun
o̱ ro̱ bi̱ ya̱
angaya
boroboro
bu̱ ru̱
imma
ínyá
labi
ommog
juwa

Gloss
‘money’
‘suger cane’
‘kind of tree’
‘egg’
‘hair’
‘louse’
‘grain’
‘kind of plant’
‘faeces’
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-it

mi̱ ni̱ ng-i̱ t
te̱ nne̱ te̱ n-i̱ t
laarimen-it
arte-nit
uluta-nit
bolbole-nit

-nit

mi̱ ni̱ ng
tennet
laarim
arte
ulut
bolbolen
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‘evil spirit’
‘Tennet people’
‘Laarim people’
‘grass’
‘worms’
‘kind of tree’

Absolutive nouns with singular and plural suffixes
Suffix
-t/-n

Singular Noun
a̱ zzi̱ -t
eezi-t
a̱ ́ ha̱ ́ -t
go̱ o̱ le̱ ́ -c
lobore-c
u̱ re̱ -c
tuúlí-c
o̱ ro̱ bi̱ ya̱ -c
manga-c

-c/-e̱ ́ n
-c/-nya

Plural Noun
azzi-n
eezi-n
a̱ ha̱ ́ nı̱ -́ n
go̱ o̱ l-e̱ ́ n
lobor-en
u̱ r-e̱ n
tuuli-nya
o̱ ro̱ bi̱ ya̱ -nya̱
manga-nya

Gloss
‘hand’
‘breast’
‘food’
‘calf’
‘lizard’
‘kind of gazelle’
‘chicken’
‘money’
‘mango’

In addition, there are some nouns with irregular plural formation, as shown below. This irregularity
may be similar to the irregular inflectional morphology in Dinka discussed by Ladd, Remijsen, and
Manyang (2009).
Absolutive nouns with irregular inflection
Singular Noun
tang
zi̱ i̱ ra̱ c
e̱ e̱ t

Plural Noun
ri̱ go̱ ng
temedek
ol

Gloss
‘cow’
‘antelope’
‘person’

7 Nominative case
In Tennet, nominative (NOM) case marks the subject, the doer of the action. Singular and plural
nominative nouns are inflected. The most common nominative singular suffix is -i, and it is often
attached to subjects that end with a consonant as in (4). A tone change commonly marks singular
subjects ending in a vowel as in (5).
(4) a.

Ákáti e̱ ́ e̱ ́ t-i̱
mo̱ ́ o̱ ́ le̱ t
spear person-NOM calf.ACC
‘A person is spearing a calf.’

b.

Ákáti mo̱ ́ o̱ ́ le̱ t-i̱
e̱ ́ e̱ ́ t
spear calf-NOM person.ACC
‘A calf is butting a person.’

(5) a.

Apán do̱ le̱ ́ c
ngaa
slap
child.NOM woman.ACC
‘A child slaps a woman.’

b.

Apán ngáá
do̱ ́ lê̱ c
slap
woman.NOM child.ACC
‘A woman slaps a child.’

Adelino Amargira
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In (4), the tone of e̱ ́ e̱ ́ t ‘person’ is high, both when used as a subject in (a), and when used as an object
(b). However in (5), the tone of do̱ le̱ ́ c ‘child’ is LH when used as a subject (a) but LHL when used as
an object (b). Also in (5), the tone of ngáá ‘woman’ is H when used as a subject (b), but L when used
as an object (a).
The suffix -i attaches to nominative singular nouns and the suffixes -a, -na attach to nominative
plural nouns. A tone change from the tone of the accusative noun can mark both nominative singular
and plural nouns.
Nominative singular noun suffixes
Suffix
-i

Accusative Noun
meger
tuúlíc
keelang

Nominative Noun
meger-i
tuulíc-i
keelang-i

‘gazelle’
‘chicken’
‘leopard’

Nominative Noun
ture-t-a
tu̱ le̱ le̱ -t-a̱
de̱ e̱ re̱ -t-a̱
maalá-nâ
tii-na
ongólwâ-na

‘gun/s’
‘flutes’
‘gourds’
‘calves’
‘cows’
‘elephants’

Nominative
ngáá
táng
maa
do̱ le̱ ́ c

‘woman’
‘cow’
‘lion’
‘child’

Nominative
ol
dooli
logóz

‘humans’
‘children’
‘young men’

Nominative plural noun suffixes
Accusative Noun
ture-t
tu̱ le̱ le̱ -t
de̱ e̱ re̱ -t
máála
tiin
ongólwâ

-a

-na

Nominative singular noun tone changes
Accusative
ngaa
tang
máá
do̱ ́ lê̱ c

L/H
L/H
H/L
LHL/LH

Nominative plural noun tone changes
Accusative
ól
dóólí
lógôz

H/L
H/L
HL/LH
8 Oblique case

Oblique (OBL) case primarily indicates meaning having to do with locations or instruments. For
locations, the ablative suffix indicates the specific location of an object, the direction an agent is
heading towards, or from where a state or action existed or took place. The ablative suffix can also
indicate the instrument of the action. In the ablative examples of (6–8), accusative examples are given
in (6a, 7a) for comparison.
(6) a.

A̱ ́ vı̱ ́l
ngáá
ce̱ ́ e̱ ́ z
sweep lady.NOM house.ACC
‘The lady is sweeping the house.’

b.

Óbóda ngáá
ce̱ ́ e̱ ́ z-a̱
return lady.NOM house-ABL
‘The lady returns from the house.’

Number and Case Inflection in Tennet Noun and Adjective
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(7) a.

b.

(8) a.

b.
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Ááve udúc-i
ce̱ ́ e̱ ́ z-a̱
stay calabash-NOM
house-ABL
‘The calabash is in the house.’
Anyúk gaala
gool
cí
closes government.NOM road.ACC of
‘The government closed the Juba road.’

Juba
Juba.POSS

Óvvó ol
Juba-kté
going people.NOM Juba-ABL
‘People are going to Juba.’
u̱ ́ ruu̱ ́ k e̱ ́ e̱ ́ t-i̱
ngaa
keet-a
beat
person-NOM
woman.ACC
stick-ABL
‘The man beat the woman with a stick.’
Ókkó e̱ ́ e̱ ́ t-i̱
To̱ ri̱ c-a̱
zoo-nê
going person-NOM
Torit-ABL foot-ABL.PL
‘The person is going to Torit on foot.’

The suffix -a attaches to ablative singular nouns and the suffixes -e, -ne attach to ablative plural nouns.
There are also a few less common ablative suffixes such as the singular suffixes -kté, -toto and the
plural suffix -i.
Oblique singular noun suffixes
Suffix
-a

-kté

-to

Accusative Noun
ce̱ ́ e̱ ́ z
keet
To̱ ri̱ c
Juba
Lovi
Apoeta
mana
orog
ce̱ e̱ z

Ablative Noun
ce̱ ́ e̱ ́ z-a̱
keet-a
To̱ ri̱ c-a̱
Juba-kté
Lovi-kte
Apoeta-kte
mana-tó
orga-tó
caa-tó

Gloss
‘house’
‘tree’
‘Torit (town name)’
‘Juba (town name)’
‘Lovi (town name)’
‘Kapoeta’ (town name)’
‘field’
‘village’
‘house’

Ablative Noun
mi̱ ni̱ ng-e̱
keen-e
a̱ lle̱ n-e̱
ce̱ e̱ z-i̱ -ne̱ ́
baaru-né
i̱ ra̱ -nê
caava-í
tuulinya-í
tu̱ we̱ nya̱ -í

Gloss
‘evil spirits’
‘sticks’
‘whips’
‘houses’
‘robs’
‘milk’
‘shoes’
‘chickens’
‘ravens’

Oblique plural noun suffixes
Suffix
-e

-ne

-i

Accusative Noun
mi̱ ni̱ ng
keen
a̱ lle̱ n
ce̱ e̱ z-i̱
baaru
i̱ ra̱
caava
tuulinya
tu̱ we̱ nya̱

Some place names such as Juba (7b) and Lovi (9b) attach the ablative suffix -kte and some place
names such as Le̱ te̱ ji̱ (10b) and To̱ ri̱ c (11b) attach the ablative suffix -a.

Adelino Amargira
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(9)

a.
b.

A̱ ́ kku̱ ́
Óbódá

ngáá
ngáá

Lovi
Lovi-kte

(10)

a.

U̱ ́ zu̱ ́ ca̱ ́
Údúng

do̱ le̱ ́ c
do̱ le̱ ́ c

Le̱ te̱ ji
Le̱ te̱ ́ j-a̱ .

(11)

a.
F

Ávîl
Údúng

gaal
e̱ ́ e̱ ́ ti̱

To̱ ri̱ c
To̱ ri̱ c-a̱

‘The woman is coming to Lovi.’
‘The woman returned from Lovi.’
‘The child reached Leteji (village).’
‘The child slept in Leteji.’
‘The government is cleaning Torit.’
‘The person slept in Torit.’

9 Genitive case
The genitive (GEN) case indicates possession. The genitive particle ci/cik introduces the possessor
noun and agrees in number with the possessed noun it follows. Genitive suffixes attach to possessor
nouns. As in other cases, suffixes depend on whether the noun is singular or plural. In genitive case, if
the possessor noun is singular, the suffixes also differ according to whether the possessed noun is
singular or plural. In (12a), the genitive suffix -o marks a singular noun possessing a singular noun
(‘lady’s dog’). In (b), the genitive suffix -ak marks a singular noun possessing a plural noun (‘lady’s
dogs’). In (c-d), the genitive suffix -nu marks a plural noun possessing a singular or plural noun
(‘ladies’ dog’ or ‘ladies’ dogs’).
(12) a.

Ícín elegit-i
uruz
cí buuwec-o
saw animal-NOM dog.ACC of lady-GEN
‘The animal saw the dog of the lady (lady’s dog).’

b.

Ícín elegit-i
uruz-í
cík buuwec-ak
saw animal-NOM dog-PL.ACC of
lady-GEN
‘The animal saw the dogs of the lady (lady’s dogs).’

c.

Ícín elegit-i
uruz
cí buuwec-i-nu
saw animal-NOM dog.ACC of lady-PL-GEN
‘The animal saw the dog of the ladies (ladies’ dog).’

d.

Ícín elegit-i
uruz-í
cík buuwec-i-nu
saw animal-NOM dog-PL.ACC of
lady-PL-GEN
‘The animal saw the dogs of the ladies (ladies’ dogs).’

The suffixes -o, -wo attach to singular nouns possessing singular nouns, the suffixes -ak, -wak attach
to singular nouns possessing plural nouns, and the suffixes -u, -nu attach to plural nouns possessing
singular or plural nouns.
Genitive suffixes on singular nouns possessing singular nouns
Suffix
-o̱

-wo

Accusative Noun
Ta̱ mu̱ ta̱ ́ ddê̱ n
do̱ ́ lê̱ c
ééz
ngáá
ı̱ ́nya̱
íbâ

Genitive Noun
Ta̱ mu̱ ta̱ ́ ddê̱ n-o̱
do̱ le̱ ́ c-ô̱
ééz-o
ngáá-wo
ı̱ ́nyâ̱ -wo̱
íbâ-wo

Gloss
‘God’
‘child’
‘goat’
‘wife’
‘neck’
‘arm’
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Genitive suffixes on singular nouns possessing plural nouns
Suffix
-ak

-wak

Accusative Noun
buuwec
tátûg
lopilding
ngáá
ta̱ mu̱
bba̱ mbbu̱

Genitive Noun
buuwec-ak
tátûg-ak
lopilding-ak
ngáá-wak
ta̱ mu̱ -wa̱ k
bba̱ mbbu̱ -wa̱ k

Gloss
‘lady’
‘door’
‘window’
‘wife’
‘rain’
‘tobacco’

Genitive suffixes on plural nouns possessing singular or plural nouns
Suffix
-u

-nu

Accusative Noun
ééza
a̱ zza̱
tiin
ngáá
buuwec
meger

Genitive Noun
eeza-u
a̱ zza̱ -u̱
ti̱ i̱ n-u̱
ngaa-nu
buuwec-i-nu
meger-wa-nu

Gloss
‘goats’
‘sheep’
‘cows’
‘wives’
‘ladies’
‘gazelle’

10 Singular and plural adjectives
As in other Surmic languages, Tennet attaches suffixes to adjectives to express plural number
agreement with the nouns they describe. The genitive particle ci/cik, which introduces the adjectives,
also agrees in number with the nouns described.
(13) a. Ányáhá e̱ e̱ t-i̱
tang
brought person-NOM cow.ACC
‘The man brought a black cow.’
b.

Ányáhá e̱ e̱ t-i̱
tiin
brought person-NOM cows.ACC
‘The man brought black cows.’

ci
of

cik
of

o̱ lle̱
black

o̱ lle̱ -k
black-PL

Plural adjective suffixes are -k, -ttik, or -wa. As with noun suffixes, adjective suffixes are not
predictable by phonology or semantics. Unlike nouns, only plural adjectives have suffixes.
Singular and plural adjectives inflection suffix
Singular Adjective
culai
o̱ lle̱
voor
wu̱ u̱ ni̱
a̱ ppwa̱
bunybunya
gu̱ u̱ r
ariz
i̱ le̱ l

Plural Adjective
culai-k
o̱ lle̱ -k
voori-k
wu̱ u̱ n-tti̱ k
a̱ ppi̱ n-tte̱ k
bunybuny-ttik
gu̱ u̱ r-wa̱ ́
ariz-wâ
i̱ le̱ l-wâ

Gloss
‘green’
‘black’
‘white’
‘long’
‘huge’
‘giant’
‘lazy’
‘huge bull’
‘barren’
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11 Conclusion
Inflection plays an important role in Tennet nouns and adjectives, marking number and case. Singular
and plural suffixes attach to nouns, but only plural suffixes attach to adjectives. Some nouns attach
singular suffixes (lábî-tot / lábí ‘grain’), some nouns attach plural suffixes (íllá / illa-nya ‘spear’), and
some nouns attach both singular and plural suffixes (tuúlí-c / tuuli-nya ‘chicken’).
Absolutive case is unmarked by any suffix, but other cases are marked by suffixes agreeing in
number with the noun. The nominative singular suffix is -i (meger-i ‘gazelle’) and common
nominative plural suffixes are -a, -na (ture-t-a ‘cows’), although a tone change from the accusative
form can also indicate nominative singular or plural case (ngaa / ngáá ‘wife’, lógôz / logóz ‘young
men’). The oblique singular suffix is -a (ce̱ e̱ z-a̱ ‘in house’) and oblique plural suffix is -e (mining-e
‘evil spirits’), although for place names the ablative suffix can be -kte (Lovi-kte ‘from Lovi’). The
genitive suffix on singular nouns possessing a singular noun is -o, -wo (ngáá-wo ‘wife’), on singular
nouns
possessing
plural
nouns
-ak,
-wak (ngáá-wak ‘wife’), and on plural nouns possessing either singular or plural nouns -u, -nu (ngaa-inu ‘wives’).
Finally, plural adjectives can be marked with the suffixes -k, -wa, and -ttik (culai-k ‘green’, wu̱ u̱ ni̱ tti̱ k ‘long’, gu̱ u̱ r-wa̱ ́ ‘lazy’).
Abbreviations
ABL
ACC
GEN
NOM

pl., PL

ablative
accusative
genitive
nominative
plural
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CASE ALIGNMENT(S) IN SINYAR
Pascal Boyeldieu
1 Introduction
The Sinyar language (tàar ʃàmɲà) is spoken in an area that is shared between Chad (main settlement:
Mongororo, Waddai province) and Sudan (main settlement: Foro Boranga, South to Darfur). For Chad
only the number of speakers was estimated 12,300 in the year 2000 (Lewis, Simons & Fennig 2013).
A roughly similar amount may be suggested for Sudan. Their closest neighbours are Daju of Sila
(Chad) and Fur (Sudan).
Up to now Sinyar has been classified within the (Sara-)Bongo-Bagirmi (henceforth SBB) subbranch of Central Sudanic (Tucker & Bryan 1956: 14; Haaland 1978; Doornbos undated; Doornbos &
Bender 1983, Bender 1992). However this position relied on very limited data and recent fieldwork of
my own revealed that things are not so straightforward. Sinyar does indeed share many lexical and
morphosyntactic features with SBB languages but, as shown in table 1 below, it also differs from them
in other features of the same domains, the origin or relationship of which remains undetermined, so
that the social and historical genesis of Sinyar still represents an open question in the present state of
research.
Table 1: Sinyar features converging with/diverging from SBB features
SBB-like
SBB-unlike
x part of the lexicon (including ‘basic’)
x part of the lexicon (including ‘basic’)
x part of the personal pronouns
x no tonal alternation on verbs
x personal indices 2 & 3 distinguished for x some double (related) radicals for verbs
number by plural suffixes on the verb
x intensive verbs in -rx infinitive in t- (vowel-initial verbs)
x factitive verbs suffixed with -oo/-uu
x relative verb forms in k(V)x noun plural in (-ŋà)
x adjectives in k- (vowel-initial verbs)
x some noun plurals in -àar (animates)
x case marker system


The aim of this paper is to give an account of Sinyar’s (double) case marker system, probably the most
original and striking feature in comparison with the SBB language group. After displaying the markers
and their complementarity (section 3), and commenting on morphosyntactic principles (section 4), I
will review the way cases are involved in the expression of the different functions1 that may be
assumed by noun phrases (section 5), summarize the relations between function and case (section 6),
and finally give concluding remarks (section 7).
2 Preliminary remarks
Sinyar contrasts two level tones (Low/High) and has frequent downstepped Lows (the tonal
transcriptions should not be considered as definitive).
Kind of ‘floating’ tones – symbolised by (L) / (H) put after the term – condition the tonal realisation of
subsequent toneless suffixes (or clitics), a property which is, among others, the case of certain case
markers. Contrast for instance the behaviour of the Nominative Singular -Ni after bís (L) ‘cat’ (1) and
lél (H) ‘donkey’ (2):

1

In doing so I was appreciably inspired by an article of Kießling (2007) on the marked nominative in Datooga.

22

Pascal Boyeldieu

(1)

bís-nì
cat-NOM:SG
‘cat’ (Nominative)

(2)

lél-lí
donkey-NOM:SG
‘donkey’ (Nominative)

The nominal Plural -ŋà however is transparent in the sense that the ‘floating’ tone ‘jumps’ it and shifts
its effect onto the following unit (-ŋà may be dropped, especially when it is followed by a case marker
whose plural number is explicit). Compare the behaviour of the Nominative Plural -si after the two
nouns ìngà (L) ‘mountain’ (3) and màasì (H) ‘spear’ (4).
(3)

ìngà(-ŋà)-sì
mountain(-PL)-NOM:PL
‘mountains’ (Nominative)

(4)

màasì(-ŋà)-sí
spear(-PL)-NOM:PL
‘spears’ (Nominative)

Basic syntactic order is SVO with great freedom as to the main constituents (pragmatic effects are
likely but not well known).
Numerous examples have been elicited.2
3 Case markers
Sinyar is characterized by two sets of case markers according to the nature of the head of the noun
phrase.
i.) The first set concerns phrases whose head is a common noun, except if modified by a deictic
(see below). This set, that includes the dummy noun ɲàkwà (H) ‘thingy, thingummy, what-do-youcall-it’ and the partial interrogative ìngá (H) ‘what?’, contrasts an unmarked form (‘Absolute’), a
Nominative, and an Adverbial (a label that covers all values of ‘locative’, ‘instrumental’, and
‘comitative’).
The specific markers of set i. are illustrated in table 2 below:
Table 2: Case markers for phrases whose head is a common noun
Absolute form
Sg.
Pl.



Nominative
U1N
ZN

Adverbial
[N

ii.) The second set concerns phrases whose head is a proper name, a deictic or a personal pronoun, as
well as cases where a common noun is modified by a deictic modifier. ‘Proper names’ include
personal names – and names of personified animals –, ‘God’, ‘chief’, ‘grandmother’, names of places,
rivers, mountains, and countries, the dummy noun Ɲàkwà ‘what’s-his/her-name, So-and-So’ and the
partial interrogative ɗè↓e- (L) ‘who?’, some animal names: ‘(home) cat’, ‘(home) duck’, ‘fox’, ‘owl

2

Data were collected on the occasion of two recent fieldworks in Khartoum (2010, 2011) with the kind
assistance of MM. Bakheet Abdulkerim and Zakaria Abdulkerim. The research was supported by the Llacan
(UMR 8135), a joint research unit of the CNRS and Inalco (France). I am especially grateful to the Department
of Linguistics of the University of Khartoum for its warm welcome and help.
3
These two complementary variants are respectively suffixed to nouns ending in a short vowel vs. nouns ending
in a long vowel or a consonant.
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sp.’, ‘bird sp.’, ‘stork’, etc. as well as the points of the compass borrowed from Arabic, e.g. Ríì
‘North’.
This second set contrasts an unmarked, ‘Absolute’ form (restricted to proper names stricto sensu), a
Nominative, a Genitive, an Accusative, and an Adverbial.
The specific markers and specific forms of set ii. are illustrated in tables 3. to 5. below:
Table 3: Case markers for phrases whose head is a proper name (and assimilated)
Absolute form
Sg.
Pl.

Ø

Nominative
Genitive
-n / -lè4
-na (L)
-ngè (H)5

Accusative
-(y)àa (H)
-ngàá (H)

Adverbial
-lèe (H)
-ngèer (H)

Table 4: Deictic modifiers (and pronouns)6
Sg.
‘near’
Pl.
Sg.
‘far’
Pl.

Nominative
-àní
-àgí
-àná
-àgá

Genitive
kín.náà (L)
kígí.níngè (H)
wín.náà (L)
wísí.níngè (H)

Accusative
kín
kígí
wín
wísí

Adverbial
(ʔ)íngèr
kígí.tí
wísèr
wísí.tí

Table 5: Personal pronouns
Nominative
1S
2S
3S
1Pd
1P[?]
1Pp
2P
2P[?]
3P

màalé, màalè,
(màá)
ìllé, ìllè
nàalé, (nàá)
cìngé
cìyé
cèesá
sìngé
sèesá
nìngé

Genitive
(Associative)
-ándà (L)
-nûn (L)
-náà (L)
-náakú (H)
-násà (H)
-núkú (H)
-níngè (H)

Accusative
Independent
Indices
màá
-má/-mà
làá
nìyáà
cìngáa
cìyáa
cèsáa
sìngáa
sèesáa
nìngáa

-lá/-là
-nà
-sìngà/-síngà
-sàasà/-sáàsà
-sìngá/-síngá
-nìngá

Adverbial
màárèe
làárèe
nìyáàrèe
cìngáangèer
cìyáangèer
cèesáangèer
sìngáangèer
sèesáangèer
nìngáangèer

As can be seen from tables 1 and 2, case markers are usually but not always distinct for number.
Deictics (table 4) and personal pronouns (table 5) have their own, usually irreducible forms. Note
however the genitive forms of the Deictics that combine the accusative forms plus the genitive of the
Personal Pronouns 3S and 3P. Several other formal links may be observed between the three tables 3
to 5.
4 Morphosyntactic principles
As a general rule case markers appear at the end of the phrase and may be considered as postpositions.
Thus the Nominative is suffixed to the sole head noun representing the subject in (5) but to the last
modifier (adjective) following the head noun in (6) (as a convention, italics will highlight illustrated
head and case marker, if any):

4

These two complementary variants are respectively suffixed to nouns ending in a short vowel vs. nouns ending
in a long vowel or a consonant.
5
Note that the plural markers of proper names do not refer to several individuals bearing the same name (see
comment on (29) below) but to the group of people associated to a single individual (‘associative plural’), e.g.
Gìnáà-ngè ‘Ginaa (man’s name) and his mates/his friends/his family/his clan/etc.’ (Nominative and Genitive) or,
in Arabic, nas Ginaa.
6
Deictic pronouns, the Genitive forms of which have not been systematically registered, are very similar to the
deictic modifiers.
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(5)

kàjjà-n
àmbíy↓à
sun-NOM:SG 3:go:PST2
‘The time is over’ (lit. the sun has gone)
kàndìnè-ŋà-náà kíccí-sì
àm↓àn
írrí
cloth-PL-3S:GEN old-NOM:PL 3:have:PRS:PL dirt
‘His old clothes are dirty.’

(6)

Since common nouns do not know any accusative markers, objects represented by common nouns
appear in the unmarked (absolute) form (7a) unless they are modified by a deictic that must appear in
the accusative (7b) in the same way as the deictic pronoun (7c):
(7)

a.

ngùbbò-n
tèll↓è
kwàrjà
old_woman- NOM:SG 3:twist:PST1 polenta
‘The old woman prepared polenta.’

b.

ngùbbò-n
tèll↓è
kwàrjà kín
old_woman- NOM:SG 3:twist:PST1 polenta this:ACC:SG
‘The old woman prepared this polenta.’

c.

ngùbbò-n
tèll↓è
èkín
old_woman- NOM:SG 3:twist:PST1 this_one:ACC:SG
‘The old woman prepared this one.’

Finally genitive case markers (8) or specific forms (9-10) of set ii. may appear within a noun phrase as
modifiers of a common noun and be followed by the last case marker governed by the head:
(8)

ɓáà-ŋà Kùɲáà-nà-sì
wèeɲìnn↓àa
fìràangà
father-PL Kunyaa-GEN:SG-NOM:PL 3:come:PST2:PL yesterday
‘Kunyaa’s fathers (i.e. father and/or uncles) have come yesterday.’

(9)

kàndìnè-ŋà-náà kíccí-sì
àm↓àn
írrí
cloth-PL-3S:GEN old-NOM:PL 3:have:PRS:PL dirt
‘His old clothes are dirty.’

(= (6) above)

(10) ɓáà céè
wín.nâ-n
úwè
father person that:GEN:SG-NOM:SG 3:FUT:come
‘The father of that person will come.’
Such are the main principles along which case markers function. Further situations and contexts will
be illustrated throughout section 5.
5 Function and case
This section will review and comment the use of case along the main functions noun phrases may
assume in the Sinyar utterance.
a. Subject of any predicate and focussed subject of verb predicate
The subject is normally marked as nominative. Examples (11-14) illustrate subjects of a verbal
predicate (with focussed subject in (12)). (15) is an adverbial utterance with an adverbial noun phrase
as predicate while (16) is an equative utterance resulting from the mere juxtaposition of both subject
and predicate represented by noun phrases in the nominative (see b. below).
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(11) ngàar-rí
wéɲɲí
stew-NOM:SG 3:be_nice:PRS
‘The stew is nice.’
(12) ìngá-n
k-ùɲ-l↓à
what?:NOM:SG FOC-hurt:PRS-2S:ACC
‘What hurts you?’ (lit. what is it that hurts you?)
(13) Sùdáàn-nè
ùŋŋàbí
Íngìltáràa
Sudan-NOM:SG 3:be_hot:pass:PRS England:ACC:SG
‘Sudan is hotter than England.’
(14) gèe-ní
ùmbò-tá
tádá
child-this:NOM:SG 3:hear:PRS-NEG speech
‘This child is disobedient.’ (lit. doesn’t hear speech)
(15) nɖùbbòl-lí
ùmmù kàanà-tí
snake-NOM:SG inside grass-ADV
‘There is a snake in the grass’
(16) Bàkíit-lè
cé-k-íjjá↓`-n
Bakheet-NOM:SG person-REL-3:count-NOM:SG
‘Bakheet is the accountant.’
In rare cases subjects have been noted as unmarked, i.e. without any nominative. Although not well
understood this behaviour could be restricted to nouns referring to inanimate, maybe non-countable
notions whose unmarked form would then express indefiniteness. Contrast (17) and (18):
(17) kùcúl úngw↓à
money 3:not_be:PRS
‘There is no money (money doesn’t exist, e.g. ‘I/we have no money.’).’
(18) kùcúl-lí
úngw↓à
money-NOM:SG 3:not_be:PRS
‘The money is not here (the money is absent, e.g. ‘The money is somewhere else.’).’
b. Nominal predicate
As already mentioned in connection with example (16) above, the nominal predicate of a simply
juxtaposed equative utterance is itself marked as nominative. Examples (19) and (20) illustrate phrases
whose head is a common noun or a proper name respectively. In (21) the nominal predicate is
modified by a relative clause.
(19) Bàkíit-lè
cé-k-íjjá↓`-n
(= (16) above)
Bakheet:NOM:SG person-REL-3:count-NOM:SG
‘Bakheet is the accountant.’
(20) èerà-ándâ-n
Bàkíit-lè
name-1S:GEN-NOM:SG Bakheet-NOM:SG
‘My name is Bakheet.’
(21) ángá-sí
kàndìnè-ŋà k-íngíllé-sí
which_one?:NOM:PL cloth-PL
REL-3:get_lost:PST1-NOM:PL
‘Which clothes were lost?’ (lit. which ones (are) the clothes that were lost?)
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c. Complement of èɓì ‘be, exist, live’ and úngw↓à ‘not be, be absent, not exist’
The complements of two verbs referring – positively or negatively – to class membership, presence, or
existence of an entity may themselves be or not be marked as nominative. This difference of behaviour
involves a semantic contrast that has not been clearly identified but seems to have something to do
with an opposition of temporary or circumstantial (– nominative) vs. permanent or essential (+
nominative). Compare (22a) and (23a) with (22b) and (23b) respectively:
(22) a.

b.

(23) a.

b.

nàalé
èɓì
ʃàmɲà
3S:NOM 3:be:PRS Sinyar
‘He is still a Sinyar (but could change [?]).’
nàalé èɓì
ʃàmɲà-n
3S:NOM 3:be:PRS Sinyar:NOM:SG
‘He is a Sinyar (and will ever be [?]).’
nàalé úngw↓à
gì
3S:NOM 3:not_be:PRS child
‘He is not a child.’
nàalé úngw↓à
gì-n
3S:NOM 3:not_be:PRS child:NOM:SG
‘He is not a child (i.e. he behaves like an adult [?]).’

d. Complement of ùbà ‘become’
Complements of the verb ùbà ‘become’ always behave as objects and appear either unmarked (in the
‘absolute’ form) for common nouns (24-25) or in the accusative, at least in the uncertain example of a
personal pronoun (26).
(24) nàalé
èɓì
ùbà
sìmárʄá
3S:NOM 3:PRGR 3:become:PRS man
‘He is becoming a man (of a boy or young man).’
(25) m-ùbòwàaʄà
cé.kúbbò
1S-become:wait:PRS:NEG elder[person.big]
‘I have not become an elder yet.’
(26) nàalé
úbà
màá
3S:NOM 3:FUT:become 1S:ACC
‘He will become me.’ [meaning unclear]
e. Object (patient)
The object (patient) of a verbal predicate is unmarked when represented by a common noun (27-28) or
also by a proper name used with a generic value (29). On the other hand the object is marked as
accusative in (30) (proper name of personified animals with specific value) and in (31) (deictic
modifying a common noun).
(27) nìngé
mbàràn
ɲàfá
3P:NOM 3:love:PRS:PL each_other
‘They love each other.’
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(28) nàalé
ámá↓à
ɲíì
ɗè↓e-nà
3S:NOM 3:marry:PST2 daughter who?-GEN:SG
‘Whose daughter has he married (he has married the daughter of whom)?’
(29) Bàkíìt
mùʈʈà c-àmà
ɓéerè
Bakheet three 1P-have:PRS at_home
‘We have three Bakheet at home.’
(30) Ɲàmúrò-n
ámbóngá↓à Míndéelè-ngàá
Spider-NOM:SG 3:visit:PST2 Rat-ACC:PL
‘Spider has paid a visit to Rat’s family.’
(31) màalé
m-ìgàakà
céè-kín
1S:NOM 1S-ignore:PRS person-this:ACC:SG
‘I don’t know this person.’
f. Object of ditransitive or applicative verbs
Objects of ditransitive verbs both behave in the same way like patients: common nouns are unmarked
(32) while proper names and assimilated are marked with accusative (33). Note that the order of
objects is free.
(32) a.

nàalé ndóolú↓ù
gì
tàar
ʃàmɲà
3S:NOM 3:teach:PRS child language Sinyar
‘S/he teaches the child the Sinyar language.’

b.

nàalé ndóolú↓ù
tàar
ʃàmɲà gì
3S:NOM 3:teach:PRS language Sinyar child
‘S/he teaches the child the Sinyar language.’

(33) a.

nàalé ínjóoy↓à
kùcúl Bàkíit-yàa
3S:NOM 3:let_count:PST2 money Bakheet-ACC:SG
‘S/he let Bakheet count the money.’

b.

nàalé ínjóoy↓à
Bàkíit-yàa
kùcúl
3S:NOM 3:let_count:PST2 Bakheet-ACC:SG money
‘S/he let Bakheet count the money.’

Several verbs may receive an applicative extension that increases the number of their arguments. In
such cases the ‘applicative’ object may refer to different values (namely benefactive, locative, or
instrumental) and is again unmarked in the case of common nouns (34) or marked in the accusative in
the case of proper names (35-36).
(34) ìngá áarìnnáa
wèrʃì dúkùm
what? 3:FUTdo:APPL:PL knife blunt
‘What will they do with the blunt knife?’
(35) màalé
m-èɓì
kâyyáa
Fòrɓáráŋáà
1S:NOM 1S-PRGR be_near:PRS:APPL F_B:ACC:SG
‘I am living close to Foro Boranga.’
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(36) k-ìkàlmbìyáa-tá
Zàkàríyà-ngè
ngàar
2:PRHB-cook:APPL-NEG Zakariya-ACC:PL polenta
‘Don’t cook polenta for Zakariya’s people!’
g. Adverbial (locative, instrumental, and comitative)
Adverbial adjuncts are usually marked as such, the same markers expressing all the values of locative,
instrumental and comitative. Common nouns are illustrated in (37-42) and proper names or assimilated
in (43-45). (40-42) exemplify cases of complex adpositions resulting from modified nouns
(kùbàl…ADV ‘near, close to’, tà… ADV ‘because of, according to’).
(37) wèeɲ↓à
kàndìnè-ŋà kwíi-tí
3S:come:PST2 cloth-PL
other-ADV
‘S/he has come with other clothes.’
(38) nàalé
sùɗò-tí
górnú↓`
3S:NOM sleep-ADV 3:snore:PRS
‘S/he snores while sleeping.’
(39) mùʈʈà-níngè-tí
wèeɲìnnà↓a
three-3P:GEN:ADV 3:come:PST2:PL
‘They have come in a group of three.’ (lit. with the three of them)
(40) cìjjì
kùbàl-ándá-tì
2:put:IMP nearness-1S:GEN-ADV
‘Put (it) beside me!’ (lit. in my nearness)
(41) tà
céè-sì
t-àd↓àn-tí
matter person:PL-NOM:PL
DEP-3:say:PRS:PL-ADV
‘according to what people say…’

…

(42) màalé
m-èɓì
kùbàl
Fòrɓáráŋá-ná-tì
1S:NOM 1S-live:PRS nearness F_B-GEN:SG-ADV
‘I live near Foro Boranga.’ (lit. in the nearness of F.B.)
(43) m-ábì
Élì-lèe
súk-tì
1S-FUT:go Ali-ADV:SG market[Ar.]-ADV
‘I’ll go to the market with Ali.’
(44) ìllé
tàb↓à-là
cìyáangèer
2S-NOM 2:leave:IMP-2S:NOM 1P[?]:ADV
‘Stay with us!’ (lit. you (sg.) leave yourself with us!)
(45) wèeɲngònnà↓a
ɗè↓e-lèe
kwíi-tí
3:come:again:PST2 who?-ADV:SG other-ADV
‘With whom else has he come?’
However toponyms remain unmarked when used as absolute locatives (46).
(46) nàalé
wìndéɲ
Sàalé
3S:NOM 3:bathe:PST1 Salih[river]
‘S/he bathed in Salih (river).’
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h. Complement of preposition kándáaká ‘like’
Noun phrases governed by the preposition kándáaká ‘like, as’ behave like objects, i.e. they appear
complementarily as unmarked (47) or as accusative (48). This fact might suggest a verbal origin for
the preposition.
(47) nàalé
èrfì
kándáaká ʃêk
3S:NOM 3:speak:PRS like
chief [Ar.]
‘He speaks like a/the chief.’
(48) nàalé
èrfì
kándáaká nìngáa
3S:NOM 3:speak:PRS like
3P:ACC
‘He speaks like them.’
i. Associative=Genitive (modifying a noun, including complex adpositions)
Modifying nouns, i.e. nouns functioning as the associative (genitive) expansion of a head remain
unmarked if they are common nouns (49-51). They are marked as genitive in the case of proper names
(52-53) and assimilated, e.g. partial interrogative ‘who?’ (54) or deictics (55-56).
(49) nìngé
álánn↓àa
kàndìnè ɲàfá
3P:NOM 3:put:PST2:PL cloth
each_other
‘They have put on each other’s cloth.’
(50) nìngé
èɓì
àd↓àn
tádá
ɓáa-ndà
3P:NOM 3:PRGR 3:say:PRS:PL matter father-1S:GEN
‘They are discussing the matter of my father.’
(51) káalítìn
tà
ùmmà-tì
3:quarrel:PRS:PL matter woman-ADV
‘They quarrel concerning (with the matter of) a/the woman.’
(52) érɓí
térɓí
Bórɲò-nà
3:run:PRS running fox-GEN:SG
‘He runs like a fox.’ (lit. he runs a running of fox, i.e. very fast)
(53) nìngé
èɓìn
íllè
Sàbáà-nà-tì
3P:NOM 3:live:PRS:PL village[Ar.] East-GEN:SG-ADV
‘They live in a village of the East.’
(54) ègí
ìngè(-ŋà) ɗè↓e-ngè-sí
this:NOM:PL house(-PL) who?-GEN:PL-NOM:PL
‘Whose (pl.) houses are these?’ (lit. these (are) the houses of whom (pl.)?)
(55) ɓáà céè
kín.nâ-n
úwè
father person this:GEN:SG-NOM:SG 3:FUT:come
‘The father of this person will come.’

(= (9) above)

(56) nàalé
úwèn
ɓáà
céè
wísí.níngè-tí
3S:NOM 3:FUT:come:PL father person those:GEN:PL-ADV
‘He will come (lit. he, they will come) with the father of those people.’
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j. Topicalized subject
Sinyar has the ability to strengthen the topicalization of the subject – or making it a frame – by
duplicating it with a subject pronoun that appears after a light pause. The extraposed subject itself
appears in the nominative. Contrast (57a) and (58a) (subject) with (57b) and (58b) (strengthened
topicalization):
(57) a.

b.

(58) a.

b.

wèrʃì kíccí-n
jùwè-t↓à
jàmmá↓`l
knife old-NOM:SG 3:cut:PRS-NEG 3:be_nice
‘The old knife does not cut well.’
wèrʃì kíccí-n
nàalé
jùwè-t↓à
jàmmá↓`l
knife old-NOM:SG 3S:NOM 3:cut:PRS-NEG 3:be_nice
‘The old knife, it does not cut well.’
Kùmúlà-ngè
ámbínn↓àa
nùnnúù
Kumula:NOM:PL 3:go:PST2:PL far_away
‘Kumula’s people have gone away.’
Kùmúlà-ngè
nìngé
ámbínn↓àa
nùnnúù
Kumula:NOM:PL 3P:NOM 3:go:PST2:PL far_away
‘Kumula’s people, they have gone away.’

Another process – that might be characterized as ‘contrastive topicalization’ – consists of embedding
the extraposed noun phrase in the frozen formula tùbà… cè(n) ‘as for… (also)’. The extraposed
subject is again marked as a nominative (59).
(59) tùbà
Élì-n
cè(n) ámbíy↓à fìràangà
as_for Ali:NOM:SG also 3:go:PST2 yesterday
‘As for Ali, he has gone yesterday.’
The term tùbà obviously derives from the verb ùbà ‘to become’ (t-ùbà = dependent form?); cè ‘also’ is
attested elsewhere but it may appear here with an additional n according to conditions that are not
understood. All instances of this specific construction (see also k. and m. below) concern human
proper names.
These cases should not be assimilated to the behaviour of ùbà as a plain verb (see section d. above)
since the topicalized noun phrase may be marked at least as a nominative, an accusative or an
adverbial according to the function copied by the topic (see sections k. and m. below).
k. Topicalized object (patient)
The object may be topicalized through extraposition to the beginning of the clause. It is unmarked in
the case of common nouns (60-61) and marked as accusative in the case of proper names (62) or
personal pronouns (63). Note that the inanimate object is not necessarily represented by a pronoun in
situ: compare (60) (no pronoun) and (63) (object pronoun present).
(60) wèrʃì kíccí ɓáandâ-n
ìndéɲɲ↓à
fàfèré
knife old father:1S:GEN-NOM:SG 3:take:PST2 this_morning
‘The old knife, my father has taken (it) this morning.’
(61) márʄá-náà
m-ànɖíɲ-nà
súk-tì
husband-3S:GEN 1S-see:PST1-3S:ACC yesterday
‘Her husband, I saw him on the market.’
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(62) Kùmúlàa
m-ànɖíɲ-nà
súk-tì
Kumula:ACC:SG 1S-see:PST1-3S:ACC market[Ar.]-ADV
‘Kumula, I saw her on the market.’
(63) kàggà-kín
náa kùun-nà
tree-this:ACC:SG how? 3:call:PRS:PL-3S:ACC
‘This tree, how is it called? (lit. how do they call it?)’
The topicalized noun phrase (here a personal pronoun) may sometimes be marked either as accusative
or as nominative: compare (64a) and (65a) with (64b) and (65b) respectively. In these cases the
animate feature of the object (patient or experiencer) seems to explain the attraction of a more ‘active’
or ‘controlling’ case – the nominative – although the control is non-existent in both examples (‘be
born’, ‘be hungry’).7
(64) a.

nìyáà wìɲèn-n↓àa
Fòrɓáráŋá
3S:ACC 3:beget-3S:ACC:PST2 F_B
‘He, he was born (lit. they have begotten him) in Foro Boranga.’

b.

nàalé wìɲèn-n↓àa
Fòrɓáráŋá
3S:NOM 3:beget-3S:ACC:PST2 F_B
‘He, he was born (lit. they have begotten him) in Foro Boranga.’

(65) a.

b.

nìyáà mùsù-n
k-ùɲ-n↓à
3S:ACC hunger-NOM FOC-3:pain:PRS-3S:ACC
‘He, he is hungry (lit. hunger pains him).’
nàalé
mùsù-n
k-ùɲ-n↓à
3S:NOM hunger-NOM FOC-3:pain:PRS-3S:ACC
‘He, he is hungry (lit. hunger pains him).’

Finally a contrastive topicalization may appear in a similar way like with the subject (see j. above).
The topicalized noun phrase (here a proper name) is marked in the accusative (66).
(66) tùbà
Élì-yàa
cè m-ànɖíɲ-nà
fìràangà
as_for Ali:NOM:SG also 1S-see:PST1-3S:ACC yesterday
‘As for Ali, I saw him yesterday.’
l. Topicalized object of ditransitive or applicative verbs?
Sinyar’s ability of topicalizing the supplementary object of a ditransitive or applicative verb is not
clear in the present state of the data. Most probably there is a possibility of moving some arguments
with pragmatic effects. Contrast for instance (67), where the second object (instrumental) of an
applicative verb is put in front of the sentence, with (68), where a similar object appears after the verb
predicate (as expected the common noun object is unmarked in either case).
(67) wèrʃì kíccí ìngá
n-áaryáa
knife old what? 2-do:PST1:APPL
‘The old knife, what did you do with (it)?’
(68) ìngá áarìnnáa
wèrʃì dúkùm
what? 3:FUTDO:APPL:PL knife blunt
‘What will they do with the blunt knife?’
7

(= (34) above)

In English and French however the experiencer is treated as a subject in these precise cases.
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But other examples, involving both ditransitive and applicative verbs, are contradictory as to the actual
possibility to duplicate the presumed topicalized noun phrase – even referring to an animate – with a
personal pronoun in situ. On the other hand we lack examples of embedded contrastive topicalization
(as in j. and k. above) for this type of argument.
m. Topicalized adverbial
Here again Sinyar may move some adjuncts with a likely pragmatic effect, although this does not
appear clearly in the translation. Compare (69a) and (70a) with (69b) and (70b) respectively where
adverbial phrases are marked as such in either case. Pronominal duplication seems to be excluded in
such cases, even with animate nouns (proper names).
(69) a.

b.

(70) a.

b.

ìngá n-áary↓à wèrʃì kíccí-tí
what? 2-do:PST2 knife old-ADV
‘What have you done with the old knife?’
wèrʃì kíccí-tí ìngá n-áary↓à
knife old-ADV what? 2-do:PST2
‘What have you done with the old knife?’
(or better ‘The old knife, what have you done with (it)?’?)
c-ábì
Kùmúlà-lèe
súk-tì
1P-FUT:go Kumula-ADV:SG market[AR.]-ADV
‘I (lit. we) will go to the market with Kumula.’
Kùmúlà-lèe
c-ábì
súk-tì
Kumula-ADV:SG 1P-FUT:go market[AR.]-ADV
‘I (lit. we) will go to the market with Kumula.’
(or better Kumula, I will go to the market with (her)’?)

Here however the embedding construction of the contrastive topicalization may apply and, as shown
in example (71), the extraposed proper name may appear in the nominative, in the accusative, or in the
adverbial case. Despite some slight variations in these three sentences,8 the three choices of case
marking are clearly possible here.
(71) a.

tùbà Élì-n
cè m-ámbí
nìyáàrèe súk-tì
as_for Ali:NOM:SG also 1S-go:PST1 3S:ADV market[AR.]-ADV
‘As for Ali, I went with him to the market.’

b.

tùbà Élì-yàa
cè c-ámbí
nìyáàrèe súk-tì
as_for Ali:ACC:SG also 1P-go:PST1 3S:ADV market[AR.]-ADV
‘As for Ali, I (lit. we) went with him to the market.’

c.

tùbà Élì-lèe
cè(n) c-ámbí
nìyáàrèe súk-tì
as_for Ali:ADV:SG also 1P-go:PST1 3S:ADV market[AR.]-ADV
‘As for Ali, I (lit. we) went with him to the market.’

n. Topicalized associative
The associative (genitive) modifier of a head noun may be extraposed and duplicated by a personal
pronoun in situ with an effect of topicalization. As illustrated below a common strategy is to mark the
8

The plural c-ámbí ‘we went’ (71b-c) is preferred to the singular m-ámbí ‘I went’ as in (71a). Shouldn’t it be the
case also in (71a)? As mentioned before (see note 12 above) the possible variants of cè(n) ‘also’ are not well
understood.
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topicalized modifier as a nominative in both cases of a common noun (72-73) or a proper name (7475).
(72) wèrʃì kíccí-n
tàar-nâ-n
áffá-tá
knife old-NOM:SG edge-3S:GEN-NOM:SG 3:be_sharp:PRS-NEG
‘The old knife, its edge is not sharp.’
(73) ùmmà-n
nìngé
káalítìn
tòor-náà-tì
woman:NOM:SG 3P:NOM 3:quarrel:PRS:PL top-3S:GEN-ADV
‘The woman, they quarrel concerning (lit. at the top of) her.’
(74) Kùmúlà-n
ɓáa-nâ-n
ámbíy↓à nùnnúù
Kumula-NOM:SG father-3S:GEN-NOM:SG 3:go:PST2 far_away
‘Kumula, her father has gone away.’
(75) Máamàt-lè
màalé c-ámbí
gì-náà-tì
màarà-tí
Maamat-NOM:SG 1S:NOM 1P-go:PST1 child-3S:GEN-ADV hunting-ADV
‘Maamat, I went hunting with his son.’
But accusative (compare (76) with (73) above) or genitive (77) may also be choosen in this context, at
least for noun phrases (proper name, interrogative ‘who?’)9 that make it possible.
(76) Bàkíit-yàa
nìngé
káalítìn
tòor-náà-tì
Bakheet-ACC:SG 3P:NOM 3:quarrel:PRS:PL top-3S:GEN-ADV
‘Bakheet, they quarrel concerning (lit. at the top of) him.’
(77) ɗè↓e-nà
èɓì
àd↓àn
tádá-náà
who?-GEN:SG 3:PRGR 3:say:PRS:PL matter-3S:GEN
‘Who are they discussing the matter of?’ (lit. of whom, they are discussing his matter?)
A last example (78) illustrates again the free variation of a nominative with an accusative in marking a
proper name.
(78) a.

Bàkíit-ngè
màalé m-èrf↓ì
ɓáa-níngè-tí
fìràangà
Bakheet-NOM:PL 1S:NOM 1S-speak:PST1 father-3P:GEN-ADV yesterday
‘Bakheet’s people, I spoke with their father yesterday.’

b.

Bàkíit-ngàá
màalé m-èrf↓ì
ɓáa-níngè-tí
fìràangà
Bakheet-ACC:PL 1S:NOM 1S-speak:PST1 father-3P:GEN-ADV yesterday
‘Bakheet’s people, I spoke with their father yesterday.’

o. Citation
Considering the lexical lists that have been previously published as well as my own data, the
behaviour of nouns in isolation is not really conclusive: according to their nature (common noun or
proper name) they may appear as unmarked, accusative or nominative, without obvious link with a
feature of animacy. Citation form should therefore not be taken as decisive evidence in Sinyar.
6 Summary of function and case
The different relations between function and case that have been inspected in the preceding section are
summarized in Table 6.:
9

If the analysis is right, the topicalization of a partial interrogative is rather unexpected.
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Table 6: Summary of function and case
head =
common nouns
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Subject of any predicate and focussed subject
of verb predicate
Nominal predicate
Complement of èɓì ‘be, exist, live’ and úngw↓à
‘not be, be absent, not exist’
Complement of ùbà ‘become’
Object (patient)
Object of ditransitive or applicative verbs

g.

Adverbial (locative, instrumental, and
comitative)

h.
i.

Complement of preposition kándáaká ‘like, as’
Associative (modifying a noun, including
complex adpositions)
Topicalized subject
Topicalized object
Topicalized object of ditransitive or applicative
verbs?

j.
k.
l.

NOM

Topicalized adverbial

n.
o.

Topicalized associative
Citation

NOM

(/ unmarked)
NOM

unmarked / NOM
(| ‘circumstantial’ / ‘essential’?)
unmarked
ACC ?
unmarked
ACC
unmarked
ACC
ADV /
ADV
unmarked (toponyms
as absolute locatives)
unmarked
ACC
unmarked

GEN
NOM

unmarked

ACC

(/ NOM)

?
ADV

m.

head =
proper names & al.

ADV

(contrastive topicalization:)
?
NOM / ACC / ADV
NOM
NOM / ACC / GEN
not conclusive

7 Concluding remarks
In order to conclude this presentation of Sinyar’s case marking system(s), several remarks can be
made.


1. From a typological point of view König (2008) makes the following observation concerning African
languages:
“[…] two types of marked-nominative languages are to be distinguished with regard to
the morphological markedness of nominative and accusative: Type 1 (the most
common one), in which the [nominative] is the morphologically marked form and the
[accusative] the morphologically unmarked form, and Type 2, in which both case
forms, nominative and accusative, are morphologically marked.” (König 2008:254).
If so, Sinyar results from an interesting combination of the two types: the first one is valid for common
nouns and the second one is valid for proper names and assimilated (deictics and personal pronouns).
They both contribute to establish the specificity of the language under this respect.
2. According to the same author, the distribution of marked-nominative languages is as follows:
Berber, Cushitic, Omotic, Nilotic, and Surmic (König 2008: 271). It must then be underlined that
Sinyar is spoken in an area that is rather characteristic of accusative languages: Maba, Merarit,
Masalit, Tama, and Fur (König 2008:266). This unexpected situation raises again the question of the
origin and historical constitution of Sinyar that looks, at first sight at least, as resulting from the
contact between different, only partially identified sources (see Introduction).
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3. Coming back to the case system, it has been shown that the two sets constituted by common nouns
on one hand and proper names, deictics and pronouns on the other hand do not function in a strictly
parallel way. This situation does not result so much from the imbalance between the number of cases
available for either group as from the features of animacy and specificity that are strongly dominant in
the second set.
4. Finally the choices offered – or imposed – by the system for marking the different functions
assumed by noun phrases are not equally straightforward. The most uncertain strategies appear in the
case of topicalized arguments or adjuncts: variation may appear in the case of topicalized objects and,
even more, with topicalized adverbials and associatives. This uncertainty seems to result from the fact
that the topicalized element is functionally disconnected from the sentence und unloaded from a
syntactic role that is usually taken over by its pronominal duplicate.
Abbreviations
1P
1PD
1PP
1S
2
2P
2S
3
3P
3S
ACC
ADV
APPL
AR.
DEP
FOC

1st person pl.
1st person pl. (dual)
1st person pl.
1st person sing.
2d person
2d person pl.
2d person sing.
3d person
3d person pl.
3d person sing.
Accusative
Adverbial
Applicative
Arabic
Dependent (verb form)
Subject focalizing (verb form)

FUT
GEN

H
IMP

L
NEG
NOM
PL
PRGR
PRHB
PRS
PST1
PST2
REL

SBB
SG

Future
Genitive
High tone
Imperative
Low tone
Negative, Negation
Nominative
Plural
Progressive
Prohibitive
Present
Past 1
Past 2
Relative
(Sara-)Bongo-Bagirmi languages
Singular

N.B. The characterization of TAMs as ‘Present’, ‘Future’, ‘Past 1’, and ‘Past 2’ is tentative and
provisional.
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CASE MARKING IN TUGEN
Prisca Jerono
1 Introduction
Case is used to indicate the relationship of the verb and its core noun phrases. It is used to
disambiguate various noun phrases that appear in clauses. Dimmendaal (1982: 65) says that case
coding refers to the way in which relationships within a sentence between verbs and other categories
are indicated. The means by which these categories are coded (marked) indicate how they function
syntactically. Languages mark case by use of word order, (structural case) morphological inflection,
tone or a combination of any of the above. Case marking is responsible for the different alignment
systems in languages. The alignment systems are based on how the subject (S) of an intransitive
sentence is marked in comparison to the subject (A) of a transitive sentence and also how the object
(O) is marked (Dixon 1994). Specifically the alignments systems are nominative-accusative, ergativeabsolutive and marked-nominative. In the nominative-accusative system, S and A are marked in the
same way and O is marked differently. In the ergative-absolutive system S and O are marked in the
same way while A is marked differently. The marked-nominative system marks A and S in a similar
manner while O remains unmarked. The difference therefore between the nominative-accusative
system and the marked-nominative system is that in the nominative-accusative O is marked in some
way but in the marked-nominative system O remains unmarked. Tugen1 falls within the markednominative alignment system. In Tugen case marking is achieved morphologically and
suprasegmentally by the use of tone or a combination of the two. Tone refers to a significant rise or
fall in pitch in a word and can be used to signal lexical, morphological, semantic and pragmatic
information. Tone is normally analyzed as a property not of individual segments (or sounds) but of
syllables. It is always transcribed on the syllable nucleus which is usually a vowel; this masks the fact
that tone may be phonetically realized on the voiced sonorant2 segments. In this paper, tonal marking
is analysed for the various case forms that manifest as a result of the tonal inflection as well as the tone
patterns that occur. The analysis of tone is done on the basis of a sequence of H (High) and L (Low)
tones. In this paper we borrow from the Autosegmental Theory the principle of feature spreading to
describe the successive manifestation of a tonal feature (Goldsmith 1976). For instance, a successive
occurrence of H tones is taken to be a result of one H tone spreading to other segments, thus it will be
described as one tone but it will be marked separately in the data provided. Association lines will
however not be used to represent the data. This analysis also takes into consideration the number of
syllables in a noun in determining its tone pattern. Most of the nouns in Tugen have more than two
syllables. This paper analyses morphological and tonal case marking.
2 Tonal marking
The basic Tugen word order in isolated sentences is VSO/VOS. This means that it is possible to
permute the order of the subject and the object and the meaning of the sentence still remains the same.
For example:
(1)

1

a. sóómán-í láákwéé kìtàbúú
read-IMP child
book
‘The child is reading a book.’

Tugen is one of the dialects within the Kalenjin macro language of the Southern Nilotic group of languages. It
is spoken by the community of people living in Baringo County of Kenya. Tugen has a basic word order of VSO
in isolated sentences.
2
Nasals, glides and liquids.
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b. sóómán-í kìtàbúú láákwéé
read-IMP book
child
‘The child is reading a book.’
In order to disambiguate the meaning of the sentence in such a construction, tonal differentiation on
the subject and the object occurs. According to the Minimalist Program (Chomsky 1995) all the
inflectional properties of a word are found in the lexicon, and in the construction of a sentence the
various words are selected and merged and finally the sentence is checked for all features at spell-out
before the different logical features and phonological features are directed to the separate domains for
pronounciation and interpretation. In line with this argument, all properties of a word including case
are inflected/assigned in the lexicon. The morphological features are checked overtly before spell out
and because tone is a phonological feature, it is checked covertly before spell out. The tonal features
that are assigned to a noun phrase depend on the function of the NP in the sentence structure. In Tugen
NPs indeed are assigned lexical tonal features that are said to be in the absolutive. The absolutive in
this case refers to the state of an NP in terms of the tonal markings that the NP bears as a lexical item
without reference to any syntactic function.
Absolutive
Tugen is a marked-nominative language because S and A are marked while O remains unmarked. The
absolutive is used to refer to the unmarked case to differentiate it from the marked accusative of the
nominative-accusative alignment. It is used with NPs that function as direct objects and indirect
objects as well as NPs that are used in isolation. It is also used in noun phrases that are moved out of
the core sentences for reasons of emphasis or topicalization. Dimmendaal (1982: 66) says that for
Turkana the tone patterns of nouns, pronouns and other categories occurring in an NP in the absolutive
case is taken to be the basic pattern because:
i.
in this form these categories have their widest range of occurrence,
ii.
maximal tonal differentiation occurs, whereby the tone pattern itself is not
predictable,
iii.
the tonal forms of the categories in question when occurring in other cases can be
predicted or derived from the corresponding forms in the absolutive case.
Tones in Tugen are usually marked according to the number of syllables in a word and more
specifically on the syllable nucleus, which is normally a vowel. Most of the nouns in Tugen have more
than one syllable. The tones patterns occurring in nouns with various syllables are shown in the
following table:
Table 1: Tone patterns in nouns in nominative and absolutive
(2)

Noun: ABS
láàkwéé
káámèè
mùrsíík
chèègó
cháálwòòk
kwááríík
sáàndé
íìléé
chèèmòòsíí
móítá
bèelyóòndé
kìtàbúú
lààbóótík
káályááng’ík

Tone
pattern
HLH
HL
LH
LH
HL
H
HLH
HLH
LH
H
LHLH
LH
LH
H

Nounː NOM
láákwéé
kààmèè
mùrsììk
chèègò
cháálwóók
kwáárììk
sáándé
ííléé
chéémóósíí
mòìtà
béélyóóndé
kítábúú
láábóótík
kààlyááng’ík

Tone
pattern
H
L
L
L
H
HL
H
H
H
L
H
H
H
LH

Gloss
child
mother
sour milk
milk
wrongdoing
tendon
groom
lightning
ogre
calf
elephant
book
soddom apple
flies
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ng’èchèróòník
sìyòík
óìnóósyék
kìsìryáándé
kìmútáí
kìpkóòskéí
kìbùkàndìì
kìpchóríìréé

LHLH
LH
HLH
LH
LH
LHLH
L
LHLH

ng’échéróóník
síyóík
óìnòòsyèk
kìsìryààndè
kímútáí
kípkóóskéí
kìbùkándíí
kípchórííréé

H
H
HL
L
H
H
LH
H
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seats
nails
rivers
louse
John
James
guitar
squirrel

From this analysis we can see that these nouns in isolation have the following patterns in the
absolutive: HLH, HL, L, H and LHLH. The tone patterns of the nouns cannot be predicted depending
on the number of their syllables, though most of them bear LH tones. When they appear as objects in
sentences these nouns bear the same patterns as seen in the examples below:
(3)

a. Kà3- ø-réèrí
mòìtà
tèètá
PST3-3SG-suck
calf:NOM cow:ABS
‘The calf suckled the cow.’

(L); (LH)

b. Kììlú chèègó
mòìtà
PST1-drink milk:ABS calf:NOM
‘The calf drank the milk.’

(LH); (L)

c. Kìì-ríìr-chí4 láákwéé
káámèè
PST1-cry-for child:NOM mother:ABS
‘The child cried for the mother.’

(H); (HL)

d. Kòò-ám-éí
sáándé
kwáárík
PST2-eat-IMP groom:NOM tendons:ABS
‘The groom was eating hooves.’

(H); (H)

e. Kìì-pút
ííléé
kìbùkàndìì
PST1-destroy
thunder:NOM guitar:ABS
‘The thunder destroyed the guitar.’

(H); (L)

In (3)a. the sentence with the subject moita ‘calf’ bears the nominative L tones and is different from
when used in isolation as seen in (2) where it bears the absolutive H tones. (3)b. is a sentence with the
subject moita ‘calf’ and the object cheego ‘milk’. The subject bears the marked nominative L tones
while the object remains with the absolutive tone patterns of LH. The same absolutive tone patterns
are also seen in the tonal patterns of the nouns kaamee, ‘mother’ kwaarik ‘tendons’ and kibukandii
‘guitar’ which take the direct object roles. When these nouns are moved out of their core positions for
topicalization or emphasis, they retain the tonal patterns as they appear in the isolated forms. This is
seen in the examples below:
(4)

3

a. Kìmútáí, kìì-ø-wó
gáá
Kimutai PST1-3SG-go home
‘Kimutai, he went home.’

(LH)

b. Ng’èchèróòník ché kà-í-bút-yó
Seats
that PST3-3PL-fall-IMP
‘It is the seats that fell.’

(LH)

Tugen has three prefixes for tense: kii- for the distant past, koo- for the recent past and ka- for the immediate
past.
4
The suffix -chi can be used for the allative role of towards and the dative role of to/for .
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As seen in the examples above the topicalized NPs, Kimutai ‘John’ and ng’echeroonik ‘seats’ bear the
same patterns of the absolutive case form with LH and LHLH tones respectively.
Nominative case
In Nandi the rules for assigning nominative case tones are quite different from other tone rules which
apply to nominals; what is involved is the removal of all lexical tones and the superimposition of new
fixed patterns (Creider & Creider 1989: 41). In Tugen, the tonal patterns found in the nominative case
involve a slight modification of the tones found in the absolutive case. The tonal patterns for nouns
with other syllables in the nominative case are seen in the following examples:
(5)

a. Kà-ø-lú
mùrsíík
PST3-3SG-drink sour
milk:ABS
‘The child drank sour milk.’

láákwéé
child:NOM

b. Ø-kèsèn-í
káámèè
chéémóósíí
3SG-carry-IMP mother:ABS ogre:NOM
‘The ogre is carrying the mother.’

(LH); (H)

(HL); (H)

c. Kòò-ø-nám
cháálwóók
kìp-chòòríìréé
(H); (LHLH)
PST2-3SG-catch wrongdoing:NOM
m-squirrel:ABS
‘The squirrel was caught with wrongdoing.’ (Literally, wrongdoing caught the squirrel)
d. Kòò-ø-nyó
mòìtà
òínéé
PST2-3SG-come calf:NOM river:ABS
‘The calf came to the river.’

(L); (LH)

e. Kòò-ø-kwéèr kì-bùkándíí
PST2-3SG-beat m-guitar:NOM
‘The guitar hit Kimutai.’

(LH); (LH)

Kì-mútáí
m-mutai:ABS

In the examples the nominative is marked by H, HL, L and HL tones. The noun laakwee ‘child’
changes its tone pattern from LHL, which is found in the absolutive, to H tone when in the nominative
case. In (5)d. moita ‘calf’ bears a L tone as a subject, different from when it is used in isolation in (2).
where it bears a H tone. Kibukandii ‘guitar’ in the absolutive case has L tone but in the nominative it
has LH tone as shown in (5)e. Other tone patterns in the nominative can be seen in the various kinds of
sentences below:
(6)

a. Kà-lúgú-í
éréné
PST3-swallow-IMP
snake:NOM
‘The ogre swallowed the cow.’

tèètá
cow:ABS

(H); (LH)

b. Kòò-yóón kààmèè
láàkwéé
PST2-chase mother:NOM child:ABS
‘The mother chased the child.’

(L); (HLH)

c. Ám-òn kwàryààndè
eat-1SG tendon:NOM
‘My heal is aching’ (Literally, my heal is eating me)

(L)

d. Míì kààlyááng’ík sááng’
be flies:NOM
outside
‘There are flies outside.’

(LH)
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e. Kìì-róch
láábóótík
kòòndá.
PST1-enter sodom apples:NOM
eye:ABS
‘The sodom apples entered the eye.’
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(H); (LH)

In the examples above (6)a. erene ‘snake’ changes from a LH tone pattern in the absolutive case as
seen in (8)j. to H tone in the nominative. In (6)b. the noun kaamee ‘mother’ changes from HL tone in
the absolutive to L tone in the nominative. In (6)c. the noun kwaaryaande ‘tendon’ changes from LH
tone in the absolutive to L tone in the nominative case. In (6)d. the noun kaalyaang’ik ‘flies’ also
changes from H tone in the absolutive to LH tone in the nominative. For these examples the tone
patterns for the nominative are H and L tones. Other tone patterns for the nominative case are seen in
the examples below:
(7)

a. Kòò-í-mút
Kímútáí
tòòndé
PST2-3SG-take Kimutai:NOM guest:ABS
‘Kimutai took the guest.’

(H); (LH)

b. Kòò-í-bút-yó
ng’échéróóník ééng’ tùìyéé
PST2-3SG-fall-IMP seats:NOM
in
meeting
‘The seats fell in the meeting.’

(H)

c. Kìì-súús-àn
kìsìryààndè
PST1-bite-1SG louse:NOM
‘A louse bit me.’

(L)

d. Míí-tó kípchórííré
mbàréé
be-IMP squirrel:NOM farm:ABS
‘There is a squirrel in the farm.’

(LH); (LH)

e. Kà-yóón
séèséé
Kìpkóòskéí
PST3-chase dog:NOM Kipkooskei:ABS
‘The dog chased Kipkoskei.’

(HLH); (LHLH)

In the examples above, the tone patterns of nouns such as Kimutai ‘John’ change from LH in the
absolutive to H in the nominative. A noun such as ng’echeroonik ‘seats’ has a LH tone pattern in the
absolutive and H tone in the nominative while kipchoriire ‘squirrel’ changes from LHLH in the
absolutive to H tone in the nominative. Kisiryaande ‘louse’ has a LH tone in the absolutive but a L
tone in the nominative while seesee ‘dog’ has a LH tone pattern in the absolutive and a HLH tone in
the nominative.
In the foregoing analysis most nouns have more than two syllables. The nouns bear various tone
patterns in the nominative. Some involve a slight modification of the tone pattern in the absolutive
form while others involve a complete change of the tone pattern. For example the noun moita ‘calf’
has H tone in the absolutive but L tone in the nominative. A noun such as kaalyaang’ik ‘flies’ has a H
tone in the absolutive but L tone in the nominative; a noun such as seesee ‘dog’ has a HL tone in the
absolutive and a HLH in the nominative. From the 22 examples given in 2 above, the distribution of
tone patterns for the absolutive are as follows: H-3, L-1, LH-8, HL-2, LHLH-4 and HLH-4. The
differences in the distribution of tone patterns between the nominative and the absolutive is as shown
in the table below:
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Table 2: Tone patterns between nominative and absolutive
(8) Noun:nom
láákwéé
chéémóósíí
kààmèè
cháálwóók
òínéé
kìbùkándí
mòìtà
téétá
éréné
kwàryààndè
kààlyááng’ík
kòòndà
láábóótík
kímútáí
séèséé

Tone
pattern
H
H
L
H
LH
LH
L
H
H
L
LH
L
H
H
HLH

Noun:abs

Tone pattern

Gloss

láàkwéé
chèèmóósíí
káámèè
cháálwòòk
òìnèè
kìbùkàndì
móítá
tèètá
èréné
kwàryáándé
káályááng’ík
kòòndá
lààbóótík
kìmútáí
séèsèè

HLH
LH
HL
HL
L
HL
H
LH
LH
LH
H
LH
LH
LH
HL

child
ogre
mother
wrong
river
guitar
calf
cow
snake
tendon
flies
eye
soddom apple
John
dog

From the examples in the table we find seven nouns having a H tone in the nominative and only two
with a H tone in the absolutive. On the other hand there are seven nouns with a LH tone in the
absolutive and only three with a HL tone in the absolutive. In the nominative four nouns have a L tone
and in the absolutive two nouns have a L tone. The nouns have between two to four syllables. Some of
the nouns involve a slight modification in the tone pattern between the absolutive while others involve
a complete change of tone. For this reason we can conclude that the change in tone pattern is irregular.
3 Morphological marking
In Tugen, gender, the genitive, and double object constructions are marked for case morphologically.
Gender
The case on gender is marked formally by way of gender sensitive prefixes in nouns and modifiers.
Tugen marks natural gender5 by the masculine prefix Kip- and the feminine prefix Cheep-6. However
not all nouns that refer to natural gender have masculine and feminine forms. Other gender forms are
marked lexically and used as modifiers. An example is (9)e. below. The gender prefixes change their
tone patterns from the absolutive to the nominative when they appear as subjects in a sentence as seen
in (8) in the table above and (10) below:

(9)

5

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

feminine
Chèèróónó
chèèp-tuuge
_______
chèèp-íy-wéé
chèèp-ò

masculine
kìpróónó
________
kì-síryáán-dé
________
àrááp

gloss
Mary/John
dove
louse
mad person
daughter of/son of

The natural gender in Tugen sometimes is referential/semantic in the sense that the female gender prefix may
be used to refer to a masculine thing. For example the name Cheerono ‘Jane’ is sometimes used to refer to the
masculine gender while Kip-lekwe ‘hare’ bears a masculine prefix.
6
The -p is sometimes omitted due to some phonological processes. For example in Ki-maru ‘Peter’ and Cheerono ‘Jane’.
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Gender and nominative marking is exemplified in the sentences below:
(10) a. Kà-bíìr-ón
chéép-íy-wéé
PST3-beat-1SG F-mad person
‘The mad person beat me.’
b. Kòò-nyó
chéép-ò
Lùùká ámút
PST2-come daughter of Luke
yesterday
‘Luke’s daughter came yesterday.’

(H)

(HL); (LH)

In (10)a. the tone of the gender prefix changes from L to H when the noun phrase is in the nominative.
This is the same case with (10)b., which also has the associative marker -o to show possession/
genitive case. The tone on the associative marker does not change. Another associative marker for the
genitive case is discussed below.
The genitive case
Other than gender, Tugen has another case form that is marked morphologically. This is genitive
case7. In Tugen the genitive case is marked in noun phrases that function as possessors in an
associative construction. These noun phrases are inflected by way of morphology in order to indicate
this function. The association between the noun phrases involved is achieved by the suffix -ap which
is affixed on the possessed noun phrase. For example:
(11) a. Kà-í-gát-án8
láákwéét-áp Chèèróónó
PST3-3SG-greet-1SG child:NOM-of Cheerono:ABS
‘Cheerono’s child greeted me.’
b. Kòò-pét
kàláámít-áp
PST2-loose pen:NOM-of
‘The girl’s pen got lost.’

chèèptó
girl:ABS

c. Kì-téch-éí
kòòt-áp
kòònèètíndé
PASS-build-IMP
house:ABS-of teacher:ABS
‘The teacher’s house is being built.’

(H); (LH)

(LH); (LH)

(LH); (LH)

In the examples above, the possessor noun phrase remains in its absolutive case form while the
possessed noun phrase changes its tone pattern according to whether it is used as a subject or an
object. In (11)c. the sentence is in its passive form and the passive subject bears the absolutive case
form.
4 Case in double object constructions
Other than the above cases, there are several case forms that are used for the applied object. The
applied object occurs in the sentence structure as a result of derivative affixes which introduce them.
The presence of the derivative affixes affects the valency of the verb and results in the creation of a
double object construction, i.e the direct object and the applied object. Valency refers to the range of
syntactic elements either required or specifically permitted by a verb or any other lexical unit
(Mathews 1997). The applied object in Tugen is represented by an NP that bears various case forms.
The cases involved are the benefactive, the instrumental and the locative (Jerono 2012). The case
forms are licensed by the derivative suffixes on the verb and therefore, when a verb is selected, it is

7

Also called possessive.
In some verbs the 3SG prefix is -i- which is similar to the 2SG prefix. For example in ka-i-sup lakwee (PST33SG-follow child) ‘the child followed’. See also (13)b.
8
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fully inflected for the particular case in the lexicon. These case forms are realized on the noun phrases
that are introduced into the sentence structure.
Benefactive
The benefactive is used for those units that refer to individuals with an interest in an action and who
may gain from the activity involved, but are not involved directly with it. The benefactive case is
similar to the dative case which is used for the indirect object in Tugen. The benefactive is introduced
by the derivative suffix -chi on the verb for the third person and the 1st and 2nd person object
agreement markers9. For example:
(12) a. Kìì-á-íp-chí
Kìpkòééch
kìtàbúú
PST1-1SG-take-BEN Kipkoeech:ABS book:ABS
‘I took a book for Kipkoeech.’
b. Kìì-ng’wól-wóòn
Chééróótích
PST1-3SG-plait-1SG Cheerootich:NOM
‘Cheerootich plaited the hair for me.’

sùùméék
hair:ABS

c. Kìì-íp-wéèch
Chééísó
sòbéét-áp
PST1-3SG-take-1PL Jesus:NOM life-of:ABS
‘Jesus brought us eternal life.’

kòìgény
eternal

d. Kìì-róòng’-chí
láákwéé
chèègó
pùsíí
PST1-pour-BEN
child:NOM milk:ABS cat:ABS
‘The child poured milk for the cat.’

(LH); (LH)

(H); (LH)

(H); (LH)

(H); (LH); (LH)

From the above examples we can see that it is easier to disambiguate the benefactive from the direct
object when it involves the 1st and 2nd person as it is represented by objective suffixes. These objective
suffixes may introduce the 1st and 2nd noun phrases but these would not serve economy conditions
because the relevant noun phrase is clear from the object suffix. These suffixes bear HL tones.
However, for the 3rd person, the benefactive is introduced by the suffix -chi and the object is
introduced lexically and therefore the sentence bears two objects; the direct and the applied object.
These objects bear the same tonal patterns just like when they are in the absolutive case, as seen in
(12)a. Both the direct and the applied object bear LH tones. In this case, where the tonal differentiation
fails, the animacy differences are used in disambiguation whereby the animate is given the benefactive
role while the inanimate takes direct object role. In the case where animacy differentiation fails, then
the interpretation convention is used where the semantics of the entities involved help in
disambiguating which NP bears the benefactive case.
Instrumental
The instrumental is also one of the case forms that arise due to the presence of a derivative suffix on
the verb structure. The instrumental is used for those NPs that refer to instruments that are used in
achieving some action. In Tugen the instrumental NP is introduced to the sentence structure by the
suffix -en on the verb. This suffix bears a H tone. This is seen below:
(13) a. Kà-tíl-én
bèèndó
róòtwé
wéérí
PST3-cut-INS meat:ABS knife:ABS son:NOM
‘The son cut the meat with the knife.’
b. Í-bát-én
chíító
chéèmbéé mbàréé
3SG-dig-INS person:NOM jembe:ABS farm:ABS
‘The person is digging the farm with a jembe.’
9

For 1SG. -(w)-oon; pl. -(w/n)eech; 2SG. -in; pl. -ok.

(LH); (HLH); (H)

(H); (HLH); (LH)
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In the examples above the subject is marked by H tones and the direct object is marked by LH tones
while the applied object is marked by HLH tones. The direct and the applied object are disambiguated
tonally and also by the semantics of the lexical items in that the rootwe (knife) is an instrument for
cutting and therefore is given the instrumental function.
Locative
The locative is another case form that arises in Tugen as a result of the presence of derivative affixes
on the verb. In Tugen, the derivative suffix for the locative -en is similar to the one for the
instrumental NP. This is shown below:
(14) a. Kòò-pá-én
sááng’
láàkwéé kààmèè
PST2-feed-LOC outside:ABS child:ABS mother:NOM
‘The mother fed the child outside.’
b. Kìì-ál-én
tùùgá
sííró
chéépyóóséé
PST1-buy-LOC cows:ABS market:ABS woman:NOM
‘The woman bought the cows at the market.’

(H); (HLH); (L)

(LH); (H); (H)

In the above examples the subject is marked for nominative case by H tone while the direct and the
applied object bear tone patterns that are similar to the tone patterns of the absolutive case. The tone
pattern for the locative is H tone and similar to the nominative H tone for the subject. In order to
disambiguate the two NPs the semantics of the noun phrases are considered, whereby siiro ‘market’ is
a name for a place and thereby is assigned the locative case. This case also applies to the locative noun
saang’ ‘outside’ in (14)a. Another locative case on NPs that show direction is derived by the
directional suffix -u on the verb. This suffix introduces noun phrases that take the locative case. The
locative noun phrase bears a H tone. For example:
c. Bún-ú
gáá
Chééróónó
come-ALL home:ABS cheeroono:NOM
‘Cheeroono is coming from home.’

(H); (H)

From these examples it can be seen that the locatives bear H tones and there is no ambiguity in terms
of the entities involved because the suffixes introduce adverbial noun phrases of location.
5 Case in loan words
In Tugen, words that are borrowed from other languages are adapted to fit in to the phonology of the
language. Case marking is also not an exception on these words. The loan words are assigned lexical
tonal markings and absolutive case in the lexicon. In isolation therefore loan words are inflected for
absolutive case with various tone patterns as seen in the examples below:
Table 3: Tone patterns for loan words
(15)
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Noun:ABS

Tone pattern

Noun:NOM

Tone pattern

Gloss

Source

kòòmpyùùtá
kìkóòmbéé
swéètéé
síìméé
ùsíì
pètèròòl

LLH
LHLH
HLH
LH
LHL
L

kóómpyúútá
kíkóòmbéé
swéétéé
sííméé
úsíí
pétéròòl

H
HLH
H
H
H
HL

computer
cup
sweater
telephone
thread
petrol

English
Kiswahili
English
Kiswahili
Kiswahili
English

In the table the tone patterns for the loan words in the absolutive are LH, HLH, L, LHL and LHLH.
The tone patterns do not change when the nouns are used as objects in a sentence to reflect the
unmarked absolutive case. This is seen in the examples below:
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(16) a. Kà-sìr-en
kòòmpyùùtá ngàléék
láákwéé
PST3-write
computer:ABS words:ABS child:NOM
‘The child wrote the words with a computer.’

(LLH); (LH); (H)

b. Kà-í-al
kìkóòmbéé
PST3-2SG-buy cup:ABS
‘You bought a cup.’

(LHLH)

c. ríìr-éí
síìméét-áp
Kìp-túùm
ring-IMP
phone-of:ABS M-tuum:ABS
‘Kiptum’s phone is ringing.’

(HLH); (LHL)

d. tíny-éí
Máríá
swéètéé
have-IMP Maria:NOM sweater:ABS
‘Maria has a sweater.’

(H); (HLH)

When the noun phrases are used in sentences as subjects, the tone patterns change to reflect the
marked nominative case. This is exemplified below:
(17) a. Míníng’ swéétèè
small
sweater
‘The sweater is small.’

(H)

b. sír-éí
ngàléék
kóómpyúútá
write-IMP words:ABS computer:NOM
‘The computer is writing the words.’

(LH); (H)

c. tóórét-í
pétéròòl kàríí
help-IMP Petrol
car
‘Petrol aids a car.’

(H); (HL)

d. náb-éí
úsíí
kómíé
sew-IMP thread:NOM well
‘The thread sews well.’

(H)

In the examples above, the NP sweetee ‘sweater’ changes its tone pattern from the HLH in (15)c. to
HL in (17)a. to reflect its marked nominative case. In (16)b. the noun koompyuuta ‘computer’ changes
its tone pattern from a LH tone in the absolutive to a H tone in the nominative. In (17)c. the noun
phrase peterol ‘petrol’, which is the subject, has a HL tone pattern and differs from its unmarked
absolutive case in (15)f., which is a L tone. The noun usii ‘thread’ in (16)d. has a H tone pattern in the
nominative and differs from its absolutive counterpart in (15)e. which has a LHL tone pattern.
From the data given it is clear that Tugen does not treat loan words differently from indigenous
words. All noun phrases in the language have tone patterns that reflect the unmarked absolutive case
either in isolation or as objects in sentences. The noun phrases are marked by different tone patterns
for the nominative when they are subjects, irrespective of whether they are foreign or indigenous.
6 Conclusion
This paper set out to investigate how case is marked in Tugen, a dialect of the Kalenjin group of the
southern Nilotic branch. In doing so it attempted to find out the various case forms as well as the case
marking strategies both morphological and tonal. It emerged that Tugen is a marked-nominative
language whereby the subject of an intransitive sentence (S) and the subject of a transitive sentence
(A) are marked in a similar manner while the object (O) remains unmarked. This marking is done
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suprasegmentally whereby tones that appear in the absolutive form change when an NP is in the
nominative. The applied objects are also marked by derivational suffixes which introduce applied
objects into the sentence structure. The applied objects are also marked by case forms reflecting the
benefactive, the instrumental, and the locative case. Natural gender is marked by the gender prefixes
cheep- and kip- while the genitive case is shown by the associative suffixes -ap and -o to show
possession. The gender prefixes have tonal patterns similar to those of the absolutive form unless
when used in the nominative when the tonal patterns change. The tonal patterns of the genitive
associative suffix remain unchanged. From this we can see that the tonal patterns for the absolutive
case have a wide range of occurrence in that it is used for the direct object, the applied objects, for
emphasis/contrast and for nouns in isolation.
Tonally, Tugen marks absolutive case through different tonal patterns that are not predictable in
reference to the number of syllables in a noun. The nominative case is marked differently from the
absolutive case whereby the tonal pattern of noun in the absolutive case is changed slightly or
completely when in the nominative. From the analysis it emerged that there is a preference for H tone
patterns for the nominative case, although other tone patterns also exist.
This paper also set out to investigate how case in double object constructions is disambiguated.
Double object constructions arise as a result of valency changing operations whereby the derivational
suffixes introduce applied objects to the sentence structure besides the direct object. They also involve
the benefactive, the locative and the instrumental. These derivational suffixes introduce applied
objects which bear the respective case forms. The case forms for the applied objects have the same
tone patterns as those for the nouns in their absolutive case. In order to disambiguate the direct object
from the applied objects, the tonal patterns and the semantics of the derivational suffixes help in
disambiguating the applied from the indirect object. For example in the benefactive, the derivational
suffix introduces an animate object which benefits from the action and is disambiguated from the
direct object, which is the one being directly affected by the action while for the instrumental, the
derivative suffix introduces an inanimate object that is used for performing an action. Tugen does not
differentiate loan words from indigenous words in terms of case marking. Loan words in the language
are marked with the absolutive case in isolation and when used as objects, they bear the same tone
patterns as those of nouns in the absolutive. When the loan words are used as subjects in sentences,
they bear the marked nominative case with different tonal patterns to show this.
Abbreviations
A
ABS

H
IMP

L
NOM

transitive subject
absolutive
high tone
imperfective
low tone
nominative

O
PL
PST

S
SG

object
plural
past
intransitive subject
singular
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CASE AS A META-CATEGORIAL HEURISTIC
IN IK GRAMMATICOGRAPHY
Terrill Schrock
1 Introduction
Ik, a Kuliak (Nilo-Saharan) language spoken in northeast Uganda, has a nominal case system with
eight cases. Not only must all nouns be inflected for case, but case seems to have nearly the entire
grammar in its grip. Case suffixes have been grammaticalized as verbal suffixes and possibly as
markers of tense on demonstratives, relative pronouns, and tense clitics. As many as seven of the eight
cases have formal parallels in other grammatical categories. For example, while the suffix -ka marks
the accusative case on nouns, it also marks the present perfect tense on verbs and recent past tense on
demonstratives. And the suffix -kɔ, though it marks the copulative case on nouns, also marks the
subsecutive mood on verbs and the remote past tense on demonstratives.
Such widespread morphological homophony was partially explored in König’s study of Ik case
(2002), which included proposed case-suffix chains of grammaticalization. This paper expands on
those proposals and shows how ‘case’ can act as a meta-categorial heuristic in ongoing Ik analysis and
grammaticography. It also reveals how a growing understanding of nominal case suffixes has shed
light on other grammatical systems. By presenting the Ik nominal cases and their parallels across
morphological categories, this paper confirms that case is one of the Ik language’s most central
grammatical characteristics. Ik is spoken by roughly 7,000 people in northeast Uganda. Its grammar
has been described to various degrees over the last few decades (e.g. in Crazzolara 1967, Tucker
1971/1972/1973, Heine 1983, Serzisko 1992, and König 2002), but it is the language’s case system
that has garnered the most attention among linguists. Recent treatments of case include König 2002,
an in-depth study of case and case grammaticalizations; König 2008, with an updated chapter on Ik
case; and Schrock 2012, a paper introducing the previously overlooked instrumental case. Despite all
that has already been written, the topic of case in Ik is far from being exhausted.
In particular, the question of case markers grammaticalized into other grammatical categories
continues to yield new insights. With eight nominal case markers, the Ik case system is already
complex by African standards. But as others have pointed out, Ik case markers are found well beyond
the noun word class. König states that “[Case in Ik] is … the most productive morphological tool in
the language … As in other languages, case in Ik is a category which is connected with nouns and
pronouns, but case is not restricted to these word classes. Function words like conjunctions,
postpositions, prepositions, adverbs, and even verbs are also inflected for case” (2008: 81).
But unless we revise the traditional understanding of ‘case’ as a characteristic of nominal systems,
then strictly speaking, Ik case per se must be restricted to nominals. The near ubiquity of morphemes
identical or similar to nominal cases in Ik grammar suggests that case markers have been
grammaticalized over time into other grammatical systems. In other words, from a diachronic point of
view, ‘case’ in Ik can be thought of as a meta-categorial property of the grammar while from a
synchronic point of view, one must consider the different functions and meanings of the
grammaticalized case markers in each sub-system of the grammar.
This paper is a further exploration of some of the places in Ik grammar where morphemes similar
or identical to Ik nominal case markers have so far been found. It begins with a summary of the
nominal case markers as a basis for the subsequent discussion. Then it examines grammaticalized case
markers in verbs, demonstratives, relative pronouns, and tense clitics. Each section gives examples of
how ‘case’ has become a key heuristic in the analysis and description of all aspects of Ik grammar.
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2 Case suffixes in the nominal system
The syntax of Ik case has been thoroughly dealt with elsewhere (e.g. König 2002, 2008; Serzisko
1992), so only a few comments are made here. Ik has a split-accusative system. It is accusative in that
when core clausal arguments are marked differently from each other, S and A take the nominative
case, and O takes the accusative case. And it is split in that this accusativity only occurs when the
subject (A) is third person. Ik’s basic clausal constituent order is VSO. In most instances, when a
subject (A/S) is preposed before the verb, for example in subordinate clauses, it takes the accusative
case.
Ik has eight morphological case markers. Seven of them are suffixes, and one of them is a zero
morpheme. Table 1 below presents these cases and their morphological markers. One important
feature to note is that the suffixes differ with regard to their ‘suffixation strategy’. The nominative and
instrumental suffixes first delete the final vowel of the nominal stem to which they affix. By contrast,
the other six case suffixes affix directly to the stem-final vowel, allowing it to remain:
Table 1: Ik case markers
Case

Abbreviation

Marker

Suffixation strategy

Nominative

NOM

-a

Deletes stem-final vowel

Instrumental

INS

-ɔ

Ablative

ABL

-ɔ

Genitive

GEN

-ɛ

Accusative

ACC

-ka

Dative

DAT

-kɛ

Copulative

COP

-kɔ

Oblique

OBL

-Ø

Attaches to stem-final vowel

The seven overt case morphemes and one zero case morpheme (oblique) are subject to a variety of
morphonological alternations. Schrock (2012) covers these in more detail, but the table below serves
to summarize them for the sake of the following discussion:
Table 2: Ik case allomorphs
Case

Underlying

Vowel

Vowel

form

harmony

assimilation

Non-final
form

Final
form

NOM

D





D

҃

INS

ȸ

V



ȸV

ғҒ

ABL

ȸ

V



ȸV

ғҒ

GEN

ȿ

I

ɑN

ȿI

ҋ҉ɪث

ACC

RD





D

R҃

DAT

Rȿ

RI



ȿI

RҋR҉

COP

Rȸ

RV



ȸV

RғRҒ

As Table 2 shows, Ik case markers can take on a variety of surface forms. Besides [ATR]-based vowel
harmony, the most pervasive case allomorphs are those affected by their position in the clause, namely
clause-medially or clause-finally. The accusative, dative, and copulative case markers all lose the
segment /k/ in their non-final forms. All case markers have their final vowel reduced (devoiced or
deleted) in their final forms.
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3 Case markers grammaticalized as verbal TAM suffixes
As König (2002) amply demonstrated, Ik has grammaticalized nominal case markers into use as verbal
TAM suffixes. The most well-known examples of this are 1) the dative case turned marker of the
subjunctive mood (SUBJ) and 2) the copulative case turned marker of the subsecutive mood (SUBS):
(1)

Dative > Subjunctive
ŋókí-kᵉ
sɪsɪ-́ kᵋ
ɓóré-kᵉ
ɲɛ̀ƙɛ̀-kᵋ
ŋʊrá-kᵋ

(2)

dog-DAT
mead-DAT
corral-DAT
hunger-DAT
cane.rat-DAT

ats-íí-kᵉ
ats-ídì-kᵉ
àts-ì-kᵉ
ats-ísìnì-kᵉ
ats-ímí-kᵉ
ats-ítí-kᵉ
ats-átì-kᵉ

come-1SG-SUBJ
come-2SG-SUBJ
come-3SG-SUBJ
come-1PL.INCL-SUBJ
come-1PL.EXCL-SUBJ
come-2PL-SUBJ
come-3PL-SUBJ

ats-íà-kᵒ
ats-ídù-kᵒ
àts-ù-kᵒ
ats-ísìnù-kᵒ
ats-ímà-kᵒ
ats-ítú-kᵒ
àts-ìn

come-1SG-SUBS
come-2SG-SUBS
come-3SG-SUBS
come-1PL.INCL-SUBS
come-1PL.EXCL-SUBS
come-2PL-SUBS
come-3PL:SUBS

Copulative > Subsecutive20
ŋókú-kᵒ
sɪsʊ́-kᵓ
ɓóré-kᵒ
ɲɛ̀ƙɛ̀-kɔ̀
ŋʊrá-kᵓ

dog-COP
mead-COP
corral-COP
hunger-COP
cane.rat-COP

The data in (1) show that the dative case suffix and the subjunctivve verb suffix are identical in form (kɛ and its various allomorphs). And as shown in (2), the same formal identity is found between the
copulative case suffix and the subsecutive suffix. According to König (2002: 318), the subjunctive is
formed by a combination of the optative suffix /-i/ and the dative suffix /-kɛ/. In my analysis, however,
the /i/ is not the optative but rather the final vowel of the preceding pronominal subject-agreement
markers. Also, König seems to have overlooked the fact that the subsecutive (‘narrative’ in her
terminology) is formed in exactly the same way as the participial, only with the copulative case
instead of the dative. Many of the allomorphs König posits for the subsecutive (see 2002: 409)
actually consist of the copulative plus the final vowel of the subject-agreement suffixes (whose
interaction is subject to a variety of morphophonological changes). But even though my analysis
departs from König’s on a number of morphological details, I concur with her overall argument that
the dative and copulative cases have been grammaticalized as verbal TAM suffixes.
According to König, the following points support the argument that the subjunctive suffix is a
grammaticalization of the dative case suffix (2002: 318-319):
1. Their forms are identical.
2. Their morphophonological behavior is identical.
3. Their identity is suggested by the similar identity between the subsecutive suffix and
the copulative case suffix.
4. Their position in the word (i.e. always at the end) is identical.
5. The participial and subsecutive exhibit similar syntactic behavior (e.g. they are both
used in subordinate clauses).
6. In other languages, there are examples of morphemes from the nominal domain are
used for clausal embedding (like the subjunctive).


The subsecutive verb paradigm is irregular with respect to the 1 SG suffix and the 3PL suffix, the latter of which
is a portmanteau morpheme fusing number, person, and mood.
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Likewise, König states the following reasons for positing the subsecutive suffix as a grammaticalization of the Ik copulative case suffix (2002: 414):
1. Their forms are identical.
2. Their morphophonological behavior is identical.
3. Their identity is suggested by the similar identity between the participial suffix and the
dative case suffix.
4. Their position in the word (always at the end) is identical.
5. The participial and subsecutive exhibit similar characteristics in terms of:
 Their position in the word (as final or penultimate suffixes).
 Their non-final/final forms.
 Their form consisting of /k/ plus a silent vowel.
 Their deletion of /a/ in the preceding stem.
 Their exclusion from negated verb forms.
On the basis of these points of comparison, König makes a strong argument that Ik has
grammaticalized case suffixes as verbal TAM suffixes. Following König’s example, I would like to
compare a few other morphemes in the language which show signs of possibly having arisen from
some of the other nominal case suffixes. (3) below names these verbal morphemes (right column) and
the case suffixes they may have come from:
(3)

Nominative
Oblique
Accusative
Genitive
Ablative

>
>
>
>
>

Realis
Irrealis
Present perfect
Singular imperative
Plural imperative

The first case > verbal suffix pair to be discussed is nominative > realis. It was Heine who noted that
the nominative case and what he called the ‘aorist’ tense shared something in common: the vowel /a/,
which he calls the ‘thematic final a’ (1983: §2.5.3.1.1). But neither he nor anyone else, to my
knowledge, has suggested that the ‘aorist’ (what I call ‘realis’) marker /-a/ is a grammaticalization of
the nominative case marker. The nominative case marker /-a/ and the realis marker /-a/ share one
important characteristic: they both delete the final vowel of the stem or affix to which they attach.
To illustrate this, in (4), the first column shows the underlying forms, first of noun roots and the
nominative suffix, and then of verb roots, pronominal subject markers, and the realis suffix. The
second column then shows how /-a/ deletes the preceding vowel in both nouns and verbs.
(4)



Nominative > Realis
ŋókí-a
sɪsɪ-́ a
ɓóré-a
ɲɛ̀ƙɛ̀-a
ŋʊrá-a

→
→
→
→
→

ŋók-ᵃ
sɪs-ᵃ 21
ɓór-ᵃ
ɲɛ̀ƙ-ᵃ
ŋʊr-ᵃ

dog-NOM
mead-NOM
corral-NOM
hunger-NOM
cane.rat-NOM

ats-íí-a
ats-ídì-a
ats-i-a
ats-ísìnì-a
ats-ímì-a
ats-ítí-a
ats-átì-a

→
→
→
→
→
→
→

ats-í-ᵃ
ats-íd-ᵃ
àts-ᵃ
ats-ísìn-ᵃ
ats-ím-ᵃ
ats-ít-ᵃ
ats-át-ᵃ

come-1SG-REAL
come-2SG-REAL
come-3SG-REAL
come-1PL.INCL-REAL
come-1PL.EXCL-REAL
come-2PL-REAL
come-3PL-REAL

Devoiced vowels are often not audibly heard. They are all written here for morphological clarity.
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Just from a morphological point of view, it seems unlikely that the shared vowel-deleting behavior
should be a coincidence. And from a semantic point of view, just as the nominative case is the default
‘naming’ case for nouns, particularly the main arguments of clauses, so the realis is the default verb
form in Ik. For these reasons, I propose that the realis is a grammaticalization of the nominative case.
A comparison of the nominative case suffix and the realis suffix yields these points:
1. Their forms are identical (-a).
2. Their morphophonological behavior is identical.
 They both delete the final vowel of the preceding morpheme.
 They both are devoiced/deleted before a pause.
 They both are toneless but are assigned tone by the stem.
3. Their semantics are similar in that they both mark default forms.
4. Their possible relationship is suggested by the dative > participial and copulative >
subsecutive grammaticalizations.
On the basis of these four points, the argument that the realis suffix is a grammaticalization of the
nominative case suffix seems as strong as for the dative > subjunctive and copulative > subsecutive
pairs.
Next, the oblique case suffix and the verbal irrealis suffix exhibit similarities that cannot be written
off as chance given the other grammaticalizations already discussed.
The oblique case in Ik is zero-marked, allowing the basic, underlying form of the noun stem to
surface. Since every nominal morpheme in Ik ends in a vowel, any noun stem in the oblique case ends
in a vowel (which is devoiced before a pause, as in (5) below). Likewise, the irrealis in Ik is zeromarked. A verb conjugated in the irrealis mood allows the underlying form of the final suffix to
surface. In (5), the final vowel of the pronominal subject-agreement markers is present, though
devoiced before the pause:
(5)

Oblique > Irrealis
īÀRث
ZɑZɪ
ȷÀY҉
əȿ˭ƀҋ
īɱY҃

dog[OBL]
mead[OBL]
corral[OBL]
 hunger[OBL]
cane.rat[OBL]

D[Zºث
D[ZºH ث
D[Zث
D[ZºZ¹Uث
D[ZºTث
D[Zº[ ث
D[Z©[ث

come-1SG[IRR]
come-2SG[IRR]
come-3SG[IRR]
come-1PL.INCL[IRR]
come-1PL.EXCL[IRR]
come-2PL[IRR]
come-3PL[IRR]

Besides the morphophonological similarity, the oblique and irrealis also exhibit a semantic similarity.
The oblique case has an ‘oblique’ function of marking left-over case relations not already handled by
the other cases. Likewise, the irrealis mood has an ‘oblique’ function of predicating that which has not
happened (as opposed to predicates encoded by the realis suffix). It seems noteworthy that the
counterparts of the oblique and irrealis – the nominative case and the realis mood – are also identical
in form and similar in semantics. This suggests that the grammaticalization of the nominative into the
realis coincides somehow with that of the oblique into the irrealis. A comparison of the oblique case
zero-suffix and the irrealis mood zero-suffix yields the following points:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Their forms are identical (Ø).
Their morphophonological behavior is identical.
Their semantics are similar.
Their possible relationship is suggested by the dative > subjunctive, copulative >
subsecutive, and nominative > realis grammaticalizations.

On the basis of these four points, the argument in favor of the irrealis being a grammaticalization of
the oblique comes out reasonably strong.
The next pair to be discussed is the accusative > present perfect pair, as shown here:
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(6)

Accusative > Present perfect
ŋókí-kᵃ
sɪsɪ-́ kᵃ
ɓóré-kᵃ
ɲɛ̀ƙɛ̀-kᵃ
ŋʊrá-kᵃ

dog-ACC
mead-ACC
corral-ACC
hunger-ACC
cane.rat-ACC

ats-í-à-kᵃ
ats-íd-à-kᵃ
ats-á-kᵃ
ats-ísìn-à-kᵃ
ats-ím-á-kᵃ
ats-ít-á-kᵃ
ats-át-à-kᵃ

come-1SG-REAL-PRF
come-2SG-REAL-PRF
come-3SG-REAL-PRF
come-1PL.INCL-REAL-PRF
come-1PL.EXCL-REAL-PRF
come-2PL-REAL-PRF
come-3PL-REAL-PRF

The data in (6) show that the accusative case suffix and the present perfect tense suffix both consist of
-ka. Both are toneless, and both have their vowel devoiced before a pause. But one important
difference is that while the accusative case suffix attaches to the final vowel of the noun stem, the
present perfect suffix attaches to the realis suffix. Since, as I have argued above, the realis suffix is
itself a grammaticalization of the nominative case, this would constitute the only known situation in Ik
where two case suffixes (grammaticalized or not) cooccur in the same word. This could be an
argument against the present perfect suffix being a grammaticalization of the accusative case suffix.
So although the morphophonological similarities point toward possible grammaticalization, the
semantic dissimilarities and the morpho-phological anomaly of cooccuring case suffixes are a strike
against it.
The following points of comparison can be made about the accusative case suffix and the present
perfect suffix:
1. Their forms are identical (-ka).
2. Their morphophonological behavior is identical:
 They both lose their /k/ in their non-final forms.
 They are both toneless.
 Their vowels are devoiced before a pause.
3. Their strictly morphological behavior is not identical:
 The accusative affixes to the stem-final vowel, while the present perfect affixes to
the realis suffix.
4. Their semantics are not similar.
5. Their possible relationship is suggested by other case > verbal suffix pairs.
On the basis of these five points, it is not conclusive whether this constitutes an instance of
grammaticalization from the accusative case suffix to the present perfect tense suffix. Their
morphological shape, morphophonological behavior, and existence of other case grammaticalizations
indeed suggest a relation between them. But their semantic dissimilarities and their morphological
behavior (with regard to concatenation) do not.
The next case-verbal suffix pair to be discussed is the genitive > singular imperative pair, as shown
in (7):
(7)

Genitive > Singular imperative
ŋókí-ᵉ
sɪsɪ-́ ᵋ
ɓóré-ᵉ
ɲɛ̀ƙɛ̀-ᵋ
ŋʊrá-ᵋ

dog-GEN
mead-GEN
corral-GEN
hunger-GEN
cane.rat-GEN

ƙa-ᵉ
ats-ᵉ
cɛ-ᵋ
óɡò-ᵉ
tsuwa-ᵉ

go-SG.IMP
come-SG.IMP
kill-SG.IMP
leave-SG.IMP
run-SG.IMP

As shown in (7), the genitive case suffix and the singular imperative suffix both have the form of /-ɛ/,
making them segmentally identical. They are also both toneless. But one important behavioral
difference between the two is that the genitive case marker attaches to the final vowel of the preceding
stem, while the singular imperative suffix attaches directly to the verb root without the default
intervening vowel /ɪ, i/. This different ‘suffixation strategy’ is a strike against the argument that the
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singular imperative suffix arose from the genitive case suffix. Also, semantically, there is nothing
immediately obvious linking genitivity to singular imperativity.
A comparison between the genitive and singular imperative yields the following points:
1. Their forms are identical (-ɛ).
2. Their morphophonological behavior is only similar:
 They both are devoiced/deleted before a pause.
 They are both toneless.
 Their suffixation strategy is different: the genitive attaches to the stem-final vowel,
while the singular imperative deletes it.
3. Their semantics are not similar.
4. Their possible relationship is suggested by other case > verbal suffix pairs.
On the basis of these four points alone, the analysis of the genitive > singular imperative pair must
remain inconclusive for the time being. In particular, their different suffixation strategies and
dissimilar semantics decrease the likelihood of grammaticalization having taken place between them.
The final case > verbal suffix pair to be discussed is the ablative > plural imperative:
(8)

Ablative > Plural imperative
ŋókú-ᵒ
sɪsʊ́-ᵓ

dog-ABL
mead-ABL

pórú-ᵒ
rɪmʊ́-ᵓ

go.ahead-PL.IMP
take.shelter-PL.IMP

As (8) shows, both the ablative case suffix and the plural imperative suffix have the same form (-ɔ and
its allomorphs). In (8), both the two noun roots and the two verb roots end in a high front vowel (ŋókí‘dog’, sɪ̀sɪ́- ‘mead’, pórí- ‘go ahead’, and rɪ̀mɪ̀- ‘take shelter’). As elsewhere in the grammar, back
vowels tend to partially assimilate preceding high front vowels (ɪ/i → ʊ/u) as they do in these four
examples. Only noun roots ending in high front vowels are used here to faciliate the comparison.
So, segmentally, the ablative and plural imperative suffixes are identical. But they do differ with
regard to tonal behavior. The ablative case marker is toneless, while the plural imperative marker has a
high tone. If the plural imperative suffix is devoiced before a pause, the preceding vowel takes a high
tone. This different tonal behavior is one point against this being an instance of grammaticalization.
Also, semantically, there appears to be no obvious connection between ablativity and plural
imperativity.
A comparison of the ablative and plural imperative suffixes yields the following points:
1. Their forms are segmentally identical (-ɔ).
2. Their non-tonal morphophonological behavior is identical.
 They both partially assimilate a preceding high front vowel.
 They both are devoiced before a pause.
3. Their tonal behavior is not identical.
 The ablative suffix is toneless.
 The plural imperative has a high tone.
4. Their semantics are not similar.
5. Their possible relationship is suggested by other case > verbal suffix pairs.
On the basis of these five comparative points, it is not conclusive whether the plural imperative suffix
originated from the ablative case suffix. Until an explanation for the tonal differences and semantic
dissimilarities can be offered, this instance of grammaticalization will have to remain unresolved.
In summary, in addition to the well-established dative > subjunctive and copulative > subsecutive
grammaticalization pairs, five other possible pairs have been reviewed. Based on a number of
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comparative points, two of these five pairs have strong arguments in favor of a grammaticalization
hypothesis. The other three are rather weak:
(9)

Stronger

Weaker

Nominative > realis
Oblique > irrealis

Accusative > present perfect
Genitive > singular imperative
Ablative > plural imperative

4 Case suffixes grammaticalized as tense indicators on demonstratives, relative pronouns, and
tense clitics
Ik case suffixes also seem to appear on demonstratives, relative pronouns and tense particles that have
themselves been grammaticalized from demonstratives. In Ik, demonstratives and relative pronouns
are identical in form and are marked for Ik’s three-term past tense system: recent past, removed past,
and remote past. These three tense levels are shown in (10) in addition to the present or ‘gnomic’
tense:
(10)

Ik demonstratives/relative pronouns
na
nakᵃ
sinᵃ
nokᵒ

this/which
that/which
that/which
that/which

UN
UNRث
ZNUث
U\RҘ

these/which
those/which
those/which
those/which

(gnomic)
(recent past)
(removed past)
(remote past)

As can be seen in (10), the gnomic form of the demonstrative/relative pronouns provides the base on
which the other tense forms are built. For the singular and plural tensed forms, their respective parts
can be dissected as follows:
(11)

Singular

Plural

na
na-kᵃ
si-nᵃ
no-kᵒ

UN
UNRث
ZNU
Uث
U\RҘ 

(gnomic)
(recent past)
(removed past)
(remote past)

In (11), the base (gnomic) forms of the demonstratives/relative pronouns are in bold print. For the
recent past and remote past, the base form appears to have a suffix resembling a case suffix. Only the
removed past shows a prefix instead. The recent past form of the singular demonstrative has -ka as a
suffix. This is a formal parallel for the accusative case suffix and present perfect marker (see example
8 above). Likewise, in the remote past singular form, the demonstrative has -ko as a suffix. This is an
obvious reflection of the copulative case and subsecutive mood markers (see example 2 above).
Despite the tantalizing similarities between these suffixes and case suffixes, there are several
problems. For example, though the recent past singular form seems to include a grammaticalization of
the accusative case, what about the plural form? And in the plural column, how did the copulative case
marker (if that is what this is) change from (-ko) to (-ku)? One possible answer for the latter question
comes from the non-final forms of these demonstratives, in which the segment /k/ is deleted. The nonfinal forms of the data in (12) are presented below:
(12)

Singular

Plural

na
na-a
si-na
no-o

ni
ni-i
si-ni
nu-u

(gnomic)
(recent past)
(removed past)
(remote past)
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According to vowel assimilation behavior operating in other parts of the grammar, the vowel in the
suffixes for the remote past forms (singular and plural) is likely assimilating the vowels in the base
forms. Elsewhere in the grammar, the non-final copulative and ablative suffixes (both -ɔ) totally
assimilate preceding /a/:
(13)

àsàkà-ɔ
awá-ɔ

→
→

àsàkɔ̀-ɔ̀
awó-ó

door-COP/ABL
home-COP/ABL

However, when the copulative case is grammaticalized as the subsecutive mood, this vowel
assimilation does not always take place as expected. In the final forms, the subsecutive -kɔ does not
assimilate a preceding /a/, and in the non-final forms, it is the subsecutive itself that is assimilated:
(14)

ats-íí-a-kɔ
ats-ímì-à-kɔ

→
→
→
→

ats-í-à-kᵒ
ats-í-à-à
ats-ím-à-kᵒ
ats-ím-à-à

come-1SG-REAL-SUBS.FF
come-1SG-REAL-SUBS.NF
come-1PL.EXCL-REAL-SUBS.FF
come-1PL.EXCL-REAL-SUBS.NF

But the vowel assimilation failures in (14) may have something to do with the irregularities of the
subsecutive verb paradigm. If the remote past form of the singular demonstrative/relative pronoun
really is an example of the grammaticalization of the copulative case, then it would suggest that the
non-final form is older (the /k/ being added later, after the vowel assimilation became the norm). Such
a situation would allow the /a/ in the base form /na/ to be assimilated by the copulative suffix to /o/.
Nowhere else do we see an /o/ assimilating an /a/ with an intervening consonant.
Turning back now to the plural remote past form, a slightly different problem arises. Elsewhere in
the grammar, the copulative and ablative case suffixes readily partially assimilate a preceding /i/ to /u/,
for example as in:
(15) ŋókí-o
→
ŋókú-kᵒ
dog-COP.FF
→
ŋókú-ᵒ
dog-ABL.FF
→
ŋókú-o
dog-COP/ABL.NF
So the copulative suffix -ko added to the base plural demonstrative ni could easily result in nukᵒ. This
follows observed morphophonological patterns. The question remains, however, as to why the final
form of the grammaticalized copulative on the plural remote past demonstrative surfaces as -kᵘ instead
of -kᵒ. Perhaps at some level of morphological development, the assimilated base form nu- proceded to
fully assimilate the suffix that had assimilated it in the first place.
Finally, if the recent past demonstrative possesses a grammaticalized form of the accusative case
suffix, it is not immediately clear why the plural form is -ki instead of -ka as in the singular. Nowhere
else in the grammar does a [+ATR] /i/ assimilate a preceding /a/ (as it would if ni+a → nii). We have
already seen some problems in applying typical morphophonological principles to the demonstratives
that hold true in other areas of the grammar (i.e. case markers and their verbal grammaticalizations).
So perhaps the demonstratives retain fossilized morphophonology. Or, equally possible, the suffixes
observed on the demonstratives did not arise from case markers at all (at least not along the same paths
than with verbal suffixes).
Two Ik demonstratives were grammaticalized not only into relative pronouns but also into tense
clitics. Along that process, the deictic function of a demonstrative relative to a single noun or a noun
phrase was extended to whole clauses. Since clauses are singular, the singular forms of the
demonstratives were borrowed to function as tense markers. The tense markers for recent past and
remote past are identical to the demonstratives, while the removed past presents a different form of
unknown origin:
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Table 3: Ik tense clitics
Non-final form

Final form

Recent past

naa

nakᵃ

Removed past

bee

batsᵉ

Remote past

noo

nokᵒ

The discussion above examining the recent past and remote past singular demonstratives applies
equally to the recent and remote past tense clitics. For the removed past tense clitic, the segment /ts/ is
missing in the non-final form, leading to vowel assimilation. The origin of the suffix /-tse/ is unknown,
though it reminds one of the Proto-Gumuz *tsa ‘body’ that has been grammaticalized into a variety of
uses (Ahland 2012: 251).
The parsed versions of the tense clitics in Table 3 are as follows:
Table 4: Ik tensed clitics parsed
Non-final form

Final form

Recent past

na-a

na-kᵃ

Removed past

be-e

ba-tsᵉ 22

Remote past

no-o

no-kᵒ

Table 4 shows that just as with the demonstratives and relative pronouns, the suffixes on Ik tense
clitics lose their consonantal segment in non-final forms. The suffix on the recent past form closely
resembles the accusative case and present perfect tense suffixes, and the suffix on the remote past
form closely resembles the copulative case and subsecutive mood suffixes.
In the preceding discussion we have seen how suffixes found on demonstratives, relative pronouns,
and tense clitics hint at being grammaticalizations of nominal case suffixes. The situation is less clearcut than with the verbal suffixes. But still, given the possibility of grammaticalization, one is forced to
consider the possibility. Below are points of comparison between case markers and the suffixes found
on these deictics:
1. Their forms are identical in the singular, similar in the plural.
2. Their morphophonological behavior is identical in some examples, but only similar in
others.
3. Their semantics are linked, but only through the verbal suffixes that are
grammaticalized from case markers: a) the present perfect and recent past could easily
be linked, and b) the subsecutive mood and the remote past could be linked, especially
if the subsecutive used to be a true ‘narrative’.
In summary, the extent of the grammaticalization of case suffixes in the verbal domain has led me to
view morphemes in other grammatical domains through the lens of ‘case’. And as it turns out, there
are in fact a number of suffixes among demonstratives, relative pronouns, and tense clitics that closely
resembles case suffixes.
5 Conclusion
In this paper, we first looked at the Ik language’s nominal case-marking suffixes and their allomorphs.
Then it was shown how, based on König’s (2002) arguments, the subjunctive suffix originated from
the dative case and the subsecutive suffix from the copulative case. With König’s analysis as a model,


The base form for the removed past (ba-/be-) may be related to the Teso-Turkana non-present negation marker
(pa-/pe-; see Dimmendaal 1983: 453).
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we then looked at five other potential instances of a case suffix being grammaticalized into a verbal
suffix. Two of these instances (nominative > realis and oblique > irrealis) seem as strong as the two
proposed by König. Finally, we examined suffixes on demonstratives, relative pronouns, and tense
clitics that closely resemble the accusative and copulative case suffixes.
The goal of this paper has been to show that once it was established that Ik grammar borrowed case
suffixes for the subjunctive and subsecutive suffixes, the door was opened to consider other case
grammaticalizations. As such, ‘case’ as a broad, meta-categorial concept, has become a heuristic for
exploring previously undescribed areas of the grammar. Since ‘case’ suffixes are found in so many
word classes (nouns, verbs, demonstratives, adverbs, etc.), their path into those word classes needs to
be considered.
In closing, this paper proposes that the realis mood suffix in Ik is a grammaticalization of the
nominative case and the irrealis mood suffix a grammaticalization of the oblique case. Beyond that,
the other proposals are made with more hesitation since they encounter a number of problems as
explained above. Nevertheless, there seems to be a connection between the copulative case suffix and
markers for the remote past tense in demonstratives, relative pronouns, and tense clitics. If this is true,
it gives more evidence for Ik being a language in which nominal case suffixes have been widely
exploited source for morphemes in other grammatical categories. Or alternatively, all these
homophonous morphemes called ‘case’ have evolved independently from some other morphemes now
lost in the sands of linguistic time.

Abbreviations
ABL
ACC
COP
DAT
EXCL
FF
GEN
IMP
INCL
INS
IRR

ablative
accusative
copulative
dative
exclusive
final form
genitive
imperfective
inclusive
instrumental
irrealis

NF
NOM
OBL
PL
PRF
REAL
SG
SUBJ
SUBS
TAM
VSO

non-final
nominative
oblique
plural
perfective
realis
singular
subjunctive
subsecutive
tense-aspect-mood
verb-subject-object
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CLASSIFIER, REFLEXIVE, AND BEYOND: A SYNCHRONIC AND
DIACHRONIC EXPLORATION OF THE MORPHEME /TSA/ ‘BODY’
IN GUMUZ
Colleen Ahland
1 Introduction
Gumuz is a Nilo-Saharan (NS) language/dialect cluster spoken in the river valleys of western Ethiopia
and southeastern Sudan (Republic of Sudan). It is considered an isolate within the NS family (Bender
1997) but is likely most closely related to the Koman languages (Ahland 2013). This article focuses on
two varieties of Gumuz spoken in Ethiopia: Northern Gumuz (NoG) and Southern Gumuz (SoG). In
general, NoG is spoken north of Debre Zeit and Mankush and SoG is spoken to the south of these
areas (see Map 1). Other languages spoken in the area are Berta (NS), Boro (Omotic), Oromo
(Cushitic) and Awgni (Cushitic) (Ahland 2004).

Map 1: Gumuz location

62

Colleen Ahland

Gumuz verbs are highly agglutinative, many of which have incorporated nouns (INs). The majority of
these INs are body part terms which are either part of a lexicalized compound, an external possession
(EP) construction, or have grammaticalized as verbal classifiers (CLs) (Ahland 2010, 2012). In this
paper I explore the various functions and a possible historical source of the IN/CL /tsa/ in Gumuz
which is the only incorporated body part term in Gumuz that is bound and has no corresponding free
form. In Section 2, I provide an overview of Gumuz verbal morphology and discuss the various
functions of /-(á)ts(a)/ as part of the verb stem. In Section 3, I briefly describe the occurrence of /tsa/
in nominal compounds. In Section 4, I discuss the historical source of /tsa/ looking both at evidence
internal to Gumuz as well as external comparative evidence found in the Koman languages. Lastly, in
Section 5, I summarize my conclusions regarding the multiple functions of /tsa/ and its likely
historical source as an old term for ‘body’ in Gumuz which has undergone lexical replacement.
2 Functions of /-(á)ts(a)/ as part of the verb stem
Gumuz verb stems are comprised of a single verb root or a verb root plus an IN/CL as part of a
complex stem. These verbs stems are highly agglutinative with up to fourteen position classes in NoG
(Figure 1) and thirteen in SoG (Figure 2) for non-future verbs.1 The complex verb stems are
discontinuous, allowing inflectional (and derivational) morphemes to intervene.
The morpheme /tsa/ is one of many body part terms that can fill the IN/CL position class and this
morpheme serves several functions. It can 1) form a verb-noun lexical compound, 2) participate in an
external possession construction, 3) can serve as a verbal classifier which can also function as part of a
reflexive construction and 4) can index complement clauses such as perception-cognition-utterance
(PCU) complements.

1

Mood

Person (S / A)

Person (O or object of preposition)

Uncertainty

Instrumental & Dative; (-5) for INTR

Reciprocal

Pluractional

Main Verb Root

Greater Plural

Middle Voice

Directional

Incorporated Noun / Classifier

Perfect

Locative

Figure 1: Position class chart for NoG non-future verbs

(-7)

(-6)

(-5)

(-4)

(-3)

(-2)

(-1)

(0)

(+1)

(+2)

(+3)

(+4)

(+5)

(+6)

Gumuz follows a different position class chart for future verb stems (cf. Ahland 2012).
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Mood

Remote Past

Person (S / A)

Instrumental & Dative

Uncertainty

Reciprocal

Pluractional

Main Verb Root

Nonfuture Tense

Middle Voice

Directional

Incorporated Noun / Classifier

Locative / Past Perfect

Figure 2: Position class chart for SoG non-future verbs

(-7)

(-6)

(-5)

(-4)

(-3)

(-2)

(-1)

(0)

(+1)

(+2)

(+3)

(+4)

(+5)

2.1 Verb-noun lexical compounds
Gumuz has a limited number of lexicalized verb-noun compounds in which the IN is distinct from the
IN of an external possession construction (Section 2.2) or a verbal classifier construction (Section 2.3).
Of these, there are only a few lexical verb-noun compounds in Gumuz involving /tsa/ ‘body’. Unlike
Mithun’s Type I noun incorporation (1984, 1986), the IN in these verb-noun compounds does not
decrease the valence of the verb; rather, the valence remains the same (1a-b, 2a-b). The only instance
in which valence is decreased with the addition of a body part term like /-(á)ts(a)/ is in a reflexive
construction (see Section 2.3.2). Some of these lexical verb-noun compounds have compositional
semantics in which the meaning of the verb-noun pair more or less equals the sum of its parts; e.g.
‘rise’ + ‘body’ = ‘get up, stand up’ (1b).2 Other lexical compounds exhibit more idiosyncratic
meanings. For example, the verb root /gam/ ‘know, find’ (2a) combines with /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ to form
the complex verb stem ‘see’ (2b).
NoG

(1)

a.

fáɗ
rise
‘Rise!’

b.

fáɗ-áts
rise-body
‘Get up!’

(2)

a.

áχó saŋa d-a-gam
3SG salt AFF-3SG.TR-find
‘He found salt.’

b.

á-gam-átsa=ŋgó
óminza
2SG.TR-find-body=NEG
leopard
‘You didn’t see the leopard.’

2.2 External possession constructions
Arguably, the majority of incorporated nouns in Gumuz form part of an external possession (EP)
construction. EP constructions involve an additional argument of the clause which serves as a
possessor. With noun incorporation, the external S or O argument serves as possessor and the IN as the
possessed entity (Payne and Barshi 1999). This is often referred to as “possessor raising” or
“manipulation of case” as with Mithun’s Type II noun incorporation (1984). For example in (3),

2
Example (1b) is likely related to the intransitive reflexive construction discussed in 2.3.2. However, it differs in
that the verb root ‘rise’ cannot have an additional argument when /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ is incorporated. That is, there
exists no transitive reflexive counterpart as with other complex verb stems in reflexive constructions. The
construct in (1b), however, could be an example of how /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ has grammaticalized as a reflexive
marker (in certain constructs) whereas other incorporated body part terms have not.
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‘hyena’ is the external possessor of the IN ‘eye’. Similarly in (4), ‘hyena’ is the external possessor
of the IN ‘body’.
(3)

(4)

SoG
gotaha b-a-ga-wáʃ-ag-ílíc
ŋawá ka-nnéa
hare
AFF-3SG.TR-INSTR-throw-NFUT-eye hyena INSTR-dirt
‘The hare threw dirt into the hyena’s eyes.’ (lit: The hare eye-threw the hyena with dirt.)
NoG
d-ú-ga-kóχó-ts
éé↓míléa
ka=ɗogwa
AFF-3PL.TR-INSTR-enter-body hyena
INSTR=bow
‘They entered the hyena’s body with an arrow.’ or ‘They shot the hyena with an arrow.’ (lit:
‘They body-entered the hyena with a bow.’)

EP constructions in Gumuz involve incorporated body part terms that can be either literal (3, 4) or
metaphorical (5, 6), both of which are usually locations. Compare the metaphorical location ‘body’ /(á)ts(a)/ meaning ‘side’ (5) with the metaphorical location ‘hip/loins’ meaning ‘bottom’ (6).

(5)

(6)

NoG
d-ú-↓tʼóó-ts
wantʃá ná=kwaatʼá
AFF-3PL.TR-put-body cup
LOC=bench
‘They put the cup on the bench (on its side).’ (lit: ‘They put the body of the cup on the bench’ or
‘They body-put the cup on the bench’)
d-ú-tʼoo-ʃ
wantʃá ná=kwaatʼá
AFF-3PL.TR-put-hip
cup
LOC-bench
‘They put the cup on the bench (right-side up).’ (lit: ‘They put the hip/loins of the cup on the
bench’ or ‘They hip-put the cup on the bench’)

2.3 Verbal classifier and reflexive constructions in Gumuz
Verbal classifier (or predicate classifier) constructions involve classifiers found in the verb stem which
classify an argument of the verb (Grinevald 2000: 67), usually S or O. Reflexive constructions involve
a reflexive marker that indexes a referent identical with that of the S or A argument (cf. Schladt 2000:
103). The lexical source for both verbal classifiers (Mithun 1984) and reflexive markers (Schladt
2000) are typically body part terms that originally functioned as direct objects. In Africa, the reflexive
marker most commonly arises from the word for ‘body’ (Heine 2011: 50). In Gumuz, reflexive
constructions can be transitive (involving A and O arguments) or intransitive (involving only S
arguments). Thus, it is no surprise that in Gumuz, verbal classifier and reflexive constructions overlap,
most notably with the classifier /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’. In other NS languages such as those of Central
Sudanic and Kanuri, a reflexive marker has more clearly grammaticalized from the same semantic
lexical source ‘body, life’ (Tucker & Bryan 1966, Schladt 2000) but with a form non-cognate with
Koman and Gumuz, reconstructed as *ro ~ lu (Bender 1997: 89 ) for the “satellite” subgroup of N-S.
In Section 2.3.1, I first describe the verbal classifier construction in Gumuz and give examples of
/-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ as a classifier. Then in Section 2.3.2, I describe reflexive constructions in Gumuz
and the role /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ plays in such constructions.
2.3.1 The verbal classifier /-(á)ts(a)/
In Gumuz there are six (simple) body part terms that serve as verbal classifiers3: /-(á)kʼw(á)/ ‘head’, /(á)cá/ ‘eye’, /-(á)k’ós(a)/ ‘tooth’, /-(á)ts’é(a)/ ‘ear’, /-ííl(á)/ ‘belly’, and /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’. The
3
There are ten verbal classifiers in Gumuz if one counts both the simple noun root and the complex noun root
classifiers and possibly more if one includes marginal classifiers like ‘mouth’/-(á)s(a)/ (cf. Ahland 2012: 269,
324).
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classifier /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ classifies the human body, entities associated with the human body or those
that are functionally or physically body-like (objects longer than they are wide). Examples (7-8)
demonstrate /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ as a classifier and examples (9-10) demonstrate other body part term
classifiers that contrast with /-(á)ts(a)/. For instance, /-ííl(á)/ ‘belly’ classifies entities that have a
concave surface or encompass a large area (9) and /-(á)cá/ ‘eye’ classifies clothing (10) among other
entities (cf. Ahland 2012: 270).

(7)

NoG
ára
d-ár-ʔáf-áts
1SG AFF-1SG.TR-wash-CL:body
‘I washed my hand(s).’

(8)

ʔaf-áts
ɓagá-mátsʼá
wash-CL:body
body-house
‘Wash the wall(s)ǃ’

(9)

ʔaf-ííl
sánéá
wash-CL:belly
plate
‘Wash the plate(s)ǃ’

(10)

aχwa
ʔaf-ác
clothes wash-CL1:eye
‘Wash the clothes!’

eʔâ-m
hand-1SG.POSS

2.3.2 Reflexive constructions in Gumuz
In Gumuz, one can express a reflexive by means of a transitive or intransitive construction. The
transitive reflexive construction involves a possessed body part term as the O argument or simply a
possessed form of the word /ɓaga/ ‘body’ in NoG (11) or /boga/ ‘self’ in SoG (13)4. The main
difference between a more general transitive construction (12, 14) and the transitive reflexive
construction (11, 13) is that in the latter, the possessor of the O argument is the same referent as the A
argument. In both transitive constructions, the classifier ‘body’ is used if the O argument is a body part
term or is body-like (7-8, 11-14), and the bound subject pronominal exhibits a transitive tonal pattern.

(11)

(12)

(13)

(14)

4

NoG
ára
d-árá-Ɂaf-áts
1SG AFF-1SG.TR-wash-CL:body
‘I washed my body (myself).’
ára
d-árá-Ɂaf-áts
1SG AFF-1SG.TR-wash-CL:body
‘I washed the child’s foot/feet.’

ɓagá-ma
body-1SG.POSS

tʃogwá-dua
foot-child

SoG
kʼóá b-a-tʼar-ag-áts
dog AFF-3SG.TR-lick-NFUT-CL:body
‘The dog licks himself.’
kʼóá b-a-tʼar-ag-áts
dog AFF-3SG.TR-lick-NFUT-CL:body
‘The dog licks the person.’

bogo-má
self-3SG.POSS

ɓaga
person

In SoG, the historical source for ‘self’ /boga/ is the lexeme /ɓaga/ ‘body, person’.
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Gumuz also has an intransitive reflexive construction. This construction involves an incorporated body
part term as part of a complex verb stem and an intransitive tonal melody on the bound subject
pronominal. The classifier /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ can be found in both the transitive and intransitive
reflexive constructions. In most instances in which the free NP lexemes for ‘body’ or ‘self’ are used in
a transitive reflexive construction, one can simply eliminate this O argument and use an intransitive
tonal melody to create an intransitive reflexive construct (15). Alternatively, it is also possible to have
any incorporated body part term in a complex verb stem with an intransitive verbal melody (16). The
transitive counterpart of this more general reflexive construction is nearly always an EP construct
(17).5

(15)

NoG
ára
d-ára-Ɂaf-áts
1SG AFF-1SG.INTR-wash-CL:body
‘I washed my body (myself).’

(16)

d-ára-ʔaf-átʃogw
AFF-1SG.INTR-wash-foot
‘I washed my feet.’ (lit: ‘I foot-washed.’)

(17)

d-árá-↓ʔáf-átʃogw
dua
AFF-1SG.TR-wash-foot
child
‘I washed the child’s feet.’ (lit: ‘I foot-washed the child.’)

Therefore, while /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ serves a special function within reflexive constructions, it is not a
required element for reflexives, and does not function as a reflexive marker per se. Rather, /-(á)ts(a)/
‘body’ maintains its designated function as verbal classifier, and as people and body part terms are
classified as “bodies” in Gumuz, this verbal classifier regularly participates in reflexive constructions.
2.4 Valence increaser and the indexing of complement clauses
Beyond verbal classifier, the IN/CL /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ has further grammaticalized as a valence
increaser which can index certain types of clausal complements, PCU complements in particular. This
valence-increasing construction with /-(á)ts(a)/ is similar to that of a (transitive) EP or verbal classifier
construction in that an O argument or clausal complement is required. The main difference is that in
EP or verbal classifier constructions the verb root is transitive or labile whereas with valenceincreasing constructions, the verb root is intransitive. This construction is most commonly used for
adding and indexing PCU complements. For example, the PCU verb roots /ŋgaʃ/ ‘speak, talk’ and
/sáánz/ ‘think’ are intransitive (18, 20). When /-(á)ts(a)/ is added, the resulting complex verb stems
take a non-finite clausal complement with /ŋgaʃ-áts/ meaning ‘say (that), tell’ (19) and /sáánz-áts/
meaning ‘think about’ (21).

(18)

(19)

NoG
baab-éa
zialá d-ée-ŋgaʃ-á
father-1SG.POSS now AFF-FUT-speak-3SG.INTR
‘My father will speak now.’
NoG
norága ma-kód-a-má
d-a-ŋgaʃ-áts
book
NMLZ-buy-NM-IP:O
AFF-3SG.TR-speak-BODY
‘He said that he bought a book.’

5
Also note that there exists a corresponding internal possession construction (possessor and possessed expressed
within a noun phrase) given in (12). The IN/CL /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ in this construct is not part of an EP
construction.
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SoG
b-á-sáánz-agá
AFF-3SG.INTR-think-NFUT
‘He thought.’
SoG
b-a-sáánz-agá-ts
AFF-3SG.TR-think-NFUT-BODY
‘He thought about going.’

ma-tsá
NMLZ-go

It is also possible for verbs in this construction to take non-clausal complements. In (22), for example,
when the intransitive verb root ‘sing’ forms part of a valence-increasing construction with /-(á)ts(a)/,
the verb stem takes the O argument ‘game’ qualified by the relative clause ‘which they play when
their relatives go to the fields during the day’.

(22)

SoG
[ga-así-iida
NMLZ2-play-children

et-íí-asíí-ga
REL-3PL.TR-play-NFUT

nó↓ká=b-íi-tsá-gá
TEMP=AFF-3PL.INTR-go-NFUT
kíílámíts’a
to.field

níílóka
in.day

Ɂá]
MED

dá-gwa-é↓bá-máám
PRO.PL-PLACE-home-3PL.POSS
káma-eɁé-ílá-ts
FUT-sing-1PL.EXCL.TR-BODY

ká=áca
BEN=2PL

‘We will sing for you all a game (children’s play) which they play when their relatives go to the
fields during the day.’
For transitive/labile PCU verb roots, /-(á)ts(a)/ is not added for complement clauses. In (23), the
transitive verb root /gaŋ/ ‘know, find’ (NoG: /gam/) does not require the addition of /-(á)ts(a)/ in order
to express a complement clause or an O argument for that matter (see example 2a).6

(23)

SoG
maʒá ʔá
ma-u-é-á
alá-má
b-ár-gaŋ-gá
guy
MED NMLZ-go-TWRD-NM
GEN-3SG.POSS
AFF-1SG.TR-know-NFUT
‘I knew that the guy would come.’ (lit: ‘I knew the guy’s coming.’)

The valence-increaser /-(á)ts(a)/ can also be used to index other types of non-finite verbal
complements. For example, the intransitive verb root /kôl/ means ‘return’ (24) but when /-(á)ts(a)/ is
added to the verb stem, a non-finite clausal complement must be added and the meaning changes to
‘do again’ (25).

(24)

(25)

SoG
b-ár-↓kól-agá
AFF-1SG-return-NFUT
‘I returned.’
b-íí-kól-agá-ts
AFF-3PL.TR-return-NFUT-BODY
‘They ate again.’

ma-sá-ŋga
NMLZ-eat-food

6
In fact, if /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ were added to the verb root /gaŋ/ ‘know’(NoG: /gam/), the resulting verb stem
would mean ‘see’ (see example 2b). In any case, it is clear that /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’ functions as a valence increaser
of sorts for intransitive verb roots and not merely a suffix that indexes certain types of complement clauses.
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Another incorporated body part term /-(á)kʼw(á)/ ‘head’ can also serve as a valence increaser on
intransitive verbal roots. However, this IN often functions as a causative7 and typically crossreferences an O argument which is a not a nominalized verb (i.e. a non-derived noun). For example, in
(25) the verb stem with the IN /-(á)ts(a)/ takes the nominalized (infinitival) verbal complement ‘to eat
food’ whereas in (26) the verb stem with the IN /-(á)kʼw(á)/ (which has the same intransitive verb root
/kôl/) takes the O argument ‘book’.

(26)

SoG
kól-akʼw
norága
return-head book
‘Return the book.’

3 The morpheme /-tsá-/ found in nouns
The morpheme /tsa/ ‘body’ also appears in nominal compounds. Its occurrence on nouns parallels to
some degree the distribution of class morphemes within class morpheme compounds in Gumuz (cf.
Ahland 2012). The Gumuz class morphemes are classifying morphemes that form compounds with
certain nouns, often functioning in a hypernym-hyponym relationship. The set of class morphemes in
Gumuz is similar to the set of verbal classifiers with similar categorization: /kʼwá-/ ‘head’, /cá-/ ‘eye’,
/kʼós-/ ‘tooth’, /tsʼê-/ ‘ear’, and /ííl-/líí-/ ‘belly’. The morpheme /-tsá-/ very rarely occurs in this sort of
nominal compound and when it does, it is often preceded and followed by another noun. Class
morpheme compounds, on the other hand, are typically comprised of two nouns – the class morpheme
and the noun it classifies.8 In (27), /kʼwá-/ ‘head’ classifies containers and is therefore used in a
compound with ‘gourd’. The morpheme /tsa/ appears to form a part of a class morpheme compound in
(28) and (29), always co-occuring with the otherwise free noun form /ɓaga/ ‘body’ and its verbal
classifier counterpart /-(á)ts(a)/. This type of compound with /-tsá-/ is only known to occur in NoG.

(27)

(28)

(29)

NoG
kʼwá-↓ɓáχágá
head-(specific type of)gourd
‘gourd for drinking’
NoG
χókwa-ka-ts
ɓagá-tsá-↓mátsʼá
clean-INSTR-body body-body-house
‘Clean the wall with a cloth.’

ka-tʃéraka
INSTR-cloth

wíɗ-áts
maχabá-ts-ɓagá-ma
see-CL:body wound-body-body-1SG.POSS
‘Look at my (body) wound.’

4 Historical source of /tsa/
The morpheme /tsa/ can be internally reconstructed as a noun-like morpheme meaning ‘body’ based
on constructions like example (30) below (Ahland 2010: 165-66, 2012: 251 ). In (30), several body
part terms can be used in a prepositional construction denoting ‘by oneself’. However, /tsa/ is the only
body part term used in this construction that cannot be uttered on its own (31).

7

Other examples of /-(á)kʼw(á)/ as a causative include but are not limited to the following stems formed with
intransitive verb roots: /ʃá-k’w/ (die-head) ‘kill’, /ɓáts’-ák’w/ (hide-head) ‘hide something’, /bit-ák’w/ (descendhead) ‘lower something’.
8
There also exist endocentric class morpheme compounds in Gumuz in which the dependent noun does not
appear to be classified by the class morpheme. Rather, the whole compound belongs to the class.
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(30)

a.
b.
c.

(31)

a.

SoG
dua
child
“

b-a-ɗamb-agá-ts
AFF-3SG.TR-try-NFUT-body
“
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ka-tsá-má
INSTR-body-3SG.POSS
ka-ɓii-má
INSTR-neck-3SG.POSS
“
“
“
ka-cá-má
INSTR-eye-3SG.POSS
‘The child tried to crawl by himself/herself.’(lit: ‘…with his/her body/neck/eye’)
*tsá-má

b.

ma-n-tsá
NMLZ-PL-go
“

ɓii-má

c.

(íl)cá-má

body-3SG.POSS

neck-3SG.POSS

eye-3SG.POSS

‘his/her body’

‘his/her neck’

‘his/her eye’

As mentioned previously, the free noun form for ‘body’ in Gumuz is /ɓaga/ which is also the lexeme
for ‘person/people’ (see also examples 11 and 14). The polysemy of this lexeme is so commonplace in
Gumuz that the compound for ‘human body’ uses /ɓaga/ as both the head and dependent noun: first as
the head noun meaning ‘body’ and second as the dependent noun meaning ‘person’ (32).

(32)

NoG and SoG
ɓagá-ɓaga
body-person
‘person’s body’ or ‘human body’

Considering the polysemy discussed above and the comparative evidence to be presented below, I
propose that the bound morpheme /tsa/ ‘body’ was once a free noun form in Gumuz that existed
alongside the free noun form /ɓaga/ ‘person/people’. Over time, *tsa was incorporated into the verb
stem and became phonologically reduced. As *tsa became more grammaticalized and more
phonologically reduced, Gumuz speakers began to use /ɓaga/ ‘person/people’ to refer to ‘body’ in
place of *tsa. In Koman, the languages most closely related to Gumuz, apparent cognates of both noun
forms co-exist, namely in Komo and Uduk (Table 1). These likely co-existed as free noun forms in
Gumuz as well.
Table 1: Lexemes for ‘body’, ‘people’, and ‘person’ in Gumuz and Koman
Koman Languages

‘body /self’

Gumuz

Gwama

Komo

Opo

Uduk

(Kievet &
Robertson 2011)

(Manuel
Otero, p.c.)

(Lemi 2010)

(Don Killian,
p.c.)

yɪś ‘body’

ɪʃ ‘body’

eːs ‘body’

īs ‘self, body’

(-(I)ʃ) REFL
‘body/ people’
‘person’

-

giba ‘people’
yiba ‘person’

Gumuz (all)

-ts, -tsa
-tsá-

-

bùŋgwǎr
‘body’

ɓaga ‘body’ ,
people/person’
baaha ‘person’


I claim that these “cognates” from Table 1, namely those for /tsa/, are “apparent” due to the lack of
regular sound correspondences. However, there is a somewhat regular sound correspondence between
Koman languages and Gumuz which suggests that the correspondence in Gumuz should be /s/ instead
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of /ts/ (Table 2).9 The protoforms for all of these lexemes appear to have the proto-segment (most
likely *s) in non-word-final position. It is therefore possible that *s became /ts/ word-finally in Gumuz
and the earlier proto-form in Gumuz may have been *ats or *its.
Table 2: s:ʃ Regular sound correspondence in Koman plus Gumuz
‘eat’

‘stomach,
intestine’

‘tooth’

‘god, sky, up’

‘body’

Gwama

ʃa

bùʃìʔ

ʃíʔ

wúús

yɪś

Komo

ʃá

bùʃ

ʃɛ̀

mɪ́ʃ

ɪʃ

Opo

saa

-

see

wusi

eːs

Uduk

ʃwá

bùʃ

ʃē

mís

īs

sá

boosa

kʼó-sa

mísá (NoG)

*its

Gumuz

músá (SoG)
5 Conclusion
The bound morpheme /tsa/ is found in both verbs and nouns in Gumuz. In verbs, the IN /-(á)ts(a)/
‘body’ can form part of a lexicalized verbal compound, an EP construction, a verbal classifier
construction, and a valence-increasing construction in which nominalized complements (most
typically PCU complements) can be added to an intransitive verb root. The IN/CL /-(á)ts(a)/ ‘body’
can also be found in reflexive constructions but its designated function in such constructions is that of
verbal classifier.
This bound morpheme /tsa/ is a relic of a free form that once co-existed with the synchronic free
form for ‘people’ /ɓaga/. Over time, /ɓaga/ eventually replaced *tsa as the free noun form for ‘body’.
Both internal evidence from Gumuz and external (comparative) evidence from the Koman languages
suggest that /tsa/ ‘body’ in Gumuz is very old and not likely borrowed.

Abbreviations
1PL
1SG
2PL
A
AFF
BEN
CL
EP
EXCL
FUT
IN
INSTR
INTR
MED

first person plural
first person singular
second person plural
most agent-like argument of a verb
affirmative mood
benefactive
classifier, either verbal or the head
of a class morpheme compound
external possession
exclusive
future tense
incorporated noun
instrumental
intransitive
medial demonstrative

NEG
NFUT
NMLZ
NMLZ2

NoG
O
REFL
REL
S

SoG
TR
TWRD

negative
nonfuture tense
nominalizer, verbal noun
(product) nominalizer, derives nominals
which retain no verbal arguments
Northern Gumuz
object of a verb
reflexive
relativizer
single argument of a verb
Southern Gumuz
transitive
action directed towards speaker, also
used for an action taking place in a
different location from the speaker

9
The sources for Gwama, Komo, and Opo in Table 2 are the same as those in Table 1. For Uduk, I consulted
Beam and Cridland (1979).
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LOCATIONAL NOUNS IN DATOOGA1
(SOUTHERN NILOTIC, TANZANIA)
Stefan Bruckhaus
1 Introduction
Body parts serving as a structural template for the conceptualization of spatial relations is attested in
many languages of the world and even assumed to be a universal cognitive strategy (Heine 1997: 143).
The argument put forward in this article is that the human body is a very significant source object for
the expression of spatial relations in Datooga. This becomes evident because in the greater context, i.e.
with different animate and inanimate centers of orientation, most expressions for spatial relations
obviously derive from expressions for parts of the human body. The major objective of this article is to
present a structured overview of Datooga’s locational nouns and to provide analyses regarding their
origins as well as their context dependencies, in order to fill in partially the descriptive gap for
Datooga in the study of the spatial grammars of Nilotic languages (e.g. Andersen 2012; von Heyking
& Storch 2007; Mietzner 2012, 2009, 2007; Payne 2013). The second and minor aim is to identify the
stage of grammaticalization of locational nouns, which, according to Heine (1997, 1989), could lose
nominal properties and develop into adverbs or prepositions. Therefore locational nouns are compared
against their potential target categories and instances which may speak for a categorial change will be
discussed.
In other recent works (Heine 2011, Kießling et al. 2008), the term “relational nouns” is used to
associate spatial relator nouns with the conceptual category relational2 which, according to Sapir
(1921), comprises also other non-spatial concepts.3 By the term locational nouns I refer to a class of
polysemic nouns in Datooga which typically have the following three characteristics: First, they serve
as spatial relators to localize objects in a geometric relation to one another or to add a locational
specification to the predication. Thus they fullfill the task which is accomplished by spatial
prepositions and adverbs in some other languages. A second feature of locational nouns in Datooga is
that, in most cases, they are homophoneous with expressions for body parts. The following two
examples illustrate a quasi-prepositional (1) and a quasi-adverbial (2) usage of two body part nouns.
(1)

gáwây
ga-way
S3-go.PL

(2)

qabadáadá
qa-badaad-a
S3-follow-IS

1

daqátá
dáqád-da-´
chest-SPC-AS

qeeda
qee-da
house-SPC

dɪɪgáanêeda
dɪɪgáan-ée-da
cheek-NUM-SPC

‘They went in front of the house.’

‘He followed (them) sideways.’

The Southern Nilotic language cluster Datooga is spoken by 87.800 individuals (Lewis et al., citing a 2000
census) in northern and central Tanzania. Along with extinct Omotic they constitute one branch of the Southern
Nilotic languages next to the Kanlenjin languages which form the other branch. The basic tenets of the
phonology and the morphology of Datooga are sketched in Rottland (1982). This study is based on narrative
texts of the Gisamjanga variety of Datooga collected by Paul Berger in 1935–36 which have been converted into
electronic format by Roland Kießling. In addition I have conducted fieldwork on this topic in Tanzania in
June/July 2013. Examples are taken from the Berger corpus (BC), if not indicated otherwise. The phonetic
transcription follows the IPA, except for j which represents the voiced palatal plosive [ɟ] and y which stands for
the palatal approximant [j]. For their contributions to this article, I am indebted to Rev. Festo Basso (Barabaiga),
Herman Malleyeck (Gisamjanga), Rev. Josephat Masaka (Rotigenga) and Rev. Emmanuel Dudiyeck (Gisamjanga). I express my gratitude to my supervisor Roland Kießling for reviewing an earlier draft of this paper.
2
Note that there exists a different notion of “relational” versus “free” nouns by Welmers (1973: 212), which is
based on morphosyntactic distinctions in Mande languages.
3
Sapir (ibid.: 9) himself makes a threefold distinction of concrete, abstract and purely relational (e.g. ‘of’, ‘by’
or ‘and’) concepts.
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In the first example the noun daqátá ‘chest’ is used to express the concept ‘in front of’ and in (2) the
noun dɪɪgáanéeda ‘cheek’ conveys the meaning ‘sideways’. Both sentences feature peripheral
locational arguments of a predicate which is filled by a motion verb. The most important difference
between the adverbial and the prepositional usage is that in the former the locational noun stands alone
and makes a locational specification of the verbal activity, while locational nouns in prepositional
function form a genitival construction4 (Kießling 2007b: 178). In such a construction a possessor noun
constitutes the center of orientation and follows the locational noun which adds a geometric
specification to the center of orientation, which is ‘house’ in (1). Morphologically, most of the nouns
in Datooga can be parsed into a root which is followed by a number suffix and a specifying suffix
(Kießling 2000, 2007b: 154). Typically of Nilo-Saharan languages (Dimmendahl 2000), there are
plenty of allomorphic choices for the number categories in Datooga (see Kießling 2000), but the
specifyers are limited to -da for singular and -ga for plural. The third characteristic aspect of locational
nouns in Datooga is their reference to abstract geometric sublocations of objects, e.g. ‘top’, ‘bottom’,
‘front’, ‘back’, ‘side’, ‘middle’, ‘edge’, ‘inside’, ‘outside’. These sublocations are conceptually related
to specific geometric features, like the horizontal axis in the case of top and bottom or centrality in the
case of ‘middle’ and ‘edge’. All of these sublocational notions also include a threedimensional
conception. In a nutshell, locational nouns in Datooga are nouns which, depending on their contextual
usage, express a) spatial relations, b) geometric sublocations and frequently but not always c) body
parts.
A challenge during the inquiry was posed by cases, where more than one possibility to express a
certain relation occurred. For example, there exist at least four different lexical possibilites to say ‘in
front of the house’. Another impression which arose in course of the investigation of the Berger corpus
was that, for one and the same spatial concept, different relator nouns are used with different centers
of orientation and that their uses might depend on the features animate vs. inanimate. My primary
research goal has therefore been to clarify the semantic differences of multi-option cases and to check
whether different types of centers of orientation trigger specific occurences of locational nouns.
Especially animals with four legs have been included in order to check the existence of “bovimorphic”
(Kießling et al. 2008: 216) concepts.5 Such semantic extensions have been represented only poorly in
the Berger corpus and, as the Datooga are pastoralists, it has been suggesting to investigate the range
of the bovimorphic model in the language.
The remainder of this article is organized in the following way: The succeeding section provides an
overview of Datooga’s locational nouns. Their stage of grammaticalization is discussed thereafter and
conclusions are drawn in the final section.
2 Overview of locational nouns
According to the category and the semantics of their source lexemes, Datooga’s locational nouns can
be divided into nominal semantic extensions (§2.1), deverbal locational nouns (§2.2) and opaque cases
(§2.3). Distributional factors and semantic differences of overlapping expressions will be presented in
section 2.4.
2.1 Locational nouns derived from other nouns by semantic extension
Locational nouns in Datooga derive prevalently from other nouns which express concrete concepts,
namely body parts. In general, a development from concrete to abstract concepts is assumed, but in
some cases the polysemic situation can also lead to an opposit conclusion.
Before turning to the semantic extension of body part nouns, I will commence the discussion with a
rather extraordinary case. The Berger corpus features one noun referring to a cardinal direction which

4

In this construction the locational noun possessee proceeds the possessor noun and bears a final associative
high tone (Kießling 2007b: 174) which I parse as a suffix in the underlying representation, assuming that this
tonal morpheme historically derived from a high toned segmental suffix.
5
The term bovimorphic assumes that the physiognomy of cattle serves as a structural template for the
conceptualization of spatial relations. In its assumptions on metaphoric extensions it follows the “zoomorphic”
model, as outlined in Heine et al. (1991: 121ff), Svorou (1994: 74) and Heine (1997).
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is also used in a relational way. One meaning of dírbáyda is the cardinal direction ‘west’ but it also
translates as the sublocation ‘frontside’ and in relational function as ‘in front of’.
(3)

dírbáyda ‘west(side)’, ‘frontside’
gaway
ga-way
S3-go

dírbáydá
dírbáy-da-´
frontside-SPC-AS

qeeda
qee-da
house-SPC

‘They went in front of the house.’6

Why is the westside the frontside and why is the westside of the house the frontside of the house? The
answer to the first question is that dírbáydà denotes the direction of the sun’s movement, which in the
area close to the equator is, roughly speaking, nothing else but westwards. The answer to the second
question, why the westside denotes the frontside of the house, is rooted in the tradition of the
Gisamjanga Datooga to build their houses with their entrances facing to the west. This correlates with
traditional religious beliefs, because the name for ‘sun’ aséeta is also the name for ‘God’. Mietzner
(2012: 167) reports that the main axis for cardinal orientation in Nilotic is constituted by the rising and
the setting of the sun and that these directions are also connected to religious practices.7 Unlike in
other Nilotic languages (ibid.), where ‘right’ is used to refer to ‘north’ and ‘left’ to refer to ‘south’,
there are neither such extensions in Gisamjanga and Barabaiga, nor are there any alternative
expressions for ‘north’ and ‘south’.8 The words for ‘east’ in Gisamjanga are qáyawa or gayêew. In
relation to a noun the form with the specifying suffix is used, e.g. gayéewdá geeta ‘east of the tree’.
The situation differs in the Rotigenga variety of Datooga – a 400 km north-western offshoot with
Bantu contact, where one finds expressions for all four cardinal directions.
(4)

Cardinal directions in Rotigenga
lagidéewi
gayéewi

‘west’
‘east’

bajúuti
máseeba

‘north’
‘south’

The item lagidéewi is linked to the verb lajt ‘go west’ which is cognate with Gisamjanga rakt. This
verb translates also as ‘roll down’, which is probably the basic meaning that has been metaphorically
extended to the setting of the sun.9 The item gayéewi has the cognatum gayêew ‘east’ in Gisamjanga.
It looks like this form contains the 3SG verbal prefix ga-. The most resembling verb stem in the BC is
yawd ‘cry, weep, bray, low, bewail, mourn for’ and there is indeed the convention to perform such
activities in the direction of the sunrise. Thus, it seems that the verb form became lexicalized as ‘east’
via metonymic extension of the culturally significant direction of the mourning activity. 10 For the noun
bajúuti, it seems plausible that it is connected to the ethnonym of the Bajuuta subgroup of the
Datooga. Maseeba resembles the name of a large vulcanic mountain at the Kenya-Uganga-border, i.e.
Mt. Masaba. The quirk is that nowadays the Masaba mountain is north of the Rotigenga and that the
Bajuuta are settling south of them. A similar situation can be found in the Biyanjida variety of
Datooga (Mietzner 2012:166), where suqumeera expresses ‘north’ and taqameera ‘south.’ These
expressions are linked to the ethnonyms Sukuma and Takama, respectively, which are currently
6

Note that the noun qeeda refers not only to a single house but also to a fenced-in dwelling with several small
huts or houses (Tomikawa 1978: 5).
7
For the ‘setting of the sun’ an alternative lexeme – miktáyda – is used which derives from the verbal root *mikt
‘set, sink, be finished’ plus the suffix -ay which has a range of functions, such as habitual (Rottland 1982: 186)
or pluractional (Kießling 1998: 179). There are more action nominals containing the suffix -ay and I assume that
it is also featured in dírbáydà.
8
The expressions for ‘right hand’ are gɛɛtíndá dugwa ‘hand of the cattle’ (HM) or gaatíndá ŋût ‘hand of the
spear’ (BC). The ‘left hand’ is gɛɛtíndá χaadaam (HM), which means ‘difficult’ or ‘wrong hand’. Compare also
the verb form
gi-ʁadaam-ɲaan
S2SG-give.wrong.way-1SG
‘you are giving me the difficult/wrong way (of receiving)’ (HM).
9
Such a link does not exist not for gayéewi ‘east’ and the verb aɾosa ‘go east!’ (Gisamjanga ádɔɔsa ‘go east!)’.
10
Thanks to Angelika Mietzner for this suggestion.
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neither in direct regional contact nor settling in the derived cardinal directions of the Biyanjida (ibid.).
It is assumed that these terms lexicalized during a period in which the Biyanjida settled north of the
Takama and south of the Sukuma (ibid.: 167). This could also be the case with ‘north’ and ‘south’ in
Rotigenga, if the above mentioned lexemes have the subsumed etymology.
The extension of expressions for body parts is rather straight forward. The following table provides
a summary of the body part extensions from the Berger corpus.
(5) Overview of locational nouns derived from body parts
Extension

Source
sublocation

prepositional

apéega ‘buttocks’

‘behind’, ‘bottom’

badáyda ‘back’

‘backside’

‘behind’

dáqáta ‘chest’

‘front’

‘in front of’

adverbial
temporal: ‘afterwards’

dɪɪgáanéeda ‘cheek’

‘sideways’

geeʃta ‘foot, leg’

‘bottom’

gujáwéeda ‘horn’

‘corner’

jeeda ‘belly’

‘inside’

‘in’

murdéeda ‘hip’

‘side (of body)’

‘near (somebody)’

quuta ‘mouth’

‘opening’, ‘edge’

‘at the edge of’, ‘close to’

uhuuda ‘head’

‘top’

‘on’

The table features two semantic overlappings. Both apéega and geeʃta express the sublocational
concept ‘bottom’ and murdéeda and quuta express ‘near’ and ‘close to’ in prepositional usage. In
general, most of these extensions apparently follow the anthropomorphic model, while there are only
two extensions wich clearly orient by the bovimorphic model. The subsequent figure illustrates the
scheme of sublocational extensions of human body parts.
(6)

Sublocational concepts derived from body parts
top

edge
front

backside

inside
side

behind/
bottom
bottom

Anthropomorphic extensions
uhuuda
‘head’
dáqáta
‘chest’
badáyda
‘back’
apéega
‘buttocks’
dɪɪgáanéeda
‘cheek’
quuta
‘mouth’
jeeda
‘belly’
geeʃta
‘foot’
murdéeda
‘hip’

> ‘top’
> ‘front’
> ‘backside’
> ‘bottom’
> ‘sideways’
> ‘edge’
> ‘inside’
> ‘bottom’
> ‘side’

Bovimorphic extensions
gujáwéeda
‘horn’
apéega
‘buttocks’

> ‘corner’
> ‘afterwards’

The metaphoric extensions of apéega ‘buttocks’ to ‘bottom’ follow the anthropomorphic model,
because if it was following the bovimorphic model, it would be extended to ‘backside’. Interestingly,
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the corpus features also one case of a bovimorphic extension of the same source item which is used
temporal-adverbially to express ‘afterwards’.11
(7)

gwaéeʃa
gwa-yeeʃ-a
S3-say-IS

gadɛ́ɛmga
gadéem-ga
women-SPC

ayáaga
á-yaag-a
IMP.PL.1-eat-IMP.PL

náa
náa
since

gaygwáláabú
apɛ́ɛga
sʊʊki
gay-gwa- laab-un
apée-ga
suuki
3SG.FUT.AFF- S3-come-CP buttocks-SPC other.things
‘He told his wives “Eat, since afterwards other things will come!”’
One speaker I worked with (HM) also used the noun apéega to express the concept ‘behind’ in
relation to ‘giraffe’. This gives some support for the derivation of ‘afterwards’ via the bovimorphic
extension ‘behind’. A case of the use of apéega as ‘bottom’ in connection with the inanimate concept
qadéeda ‘calabash’ is presented in (8).
(8)

gwaéeʃa
gwa-yeeʃ-a
S3-say-IS

búunéedá
búun-ee-da
people-NUM-SPC

gájeeŋɔɔlá
gájee-ŋool-a
1PL.FUT-stir-1PL

eedáahá
ee-daah-a
1PL.SJN-see-1PL

apéekadéeda eedáahá
gíduurji.
apée-ga
qadée-da
ee-daah-a
gí-da
wuurj-i
buttocks-SPC calabash-SPC
1PL.SJN-see-1PL manner-SPC
be.like-IS
‘The people said: “we want to stir (the honey) in order to see the bottom of the calabash that
we may see the (honey’s) quality.”’
The other less common term for ‘bottom’ which derives from geeʃta ‘foot, leg’ is also used to express
‘under’ (see §2.4) and also means ‘base’12 in modern varieties. In the BC the only instance of geeʃta as
‘base’ or ‘bottom’ occurs in a genitival construction with geeta ‘tree’.
(9)

íiŋat
ii-ŋad
TEMP-fell

geeta
geed-da
tree-SPC

qwalac
qwa-laj
S3-cut

geeʃtá
geeʃ-da-´
foot-SPC-AS

geeta
geed-da
tree-SPC

mɪdǽæwá
mɪdǽæwá
together.with

dámáalgáascí
sɛɛn
dámáal-ga-sci
seen
branches-SPC-3SG.POSS.PL
all
‘When he fells a tree, he cuts it at the bottom of the tree, together with all its branches.’
Clearly following the anthropomorphic model, the body part noun badáyda ‘back’ has been extended
to render the spatial concept ‘behind’, as the following example illustrates.
(10) gwanda
búunéedá
badáydá
gwa-nd-a
búun-ee-da
badáy-da-´
S3-be.there-IS
people-NUM-SPC
back-SPC-AS
‘There were people behind the cattle enclosure.’

11

hílgwaand
hílgw-áan-da
cattle.enclosure-NUM-SPC

My Barabaiga assistant reports that this reference of apéega is uncommon in his variety and that he uses iiduw
for ‘afterwards’. The BC features ɪ́ɪduu which translates as ‘maybe, probably, but then’. Both items are related to
the adjective duuw ‘black, dark, full, rich’ and seem to bear the temporal relative prefix ii-.
12
Thanks to Terril Schrock for the suggestion to look for this meaning.

78

Stefan Bruckhaus

It was shown in (1) that dáqáta ‘chest’ expresses the relational concept ‘in front of’ in relation to the
inanimate concept ‘house’. In the following instance dáqáta is related to qaamata ‘mother’, i.e. a
human being.
(11) ákaŋusá
ag-ga-ŋus-a
SEQ- S3-pierce- IS

jéepta
jéep-da
child-SPC

daqátá
dáqád-da-´
chest-SPC-AS

qaamat.
qaamad-da
mother-SPC

‘He pierced the child in front of the mother.’
The relational extension of dɪɪgáanéeda ‘cheek’ to ‘sideways’ seems to be confined to the adverbial
usage illustrated in (2). There is no evidence that this item denotes also ‘side’ or ‘beside’. These latter
concepts are expressed by other nouns. One of them is murdéeda ‘hip’ which is obviously also metonymically extended to ‘side’. In the following example from the narrative which is named after its
hero Mondeya, the noun murdéeda is drawn in to express the relational concept ‘near’.
(12) gawa
ga-way
S3-go

gágáandá
ga-gaan-d-a
S3-take-CF-IS

ŋútkáaká
ŋutkáaC-ga
spears-SPC

mida
mida
LOC.REL

murdéedá
murd-ée-da-´
hip-NUM-SPC-AS

qaamat.
qaamad-da
mother-SPC

‘He went to take the spears near his mother.’
It is actually not only murdéeda but murdéeda together with the locative-relative copula mida which
translate as ‘near’ (Swahili ‘karibu’) in (12). A more literal translation would be ‘...spears to (the
place) where there was the side of the mother’. Another case will demonstrate below that in modern
varieties murdéeda can also express ‘beside’ – without mida preceding the locational noun.
Just like pembe ‘horn’ is extended to express the sublocational concept ‘corner’ in Swahili, the
same extension can be found in Datooga with gujáwéeda.
(13) úna
gujáwéedá
dúgwa
un-a
gujáw-ée-da-´
dú-gwa
go-IMP.SG
horn-NUM-SPC-AS SPC
‘Go to the corner of the cattle there!’

hóowwá
hóowá
there

The context of this passage is that the hero Mondeya tells his companions to take position around a
herd of cattle. Since they are four, everyone is assigned to a corner so that they form a rectangle.
The Berger corpus features a lot of cases like the following two, where the noun jeeda, which in its
original meaning refers to ‘belly’, denotes the ‘inside’ of something or expresses the spatial concept
‘in’.
(14) goobíidá
gádéemgá
jeedá
goo-biid-an
gadéem-ga
jee-da-´
S3.col-stay-MP
women-SPC
belly-SPC-AS
‘The women stayed in the water.’

béega
bée-ga
water-SPC

(15) gaway
qáamátá
aa
jéeptáaɲí
ga-way qaamad-da
aa
jéep-da-ɲi
S3-go
mother-SPC
and child-SPC-3SG.POSS.SG
‘The mother and her child went into the tree.’

jeedá
jee-da-´
belly-SPC-AS

geet
geed-da
tree-SPC

The goal jeedá geet in (15) really translates as ‘into the tree’ and not ‘under the tree’, because the tree
referred to in this story is a big tree with branches reaching the ground, like a bubble tree, for example.
Thus, this tree is conceived as a container in (15) into which the mother and her child enter.
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The noun quuta ‘mouth’ has been extended in two different ways. One target concept is ‘opening’
or ‘entrance’ and the other one is ‘edge’. It also has the potential to expresses the relational concept
‘close to’, like in the following two examples.
(16) náa gwanda
qee
maháróostá quutá
náa gwa-nd-a
qee
mahároosta quud-da-´
And S3-be.LOC-IS house Maharosta
mouth-SPC-AS
‘and Maharosta’s house was close to the forest.’
(17) naa
síilûl
jéepta
aba quutá
náa
si-luul
jéep-da
aba quud-da-´
and
3PL.PF-make.sleep child-SPC
at
mouth-SPC-AS
‘And they had made the child sleep close to the fire.’

dîmda
dím-da
forest-SPC

baasta
bææs-da
fire-SPC

Note that the preposition aba is obligatory in (17) and that this clause would be ungrammatical
without aba. The preposition aba occurs several times before spatial relator nouns in the data corpus.
In these contexts it seems that its function is to add a locatitional argument to a predicate that is filled
by a non-motion or non-locational verb.
The final locational noun of the table in (5) is uhuuda ‘head’, which has been extended to the
sublocational concept ‘top’ in Datooga. The concepts which uhuuda relates to in the corpus are qeeda
‘house’, geeta ‘tree’, giijeeda ‘mountain’, dilgwajáanda ‘termite hill’ and habardáaŋga. The latter are
branches, which are traditionally put in front of the entrance of a homestead, in order to signal that the
place is occupied and that everything is fine in that dwelling.
(18) gágáandá
biyéeydá
qwáɲa
iin
gwáargwéedá uhuudá
ga-gaand-a
biiyéyda
qwáɲawa yɪɪn gwáargwee-da uhuu-da-´
S3-take-CF-IS piece.of.meat before
put man-SPC
head-SPC-AS
‘He took the meat which the man had put on the habardáaŋga before.’

habardâaŋga
habardáaŋga
habardáaŋga

Evidence from modern varieties will demonstrate below in §2.4 that uhuuda is also capable of
expressing the relational concept ‘above’.
This section has illustrated the metaphoric extensions of ten different body part nouns to spatial
concepts. Two of these extensions, i.e. apéega ‘buttocks’ > ‘afterwards’ and gujáwéeda ‘horn’ >
‘corner’, orient by the bovimorphic model, while the remaining either orient by the anthropomorphic
model or are ambiguous. The concept ‘behind’ derives from ‘back’ according to the anthropomorphic
model and from ‘buttocks’ according to the bovimorphic model. In the same way, the derivation of the
concept ‘in front of’ from ‘chest’ follows the anthropomorphic model, since this concept typically
derives from ‘head’ in the bovimorphic model. The derivation of ‘bottom’ from ‘buttocks’ is also an
anthropomorphic extension. Hence, clearly anthropomorphic extensions feature the items apéega
‘buttocks’, badáyda ‘back’, dáqáta ‘chest’ and geeʃta ‘foot’ in Datooga. The argument for geeʃta
‘foot’ to be oriented by the anthropomorphic model is the presence of bùulɛ́ɛdà ‘hoof’ which would be
the bovimorphic source.
2.2 Deverbal locational nouns
Beyond nominal semantic extensions Datooga features also locational nouns which derive from spatial
verbs. Consider the noun gwɛ́ɛnda in the follwing two examples, which expresses the sublocational
concept ‘middle’ and the relational concepts ‘between’ or ‘among’.
(19) gáalaabú
hóo
bææ
gwéendá
gaa-laab-un
hoo
baa
gwɛ́ɛn-da-´
1SG-come-CP there POSS middle-SPC-AS
‘I come from there among the settlement.’

qeedaan
qee-da-n
settlement-SPC-DEM.POSS
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(20) qeedídá
baa
gwɛ́ɛndá
qee-da -ida
baa
gwɛ́ɛn-da-´
house-SPC-DEM.FAR.SG
POSS middle-SPC-AS
‘That house in the middle of the settlement.’

qeedaan
qee-da-n
settlement-SPC-DEM.POSS

According to Rottland (1982: 167) it is possible that verbs convert to nouns merely by suffixation of
the nominal suffix -da (SG) or -ga (PL) to the verbal root or stem. In the case of gwɛ́ɛn-da, it appears
plausible that the noun derives from the verbal root gween ‘be in the middle, be at the zenith’, which is
exemplified in (21).
(21) ámá agwéená
awee-da
iiyeɲa qwájáat
ama a-gween-a
awee-da
iiyeeɲa qwa-jaad
when 3SG.REL-be.in.middle-IS night-SPC two
S3-open
‘In the middle of the night he opened the house.’

qeet.
qee-da
house-SPC

Paul Berger has noted that iiyeɲa ‘two’ is included in (21) to express the concept ‘midnight’ as being
in the middle of the two halfs of the night.
The following two deverbal forms hiiŋáadáyda and díiyáadáyda resemble each other both
morphologically and semantically. Both of them contain an identical sequence of three verbal suffixes
preceding the nominal suffix -da. Furthermore, the two nouns are used to express a vertical relation to
an object in a slope situation. One of my Gisamjanga assistants (HM) reported that if you instruct
someone on the way and you have a slope situation with a tree as center of orientation, you can tell
him that something is located hiiŋáadáydá geeta ‘downward from the tree’ or díiyáadáydá geeta
‘upward from the tree’. The noun hiiŋáadáyda literally expresses a ‘state of going down’, i.e. an
activity. Two other expressions in the Berger corpus which built on the verbal root *hiiŋ are featured
in the following passage from the narrative heydeesh ‘the white bullock’.
(22) qwáhiiŋáadá
niirjá,
gwaéeʃa
niirjá
híŋaana
qwa-hiiŋaa-d-a
nɪɪ́ rjá
gwa-yeeʃ-a nɪɪ́ rjá
hiiŋaa-n-a
S3-descend-CF-IS
other.SG S3-say-IS
other.SG descend-CP-IMP.SG
‘The other one descended, the first one said: “Descend, he is dead!”

nimi
ni-meew-i
3SG.PF-die-IS

In addition, there also exists the antonymic directional stems *diiyaa-d ‘ascend thither’ and *diiyaa-n
‘ascend hither’. The two verb stems *hiiŋaa-d and *diiyaa-d can be further analyzed as containing the
mobilitive suffix -aa (Kießling 2007a: 124) which indicates that the verbal action is performed against
the background of a motion event, but the semantics of the bare roots is obscure.13 In the case of the
noun hiiŋáadáyda the verbal base with the centrifugal suffix -d is extended further by the suffix -ay.
The meaning described by my consultant as a “state” resembles that of the verbal suffix -ay which has
a range of facets like habitual, frequentative (Rottland 1982: 184, 186) or pluractional, durative and
intensive (Kießling 1998). The noun díiy-áa-d-áy-da features the same derivational suffixes as hiiŋáa-d-áy-da, namely mobilitive -aa, centrifugal -d and durative -ay. There exist probably more
deverbal locational nouns beyond those mentioned in this section and it will be demonstrated below
that Datooga features also prepositions which historically have derived from verbs.
2.3 Opaque locational nouns
The following table sums up the few locational nouns which are not transparent with respect to their
source concepts in the data collected by Berger. The rightmost column lists potential sources or links
of these nouns.

13
The stem *hiiŋaa-d is linked to the stem *hiiɲ ‘bend, stoop’, which can be parsed as *hiiŋ-j, i.e. the root with
the causative extension -j (Kießling 2007a: 124).
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Dat. noun
bugústa
gʊ́ʊmda
héeda
járooda
máatkwéeda

Abstract reference
‘middle’, ‘center’
‘bottom’
‘place’
‘outside’
‘side’

Relational reference
‘among’, ‘in the middle of’
‘at the bottom of’, ‘under’
‘at’, ‘to’
‘outside’
‘beside’

madeeda

‘frontside’

‘in front of’

úuta

‘backside’

‘behind’

Potential source/link
Barabaiga: ‘waist’
‘shadow (of tree)’?
?
jaróoneeda ‘shadow’
Proto-Southern-Nilotic
*mataŋ/mataaŋ ‘cheek’
(Rottland 1982: 302)
mádǽæŋda ‘cheek’; more
exactly: ‘fleshly part
between the cheek bone and
the lower jar’; plural suffix gwee?
Common Datooga *mad
‘first’ (ibid.: 487)
Barabaiga: ‘buttock’

The previous section has presented the deverbal noun gwɛ́ɛnda ‘middle’ which seems to have
overlapping semantics with bugústa that also expresses ‘middle’ and ‘center’. My Barabaiga assistant
told me that bugústa also refers to ‘waist’ in his variety. Measured by the average human body, the
waist is approximately located at the middle of the vertical head-to-foot-axis. Thus, the extension of
bugústa can be counted as a further metaphoric transfer which follows the anthropomorphic model.
The noun gʊ́ʊmda frequently expresses ‘bottom’ and ‘under’. In addition, there is one case where it
translates as ‘shadow’.
(24) qooqîis
sáwá
gʊ́ʊmdá
qoo-qiis
saawa gʊ́ʊm-da-´
S3SG-take.a.place 3PL
shadow-SPC-AS
‘They entered into the shadow of the tree.’

gɛɛta
geed-da
tree-SPC

It would make some sense that ‘shadow’ has been recruited to express the concept ‘under’ since
shadow is perceived predominantly on the ground and in certain cases also under objects, when a light
source is shining on them from above. However, there is only this one case in the corpus and my
Barabaiga consultant, who is the most advanced with respect to age, has confidently denied that
gʊ́ʊmda means ‘shadow’. According to him the only word for ‘shadow’ is jaróoneeda which also has
the variant jiróoneeda in the BC. This noun strongly resembles the Datooga expression for ‘outside’ –
járooda, which occurs exclusively adverbially and never as possessee in a genitival construction in the
Berger corpus. Kießling (2000: 353) states that nasal deletion applies to a root-final alveolar nasal in
collision with the nominal suffix -da. Hence, I assume that járooda has the underlying shape jároonda. The form jaróoneeda contains the singular suffix -ee ( ibid.: 352), which can be hold responsible
for the tonal and maybe also the semantic difference between the two forms. The semantic link is very
tentative, but one could imagine that the suffix -ee has antonymic function in this case and that
‘shadow’ was also used to refer to ‘inside’.
It has been demonstrated in (1) that dɪɪgáanéeda ‘cheek’ can express the concept ‘sideways’. In a
similar fashion the noun máatkwéeda which refers to ‘side’ could derive from the partially matching
noun mádǽæŋda ‘cheek’, which is composed of the root *mád and the individual suffix -aan (ibid.)
and the specifying singular suffix -da. One problem with this derivation is to account for the length
difference of the root vowel. Another oddity is that the form máatkwéeda would be analyzed as
containing the plural suffix -gwee (ibid.) while it occurs with the singular suffix -da.
In other languages the term for ‘frontside’ has been derived from ‘face’, but this is apparently not
the situation with madeeda ‘frontside’ in Datooga. According to my language helpers, madeeda also
refers to the ‘genital part’ or the ‘genital area’. Furthermore, Rottland (1982: 487) lists the Common
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Datooga root *mad which expresses the ordinal concept ‘first’. If we assume again a development
from the concrete to the abstract, the extension would be from ‘genital part’ to ‘frontside’ to ‘first’.
However, in this case it seems more convincing that ‘frontside’ has been extended to ‘genital part’ in
order to avoid a more vulgar term.14 The extension from ‘frontside’ to ‘first’ seems sound, though.
The final item from the table in (23) is úuta which expresses ‘backside’ or ‘behind’. This noun
occurs four times and exclusively in relation to qeeda ‘house’ in the Berger corpus, as in the following
example.
(25) qafka
bárbayɪɪ́ gá úutá
qeeda
qa-fuk-a
barbayɪ́ɪga úud-da-´
qee-da
S3-come-IS
Barabaiga back.side-SPC-AS
house-SPC
‘The Barabaiga came to the backside of the house.’
In contemporary Barabaiga and Gisamjanga, úuta also refers to ‘buttock’. This concept is expressed
by ápeeda in the Berger data, which refers to ‘bum cheek’ or ‘buttock’. It is not uncommon to have
more than one expression referring to this part of the body. For example, in German there are various
expressions for ‘buttock’, such as Hinterbacke ‘cheek of behind’, Po(dex), which is a loan word from
Latin, or Gesäßbacke ‘cheek of the thing which you sit on’. The extension of úuta apparently orients
by the bovimorphic model, since, according to the anthropomorphic model, ‘buttock’ would be
extended to the concept ‘bottom’. Whether úuta can be related to more locations is a question that
leads us to the next section of this paper, which treats governing factors that determine the choices of
locational nouns.
2.4 Distribution and semantic differences of overlapping expressions
This section takes a look at the different concepts which co-occur with locational nouns in relational
function. The semantics of the figure or the object which is related to the locational center does not
influence the choice of the relator noun. The basic question is: Can any noun specify any concept or
do certain locational nouns only occur with specific centers of orientation? I will begin with the human
being as the first center of orientation, then proceed with animals with four legs and end with different
other concepts, including ‘tree’, ‘mountain’, ‘house’ and other artifacts. As the base of comparison, a
static situation with the relational concepts ‘in front of’, ‘behind’, ‘beside’, ‘under’ and ‘above’ is
generally taken into account. It is assumed that the relation of the concerned objects is always a
detached one.
For the human body I elicitated objects in relation to the speaker as the center of orientation. Thus,
the relator nouns acquire a possessive suffix of the first person singular for singular possessees, i.e. ɲu. This lengthens the vowel of the preceding specifying suffix -da and changes its quality to [ɛ]. The
following Gisamjanga examples have been contributed by Emmanuel Dudiyeck. Note that they are not
marked for tone.
(26)

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

duuga gwanda madee-dɛɛ-ɲu
deeda gwanda baday-dɛɛ-ɲu
deeda gwanda murdee-dɛɛ-ɲu
haqweega gwanda uhuu-dɛɛ-ɲu
horgeeda gwanda hiiŋɛɛday-dɛɛ-ɲu

‘the cows are in front of me’
‘the cow is behind me’
‘the cow is beside me’
‘the fruits are above me’
‘the chair is below me’

It is not natural to use daqatɛɛ-ɲu or quutɛɛ-ɲu to convey the meaning ‘in front of me’ in (26a). These
items would only express the literal meaning ‘at my chest’ or ‘at my mouth’, respectively. Similarly,
baday-dɛɛ-ɲu in (26b) is not interchangeable with the reflexes of the nouns uuta, apeeda or
huydɛɛnda; the latter means ‘end’ and is also recruited to express ‘behind’ in relation to (a)
quadrupedic animal(s) and ‘tree’ in Rotigenga. The usage of these nouns would be vulgar in this
context. In the third sentence in (26) it is possible to replace murdee-dɛɛ-ɲu by mɛɛtkwee-dɛɛ-ɲu. The
14

I am thankful to Mechthild Reh for this comment on my presentation at the department of African languages
and Ethiopian Studies of the University of Hamburg.
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difference is that murdee-dɛɛ-ɲu has a connotation of proximity to the speaker and mɛɛtkwee-dɛɛ-ɲu
not. Finally, if the possessor concept is in plural, it is not grammatical to use the plural forms of the
relator nouns. So, for ‘in front of/behind/beside us’ you would say madee-dɛɛ-ɲa/baday-dɛɛɲa/murdee-dɛɛ-ɲa. The loss of the potential to pluralize in these cases suggests that desemanticization
has happened to these relator nouns.
It is interesting that a reflex of the deverbal noun hiiŋáadáyda ‘state of going down, downward’,
which has been analyzed more thoroughly in §2.2, is used in (26e) to express ‘below’. It remains to be
investigated whether the antonym díiyáadáyda could also be drawn in to say ‘above’ in (26d).15
Turning to the quadrupedic concepts as related centers of orientation, the following table
summarizes the different co-occurrences.
(27)

Locational nouns related to animals with four legs

deictic
reference
‘in front of’
‘behind’
‘beside’
‘above’
‘under’

Datooga noun

original meaning

daqáta
madeeda
maɾeeɾa
apéega
huydɛɛnda
mɛɛdugwɛɛɾa
murdeeda
uhuuda
badáyda
jeeda
geeʃta

‘chest’
?
?
‘buttocks’
‘end’, ?
?
‘hip’
‘head’
‘back’
‘belly’
‘foot’

concept related to
cows
lion, cows
lion
giraffe
giraffe(s)
cattle
cattle
cow
cows
cow
cow

source
HM
HM, BC
JM
HM
JM
JM
FB
HM
HM
HM
JM

There is a slight semantic difference between the two ways to express ‘in front of’. The noun daqáta
expresses more proximity to the center of orientation than the noun madeeda, which has the shape
maɾeeɾa in Rotigenga. It is not grammatical to use daqáta ‘chest’ with the singular concepts ‘lion’ and
‘cow’. Neither is there a regular use of uhuuda ‘head’ in order to express ‘in front of’ in these two
contexts.
Two alternative expressions for the concpet ‘behind’ can be found. The first expression derives
from the body part apéega ‘buttocks’ which has been treated above. The item huydɛɛnda is obscure
with respect to its origin, but in modern Gisamjanga huydɛɛnda encodes also the concept ‘end’.
The difference between murdeeda and mɛɛdugwɛɛɾa (reflex of máatkwéeda in Rotigenga) may be
that – analogous to human and inanimate centers of orientation – the former expresses proximity, i.e.
‘close to’, while the latter just denotes ‘at a certain side’ or ‘beside’ without a connotation of relative
distance. Again, it is important to note that a singular noun – murdeeda ‘hip’ – co-occurs with a plural
concept dugwa ‘cattle’, which illustrates the desemanticization of murdeeda.
It has been demonstrated in (26d) that uhuuda can also express ‘above (a human being)’. In the
same way it can also denote ‘above’ an animal with four legs, as in the following example.
(28) daridǽænda
gwánda
uhuudá
darid-ææn-da gwa-nd-a
uhuu-da-´
bird-NUM-SPC 3SG-be.LOC-IS head-SPC-AS
‘The bird is above the cow.’ (HM)

15

dêeda
dee-da
cow-SPC

My assistant notes that the sentence in (26d) can be translated alternatively as haqweega qwalabwanani
hetiyɛɛda. Likewise, (26e) translates also as horgeeda qwalabwanani ŋɛɛnyi. I assume these sentences mean
something like ‘the fruits are past me up(ward)’ and ‘the chair is past me down(ward)’, respectively.
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An alternative expression for the concept ‘above’ is achieved by the body part badayda ‘back’ in
relation to a plural concept.
(29) udɔ́ɔwaŋg
χáŋɛɛta
badáydá
udɔɔwaŋ-ga
qa-ŋɛɛt-a baday-da-´
crane.bird-SPC 3SG-fly-IS back-SPC-AS
‘A crane bird flies above the cows.’

dugwa
du-gwa
cows-SPC

Another instance where the body part ‘back’ is used to express ‘above’ can be found in the domain of
inanimate centers of orientation. There, the ‘back’ of certain objects which have greater length than
height can express the top part of them.
In addition to the locational nouns hiiŋáadáyda and gʊʊmda which are used to refer to the
relational concept ‘under’, there exist two further items in relation to animals with four legs expressing
‘under’. The first noun is jeeda ‘belly’ which is normally extended to the concept ‘inside’. In the
following instance it is recruited to express ‘under’.
(30) jéepta
gwánda
jéeteeda
jéeb-da
gwa-nd-a
jee-da-´ =dee-da
child-SPC 3SG-be.LOC-IS belly-SPC-AS=cow-SPC
‘The child is under the cow’ (HM). Note that this sentence can also translate as ‘the child is
in the cow’
When I asked my Rotigenga consultant to translate some similar sentences, he used the noun geeʃta
‘foot, leg’ to express ‘under’ or ‘below’.
(31)

a.
b.
c.

ɾiibɪ́gá ! gwándá geeʃtá ɾêeɾ
ɾiibígá ! gwándá geeʃtá ɾûgwa
ɾiibɪ́gá ! gwándá geeʃaŋgá ɾûgwa

‘The children are below the cow.’
‘The children are below the cows.’
‘The children are below the cows.’

Evidence for the desemanticization and expression of ‘under’ through geeʃta comes from (31b), where
the locational noun is in singular, while the related concept ɾûgwa ‘cows’ is pluralized. Note, however,
the alternative sentence in (31c) where the locational noun is pluralized. This indicates a retainment of
a nominal property and a transitional stage of this noun. We will deal with more of such cases in the
next section.
Finally, I will examine various, mostly inanimate concepts as centers of orientation and the relator
nouns which are used together with them. The following table provides an overview. I have elicitated
sentences with ‘house’, ‘tree’ and ‘mountain’ as centers of orientation. Additional concepts from the
Berger corpus are listed as well.
There are four different ways of saying ‘in front of the house’ in (32). The differences of the
individual expressions are as follows: The noun for ‘chest’, daqáta, expresses, again, greater
proximity than madeeda, which seems to be unspecified with respect to distance. The cardinal
direction dɪ́rbáyda ‘west’ is related to an alternative frame of reference, but can denote the ‘frontside’
of the house due to a conventionalized construction with entrances facing to the west among certain
Datooga groups. The noun quuta ‘mouth’ is also drawn in to express ‘in front of the house’. It differs
from the other expressions in the way that it has the connotation of the space close to the door.
Concerning the three different expressions for ‘behind’, úuta occurs only with ‘house’.16 Like in
relation to animals with four legs, the formulation of my Rotigenga assistant differs in his use of
huydɛɛnda. It seems to be an expression which is unspecified for proximity and, in this regard,
analoguous to madeeda in the case of ‘in front of’ and mɛ́ɛtkwéeda for expressing ‘beside’.
Both mɛ́ɛtkwéeda and murdeeda can express ‘beside the house’. The latter one has a proximal
connotation. Unfortunately, I am not aware whether these expressions can be related to ‘tree’ as well,
16
According to ED it is not correct to use apéega ‘buttocks’ in relation to house in order to express the concept
‘behind’.
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but, according to ED, ‘beside the mountain’ is murdéedá giijeeda and mɛ́ɛtkwéedá gijeeda is not
common speech.
(32)

Locational nouns related to inanimate concepts

Deictic
reference
‘in front of’

‘behind’
‘beside’

‘above’

‘under’

Datooga noun

Original meaning

Concept related to

Source

daqáta
daɣaɾáyda
dɪ́rbáyda
madeeda
maɾeeɾi
quuta
badayda
huydɛɛnda
úuta
máatkwéeda
mɛ́ɛtkwéeda
murdeeda
murdeeda
uhuuda
uhuuɾa
badáyda

‘chest’
‘chest’
‘west’
?
?
?
‘mouth’
‘back’
‘end’ ?
‘buttock’
?
?
‘hip’
‘hip’
‘head’
‘head’
‘back’

BC, FB
JM
BC, FB
ED, HM
BC
JM
BC, FB
HM, JM, ED
JM
FB, HM, BC
BC
ED
FB
ED
HM
JM
HM

gumida
guumda
gʊ́ʊmda

?
?
?

house
mountain
house
house
pleura
mountain, tree
house
mountain, house
tree
house
house
house
house
mountain
tree
tree, mountain
house/mountain of
special shape
tree
tree, mountain
tree, sticks

JM
ED
BC

The most frequently used expression for ‘above’ is uhuuda, which has the concrete meaning
‘head’. Herman Malleyeck reports that the noun badáyda ‘back’ can also refer to the top part of a
building or a mountain when the object has a greater length or width than height. In such cases
badáyda is apparently also used to refer to an area which is detached from the object and thus
indicates ‘above’.
Unlike in all of the other above cases of spatial relations to inanimate concepts, where more than
one choice of noun is possible, the only expression for ‘under’ in relation to inanimate concepts is a
reflex of the opaque noun gʊ́ʊmda.
To summarize the patterns in the data, the following observations can be made: There are more
opaque grammaticalized locational nouns, such as madeeda ‘in front of’, mɛ́ɛtkwéeda ‘beside’ and
huydɛɛnda ’behind’, which are unspecified with respect to relative distance. These nouns can be used
in relation to almost every type of center of orientation, i.e. humans or bipedes, animals with four legs
and inanimate concepts. In addition, there are expressions which semantically overlap with the former
expressions. However, they seem to have a greater granularity and they are further specified for
proximity, as they have the connotation of being close to a specific sublocation of the related center of
orientation. These are daqáta for ‘in front of’, murdeeda for ‘beside’, and badáyda for ‘behind’. These
expressions are also more constrained, as they cannot be related to any conceptual type. The noun
daqáta can be related to all concepts, except quadrupedic singular and ‘tree’. The item murdeeda can
be related to all types of concepts but needs further investigation for quadrupedic singular and ‘tree’,
and badáyda can only be related to bipedic and certain inanimate concepts but not to animals with four
legs to express ‘behind’. The most constrained and least grammaticalized items are úuta ‘behind’,
which only occurs in relation to ‘house’, and apéega ‘behind’, which only relates to an animal with
four legs. Finally, I have pointed out that the bovimorphic extensions of jeeda ‘belly’ and geeʃta ‘foot,
leg’ to ‘under’ or badáyda ‘back’ to ‘above’ occur only with quadrupedic centers of orientation. The
only potential contextual transfer of these extension has been found with badáyda ‘back’ to ‘above’ in

86

Stefan Bruckhaus

relations to inanimate objects, which resemble quadrupedic concepts in the way that they have greater
horizontal than vertical range.
3 Stage of grammaticalization
In order to determine whether there are indications that locational nouns are developing further
towards prepositions and adverbs, I will first take a look at typical representatives of the two
grammatical target categories and demonstrate their morphological differences from nouns.
Thereafter, I will discuss cases which speak for and against category shifts of locational nouns.
According to their source categories Heine (1997: 49) distinguishes between N-adpositions
(deriving from nouns), V-adpositions (from verbs) and A-adpositions (deriving from adjectives). The
fact that Datooga’s spatial prepositions differ in their morphological make-up from locational nouns is
due to their verbal origin.
(33)

Overview of spatial V-prepositions

Preposition
aba ‘at’, ‘from’, ‘among’ (‘because of’, ‘with’)
waa ‘leading to’, ‘in the direction of’, ‘towards’
neekɛ́ɛwá ‘near’

Potential source verb
baa ‘have’
way ‘go’
neek ‘draw near’, ‘approach’

The preposition aba is multifunctional and expresses the meanings ‘at’, ‘from’, ‘because of’, ‘with’,
‘among’. The lexical source of aba is likely to be the resembling the verb baa ‘have’. The most
resembling verb form in the BC is g-a-ba ‘he/she/it has’, whereas the initial consonant is analyzed by
Rottland (1982: 176) as the affirmative marker g-, which is followed by the third person singular
subject prefix a- and the reduced root. The form aba – withouth the affirmative prefix – looks like
what Rottland describes as the dependent verb form which surfaces after modal verbs (ibid.: 192).
The following example illustrates the use of the preposition waa ‘leading to’, ‘in the direction of’,
‘towards’.
(34) gábá
súu
sɪllá
náweedá waa
qeedá mida
síiɲáwa.
gaba
súuwa si-laab
náweeda waa
qeeda midá
síi-ɲawá
every 3PL
3PL.PF-walk path
towards house LOC.REL person-3PL.POSS.SG
‘All of them had walked the path towards the home where their people were.’
The verb way ‘go’ is likely to be the source of this preposition because it has the reflex waa as a
temporal relative form of the third person singular (‘when he/she/it goes’). Classifying waa as a
preposition on the base of this sentence is problematic, though, because at the moment it can not be
excluded that waa is a relative clause form of the verb.
The third preposition neekɛ́ɛwá ‘near (to)’ obviously derives from the verbal root neek ‘draw near’,
‘approach’, which is extended by a long reflex of the purposive suffix -aw (Kießling 2007a: 124). The
rationale of categorizing neekɛ́ɛwa as a preposition and not a verb in the following example is simply
that it is located in a non-relative clause and that it surfaces without inflectional verbal prefixes.
(35) náa neekɛ́ɛwá héedá gwáci ɪɪn biyɛ́ɛydàaɲ
qwanaawa
habardáaŋga
náa neekáawá héeda gwáci yɪɪn biiyéyda-ɲi
qwa-naw-a habardáaŋga
and near.to
place before put meat-3SG.POSS.SG S3-pass-IS
habardaŋga
‘And near to the place, where he had put on his meat before, he passed the habardaŋga.’
Turning to the spatial adverbs of Datooga, the Berger corpus features the following items.
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Overview of spatial adverbs

Adverb
qoo ‘home(wards)’
gaa ‘inside (the house)’
badaw ‘backwards’
ŋǽæɲí ‘down’

Potential source
qeeda ‘homestead’
geeda ‘tent’
badayda ‘back’
ŋǽæɲíida ‘earth’, ‘ground’, ‘land’, ‘world’

The adverb qoo most probably derives from qeeda ‘homestead, house’, but the development of the
back vowel in qoo lacks an explanation at this moment. The item gaa resembles geeda ‘tent’. Rottland
(1982: 172) reports that in the Rotigenga variety the indefinite or unspecified form of the noun can
also express a locative meaning, i.e. gahi ‘any house’ and ‘at home’. The phonetic and semantic
differences between gaa and gahi are only small. This could indicate that gaa derives also from the
unspecified form of geeda in Gisamjanga.
The adverbial form badaw is related to the item badáyda ‘back’. A labio-velar glide regularly
becomes palatal before -da. Hence, badaw seems to be the nominal root.
The Berger data feature the noun ŋǽæɲíida ‘earth’, ‘ground’, ‘land’, ‘world’. The adverbial ŋǽæɲí
expresses the meanings ‘below’, ‘down’, ‘on the ground’. This semantic extension of ‘earth’ or
‘ground’ to ‘down’ is also reported to be common among Bantu languages, whereas in Western
Nilotic it is ‘buttocks’ which is extended to the deictic reference point ‘down’ (Heine 1997: 49). In the
case of ŋǽæɲí it is likely that this is the unspecific form of ŋǽæɲíida, which is built by the suffixation
of -i to the primary form of the noun (Rottland 1982: 169; Creider & Rottland 1997: 97), that is the
stem plus an eventual number suffix. In the form ŋǽæɲí the final vowel would have been shortened
then.
What can be observed from all the adverbs and prepositions is that they don't have the nominal
suffixes -da/-ga. For the prepositions, this is not surprising, since they derive from verbs historically.
A further difference between prepositions and nouns is that prepositions do not change tonally but
surface with their underlying melody when they introduce locations.
(37) qoo
sáawá fú-gá
hees aba hée-dá
qoo
saawa fú-ga
hees aba hée-da-´
become 3PL
people-SPC big at
place-SPC-AS
‘They became a great people among the black peoples.’

fú-gá
fú-ga-´
peoples-SPC-AS

duuwas
duuwas
black.PL

In (37) aba surfaces with its underlying low-low melody. However, in genitival constructions of
locational nouns, a high tone regularly associates with the final vowel of the locational noun, as can be
observed from previous examples.
If locational nouns were developing to adverbs and prepositions, one would expect them to lose
nominal properties like the bearing of nominal suffixes and the tonal marking within the possessive
construction. Tonally, locational nouns follow the associative pattern very regularly. However, with
respect to the nominal suffixes there are in fact cases of locational nouns without the spcecifying
suffixes -da/-ga. In the following example you can note that jeeda ‘belly’ has the shape jée.17
(38) qoobíta
jée
ʃoomandá
qoo-bid-d-a
jee-da
ʃoom-aan-da
S3SG-enter-CF-IS belly-SPC
pit-NUM-SPC
‘She entered into the pit of a wild boar.’

bícâanda
bic-aan-da
wild.boar-NUM-SPC

According to my Barabaiga language helper the sentence in (38) is grammatical and the dropping of da is typical of fast speech and applies not only to locational nouns. There is no evidence that the
dropping of the suffix is conditioned by other factors. Other situations of locational nouns without
17

It could be argued here that the associative terminal high tone links to the remaining root syllable (Kießling,
p.c.).
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specifying suffixes do exist. However, they can not be interpreted as traces of categorial shifting
because there the dropping of the specifying suffixes does not only apply to locational but to all nouns.
The specifying suffix is, for example, generally dropped if the noun is a) modified by a proximal
demonstrative suffix or b) possessee of a possessor noun modified by a numeral.
Creider & Rottland (1997: 79) found that the proximal demonstrative suffixes -(n)i (SG) and -su
(PL) are attached to the primary form of the noun. This finding is confirmed by the Berger material,
e.g. in the following sample.
(39) óo-piidán-á
IMP.PL-stay.at-IS
‘Stay in there!’

jee-ni
inside-DEM.NEAR

The data in (40), which were contributed by my Barabaiga consultant, demonstrate that in
constructions with possessor nouns modified by numerals the clitic mba is used and the specifying
suffix does not surface.
(40)

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

jee-dá hɪĺ gwɛ́ɛndá χeeda
jee-mbá χáawâaki
jee-mbá gɛ́ɛlíyeeɲa
jee-dá-bá hílgwɛ̂ɛnji
jee-dá-bá gɛ́ɛlsú asiiyeeɲaan

‘in the enclosure of the house’
‘in one house’
‘in two houses’
‘in these enclosures’
‘in these two enclosures’

The phrase in (40e) indicates that the demonstrative rules out the numeral construction, because jeedá=bá is used instead of jee=mbá. The occurrence of jee-mbá is governed by the numeral and *jeeda
mba is ungrammatical.
To conclude, there are no cases speaking clearly for a category shift of locational nouns. It seems
that they are rather very noun-like. They are capable of taking possessive and demonstrative suffixes,
as exemplified in (26) and (39), respectively. In addition, many cases in the data show that they still
have the potential to be pluralized in relation to plural possessors, like jéesíŋga – the plural of jeeda
‘belly’ – in (41) and quusiga – the plural of quuta ‘mouth’ – in (42).
(41) qwáyɪɪn
jéesíŋgá
mʃóodaká
qwa-yɪɪn jéesíŋ-ga-´
mʃóodaC-ga-´
S3-put
bellies-SPC-of leather.sacks-SPC-AS
‘He put it into the leather sacks of his donkeys.’
(42) gwaduuléesá
quusígá
báascéeka
gwa-duulees-a quusi-ga-´
báas-jéeC-ga
S3-gather-3
mouths-SPC-AS fires-NUM-SPC
‘They gathered near all the fires.’

digéenígaasc
digéeni-ga-sci
donkeys-SPC-3SG.POSS.PL

sêen
seen
all

According to my Barabaiga helper, the locational nouns in the preceding two examples can be
replaced by their singular equivalents jeeda and quuta. Such an optionality has been demonstrated
before in (31) with geeʃaŋga and geeʃta and applies probably also to more locational nouns. The fact
that locational nouns in singular relate to centers of orientation in plural is an indication of their
desemanticization to abstract spatial concepts. The retainment of nominal properties such as the
potential to pluralize and to acquire possessive and demonstrative suffixes, speaks, however, for an
early stage in their grammaticalization.
Concerning the development of locational nouns to adverbs, category shift may happen more easily
than in the case of prepositions via the unspecified or primary forms of the nouns, as it seems to be the
case with some of the adverbs presented in this section.
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4 Conclusion
Locational nouns – defined as nouns which express geometric sublocations and function as spatial
relators – most frequently derive from human body parts in Datooga. In addition, a few nouns exist
which are of verbal origin. Furthermore, some nouns of obscure origin have been presented. Items of
this type, such as madeeda ‘in front of’, huydɛɛnda ‘behind’, and mɛ́ɛtkwéeda ‘beside’, do not have a
specification for relative distance of their related objects, nor are they very restricted in their
distribution. They can be related to almost any type of center of orientation, i.e. human, non-human
animates and various inanimate concepts. On the other hand, their transparent correlates daqáta ‘in
front of’(< ‘chest’), badáyda ‘behind’ (< ‘back’) and murdeeda ‘beside’ (< ‘hip’) often have a
connotation of proximity of their related objects. The nouns daqáta and badáyda can also not be
related to any center of orientation. They can not be associated with the category quadrupedic singular,
for instance, to express ‘in front of’ and ‘behind’, respectively. Other transparent locational nouns are
even more limited in their co-occurence to one type of center of orientation. For example, the noun
uuta ‘buttock’ expresses the concept ‘behind’, but only in relation to the concept ‘house’. The
bovimorphic extension of jeeda ‘belly’ to ‘under’ only occurs with quadrupedic singular and badáyda
‘back’ to ‘above’ seems to be limited to quadrupedic concepts and certain inanimate concepts with
greater horizontal than vertical range.
The presented data give the impression that some locational nouns have been grammaticalized
further than others and that the anthropomorphic extensions are much more prevalent than the
bovimorphic. The different conceptual types of the centers of orientation govern the choices of relator
nouns, whereas the category number seems also to be a determining factor.
A shared feature of locational nouns is their bearing of the specifying suffixes -da (SG) and -ga
(PL). This distinguishes them from the categories adverbs and prepositions. Certain adverbs seem to
have developed from nouns historically, probably via the unspecific forms of these nouns. There are,
however, no convincing indications of category shifts to prepositions. The few prepositions in
Datooga appear to derive from verbs historically. Instances of locational nouns in prepositional
function, where the nouns surface without specifying suffixes, have been presented. The droppings of
the suffixes in these situations have been identified as resulting from fast speech or as grammatically
conditioned droppings.
For further comprehensive research, I would suggest to include a greater variety of orientational
center concepts of different shapes and to investigate number oppositions of all kinds of concepts in
order to understand the principles underlying the assignment of locational nouns better. This study has
mainly focussed on static detached situations, and spatial relations of moving objects as well as
attached relations could also be taken into account.

Abbreviations
AFF
AS
CF
CP
DEM
ED
FB
FUT
HM
IMP
IS
JM
LOC

affirmative
associative
centrifugal
centripetal
demonstrative
Emmanuel Dudiyeck (Gisamjanga)
Festo Basso (Barabaiga)
future
Herman Malleyeck (Gisamjanga)
imperative
inflectional suffix (of uncertain function)
Josephat Masaka (Rotigenga)
locative

MP
NUM
PF
PL
POSS
REL
S
SEQ
SG
SJN
SPC
TEMP

1/2/3

multipurpose
number
perfective
plural
possessive
relative
subject
sequential
singular
subjunctive
specifyer
temporal
first/second/third person
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THE USE OF BODY PART LEXEMES IN BERTA
Susanne Neudorf
1 Introduction
Berta is a Nilo-Saharan language spoken by the Berta people, also called Beni-Shangul in the western
part of Ethiopia and in eastern Sudan. Greenberg (1963) classifies Berta as part of the Chari-Nile subfamily, forming a branch of its own. Bender (1997) classifies it as a branch with no subfamilies,
belonging to the satellite group of the Nilo-Saharan language phylum, together with Central Sudanic,
Fur, Maban, and Kunama.
The purpose of this paper is to introduce an interesting verbal construction, namely a verb in close
combination with a body part noun. After briefly showing the body part lexemes in their basic
meaning and function (section 1) and as relational nouns (section 2), the rest of the paper will present
cases where they are used in combination with verbs. It will be seen that they are sometimes a fixed
part of the verb or have valence changing functions. They are also used to express middle voice, can
function as verbal classifiers and may cause semantic changes to the verbs.
As this is a vast area of exploration, the focus is primarily on the lexeme alú ‘head’, occurring in
various places and functions more or less grammaticalized (Heine & Kuteva 2002)1. Other body part
lexemes will be treated in less detail.
Some possible labels will be suggested in order to find predictable rules when a body part lexeme
would be used and what it would then accomplish. As a body part lexeme in combination with a verb
is usually a discontinuous part of a verb + particle construction2, yet at the same time also has some
nominal characteristics of an argument (it may change case), it will be henceforth referred to as a
partargument (particle + argument).
Research on similar verb constructions in related Nilo-Saharan languages is not vast. There is,
however, a somewhat comparable verb construction in Uduk (Killian 2013). The use of Gumuz body
part lexemes as incorporated nouns is a little less similar with Berta, but still some structures are
comparable (Ahland 2010). The data used here are mainly from the Mayu dialect spoken around
Asosa, Ethiopia. Grammatical terms on cases and other grammatical labels are taken from and used
according to Andersen’s (1995, 1993a and 1993b) works on Berta verb morphology and case marking.
One exception is the modified noun marker, which is called anti-genitive in Andersen’s articles.
Another exception is the verbal suffix -a, which he calls perfect. While there are examples where this
suffix is used in a perfect sense, in my data it usually shows up in a perfective sense, and is thus called
perfective in this paper.
If not mentioned otherwise, nouns are presented in their citation form, the absolutive case.
Examples are presented in the current official Berta orthography used in Ethiopia, BenishangulGumuz Region, which may require the following explanations:
1

Heine and Kuteva (2002) mention four main processes in the grammaticalization of a word, which are
interlinked with each other: (a) desemanticization, (b) extension, (c) decategorialization and (d) erosion.
Although it would be interesting to look at the different stages of grammaticalization of the Berta body part
lexemes, this topic will have to be explored in another paper.
2
Similar to a verbal particle or a phrasal verb construction like in English (pick+up: he picks it up) or German:
um ‘around’ + kommen ‘come’ = umkommen ‘die, perish’
Er kam bei dem Unfall um.
he came at the accident
around
‘He died/perished in the accident.’
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/á, é/
/a, e/
/â, ê/
/a, e, i, o, u/
/q/
/tq, pq, sq, kq/
/dq/
/ñ/

vowel with high tone H
vowel with low tone L
vowel with glide HL
the five basic vowels in Berta vary in their pronunciation, depending on
their surrounding consonants and length
[ʔ] glottal stop
ejectives
[ɗ] implosive
[ɲ] palatal or [ŋ] velar nasal, depending on the following sound

Voiced and unvoiced stops and fricatives are in free variation in Berta. The voiced symbol is always
used, except for Arabic loan words, where the distinction is marked by the respective symbols.
2 Introducing body parts and the Berta clause structure
According to Andersen (1993a, 1993b), in Berta the order of constituents in the clause is as follows:
(Topic )

V

(S)

(IO)

(DO)

(Adverbial)

No matter what the topic is, the verb occurs as the second constituent in a clause. Phrases usually have
a ‘head first’ construction.
Berta is a language with a marked nominative case system, which seems to be a common feature
for many languages in the Nilo-Saharan family, particularly in the border areas of the Sudans, Uganda,
Kenya and Ethiopia (König 2008). However, nominative is only marked when the subject is postverbal. This would be the case if, for example, another constituent is in the topic position.
Subject and object are unmarked by default (absolutive case), and the subject, if postverbal, is
marked by tone (nominative case), as can be seen in example (1).
(1)

a.

Maaba
gagi borid.
man.ABS chase lion.ABS
‘The man chases the lion.’

b.

Maaba
gagi borid.
man.ABS chase lion.ABS
‘The man chases the lion.’

Borid
gagi máába.
lion.ABS chase man.NOM
‘The man chases the lion.’
Maaba
gagi bórid.
man.ABS chase lion.NOM
‘The lion chases the man.’

The following example presents the word alú ‘head’ in its basic meaning and function:
(2)

a.

Ñine gíd-i
alú
dqááñí.
3.SG have-PRES head big.PARTICIP
‘He has a big head.’

b.

Maaba lí-a
alú
thá
or.
man
wrap-PFCV head by/with cloth
‘The man wrapped his head with cloth.’

c.

Aa-kqól
álu.
1.SG-eat.PRES head.NOM
‘I have a headache.’

In example (2c), alú is in the nominative case, showing that it is the postverbal subject of the clause,
but not the topic. Example (2d) is a common construction for expressing experiences and feelings, and
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it can be used for all body parts, and also with other nouns (2f), with other transitive verbs (2e, 2f) and
intransitive verbs (2g, 2h).
d.

Aa-kqól
álu
/ íyu
1.SG-eat.PRES head.NOM
belly.NOM
‘I have a head/ tummy/... ache.’

/

ńdu
tooth.NOM

e.

Maabá-lé tqiikq-á
íle.
man-DEM stuff-PFCV ear.NOM
‘This man is deaf.’ (lit.: ‘the ear has stuffed the man’)

f.

Maabálé
fii
húlañ.
man-DEM beat.PRES hunger.NOM
‘This man is hungry.’ (lit.: ‘hunger beats this man’)

g.

Maabá-lé mííl-a
áre.
man-DEM be.black-PFCV eye.NOM
‘This man is blind.’ (lit.: ‘the eyes have blackened this man’)

h.

Maabá-lé dáñ
álu.
man-DEM be.big.PRES head.NOM
‘This man has a big head.’ (lit.: ‘the head is big at this man’)

/

áre
eye.NOM

As in the above examples, many idiomatic expressions use body part lexemes, which are then filling
an argument slot of the verb. Many of the partargument constructions seen below quite likely have
developed from such idiomatic expressions, and it may not always be possible to clearly distinguish
between the two. Other examples for idiomatic expressions with body part lexemes can be seen in (3a)
and (3b). In (3a), ile gundi ‘ear-back’ is a compound word made up of two body part lexemes. This
compound holds the place of the O-argument3 in this sentence. In (3b) the word hu ‘foot’ is the NP of
an adpositional phrase. As will be seen in section 4, the partargument does not normally function as an
argument of the verb.
(3)

a.

Niñé dáá
idé-kqedqé
ile gundi.
wife give.PFCV husband-her.DAB ear back
‘The wife ignored her husband.’ (lit.: ‘the wife gave her husband the ear-back’)

b.

Boñgór fiá
abú-né
thá hu.
boy
beat.PFCV father-his at
foot
‘The boy paid respect to his father.’ (lit.: ‘The boy hit his father at the foot’)

3 Adpositional usage to indicate spatial relations
Berta, like many other languages (Heine 1995), uses body part lexemes to express spatial relations. In
this use, the body part lexeme is partially grammaticalized as a relational noun, but the body part
origin remains transparent. Example (4) demonstrates the typical use of Berta body part lexemes to
express spatial relations:
(4)

3

a.

thá tqarepqesa
at
table
‘on the table’

alú
head

For the sake of clarity, here and in the following we will make use of the A (agent, transitive subject), S
(intransitive subject) and O (object) categories as introduced by Dixon (1994).
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This construction is used with many body part lexemes:
b.

thá tqarepqesa are
at
table
eye/face
‘above the table’

c.

thá tqarepqesa hu
at
table
foot
‘under the table’

d.

thá buli ndu
at
river mouth
‘at the river/along the river’

e.

thá buli -yú
at
river belly
‘in the river’

f.

thá shúl
gundi
at
house back
‘behind the house’

4 Partarguments in combinations with verb stems
From now on, the focus will be on the use of body part lexemes in combination with a verb. In these
constructions the following characteristics apply: the partargument has lost much of its semantic
content, and sometimes also some phonological substance. Furthermore, partarguments may have
grammatical functions and can cause semantic changes to the verb.
4.1 Partaguments with a bound verb stem
A partargument in combination with a verb stem may be a complex lexeme in which the verb stem has
lost its independent status. Thus, the partargument can never disappear, no matter what sentence
structure the verb is used in.
The verb liikqa alú in example (5) is a transitive verb, although it can also occur without an overt
O-argument (5b).
(5)

lííkqa alú

‘wrap up’

a.

Maaba liikq-á
oorá-kqedqe
man
wrap-PFCV cloth-his
‘The man wrapped up his clothes.’

alú.
head

b.

Aa-liikq-á
alú
min
dqíshe.
1.SG-wrap.up-PFCV head from cold
‘I wrapped (myself) up because of the cold.’

No matter what the usage, the verb stem liikqa ‘wrap’ is always used with alú ‘head’ and has no
meaning without it.
Another verb not existing without the partargument alú is found in example (6), where the verb
stem has a causative suffix:
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‘scare someone’

Gadí-lé
shúkqa-thiñ-óó-gí
child-DEM scare-CAUS-PAST-me
‘This child scared me.’

alú.
head

So far, hardly any verb stems have been found with a fixed partargument other than alú ‘head’. The
one exception is shown in example (7). It needs a partargument, but can have two different ones:
(7)

bísqa
ignore
a.

-yú
-belly

‘ignore’

Ñgó bísq-óó
gíñ
kqál-óó-né-yú-á?
you ignore-PAST thing.MOD say-PAST-he.NOM-belly-Q
‘Have you not listened to what he said?’

bísqa íle
ignore ear.NOM
b.

‘be disobedient’

Attóm-á-athá
Attóm-MOD-POSS.PL
u
and

maa
be.PRES

maré
and

Nasira
Nasira

bísq-í
be.inobedient-PRES

íle-gú4.
ear.NOM-PL

agorthé-gú.
thief-PL

‘Attom and Nasira are disobedient and (they) are thieves.’
In (7b), the S-argument is an experiencer (Payne 1997: 48–51) and the partargument is in the
nominative case, as in example (2) above. The verb bísqa without a partargument has not been
encountered in the data.
4.2 Partarguments as verbal classifiers
In some constructions, the choice of partargument is dependent on the O-argument of the verb. In this
usage, the partargument serves as a classifier for the verb with respect to the O-argument. The basic
meaning of the verb does not change with different partarguments.
Example (8a) is intransitive, showing the intransitive marker. fir ‘water’ is the S-argument of
kqóóda ‘finish’. In (8b), alú ‘head’ has the function of pointing to a particular way of finishing, in the
sense of disappearing. In contrast to this, the use of the partargument are ‘eye’ shows the completion
of work resulting in a product.
(8)

kqóóda
kqóóda
kqóóda
a.

4

-qí5
alú
are

‘be finished’
‘finish food/eating’
‘finish work’

Fir
kqóódá-qí
thá
Water.ABS
finish.PFCV-ITR
at
‘The water in the well is finished.’

albíír-ú.
well-GEN

Note that the plural marker -gú is actually a phrasal clitic that attaches to the last constituent of a phrase. Here it
does not pluralize the partargument ile ‘ear’, but makes the whole verb plural to agree with the plural Aargument. Partarguments do not take plural marking.
5
One function of the suffix -qí (with a high tone) in many verb constructions is that of an intransitive marker, i.e.
it can be used as a placeholder for a non-overt O-argument, or when a verb is used intransitively. However, it has
other functions as well, which still need to be investigated. At this point of the research, though, we use
Andersen’s terminology and call it an intransitive marker.
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b.

[Aakqísqóó thabáñkqo]
[I washed my hands]
‘[I washed my hand]

shambá kqóód-óó-lí
after
finish-PAST-1.SG.NOM
after I had finished eating.’

c.

[Lía diiñílé]
ma
ñgó
kqóóda
are.
[Twine the rope] being 2.SG.ABS
finish.PFCV eye
‘Twine the rope when you have finished (your work)!’

thiñthíñ
food

alú.
head

In the following example (9a), although not specified more closely, one can assume that the whole
bamboo is peeled. In (9b), a round object is peeled, so alú ‘head’ can be used in place of the unspecific
-qi. However, alú ‘head’ could not be used in (9a). In (9c), a long, thin object is peeled on one end
only, so the partargument ndu ‘mouth’ is used. In (9d), a round object is peeled on one side only, so
gundi ‘back’ is used.
(9)

féétqa -qi6
féétqa alú
féétqa ndu
féétqa gundi

‘peel a hard object’

a.

Féétqa
gaagú-qi!
peel.IMP bamboo-PARTARG
‘Peel the (whole) bamboo cane!’

b.

Féétqa
albambé -qi/alú!
peel.IMP potato
-PARTARG/-head
‘Peel the (whole) potato!’

c.

Féétqa-gé
abandu
ndu
[áákátaba tháñ tha attawáya].
peel.IMP-1.SG.DAB reed
mouth [so I can write with it]
‘Sharpen a reed for me, [so I can write with it]!’

d.

Féétqa
alpapayá
gundi.
peel.IMP papaya
back
‘Peel the papaya on one side!’

One last example of this function of the partargument is with the verb hérmiña ‘roast’. When being
used with -qi it refers to a moist mass being roasted, but when referring to an object made up of many
little similar pieces, the partargument alú is used.
(10)

6

hérmiña -qi
hérmiña alú

‘roast meat, soaked mashed grains, moist things’
‘roast coffee, grains, nuts’

a.

Hérmiña
uqûñ-i.
/
roast.IMP
meat-PARTARG
‘Roast the meat/beer!’

baaza-qi.
local.beer-PARTARG

b.

Daa-gé
atqáwa
áá-hérmiña
albún
give-me pan
1.SG.JUS-roast.IMP coffee
‘Give me a pan so I can roast coffee (beans)!’

alú
head

tháñ.
with.it

The morpheme -qi (low tone) is different from -qí (intransitive marker, always high tone). It functions just like
a partargument. According to Andersen (p.c.), it is derived from an old Berta word, meaning ‘body’. The new
word for ‘body’ (pqusqikqe) is unrelated.
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Summarizing these examples, it is apparent that partarguments in combination with some verbs can
function as verbal classifiers. Their choice is dependent on the O-argument or indicates its state or
shape.
4.3 Semantic changes to the verb caused by partarguments
In the examples so far, partarguments have been either bound to a verb root or have been used to
classify a verb according to its O-argument. They can also have an influence on the verb’s semantics
and valence. This section will show that partarguments have their own specific functions and provide
additional meaning; yet these functions sometimes overlap.
4.3.1 Partargument alú ‘head’
The bulk of the examples presented in this paper make use of this partargument. As seen, other body
part lexemes are also used as partarguments, but for reasons of space we will only show a handful of
examples including these other body parts.
4.3.1.1 Change of valence or clause structure
The partargument can cause a verb to become transitive, as happens with dáára ‘burn’ in the
following examples. (11a) has ‘fire’ as the subject, in the semantic role of FORCE (Payne 1997: 49).
The verb itself is intransitive (as indicated by the intransitive marker -í). In (11b), the verb has become
transitive, the -í has disappeared (only the present tense -i is there) and alú needs to be present because
of the overt O-argument, as seen in (11c). (11d) has a postverbal A-argument with the semantic role
AGENT (1.SG). ‘Grass’ is the O-argument in this clause.
(11)

a.

Mú dár-í
thá guugu.
fire burn.PRES-ITR at
opposite
‘The fire is burning on the other side.’

b.

Mú dár-i
ñeera
alú
thá guugu.
fire burn-PRES grass
head at
opposite
‘The fire is burning the grass on the other side.’

c.

*Mú dár-i
ñeera
thá guugu.
fire
burn-PRES grass
at
opposite
‘The fire is burning the grass on the other side.’

d.

Ñeera dáár-óó-lí
grass
burn-PAST-1.SG.NOM
‘I burned down the grass.’

alú.
head

A similar use of alú is found in example (12), where alú appears in combination with the causative
form of the verb. With baná ‘hide’, the transitive form does not exist without the partargument alú,
nor can alú be used without the causative form. Here, the causative changes the verb from being
intransitive to transitive:
(12)

baná
ábana alú

‘hide oneself ’
‘hide something’

a.

Baná
thálé bakqá múf-i
ñgó
álpolis.
hide.IMP here not
catch-PRES 2.SG police.NOM
‘Hide (yourself) here so the policeman doesn’t catch you!’

b.

Á-bana
fuuda
alú
thá
agorthé
CAUS.-hide.IMP money head
because thief
‘Hide the money because the thief has come!’

adóó-qí.
come.PAST-ITR
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c.

Á-bana
ñalú-qa
alú sha
CAUS-hide.IMP
neck.MOD-your head because
‘Hide yourself because a lion has come!’

borid
lion

ad-óó-qí.
come-PAST-ITR

Examples (12b) and (12c) show that the partargument alú is part of the verb and not an argument. The
2.SG implied in the imperative is the A-argument, fuuda ‘money’ is the O-argument. The verb baná
‘hide’ in example (12a) by itself is implicitly reflexive and structurally intransitive. (12a) can be made
explicitly reflexive by adding the reflexive pronoun ñalu ‘neck’, as in (12c). This reflexive pronoun
then takes the place of the O-argument; alú is still needed.
Like in (11) before, the partargument must be used as soon as there is an overt O-argument. (13)
shows another example of structural change in the verb phrase. In (13a), the verb has a clausal
complement in place of the second argument. No alú is needed there. In (13b) however, there is the Oargument thiñthíñ ‘food‘. Here, the presence of alú is dependent upon whether the complement of the
verb is an O-argument or a clausal complement; alú is only used with O-arguments.
4.3.1.2 Totality of action
With another set of verbs, the partargument alú ‘head’ changes neither the lexical meaning of the verb
nor the valence, but rather gives it an aspect of something definite, implying completeness or (leaning
on Payne 1997: 222) totality of action. This means that the verb’s action is not reversible anymore or
is completed to the very end. Semantically, these constructions are related to linguistic aspect; the
partargument accomplishes perfective action, or telicity. As will be seen, most examples in this section
use either imperative, present, or past verb forms. Once, a perfective verb form is used (example 19).
This suggests that the aspectual component of the partargument can actually be used with any verb
form; still the exact relationship between the use of the different tenses/aspects and the use of alú as a
marker of totality of action needs to be investigated further.
(14)

kqátqasa
kqátqasa alú

‘immerse, penetrate’
‘immerse completely’

a.

Kqátqasa
almusmár thá sqisqía-yú-é-qí.
immerse.IMP nail
at
wood-belly-DIR-ITR
‘Hammer the nail into the wood!’ (how deep is not specified)

b.

Kqátqasa
almusmár alú
thá sqisqía-yú-é-qí.
immerse.IMP nail
head at
wood-belly-DIR-ITR
‘Hammer the nail into the wood completely!’

The following example may at first sight suggest a directional function (a motion away) of alú.
However, example (15c) shows that even with an obvious direction, alú is not present in the sentence.
The reason for this is that the ball is wanted back and is not thrown away for good.
(15)

dqaakqa
dqaakqa alú

‘throw’
‘throw away’

a.

Dqaakqa
hodia!
throw.IMP rod
‘Throw the rod!’ (out of your hand, you can pick it up later)

b.

Aa-dqaakq-óó
basqaro alú
aañá
squruñga-áñi!
1.SG.-throw-PAST stick
head place.MOD
long-place.NOM
‘I threw my stick away in a far place.’ (because I do not need it again)

The Use of Body Part Lexemes in Berta

c.

Dqaakqo-gé
throw.CP.IMP-1.SG.DAT
‘Throw the ball to me!’
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algúra!
ball

In example (16a) and (16b), alú is used similarly. It adds a component of completeness or telicity (Dik
1989). In (16c), this component is missing.
(16)

gagá
gagá alú

‘chase’
‘chase away’

a.

Fámiilí
gag-í
gal
people
chase-PRES dog
‘People chase dogs away.’

alú.
head

b.

Maabá
ma
zozo gagí-lá
person.MOD
being lazy
chase-PASS
‘A lazy person is chased away like a dog.’

c.

Gali gag-í
mia.
dog
chase-PRES goat
‘The dog chases a goat.’

alú
head

míthil
like

gali.
dog

In example (17a), the gíndidqí ‘refuse’ is dumped for good, while in (17b) it is just outside. So in
(17b), the notion of totality of the action is missing.
(17)

feetha
feetha alú

‘sweep’
‘sweep away’

a.

Feetha
gíndidqí alú
thá fuulú-é-qí.
sweep.IMP refuse
head at
hole.GEN-DIR-ITR
‘Sweep the refuse into the hole!’ (so it is gone completely)

b.

Feetha
gíndidqí thuuth-é!
sweep.IMP refuse
outside-DIR
‘Sweep the garbage which is outside!’ (it is still there, then)

In example (18a) the giving is a general action, e.g. giving for any reason, while in (18b) the person
may give something for some time, but then wants it back. alú is used to state that the given object
will be out of the agent’s control. That daa alú is also used for giving a daughter away in marriage
confirms this function. Once the daughter is given to someone, she is no longer the father’s
responsibility and belongs to the husband.
(18)

daa
daa
alú
a.

‘give’
‘give away for good’
Walá

daa
gíñmáñ.
give.PRES.3.SG something
‘He does not give to anybody.’ (neither for borrowing, nor for keeping)
NEG

b.

Walá

daa
gíñmáñ
alú.
give.PRES.3.SG something head
‘He does not give anything away.’ (for the other person to keep)
NEG
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In example (19a) the water has been poured out of the bottle (or container), but it is still preserved.
The process is reversible. In (19b), the water is not retrievable.
(19)

pquudqa
pquudqa alú

‘pour’
‘pour out’

a.

Pquudqa
fir
thálé!
pour.IMP
water there
‘Pour the water there!’ (in a container, because we need it again)

b.

Niñé
pquudq-á
fir
alú
thá sqakqa-yúéqí.
woman pour-PFCV
water head at
ground-into
The woman has poured water on the ground.

The words for ‘buy’ and ‘sell’ also seem to fit this pattern:
(20)

shibila
shibila alú

‘buy’
‘sell’

a.

Shibil-o-gé
almáñga
buy-CP.IMP-1.SG.DAB mango
‘Buy two mangoes for me!’

holoñoníñ.
two

b.

Aa-shibil
kqosh
1.SG.-buy.PRES oil
‘I sell oil on the market.’

tha
at

alú
head

súúgú.
market

On first sight, the partargument alú seems to give a new meaning to the verb. But that can be
explained by translating shibila with ‘trade’; alú then changes the direction of the trading. The traded
item is either in one’s control (shibila ‘trade to get something/buy’) or out of one’s area of control
(shibila alú ‘trade something away/sell’). Thus this example fits into the pattern of totality of action
seen in earlier examples.
In the following example (21), it may be interesting to compare (21c) with the sentences in section
4.4. Here, the sentence has only one overt argument, in contrast to (21a) and (21b). The partargument
stays in the absolutive case and does not change to nominative. The reason is that here it is the AGENT
of the verb, and in the examples of paragraph 4.4 the only overt argument of the clause is the Oargument. Because of this, (21c) is not a middle construction.
(21)

buura
buura alú

‘collect, gather’
‘collect, gather’

a.

Buura
fuuda
ñgó
féédqa
gather.IMP
money 2.SG.JUS seek.IMP
‘Save money, so you may get married.’

niñé
woman

b.

Buura
fuudá-qa
alú!
collect.IMP money.MOD-your head
‘Collect your money!’ (from the different places)

c.

[Aahaalóó añiyú tha] maabí bur
alú
[I heard
that people gather.PRES head
‘[I heard that] people will gather/meet tomorrow.’

tháñ!
with.it

ma añsqaré.
in the morning
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The following three sections give a brief overview over the functions of some other partarguments.
This is by no means exhaustive, but rather meant to give a little impression of the complexity of the
matter.
4.3.2 Partargument iyú ‘belly’
4.3.2.1 Change of valence
There are not many instances in which the partargument iyú ‘belly’ changes the valence of the verb. In
the following example (22), the verb changes from having one argument slot (S) to two argument
slots. However, the O-argument is not in the absolutive case, but is marked for DAB case. This is a
rather exceptional case, as other examples of this kind have not been encountered.
(22)

sqikqá
sqikqá -yú
a.

‘happen, fall’
‘happen to someone’

Áné

sqikq-a
baró shambá kqal-a
happen-PFCV then like
say-PFCV
‘It then happened just like my father said.’

na
by

TOP

b.

Ñgó
you
thá
at

gadarí
can

ñgó
you

roothá
matter.MOD

roothu-qi
discuss-PARTARG

sqikq-í
happen-PRES

shíñ
then

thá
with

abbá.
my.father

maabí-le
people-ASSOC

maabí-é-yú.
people-DAB-belly

‘You can discuss with other people the things happening to them.’
4.3.2.2 Change of meaning
With stative verbs
A much more widespread use of iyú ‘belly’ is with stative verbs that are semantically intransitive and
describe a state rather than a process or action. These are changed slightly in meaning by the addition
of the partargument, which is always in nominative case (like in the experiencing structure mentioned
in section 2, example (2d)).
(23)

dqáñí
dqáñíyu
a.

‘be big’
‘be big belly.NOM’

‘be big, old’
‘be wide’

Maaba dáñ-í
man
be.old.PRES-ITR
‘The man is old.’
Thoñor dqáñ-íyu
road
be.big.PRES-belly.NOM
‘The road is wide.’

pqílí
pqílíyu
b.

‘be angry’
‘be angry belly.NOM’

‘be angry’
‘be deep’

Maaba pqíl-í
man
be.angry.PRES-ITR
‘The man is angry.’
Gaama pqíl-íyu
road
be.angry.PRES-belly.NOM
‘The lake is deep.’
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kqosqí
kqosqíyu
c.

‘be small’
‘be small belly.NOM

‘be small’
‘be narrow’

Gadi kqosq-í
child be.small.PRES-ITR
‘The child is small.’
Thoñor kqosq-íyu
road
be.small.PRES-belly.NOM
‘The road is narrow.’

It is tempting to analyze this construction as an external possession, with the partargument as the
possessed noun expressing the (often metaphorical) location of the state. Thus ‘belly’ could be the
metaphorical location of the S-argument. However, while it is only a small leap of imagination that
sees the belly of the road as big (= wide, see (23a)) or small (= narrow, see (23c)), for (23b) it is not
quite so convincing to assume that the belly of the lake is angry (= deep).
Example (23d) has no valence change, but the intransitive base word has a suffix that looks like the
reciprocal marker -u (glossed as such in the following examples). This ending together with the
partargument results in a semantic change. The subject of miilu íyu needs to be a specific thing (23e).
d.

miila
miil-u íyu

‘be black’
‘be black.REC belly.NOM’

e.

Náñ
miil-u-ga
shor
what be.black-REC-for
sky
‘Why is the sky so dark today?’

‘be black’
‘be dark’

íyu
shókqóñ
belly.NOM today

shúgo?
this.way

With transitive verbs in reciprocal form
The partargument -yú plus a verb in reciprocal form gives the meaning of something happening
specifically between two things or resulting in two things.
(24)

maala
maalu -yú

‘change’
‘change-belly’

change
exchange two things

a.

Maala
oorí-qa.
change.IMP clothes-your
‘Change your clothes!’

b.

Áñ
maal-u
alradiá-ñkqa-yú!
we.JUS change-REC radio.MOD-our-belly
‘Let’s exchange our radios!’

similar:
pqesha
pqeshu -yú

‘break’
‘break-belly’

‘break off, break in many tiny things’
‘break in two pieces’

sqoma
sqomu -yú

‘tear’
‘tear-belly’

‘pinch, tear off’
‘divide in two’
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4.3.2.3 Totality of action
Another slight semantic change is found with -yú in example (25). Note that in both (25a) and (25b)
the verb is transitive. The addition of -yú adds an endpoint to the verb, like alú in section 4.3.1.2:
(25)

goora
goora -yú

‘surpass’
‘win against’

a.

Mohámed gor
geedí
íl-í-gú
kqíllíñ.
Mohamed surpass.PRES child.PL play-PRES-PL all
‘Of all the children who are playing, Mohamed plays best.’
(Lit: ‘M. surpasses all playing children’)

b.

Tha algúra-yú hatháñ goor-óó
maabí-yú
gíídí.
At
ball-belly 1.PL
win-PAST people-belly yesterday
‘Yesterday, we won the football game against the other team.’

4.3.3 Partargument ndu ‘mouth’
4.3.3.1 Totality of action
Following is an example with the partargument ndu ‘mouth’ where it signals totality of action. It is
mostly used when the O-argument is human, or at least animate.
(26)

fentqetqa
fentqetqa ndu

‘destroy’
‘destroy completely’

Ñine fentqetqá
maabí ndu.
3.SG
eradicate.PFCV people mouth
‘He wiped out the people completely.’(no one was left)
Without ndu, someone might have been left out in the destruction.
In example (27), the reciprocal verb stem in connection with the partargument ndu renders again
the idea of totality of action:
(27)

kqithá
kqithu
kqithu ndu

‘cut’ (basic meaning)
‘cut all communication’
‘fight each other till death’

a.

Rooth-á
á-kqith-u
maab-í
ḿ-maa-né.
matter.MOD CAUS-cut-REC person-PL TOP-be.PRES.EMPH-3.SG
‘This matter will cut all communication between people.’

b.

Rooth-á
á-kqith-u
maab-í
ndu
matter.MOD CAUS-cut-REC person-PL mouth
‘This matter will make people fight till death.’

ḿ-aa-né.
TOP-be.PRES.EMPH-3.SG

4.3.4 Partargument gundi ‘back’
The last partargument mentioned here is gundi ‘back’. It is found mostly in combination with stative
verbs. It may change the meaning of a verb stem without changing its valence.
4.3.4.1 Semantic change
Like other partarguments, gundi ‘back’ may classify a verb with a specific meaning derived from the
O-argument. It generally refers to large round things or areas, or to one side of something round.
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The following example (28) shows a transitive verb; the A-argument is, however, rather an
experiencer, and the verb describes a state rather than an action or process. The partargument is used
in the nominative case, like in the experiencer construction mentioned before in example (2). The verb
takes no other argument, and the subject of the verb is considered an S-argument.
(28)

sholá
shól gúndi7

‘know not, be ignorant’
‘know.not back.NOM’

‘be insufficient’

a.

Aa-shól
algiráya shambá gárra-lá-ne.
I-know.not.PRES school
how
read.PRES-PASS-3.SG
‘I do not know the teaching how to read’. (= I do not know how to read)

b.

Assúkar-á-lé
shól
sugar-MOD-DEM know.not.PRES
‘This sugar is not enough.’

gúndi
back.NOM

The verb miila ‘be black’ is stative, and the partargument is in the nominative case.
(29)

miila
miilá gúndi

‘be black’
‘be.black back.NOM’

‘set (for sun, moon)’

a.

Sqakqá-lé
mil-í.
soil.MOD-dem
be.black.PRES-ITR
‘This soil is black.’

b.

Zigi
ma
miilá
gúndi
moon
being be.black.PFCV back.NOM
‘When the moon sets, it gets dark.’

añ
place

miilu-qí.
be.dark.PRES-ITR

In the following two examples (with transitive verb stems), the partargument, if used, is in the
absolutive case. The complex verb in example (30) has different meanings depending on the context.
(30)

kqithá
kqithá gundi

‘cut’
‘cut back’

- surround, make fence/barrier around something
- gossip

a.

Kqithá
diiñi thá
hangírá
pqílí ndu.
cut.IMP
rope with knife-mod be.sharp.PARTICIP
‘Cut the rope with a sharp knife!’

b.

Kqithá-tha
shúl-kqedqe
cut.IMP-PL
house.MOD-his
‘Surround his house!’

c.

Niñé-lé
kqith-óó-lí
woman.MOD-DEM cut-PAST-1.SG.NOM
‘I gossiped about this woman.’

gundi.
back

gundi.
back

As in the previous example, the complex verb in example (31) has two meanings, depending on the
context. One meaning refers to an area around something (b). The other renders an aspect of
forcefulness to the action (c). Note that the same action of taking away without the forcefulness would
be stated by a different verb (fará ‘take’).
7

The partargument in the nominative case gives the phrasal verb a stative meaning. In these cases, the present
tense form is used, instead of the imperative form, the usual citation form of a verb.
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(31)

fia
fia gundi

‘beat’
‘beat back’
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- cut around the house with machete
- take by force

a.

Maaba fí-a
gadí-kqedqe.
man
beat-PFCV child.MOD-his
‘The man beat his child.’

b.

Maaba fí-a
shúl-kqedqe
gundi.
man
beat-PFCV house.MOD-his back
‘The man cleared (the grass) around his house.’ (with a machete)

c.

Maaba fí-a
alkitabá
Fátna
gundi.
man
beat-PFCV book.MOD Fatna
back
‘The man forcefully took Fatna’s book.’ (to claim it his own)

4.3.4.2 Deontic mood or totality of action?
The partargument gundi ‘back’ in combination with some verb stems in imperative form results in a
meaning of necessity or obligation. The same complex verb in the indicative does not render the
urgency of the action as much as its completeness. It may still have some similarity with the notion of
totality of action.
Example (32a) can best be analyzed as having a deontic mood, while in (32b) a totality of action
interpretation suggests itself.
(32)

ágena
ágena gundi

‘send’
‘must send’

a.

Ñgó
ágen-a
gadi gundi thá
you.JUS
send-IMP
child back
at
‘You have to send your child to school.’

algiráyá-yú-é-qí.
school.MOD-belly-DIR-ITR

b.

Maabále
walá ágen-i
gadí-kqedqe gundi tha almádarasáyúéqí.
man-MOD-DEM not send-PRES child.MOD-his back to school
‘The man does not send his child to school.’ (the child never goes at all)

4.4 Partarguments as middle voice markers
Middle voice or middle constructions are neither active (an agent acting upon a patient) nor passive (a
patient being acted upon by an agent), but look at a scene rather as a process than as an action (Payne
1997: 216–218). It is a valence decreasing operation, with the patient of a transitive verb becoming the
subject of an intransitive clause.
Berta frequently uses partarguments to render middle voice by changing the case of the
partargument from absolutive to nominative. Syntactically, it looks like the experiencing constructions
of example (2), but the body part lexeme here is a partargument, without any apparent metaphorical
locational meaning.
The middle voice is distinct from the Berta passive, which looks as follows:
(33)

a.

Ñine hásqúl-á
albááka.
he
take-PFCV container
‘He took the container.’

b.

Maaba dqááñí
hásqúl-á-lá
man
old.PARTICIP take-PFCV-PASS
‘The old man was taken to the doctor.’

tha
at

alhakim-ú-é-qí.
doctor-GEN-DIR-ITR
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Very few verbs are found so far which are subjected to both passive and middle voice.
In example (34) the partargument is a fixed part of a complex verb, and the verb stem has no
meaning without it. In example (34b), the partargument alú is in nominative case, and the grammatical
valence of the verb is reduced from two to one.
(34)

dámala alú ‘cheat’
a.

Náñ
dámál-óó-gá-ñó-gi
What cheat-PAST-for-you.NOM-me
‘Why have you deceived me?’

alú?
head

b.

Gadí-lo
da-damal-iñ
álu
child-DEM REP.cheat.REP.PFCV head.NOM
‘That child is always tricked at the market.’

kúllu
at.market

yom.
always

In example (35), alú is not a fixed part of the verb stem, but is obligatory as soon as an O-argument is
expressed. (Compare 4.3.1.1, example (11)). In (35b), O becomes S, and the partargument is in the
nominative case.
(35)

dáára

‘burn’

a.

Ñeera dáár-óó-lí
grass
burn-PAST-1.SG.NOM
‘I burned down the grass.’

alú.
head

b.

Ñeera dáár-a
álu.
grass
burn-PFCV
head.NOM
‘The grass is burned.’

The following example shows the partargument alú giving an aspect of totality of action (see 4.3.1.2,
example (19).
(36)

pquudqa

‘pour’

a.

Niñé
pquudq-á fir
alú
thá sqakqa-yúéqí.
woman
pour-PFCV water
head at
ground-into
‘The woman has poured water on the ground.’

b.

Fir
pquudq-á
álu.
water pour-PFCV
head.NOM
‘The water is spilled.’

Another verb using partarguments to create middle voice is fia ‘beat’. Each partargument combined
with this verb stem will change its meaning. The examples given in (37) vary in their meaning only in
the degree of how much the ‘erasing’ has progressed, i.e. if the process is completed (alú) or not yet
completed (are). Both partarguments in nominative case create a middle voice meaning. fia are ‘beat
eye’ with the partargument in absolutive case renders a different meaning.
(37)

fia
fia alú
fía álu
fiá áre
fia are

‘beat’
‘beat head’
‘beat head.NOM’
‘beat eye.NOM’
‘beat eye’

‘erase completely, arrive’
‘be erased completely’
‘be erased (but still recognizable)’
‘add more to, make smooth’
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a.

Thoñor
fía
álu.
road
beat-PFCV head.NOM
‘The road is out of use.’ (does not exist anymore)

b.

Thoñor
fía
áre.
road
beat-PFCV eye.NOM
‘The road is out of use.’ (but still visible)
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In summary, the partargument used here changes the focus of the scene from the verb’s action to the
result of a process. As the translations suggest, all these examples have a perfect meaning, but use a
perfective verb form with a partargument in nominative case. It needs to be further studied if middle
voice is restricted to verbs with partarguments or if there are other ways to express it. Other rewarding
subjects for further research are the relationship of middle voice to the Berta passive construction, and
the question of whether middle voice can be used with other aspectual forms than the perfective.
5 Summary
A partargument is a grammaticalized form of a body part lexeme, which together with a verb root
forms a complex verb. Partarguments have differing functions, depending on the verbs they combine
with, and on the syntactic relationships. Sometimes a hint of the original meaning of the body part
lexeme can still be deduced, but more often, the partargument is devoid of its original lexical meaning
and function.
When used to classify a verb in respect to its O-argument, a general, rather vague correlation can
be noticed between the choice of the partargument and the form of an O-argument of a verb. So for
example, alú ‘head’ tends to refer to a round object or many small things (e.g. coffee beans). Also it
may refer to the complete disappearance of the O-argument, in contrast to are ‘eye’, which points to
the visibility of the O-argument. gundi ‘back’ also hints at something round or surrounding, but also to
one side of some (mostly round) thing. If the O-argument of a verb is long and thin, either as a patient
(e.g. leak), or as a result (e.g. a path), then the partargument ndu ‘mouth’ may be used. ndu also can
refer to an opening or a side of something, as well as to human O-arguments. iyú ‘belly’ usually refers
to an internal location or quality of the S-argument. In this function, the partargument construction is
somewhat comparable to Gumuz (Ahland 2012: 186–192).
The choice and use of a partargument can also be completely independent from the O-argument.
Then it has either a structural function to change the number of arguments of a verb, or it changes its
meaning, or it changes its aspect. In one function, the partargument takes the nominative instead of the
absolutive case, in order to render a middle voice construction, reducing the valence of the verb. This
usage of the partargument is very similar to the complex verbal predicates found in Uduk (Killian
2013).
While both function and meaning of each partargument can be described in terms of general
tendencies, the meaning of each partargument with any verb needs to be learned and can hardly be
predicted.
It may well be worth to have a closer look and compare the partargument to coverb constructions
found in other languages, as well as to phrasal verbs in English or German. Comparisons with these
constructions may be helpful to better understand the multiple functions of the partarguments in Berta.
It is also apparent that the use of partarguments influences the semantic transitivity of a verb in Berta,
and a better understanding of transitivity in this language may shed new light on this subject.
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Appendix
I. Some verbs combined with various partarguments
fia ‘beat’
fia
fia doño
fia alú

‘beat (hit several times)’
‘beat neck’
‘beat head’

fía8 álu
fía áre

‘beat head.NOM’
‘beat eye.NOM’

fia are

‘beat eye’

fia ndu

‘beat mouth’

fia gundi

‘beat back’

fia hu

‘beat foot’

‘kill’
‘arrive’
‘erase completely, not visible anymore’
‘be erased (completely)’
‘be erased (but still recognizable)’
‘be drunk’
‘add more to’
‘make smooth’
‘blow out’
‘make a loop’
‘withhold, take by force’ (not give what is legally
someone else’s)
‘cut around a house or other place, by machete’
‘beat a foot’ (no indirect meaning)

kqithá ‘cut’
kqithá

‘cut’

kqithá alú
kqithá gundi

‘cut head’
‘cut back’

kqithá ñalu
kqithá hu

‘cut nape’
‘cut foot/name’

kqithá ndu

‘cut mouth’

kqithá ile
kqitha íyu

‘cut ear’
‘cut belly.NOM’

kqithá iyú
kqithu ndu
kqithu are
walá kqithu áre

‘cut belly’
‘cut.REC mouth’
‘cut.REC eye’
‘not cut.REC eye.NOM’

‘cut’ (repeated movement)
‘harvest’ (cut and gather)
‘cut down’ (e.g. grass), ‘reduce’ (for liquids)
‘gossip’
‘make a barrier around an area, surround’
‘slaughter’
‘guess’
‘cut grass around e.g. a tree, by machete’
‘cut something long, thin’ (result, e.g. cut a path
through the grass)
‘cut something long, thin’ (e.g. onion leak)
‘cut the top off to make an opening’ (e.g. pumpkin)
‘cut the ear’ (no other, figurative meaning)
‘have no hope for something, resign’
‘be out of breath after working hard’
‘pour liquid into something’
‘fight each other till death’
‘cross each other on the road’
‘not to be trusted, be cunning’

maada ‘know’
maada
maada -qi
maada -yú
maadá íyu
maada gundi
maada hu
maada alú

8

‘know’
‘know’
‘know belly’
‘know belly.NOM’
‘know back’
‘know foot/name’
‘know head’

‘know’
‘see, look’
‘think about/ make up one’s mind about’
‘be fitting’ (e.g. clothes)
‘know about’
‘be sure about’
‘know exactly about’ (restricted to the knowledge
of climbing a tree or crossing a river)

The imperative citation form for stative verbs would be unnatural. Therefore the perfective verb form will be
used for all 5 verbs in this section
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daa ‘give’
daa
daa alú
daa ndu
daa are
daa(gá) ile

‘give’
‘give head’
‘give mouth’
‘give eye’
‘give ear to’

daa(gá) ile gundi
daa gundi
daa hu

‘give ear back to’
‘give back’
‘give foot/name’

‘give away to someone’
‘give instructions, give command’
‘not intervene, just look upon a problem/struggle’
‘obey’ (no partartument, but O-argument, this is an
idiomatic expression)
‘ignore’ (opposite of the above)
‘send someone’
‘give a name’ (not a partargument, but O-argument)

‘go foot’
‘go head.NOM’
‘go back.NOM’
‘go ear’

‘go together with’
‘tilt to one side, be not straight anymore’
‘become bigger, stronger, overwhelming’
‘be already informed’

adá ‘go’
adá hu
ada álu
ada gúndi
adá ile

II. List of bodypart lexemes
Most often used
lexemes:
alú head
gundi back
ndu mouth
iyú belly
-yú

Rarely grammaticalized
lexemes:
hu foot / leg / name
are eye / face
ile ear
qiñ/-iñ buttocks
ñalú nape
bolo windpipe
doño throat

Non-body part lexemes with
similar functions:
añ place
-qi/-i no meaning on its own,
may have derived from an
old word for ‘body’

Abbreviations
absolutive case (default, unmarked case)
associative marker
CAUS
causative
COP
copula
CP
centripetal
DAB
dative/allative/benefactive case
DEM
demonstrative
DIR
directional marker
EMPH
emphatic form
GEN
genitive case
IMP
imperative
ITR
intransitive marker
JUS
jussive form of a pronoun, accompanies an imperative verb
MOD
modified noun marker (marks the head of a noun phrase, whenever the noun is
modified in any way. Andersen calls this the AG [anti-genitive] case)
NEG
negation particle
NOM
nominative case (marked case, used for post verbal subjects)
NP
noun phrase
PARTARG partargument
ABS

ASSOC

112

Susanne Neudorf

PARTICIP
PASS
PAST
PFCV
PL
PRES
Q
REC
RELPRON
REP
SG
TOP
VP

participle of a stative verb, used like an adjective
passive
past tense
perfective aspect of the verb
plural
present tense (non-past, can also have future meaning)
question particle
reciprocal verb inflection
relative pronoun
repetitive
singular
topic reference
verb phrase
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THE AMA DUAL SUFFIX: AN INTERNAL RECONSTRUCTION
Russell Norton
1 Summary of the Ama dual
Ama [nyi], also known as “Nyimang” in the literature after Stevenson (1938, 1956–57), is a North
Eastern Sudanic language spoken in villages of the north-west Nuba Mountains of Sudan, and in urban
diaspora communities in Khartoum and other towns (Rilly 2010). The Ama verb system has a rare
dual suffix that occurs with dual participants in a wide range of positions in the clause (Stevenson,
Rottland & Jakobi 1992; Norton 2012). This paper considers three possible historical scenarios for the
origin of the Ama dual suffix: incorporation, borrowing, or semantic shift. It is argued that the dual
arose by semantic shift in an old reciprocal suffix. This internal reconstruction is supported by a
comparison of the form of the Ama dual suffix with reciprocal suffixes in other Eastern Sudanic
languages.
As described in Norton (2012), the Ama dual suffix is neither a subject marker nor an object
marker, rather it occurs in clauses with dual participants in a wide range of positions – subject, direct
object, indirect object, copula complement, and reciprocal constructions. The suffix has the functions
of dual agreement, dual reference, and dual reciprocal:
Dual agreement
Agreement with a noun phrase containing the numeral ‘two’
(1)

nʊ́rd̪ ʊ́ ārbā bā
wʊ̀ʊ́ŋ
n-ɛ̄n
book two DECL 1SG.POSS be-DU
‘The two books are mine.’
Agreement with a complex argument of two nouns

(2) fʊ̄rāŋ-ʊ̄
mʊ̀r
bā
ìr
ɡīl-ì
rabbit-GEN friend DECL elephant dog-DAT
‘The friends of Rabbit were Elephant and Dog.’

n-ɛ̄n
be-DU

In Ama, two nouns in a complex argument are not linked by a conjunction, instead the second noun is
in dative case used with a comitative function, expressing accompaniment to the first noun. So
example (2) reads literally ‘the friends of Rabbit were Elephant with Dog’.
Dual reference
Dual reference of a personal pronoun
(3)

ɛ̄
ɲí
d̪ ū
t̪ ā
kèérn-èì
kʊ́
and 2PL TOPIC now peace-ABL CFOC:DEON
‘You two must now only come in peace.”

t̪ wɔ̄r-ɛ̄n
come-DU

Dual reference of a rational noun
(4)

1

àɪ̀
bā
dɔ̄rɛ̄ŋ-ɪ̀
wád̪ à
1SG DECL children-DAT story
‘I told a story to two children.’

át̪ ɪń āsɔ̄-n-ɛ̄n
tell-APPL-DU

I am grateful to the Colloquium audience and to Andrew Spencer, Noura Ramli, and John Roberts for their
comments.
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Unlike dual agreement, dual reference can be assigned only for rational participants. In (3) the subject
st the
Unlike dual
agreement,
reference
cansystem
be assigned
only forsingular
rational and
participants.
, 2nd, subject
and 3rd
pronoun
is plural,
as thedual
Ama
pronoun
distinguishes
plural forIn1(3)
st
nd
, 2dual
, and
3rd
pronounbut
is if
plural,
as thepronoun
Ama pronoun
systemthere
distinguishes
singular
plural then
for 1the
person,
the plural
is used when
are specifically
twoand
referents,
suffix
person,
but
if
the
plural
pronoun
is
used
when
there
are
specifically
two
referents,
then
the
dual
suffix
will occur on the verb. Most nouns in Ama are not marked for number, but if a rational noun is used
will occur
verb. Most
nouns
in Ama
arelikewise
not marked
for suffix
number,
if a on
rational
nounasisinused
when
thereon
arethe
specifically
two
referents,
then
the dual
willbut
occur
the verb,
(4).
when there are specifically two referents, then likewise the dual suffix will occur on the verb, as in (4).
Dual reciprocal
Dual reciprocal
Dual reciprocal transitive clause
Dual reciprocal transitive clause
(5) kɛ́r
bā
kwēi̯ -ō
kā
bālɟɪ̄ ŋ-ɛ̄n-àɡ
(5) kɛ
bā
kā
́r
woman
DECL kwēi̯
man--ō
ACC
VFOC bālɟɪ̄
love-ŋ-ɛ
DŪ n-àɡ
-NACT
woman
DECL man-ACC
VFOC love-DU-NACT
‘The woman really loves the man and vice versa.’
‘The woman really loves the man and vice versa.’
Dual reciprocal stative clause
Dual reciprocal stative clause
(6) ɛ̄
ìr
d̪ ū
fʊ̄rāŋ-ʊ̄
mʊ̀r
n-ɛ̄n
(6) and
ɛ̄
ìr
d̪ ū
fʊ̄rāŋ-ʊGEN
mʊ̀r
n-ɛ̄nDU
̄
elephant
TOPIC
rabbitfriend
beand
elephant
TOPIC rabbit-GEN friend be-DU
‘Elephant
was a friend
of Rabbit and vice versa.’
‘Elephant was a friend of Rabbit and vice versa.’
In transitive reciprocal constructions, the participants of the reciprocal event occur in subject and
In transitive
reciprocal
the participants
the reciprocal
eventtwo
occur
in subject
object
positions,
and theconstructions,
verb has a nonactive
suffix. of
If there
are precisely
participants
in and
the
object
positions,
and
has dual
a nonactive
suffix.
If there
are precisely
participants
in the
reciprocal
event, as
in the
(5), verb
then the
suffix is also
present.
In stative
clauses,two
when
two participants
reciprocal
event,
(5), then relationship,
the dual suffix
alsoispresent.
two participants
are stated to
be inasa in
reciprocal
theisverb
markedInasstative
dual, clauses,
as in (6).when
The nonactive
suffix
are
to beininstative
a reciprocal
relationship, the verb is marked as dual, as in (6). The nonactive suffix
doesstated
not occur
clauses.
does
notAma
occur
in stative
clauses.
The
dual
functions
over the whole clause, both in the sense that it can mark dual arguments in
The Ama
dual functions
over theand
whole
clause,
the mark
sense two
that paired
it can mark
dual arguments
in
a variety
of positions
in the clause,
in the
senseboth
that in
it can
participants
in different
apositions
variety of
in theclause.
clause,Since
and init the
sense that
paired
participants
ofpositions
a reciprocal
functions
overit can
the mark
wholetwo
clause
it is
a categoryinofdifferent
verbal
positions
of athe
reciprocal
clause.
it functions
over the
whole– clause
it is a comparatively,
category of verbal
number. But
Ama dual
is anSince
unusual
verbal number
marker
universally,
and
number. But the Ama dual is an unusual verbal number marker – universally, comparatively, and
paradigmatically.
paradigmatically.
Universally, dual verbal number is very rare in known languages, especially as a productive
Universally,
dualto verbal
is very(Corbett
rare in 2000).
known languages, especially as a productive
inflection
available
all verbsnumber
of a language
inflection
available the
to all
verbsdual
of ainlanguage
Comparatively,
verbal
Ama is (Corbett
unique in2000).
Nilo-Saharan, although in Afitti (the language
Comparatively,
in Ama
uniqueEastern
in Nilo-Saharan,
in Afitti
(the language
closest
to Ama, in the
the verbal
Nyimadual
group
withinis North
Sudanic) italthough
is reported
that verbal
dual is
closest to Ama,
in the Nyima
Sudanic)
is reported dual
that markers
verbal dual
is
zero-marked
by omission
of thegroup
verbalwithin
plural North
markerEastern
(de Voogt
2011).itPronominal
occur
zero-marked
by omission
of the verbal languages
plural marker
(de Voogt
2011). Pronominal
dualnot
markers
occur
on verbs in some
other Nilo-Saharan
(Otero,
this volume),
but these are
the same
as
on
verbs
in markers
some other
Nilo-Saharan
languages
(Otero, this volume), but these are not the same as
verbal
dual
that function
over the
whole clause.
verbal
dual markers that
overdual
the is
whole
clause.
Paradigmatically,
the function
Ama verbal
unusual
as a dual without a plural counterpart. According
Paradigmatically,
the Ama
dual of
is unusual
as a dual
without
a plural
counterpart.
According
to Corbett
(2000), nouns
and verbal
pronouns
the world’s
languages
always
comply
with Greenberg’s
to
Corbett
(2000),
nouns
and
pronouns
of
the
world’s
languages
always
comply
with
Greenberg’s
universal 34 that if a language has a dual then it also has a plural, but Norton (2012) argues that
universal
34 does
that not
if a hold
language
has anumber
dual then
it also
hashas
a plural,
Norton
(2012)
that
universal 34
for verbal
because
Ama
a verbalbut
dual
but does
not argues
have a true
universal
34
does
not
hold
for
verbal
number
because
Ama
has
a
verbal
dual
but
does
not
have
a
true
verbal plural. The argument that Ama has no verbal plural is a subtle one, because there is a putative
verbal of
plural.
argument
Ama has no
verbal1957)
pluraland
is aStevenson,
subtle one,Rottland
becauseand
there
is a putative
plural
AmaThe
verbs
reportedthat
in Stevenson
(1938,
Jakobi
(1992),
plural
of Ama
verbsin reported
in Stevenson
(1938, 1957)
andwhere
Stevenson,
Rottland
andofJakobi
(1992),
and it does
pattern
the expected
way for intransitive
verbs
it marks
subjects
three or
more
and
it
does
pattern
in
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expected
way
for
intransitive
verbs
where
it
marks
subjects
of
three
or
more
referents (Norton 2012: 79). On transitive verbs, however, it becomes clear that “plural” marking
is
referents
(Norton
2012: 79).
transitive
verbs,rather
however,
becomes
clear
that “plural”
is
more
correctly
described
as a On
verbal
distributive
than aitverbal
plural,
because
it is notmarking
obligatory
more
correctly
as a verbal
distributive
ratherseveral
than a object
verbal referents
plural, because
it is
not obligatory
but when
addeddescribed
it distributes
the event
either over
or over
a series
of subbut when
added
it distributes
several
object
overeither
a series
subevents.
This
is not
the same asthea event
verbaleither
plural,over
which
would
markreferents
an eventorthat
has of
several
events. referents
This is not
therepeated
same as several
a verbaltimes.
plural,
which
would examples
mark an event
several
object
or is
The
following
(7) tothat
(9) either
show has
distributive
object
or is and
repeated
several times.
The following
(7) to2012:
(9) show
distributive
markingreferents
on sentences
the difference
of meaning
from verbalexamples
plural (Norton
77–78):
marking on sentences and the difference of meaning from verbal plural (Norton 2012: 77–78):
(7) a. àɪ̀
bā
d̪ ɔ̄lār t̪ ār mʊ̄l tɪ́
(7) a. àɪ
bā
ār mʊ
̪ ɔ̄lār t̪20x
̀
́
1SG
DECL d
dollar
5 ̄ l tɪ
take
1‘ISG
DECL dollar 20x 5
take
took 100 dollars.’
‘I took 100 dollars.’
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b. àɪ̀
bā
d̪ ɔ̄lār t̪ ār mʊ̄l bùò
1SG DECL dollar 20x 5
take:DISTR
‘I took 100 dollars in a series of instalments.’ (*‘I took 100 dollars many times over.’)
(8)

a. ə̀ŋí bā
dɔ̄rɛ̄ŋ
1PL DECL children
‘We beat 5 children.’

mʊ̄l dɛ̄ɛ́ɪ́
5
hit

b. ə̀ŋí bā
dɔ̄rɛ̄ŋ
mʊ̄l dɛ̄-ɪd
́ ̪ -ɪ́
1PL DECL children 5
hit-DISTR-TH
‘We beat each of 5 children.’, ‘We beat until we had beaten 5 children.’
(*‘We beat 5 children many times over.’)
(9)

a. àɪ̀
bā
kɪ̄ =d̪ ɔ̄
mʊ̄dā
1SG DECL thing=ACC tie
‘I tied the thing or things up.’
b. àɪ̀
bā
kɪ̄ =d̪ ɔ̄
mʊ̄d-ʊ́d̪ -ā-r
1SG DECL thing=ACC tie-DISTR-TH-DISTR
‘I tied until I had tied the thing up.’, ‘I tied each thing up.’, ‘I tied until I had tied each thing
up.’ (*‘I tied the thing up many times over.’, *‘I tied many things up.’)

There are several other details in Norton (2012) supporting the conclusion that the Ama distributive
does not pattern as a successor to the verbal dual in a scale of increasing number. So when we consider
the origin of the dual suffix, our reconstruction should account for the development of a verbal dual
without the development of a verbal plural counterpart.
2 Possible origins
We may wonder how there came to be a verbal dual suffix in Ama, given the rarity of dual verbal
number in the world’s languages, its absence in other Nilo-Saharan languages, and its presence in
Ama without a true verbal plural counterpart. We will consider three possible historical scenarios for
the origin of the dual suffix: incorporation of a dual word, borrowing of a dual suffix, or semantic
shift in an existing verb suffix.
2.1 Incorporation
Candidates for incorporation would be dual pronouns or quantifiers. Pronoun incorporation on the
verb is a widespread feature in language (e.g. Schröder 2012), and the incorporation of a dual pronoun
form could offer a natural account of the suffix’s dual agreement and dual reference functions, as the
suffix can stand pronominally for a dual noun phrase as in (10) below, as well as agreeing with an
overt dual noun phrase as in (1):
(10) àɪ̀
bā
kʊ̄ɕɪ̄ n-ɛ̄n
1SG DECL light-DU
‘I am lighting (two fires).’
In the Nilo-Saharan phylum, the candidate dual pronoun is found in Kunama, whose apparent
connection with Ama (Nyimang) was noted by Lionel Bender:
“Kunama is one of the minority of N-S languages having an inclusive-exclusive
distinction ... [it] has the most developed such system, having also dual person, found
otherwise only in a trace in Nyimang of East Sudanic.” (Bender 1996a: 17)
2

Thus, we depart here from the hypothesis in Stevenson, Rottland & Jakobi (1992: 32) that formerly there was
singular/dual/plural number inflection on the Ama verb for both subject and object.
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The Kunama pronouns are shown in Table 1 in four quadrants, with inclusive pronouns in the first
quadrant +speaker +hearer. Each quadrant has lines for singular, dual, and plural.
Table 1: Kunama pronouns (Abraha & Wedekind 1998)
+Speaker
+Hearer

-Hearer

-Speaker

-

-

ena

2 SG

kiime ~ kimme

1 DU.INCL

eeme ~ emme

2 DU

kime

1 PL.INCL

eme

2 PL

aba

1 SG

unu

3 SG

aame ~ amme

1 DU.EXCL

iime ~ imme

3 DU

ame

1 PL.EXCL

ime

3 PL

In all four quadrants, the dual has the form of the plural with the first syllable augmented, either by
lengthening the vowel, in the Marda dialect, or geminating the medial consonant, in the Barka dialect.
Either way, dual is marked by augmenting the first syllable with a second mora. The problem is that
this augmentative dual mora has no segmental content of its own, and therefore no phonological
resemblance to the Ama suffix /-ɛ̄n/. Without a phonological correspondence there is no prospect of
directly reconstructing the Ama suffix /-ɛ̄n/ as an incorporated version of the Kunama dual. Moreover,
Ama (Nyimang) is Eastern Sudanic and Kunama is not very close to it on the existing Nilo-Saharan
trees (Bender 1996b; Ehret 2001), so any dual pronoun form that is the origin of both the Kunama and
Ama dual morphemes would have to have disappeared or shifted a great many times in all other
branches of Eastern Sudanic and some other branches of Nilo-Saharan. Again, the drastically reduced
Kunama dual morpheme offers no independent evidence on the possible form of this hypothetical dual
pronominal root.
Perhaps a clearer pathway for dual incorporation might be through cliticisation of a dual quantifier
in post-verbal position. This possibility is suggested by the fact that Ama has a post-verbal plural
quantifier /ɡàɪ̀/, which optionally highlights a plural argument of the clause as shown in (11).
Ama post-verbal plural quantifier /ɡàɪ̀/ (Norton 2012: 83)
(11) a. dɔ̄rɛ̄ŋ
bā
wūd̪ ēŋ t̪ ɛ̀lɛ̄
children DECL child
see
‘The children saw a child.’
b. wūd̪ ēŋ bā
dɔ̄rɛ̄ŋ
child
DECL children
‘The child saw children.’

t̪ ɛ̀lɛ̄
see

ɡàɪ̀
PL

ɡàɪ̀
PL

Perhaps the dual suffix was formerly a post-verbal dual quantifier which cliticised to the verb and then
was re-interpreted as a suffix. One advantage of this potential origin is that the post-verbal quantifier
in (11) is not specific to subject or to object but can mark either, as the dual suffix also can. In
addition, most Ama verb suffixes have a VC shape, and this fact could have supported the reinterpretation of /-ɛ̄n/ as a suffix, but left the plural quantifier /ɡàɪ̀/ as a separate word. Hence, this
pathway could account for why there is a verbal dual without a verbal plural counterpart in the Ama
verb.
Since there currently is no dual post-verbal quantifier in Ama, a place to look for possible
quantifier roots is in the noun phrase.3 Ama has a nominal plural particle /ɡɪ̄/ somewhat phonetically
similar to the post-verbal plural quantifier /ɡàɪ̀/, and there is also a nominal dual quantifier /kʊ́nɛ̀/
3

Compare the pre-verbal use of English nominal quantifiers: “All the children saw …” ~ “The children all saw
...”
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‘both’ which shows the adjectival prefix /kw-/ (Stevenson 1981) on a root /nɛ̂/,4 which is somewhat
phonetically similar to the current dual suffix /-ɛ̄n/.
A problem is that /ɡàɪ̀/ can be added to a dual clause as in (12). So /ɡàɪ̀/ means plural in the sense
of ‘more than one’, not plural as successor to dual in a scale of increasing number.
(12) fʊ̄rā
d̪ ū
mòɡūr-ūŋ
bɛ̀
n-ɛ̄n
ɡàɪ̀
rabbit TOPIC monkey-GEN enemy be-DU PL
‘Rabbit and Monkey they were enemies of each other.’
Perhaps the use of /ɡàɪ̀/ with a dual clause developed after the dual quantifier had been incorporated
into the verb, when the functions of /ɡàɪ̀/ and /-ɛ̄n/ began to evolve separately. But that is speculative,
and the use of /ɡàɪ̀/ with a dual clause hinders an internal reconstruction of a dual quantifier because
there is no gap in the system of quantification that a post-verbal dual quantifier would have filled.
Also, the VC shape of the dual suffix /-ɛ̄n/, which arguably supported its re-interpretation from a word
to a suffix, could also simply mean that it always was a suffix.
So although the existence of a post-verbal plural quantifier in Ama opens up the possibility of a
cliticisation origin of the dual suffix, the cliticisation theory rests on rather weak circumstantial
evidence. As Dimmendaal (2011: 149) states, “today’s morphology is not necessarily yesterday’s
syntax”.
2.2 Borrowing
Another scenario to consider for the origin of the Ama dual suffix is borrowing a dual suffix from
another language. Ama has borrowed from Nubian languages (Jakobi & Rottland 1991), but Nubian
languages do not have a dual suffix. However, Sudanese Arabic has a nominal dual suffix -een which
matches the form of the Ama dual suffix with a mid front vowel and an alveolar nasal.
A borrowing solution might seem only to shift the problem of the unusualness of the Ama suffix to
another language, but in Arabic dual is typologically much less unusual, fitting into a well-attested
singular-dual-plural nominal paradigm. What is highly marked in this scenario is the borrowing
process itself, where an affix is borrowed from nouns of the source language onto verbs in the
recipient language. I am not aware of any clear example where this has happened, but borrowing a
noun affix onto verbs might be possible if the verb system in the recipient language is a good fit for
the affix typologically (Thomason 2001: 77). This is true of Ama, because Ama nouns are
typologically unusual in having no number morphology (Dimmendaal 2000) and number is expressed
on the verb through distributive marking (Norton 2012). Hence, in Ama the verb is a better site for a
number affix than the noun.
The typological argument alone does not prove a borrowing origin, however, since it would equally
favour the development of a dual verb marker internally. The borrowing hypothesis also needs a
plausible pathway for the borrowed dual to reach the Ama verb. Language structure is only borrowed
when lexical borrowing is also present (Thomason 2001: 70), and a possible pathway for the dual
suffix, which is a nominal suffix in Arabic, would be that it occurred on nominalisations of Arabic
verbs which were then borrowed into Ama. When finite verbs were created from the borrowed
nominalisations, the dual suffix was present and available as a new verb inflection on other verbs.
However, this pathway is blocked by the fact that there has been almost no lexical borrowing from
Arabic into Ama until very recently as Ama people have settled in towns. There is also a more specific
problem that when verbs are borrowed in Ama they are borrowed as co-verbs in a co-verb-light-verb
construction, as in the recent loan /rɛ̄kb-ɛ̄n ɕɪ̀ɛ̄/ ‘ride’ < Arabic rikib. Confusingly, the co-verb marker
is also /-ɛ̄n/, but verbal inflection goes on the light verb so that the dual form is /rɛ̄kb-ɛ̄n ɕɪ̀-ɛ̄n/. If a
dual nominalisation were borrowed from Arabic, then as a finite verb the dual suffix would be on the
co-verb rather than the light verb, hence it would not be in a position in which it could be interpreted
as an inflection available to other verbs.
The Arabic borrowing hypothesis can also be eliminated by looking at the history of the suffixes,
since both of them are known to have had different vowels in the past as shown in (13). The shared
4

Compare the Nilo-Saharan root 1297 *à-ré (ADJ-split) ‘two’ in Ehret (2001).
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mid front vowel today is actually a coincidence, the result of separate changes. The earlier high front
vowel of the Ama dual suffix is found in Stevenson (1938).
Historical Changes to Dual Suffixes
(13) Sudanese Arabic
Ama

*-ain(i)
*-ɪ̄ n

>
>

-een
-ɛ̄n

Standard Arabic also has dual suffixes -aa, -aan(i), -anni on verbs in pronominal subject and object
paradigms. Although like the Ama dual these are verb suffixes, and are not confined only to subject or
only to object, they cannot be the source of the Ama dual because the low vowel does not match the
original high Ama vowel, because they are not used in Sudanese Arabic anyway, and because any verb
that was borrowed from Arabic would appear as a co-verb so any suffixes would never be in a position
where they could be interpreted as inflections available to other verbs.
2.3 Semantic shift
Having considered incorporation or borrowing as the origin of the dual suffix, we turn to a possible
origin within the Ama verb itself. The candidate semantic shift that could account for the dual suffix is
that it was originally a reciprocal marker. A reciprocal origin is suggested by the observation earlier in
example (6) that the dual suffix can reciprocalise a stative clause. This clausal operation would be a
surprising innovation if the dual suffix had been incorporated or borrowed from a nominal origin, but
would fit well if the suffix had always been verbal. Thus, reciprocalisation of a stative clause looks
like a relic of the suffix’s earlier function.
Reciprocal in Ama today is expressed by the voice system, as in Table 2. Passive, middle, and
reciprocal have distinct suffixes in perfective aspect, but they all neutralise to the same suffix in
imperfective aspect:
Table 2: Ama voice morphology
perfective

imperfective

passive

āsɪ̄ dāɪ̯ -áɪ́

‘was painted’

āsɪ̄ dāɪ̯ -àɡ

‘am being painted’

middle

bālɟɪ̄ ŋ-ɛ́ɪ́

‘was loved’

bālɟɪ̄ ŋ-àɡ

‘am loved’

reciprocal

bālɟɪ̄ ŋɛ̄-àɡ

‘loved each other’

bālɟɪ̄ ŋ-àɡ

‘love each other’

The suffix used in the imperfective for all non-active voices is identical to the reciprocal suffix in the
perfective, where it appears with a theme vowel suffix that distinguishes the perfective from the
imperfective. From this we propose the reconstruction that the non-active voice suffix /-àɡ/ in the
imperfective developed a reciprocal reading, then this suffix was also extended to mark reciprocal in
the perfective as well.
The proposal that Ama has innovated a reciprocal voice explains the anomaly of stative clauses.
Since the voice system is for transitive verbs, the new reciprocal voice can only occur in transitive
clauses, not in stative clauses. Therefore, the previous reciprocal marker is still needed for stative
clauses. Hence, the dual suffix that reciprocalises stative clauses like (6), repeated here, is the old
reciprocal.
Dual reciprocal stative clause
(6)

ɛ̄
ìr
d̪ ū
fʊ̄rāŋ-ʊ̄
mʊ̀r
and elephant TOPIC rabbit-GEN friend
‘Elephant was a friend of Rabbit and vice versa.’

n-ɛ̄n
be-DU

Without a dual suffix, the meaning is “Elephant was a friend of Rabbit” as expected from the syntax of
the clause, but the dual suffix reciprocalises the relationship between the two participants, so the dual
suffix functions as a dual-reciprocal operator.
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We can see the lexical extent of the dual-reciprocal function of the dual suffix in Table 3. These are
all verbs with a symmetric lexical semantics, verbs which conceptually require two participants
functioning reciprocally – verbs of greeting, fighting, sex, and mutual relationship states.
Table 3: Verbs where the dual suffix gives a dual-reciprocal reading
gloss

singular

dual reciprocal

be a friend of

mʊ̄r n-ɛ̄

mʊ̄r n-ɛ̄n

duel

---

lū-ēn

greet5

wʊ̀sɔ̀

wʊ̀s-ɛ̄n

wʊ̄sɔ̄

wʊ̄s-ɛ̄n

t̪ ʊ́wárd̪ ɔ̄

t̪ ʊ́wárd̪ -ɛ̄n

exchange
make love

6

The first two verbs in Table 3 call for particular comment. The predicate ‘be a friend of’ takes a dual
suffix only for the reason already mentioned that the copula verb is not transitive and cannot use voice
marking. But it also fits this class of verbs because ‘friend’ is a symmetric relational noun, so that ‘be
a friend of’ is a symmetric complex predicate. Other symmetric relational nouns with the copula verb
such as ‘be an enemy of’ would also fit here.
In the verb /lū-ēn/ ‘duel’, the dual suffix is obligatory. The root also occurs in /lū-ā/ ‘die’, so the
root /lū/ by itself does not have a symmetrical semantics, rather the symmetrical meaning ‘duel’ arises
only from the combination of root and dual suffix. The obligatory role of /-ɛ̄n/ for assigning the dualreciprocal meaning ‘duel’ is further evidence that /-ɛ̄n/ is originally reciprocal.
Table 4 shows further examples of dual reciprocals where a voice strategy is used. Here, we see
that dual-reciprocal voice marking is distinct from the reciprocal voice given above in Table 2. Dualreciprocal voice uses a middle suffix which is placed before the dual suffix. Some verbs (greet, make
love) have been found to use either dual-reciprocal voice or the dual suffix alone.
Table 4: Ama dual-reciprocal voice
gloss

singular

dual reciprocal

love

bālɟɪ̄ ŋɛ̄

bālɟɪ̄ ŋ-ɛ́ɪ̯-ɛ̄n (impf. bālɟɪ̄ ŋ-ɛ̄n-àɡ)

greet

wʊ̀sɔ̀

wʊ̀sɪ̄ -ɛ́ɪ̯-ɛ̄n

touch

sɔ̄ɔ̀ ɕɪɛ́ ̄

sɔ̄ɔ̀ ɕɪ-́ ɛ́ɪ̯-ɛ̄n

marry

t̪ ɔ̀ɔ́ŋ (man), t̪ ɔ̀ŋ-ɛ́ɪ́ (woman)

t̪ ɔ̀ŋ-ɛ́ɪ̯-ɛ̄n

make love

t̪ ʊ́wárɔ̄ (man), t̪ ʊ́wár-áɪ́ (woman)

t̪ ʊ́wár-ɛ́ɪ̯-ɛ̄n

copulate

t̪ īmīdɔ̀ (man), t̪ īmīd-ɛ́ɪ́ (woman)

t̪ īmīd-ɛ́ɪ̯-ɛ̄n

This further establishes that in Ama, reciprocal is a voice category, with a dual-reciprocal voice using
the middle suffix as a second innovation of the system in addition to a reciprocal voice using the
nonactive suffix. The verbs in Table 4 that use dual-reciprocal voice marking include verbs with a
conjugal semantics (marry, make love, copulate) which are not fully symmetric because they assume a
man participant and a woman participant. Since the middle suffix is used with a woman subject in
5

For ‘greet’, symmetry is present in intra-generational greeting but not inter-generational greeting: “People from
the same generation greet each other by sliding the palm over the back of the other person's hand. Youths shake
each other's hands vigorously, which is how they display their strength to one another. When an adult greets a
child, they place their hand on the top of their head.” (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nyimang_people, accessed 28
November 2013)
6
The form shown here includes a punctual suffix /-d̪ /.
7
See Fiedler (2013) on complex predicates as a general phenomenon in Ama.
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these verbs, I suggest that this is the origin of the use of the middle suffix for dual-reciprocal voice,
first by extension from woman subjects to dual reciprocal subjects in the class of conjugal verbs, and
then on other verbs of the language. As a result, middle and dual marking is ambiguous on conjugal
verbs between a dual reciprocal reading and a dual reference reading:
(7)

nɛ̄ŋɛ̄n
sibling

ɡɪ̄

kā

PL

VFOC

t̪ ɔ̀ŋ-ɛ́ɪ̯-ɛ̄n
marry-MID-DU

‘The sisters are both married.’
(8)

kwēī
man

bā
DECL

kɛ́r-ɪ̀
woman-DAT

t̪ ɔ̀ŋ-ɪ̀d̪ -ɛ́ɪ̯-ɛ̄n
marry-PCT-MID-DU

‘The man got married to the woman and vice versa.’
For verbs where dual reciprocal readings are obtained from the dual suffix only, we can make the
following internal reconstruction. As Ama adopted a reciprocal voice strategy, the old reciprocal
suffix was retained in stative clauses where voice marking cannot occur, and in other predicates that
conceptually require two symmetrical participants. Thus, the suffix narrowed from reciprocal to dualreciprocal meaning. Having become associated with dual meaning, the suffix was then extended to
dual reference and dual agreement as well. As a result, dual marking on verbs that conceptually
require symmetrical participants is ambiguous between a dual reciprocal reading and a dual reference
reading:
(9)

a.
b.

àŋí bā wʊ̀s-ɛ̄n

‘We (two) greeted each other, we (two) greeted someone.’

àɪ̀ bā wʊ̀s-ɛ̄n

‘I greeted (two people).’

The shift from reciprocal to dual-reciprocal to verbal dual following the innovation of reciprocal voice
also explains the development of a verbal dual in Ama without a verbal plural counterpart.
So we have a new reciprocal voice strategy in transitive clauses through extended uses of the
nonactive and middle suffixes, and we have an old reciprocal suffix found in stative clauses and more
generally in symmetric predicates, giving it a dual semantics.
3 Reciprocal in Eastern Sudanic
The internal reconstruction of the dual suffix as originally reciprocal is corroborated in Table 5 by its
phonetic similarity to reciprocal suffixes in a number of other Eastern Sudanic languages. The vowel
of the Ama dual suffix was formerly high (Stevenson, Rottland & Jakobi 1992) and the combination
of high front vowel and alveolar nasal lines up well with the other languages.
With reflexes in North, South, and Kuliak branches of Eastern Sudanic, we can suggest #-īn as the
form of the proto-Eastern-Sudanic reciprocal suffix. The South Eastern Sudanic languages show
greater diversity of form and function, with erosion of the final n and apparent fusion with a preceding
consonant for reciprocal/reflexive meaning. The widespread occurrence of #-īn for reciprocal across
Eastern Sudanic also supports the claim that reciprocal voice is an Ama innovation.

8

The data is from a male language consultant.
A disadvantage of using the non-active suffix /-àɡ/ in perfective dual reciprocals is that there would be
neutralisation between perfective and imperfective, as the theme vowel would be lost in hiatus with the dual
suffix vowel (Norton 2012: 90). But since this neutralisation occurs in other dual verb forms it cannot be
assumed decisive here in selecting the middle suffix over the nonactive suffix. A semantic motivation is also
needed for the origin of the middle suffix in dual reciprocals, such as the one proposed in the main text.

9
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Table 5: Similarity to reciprocal in other Eastern Sudanic languages
Suffix Gloss

Language

Classification

Source

-ɪ̄ n,-ɛ̄n verbal dual

Ama

Nyima, North ES

Norton (2012),
Stevenson et al (1992)

-ɪ̄ n,-ɛ̄n reciprocal

Uncu

Kordofan Nubian,
North ES

Williams (2009)

-in

reciprocal

Dilling with
Kudur

Kordofan Nubian,
North ES

Kauczor (1920),
Jakobi (pers.comm.)

-in

reciprocal

Kururu
(Tagle)

Kordofan Nubian,
North ES

Jakobi (pers.comm.)

-Vn

reciprocal

Karko

Kordofan Nubian,
North ES

Jakobi (pers.comm.)

-ín,-ím reciprocal

Ik10

Kuliak

Heine (1983)

-din

reciprocal/reflexive

Daju
DarDaju

Daju, South ES

Aviles (1997)

-ri

reciprocal/reflexive

Shilluk

W Nilotic, South ES

Gilley (pers.comm.)

-kee

reciprocal/reflexive

Kalenjin

S Nilotic, South ES

Toweett (1979)

Temein, South ES

Stevenson (1957)

Eastern Jebel, South ES

Bender & Ayre (1986)

-ɛ
-ən

11

reciprocal/collective Temein
agentless passive

12

Gaam

4 Conclusion
The unique Ama verbal dual suffix is internally reconstructed as an old reciprocal suffix. This would
mean that the Ama dual suffix is unrelated to Kunama dual pronouns, unrelated to the Ama dual
quantifier, unrelated to the Sudanese Arabic dual suffix, and instead a cognate of reciprocal suffixes in
other Eastern Sudanic languages.
Abbreviations
ABL
ACC
APPL
CFOC
DAT
DECL
DEON
DISTR
DU
EXCL

ablative
accusative
applicative
contrastive focus
dative
declarative
deontic
distributive
dual
exclusive

GEN
INCL
MID
NACT
PCT
POSS
PL
SG
TH
VFOC

genitive
inclusive
middle
non-active
punctual
possessive
plural
singular
theme
verb focus

10
Reciprocal verbs in Ik have a long extension /-ín-ós ~ -ím-ós/, of which /-ós/ can be identified as the passive
suffix (Heine 1983: 161). Regressive tone spreading from the passive suffix may be responsible for the atypical
high tone on the reciprocal suffix (back vowel quality also variably spreads regressively to the reciprocal suffix
vowel).
11
Reciprocal verbs in Temein have a long extension /-an-ɛ/ of which /-an/ can be identified as the passive suffix
(Stevenson 1957: 187).
12
The Gaam reciprocal suffix has a different form /-asa/ (Bender & Ayre 1986: 16).
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DUAL NUMBER IN ETHIOPIAN KOMO
Manuel A. Otero
1 Introduction
While dual number is not altogether unheard of in Nilo-Saharan languages, it is nevertheless a rare
feature limited to corners of grammars. This paper presents evidence for a tripartite
(singular/dual/plural) number contrast in Ethiopian Komo. It argues that this distinction in number is
nominal and construction-based, realized through a combination of segmental material, namely bound
pronominal inflection on the verb, combined with an alternation of the tonal melody of the verbal
complex. To illustrate this contrast, an introduction to Komo verb morphology and a brief overview of
tone will be given.1
Komo [xom] is a Koman language spoken along both sides of the border between Ethiopia and
South Sudan. There are populations of Komo speakers in the Benishangul-Gumuz and Gambella
regions of Ethiopia. Population estimates from 1971 cite 1,500 Komo speakers in Ethiopia and 10,000
in Sudan (Lewis 2009).2 Ethiopian census data for native Komo speakers may be unreliable as
speakers of Gwama, a related Koman language spoken in the same area in Ethiopia, identify
themselves ethnically as Komo.3 Moreover, Gwama speakers vastly outnumber Komo speakers in
Ethiopia and intermarriage is common.
Komo is vastly understudied, as are the remaining Koman languages. Previous work on Komo is
limited to a grammar sketch (Burns 1947) and a short phonological sketch (Yehualashet 2008). Bender
(1983, 1994) examined Komo within the larger Koman context. Furthermore, the internal structure of
the Koman sub-family and its place within Nilo-Saharan has been under considerable debate by
scholars (e.g Bender 1996; Ehret 2001). Fortunately, more data on Koman languages are coming to
light as researchers are presently working on the remaining languages of the family. This effort,
combined with data presented in this paper, will hopefully contribute to a more definitive
classification of the Koman languages within Nilo-Saharan.
This paper is organized as follows, Section 1 gives an overview of the Komo verbal system with
specific emphasis on morphology and tone. Section 2 defines and discusses number contrasts and
present a schematic overview for the tripartite number contrast in Komo. Section 3 presents Komo
data for constructions illustrating the three-way contrast in number.
2 Komo overview
Komo is a relatively isolating language with predominantly SV/AVO word order and scant nominal
morphology.4 By contrast, the verbal system is rather inflectional. A finite verb in Komo obligatorily
inflects for at least one core (S/A) argument employing bound pronominal (BP) suffixes that
distinguish person, number, gender and clusivity.5 Adjustments in the order of core arguments realized
as independent NPs have direct consequences in the obligatory indexing of arguments on the verb. A
Komo verb also occurs with a set of suffixes that code aspect/direction (AD). A position class diagram

1
I would like to wholeheartedly thank all of the patient Komo speakers residing in the village of Yangu who
provided the data for this paper. I would also like to thank SIL Ethiopia, the Linguistics department at the
University of Oregon and my advisor Dr. Doris Payne for their support.
2
I have travelled extensively throughout the Benishangul-Gumuz and Gambella regions of Ethiopia searching
for proficient native-speakers of Komo to participate in the Multi-Lingual Education project for the Komo
language sponsored by the Benishangul-Gumuz regional Bureau of Education and SIL Ethiopia. I estimate
roughly 2,500 Komo speakers of varying proficiency in Ethiopia.
3
A 2006 census cites roughly 5,000 Komo speakers in Ethiopia.
4
OVA constructions are also possible.
5
Clusivity here refers to whether or not 1PL ‘we’ includes the addressee.
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for the segmental morphemes comprising a Komo verb is seen below (Fig. 1). Note that a finite verb
can index up to three core arguments.

STEM

Figure 1

-AD

-BP1

(-BP2)

(-BP3)

Aspect and direction are inextricably linked in Komo. Currently, there are three major paradigms of
contrasting AD morphemes occurring on the same slot on the verb.6 The first morpheme /-í/ (AD1)
roughly corresponds to Imperfective aspect, where an event can be unspecified for completion, or an
Itive directional, where or the literal direction of an action can be construed as moving away from a
deictic center.7 The second morpheme /-ʊ́/ (AD2) can be categorized as a Ventive directional, where
the direction of a particular action occurs towards a deictic center. This Ventive morpheme is also
used for events that occurred at a different location to that of the speech act. The third morpheme /-úk/
roughly corresponds to a Perfective aspect, where an event is construed as completed or having been
completed in the location of the speech act. While AD morphemes in and of themselves do not have a
direct bearing on the present discussion, they do contain vocalic elements which carry an underlying H
tone and contribute to the overall tone pattern of an inflected verb.
2.1

Tone

Like many Nilo-Saharan languages, Komo displays contrastive tone. Burns’ (1947) grammar sketch of
Komo, proposes four level tones. By contrast, the present analysis proposes three level tones (L, M, H)
on the surface with rising and falling contour tones occurring on single morphemes or as a result of
two morphemes coming together. What is essential for the discussion at hand is the overall tone
patterns of inflected verbs and verb roots.
Mono-morphemic verb roots in Komo tend to be monosyllabic (C)V(C) though disyllabic
(C)VCV(C) roots also occur.8 A verb root in isolation can occur with one of three level tones − L, M
and H.9 Komo verbs can be categorized into four tone classes according to the behavior of the tone of
a given root in isolation compared to the tonal melody of the verb when inflected with a single
argument. Tone melody here refers to the tone of the inflected lexical verb stem and its suffixes.
There are four major tone classes grouped according to the tonal melody of inflected verbs
indexing a single (S/A) argument with respect to the root tone of the verb (Table 1). Recall that all AD
morphemes are underlyingly H tone. Class II and Class III verbs (M and H tone roots in isolation
respectively) retain the root tone when inflected. Verbs that have a L tone in isolation split into two
classes − the first class retains the L root tone across the three AD paradigms (Class I) and the other
and most numerous class of verbs become M.M when inflected in the AD1 paradigm.
Table 1: Inflected verb tone melody (single argument)
Root tone

AD1

AD2

AD3

stem-sfx

stem-sfx

stem-sfx

&ODVV,

/

/+

/+

/+

&ODVV,,

0

0+

0+

0+

&ODVV,,, +

++

++

++

&ODVV,9 /

00

/+

/+

6
For simplicity the three aspect/directional morphemes are glossed AD1, AD2 and AD3. Aspect/directional
morphemes cannot co-occur on a given verb.
7
The Itive and Ventive are also commonly known as the Translocative and Cislocative respectively.
8
Monosyllabic roots vastly outnumber disyllabic roots in the lexicon. For the sake of brevity, this paper is
limited to monosyllabic roots.
9
There is only one mono-morphemic verb root with a contour tone in the lexicon pûl ‘jump’.
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The following data illustrate a Class I verb gìz ‘enter’, which has a L tone root in isolation and
becomes L.H when inflected with a single argument, regardless of whether the argument is singular or
plural (1a-b). Notice how the same verb root in isolation retains its L tone in periphrastic negative
auxiliary constructions (2a-b).10
[class I]
(1)

a.

[class I]

hàr
gìz-í-r
3SG.M enter-AD1-3SG.M
‘He enters the hut.’

á=gùbí
LOC=hut

b.

amʊ̀n
gìz-án
1PL.EX enter.AD1-1PL.EX
‘We enter the hut.’

á=gùbí
LOC=hut

[class I]
(2)

a.

hàr
baʃ-í-r
gìz
3SG.M NEG-AD1-3SG.M enter
‘He does not enter the hut.’

á=gùbí
LOC=hut

[class I]
b.

amʊ̀n
baʃ-án
gìz
1PL.EX NEG-1PL.EX enter
‘We do not enter the hut.’

á=gùbí
LOC=hut

The following data illustrate a Class IV verb bàb ‘bury, plant’, which has a L tone in isolation (3b, 4b)
and becomes M.M when inflected in the AD1 paradigm (3a, 4a).
[class IV]
(3)

a.

aka bab-a
1SG bury.AD1-1SG
‘I plant the potato.’

[class IV]
bàmbɛ́
potato

b.

aka baʃ-á
bàb
bàmbɛ́
1SG NEG-1SG
bury potato
‘I do not plant the potato.’

[class IV]
(4)

a.

amʊ̀n bab-an
1PL.EX bury.AD1-1PL.EX
‘We plant the potato.’

[class IV]
bàmbɛ́
potato

b.

amʊ̀n
baʃ-án
bàb bàmbɛ́
1PL.EX NEG-1PL.EX bury potato
‘We do not plant the potato.’

The tonal behavior of inflected verbs in Komo is crucial to the tripartite distinction in number being
discussed. The following section will discuss number more in depth as well as propose a hypothesis as
to how dual number is expressed in Komo.
3 Number
In an extensive treatment of number, Corbett (2000) challenges the preconceived notion that number is
solely a nominal category. He makes a distinction between nominal number and verbal number, where
the former refers to quantifying real-world entities and the latter to the multiplicity of events. How
these types of number distinctions are encoded within a particular grammar varies across languages.
What is important for the current discussion is that nominal number need not solely be expressed on a
nominal. The following English data show a morphological singular/plural distinction made on the
noun ‘dog(s)’ (5a-b), contrasting with a nominal distinction in number marked on the verb (5c-d).
These data show that nominal number in English can be marked on both verbs and nouns. What is
clear about these examples is that the distinction in number clearly refers to the number of
participants, not the number of events.

10

See 3.2 and 3.5 for further discussion of periphrastic constructions.
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(5)

a.
b.
c.
d.

my dog watches television
my dogs watch television
the sheep drinks from the stream
the sheep drink from the stream

(Data from Corbett 2000)

Verbal number, also known as the pluractional, codes the multiplicity of a verbal event (Newman
1980, 1990). Among the many functions of the pluractional, it can be employed to express actions as
happening to many subjects or to many objects, or it can describe events as occurring repeatedly or
habitually.
This paper argues that the tripartite number contrast in Komo distinguishes nominal number, not
verbal number. The present number distinction is made for the number of participants coded by the
verb, not the multiplicity of events encoded by the verb. With regard to dual verbal number
typologically, Plank (1989: 309) states, “Although the languages are numerous where iterative aspects,
or rather Aktionsarten, such as a discontinuative, repetitive, or frequentative are grammaticized as
verbal categories, genuine duplicatives, specifically expressing a single repetition, seem rare”.
Notwithstanding, Komo does in fact code verbal number via pluractional constructions.
Pluractional constructions in Komo are categorized by a partial reduplication of the verb stem, which
can also occur with an alternation of the overall verbal tone melody. Comparing (6a) to (6b) it is
apparent that a partial reduplication of the verb stem in (6b) marks pluractional. The event in (6b)
occurs repeatedly as compared to (6a), where the event occurs once, and as a whole is unspecified for
number.
(6)

a.

3.1

aka tɔ́g-á
mɛ̀í
1SG try-1SG porridge
‘I taste the porridge.’

b.

aka tɔ̀g~ɪg-á
mɛ̀í
1SG try~PLU-1SG porridge
‘I taste the porridge (repeatedly).’

Dual number in Nilo-Saharan

While the following list is by no means exhaustive, a preliminary survey finds a range of dual number
distinctions predominantly in the East Sudanic branch of Nilo-Saharan. Dual suffixes on verbs in
Ama/Nyimang (Nyima) is mentioned in Stevenson (1938) and further discussed by Norton (2013).
Tucker and Bryan (1966) mention a 1PL/1DU distinction in Nuer (W. Nilotic) pronominals. Noonan
(1992) discusses a 1PL/1DU distinction in subjunctive and imperative constructions in Lango (S. Luo).
Dual number in possessive pronouns and kinship terms in Afitti (Nyima) is seen in de Voogt (2011),
and Heida (2012) presents evidence for a 1PL/1DU distinction in Kumam (S. Luo).
An example of a tripartite nominal number contrast is seen in Kunama, where suffixes on nouns
distinguish singular, dual and plural number (7a-c).
(7)

a.
b.
c.

āgūd-ā
āgūd-ā-m̀ mè
āgūd-ē ̀

‘water pot (one)’
‘water pots (two)’
‘water pots (plural)’
(Data from Connell, Hayward and Abraha 2000)

3.2

Dual number in Komo

In Komo, dual number constructions are rare and infrequent.11 There are no morphemes on nominals
that code the dual. The tripartite nominal number contrast occurs solely on the verbal complex. As
such, there is no specific dedicated morphology or tonal pattern used to code dual number on verbs. It
can be argued that dual number in Komo is construction based, only expressed through both bound
11
Dual number constructions are very low frequency constructions. It is unclear whether dual number
constructions are on the way out of the system or whether they are coming into the system. The consultants often
had trouble distinguishing which construction was dual and which was plural, some even seemed to suggest a
paucal number for dual constructions. What all consultants agreed on was that there was indeed an alternation,
which is significant as not all verbs can participate in tripartite number distinctions.
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pronominal morphology and the tone melody on the verb. One hypothesis as to how the dual is
expressed in Komo is through the combination of an element that codes ‘singular’ with another
element that codes ‘plural’. This is not altogether uncommon typologically as Goddard (1911) cites
the combination of [±singular] elements code the dual in Hupa (Athabaskan). More specifically in
Komo, the dual is expressed by combining a tonal melody that indicates one entity (‘singular’)
coupled with bound pronominal inflection that marks more than one entity (‘plural’).
What is meant by a ‘singular’ tone melody? The vast majority of Komo verbs retain the tonal
melody regardless of whether or not the S/A argument is singular. This is seen above in (1–4) as the
lexical verbs do not change their tone class as a function of the number of the S/A argument. In this
regard, a given verb with one tone melody (or tone class) coupled with [+singular] bound pronominal
morphology codes ‘singular’ number while the same verb with the same tone melody with
‘plural’/[singular] bound pronominal morphology codes ‘plural’ number (Fig. 2). This patterning is
extremely common in Komo verbs.
Figure 2: Komo verbs (majority)
melody

bound pronominal
[+singular]

singular

[−singular]

plural

one melody

Nevertheless, there is a subset of Komo verbs that are inherently specified for number. These verbs
have a distinct tone melody for [+singular] S/A arguments and another melody for
[singular] arguments. Thus a given lexical verb employs one tone melody used with
[+singular] morphology to code ‘singular’ number and a distinct melody occurs with
[singular] bound pronominal morphology to code ‘plural’ number (Fig 3).12
Figure 3: Komo verbs (rare)
melody

bound pronominal

melody x

[+singular]

singular

melody y

[−singular]

plural

An example of a verb inherently specified for number, which alters in tone melody as a function of the
number of the S/A argument is seen in (8a-b). In (8a), the verb sɔkir ‘(he) sits’ has a M.M (class IV)
tone melody and the S argument is singular. In (8b) sɔ́kín ‘(they) sit’, the S argument is plural and the
verb has a H.H (class III) melody.
[class IV]
(8)

a.

hàr
sɔk-i-r
3SG.M sit-AD1-3SG.M
‘He is at home.’

[class III]
á=làú
LOC=home

b.

hʊ̀n sɔ́k-í-n
3PL sit-AD1-3SG.M
‘They are at home.’

á=làú
LOC=home

The hypothesis presented in this paper for dual constructions is the following: the dual is expressed by
combining a [+singular] tone melody with [singular] bound pronominal morphology. This is
schematized below in (Fig. 4) where the shaded area indicates the dual distinction.

12

There are also verbs that have suppletive roots for singular/plural number (c.f. ʃá ‘eat.SG’ / ùʃ ‘eat.PL’)

128

Manuel A. Otero

Figure 4: SG/DU/PL constructions
melody

bound pronominal

melody x

[+singular]

Singular

[singular]

Dual

melody y

Plural

4 Komo tripartite number contrast constructions
The following sections provide evidence to illustrate tripartite number contrasts in Komo. In all cases,
the same mechanism is employed: singular and dual constructions have the same tonal melody with
different bound pronominal morphology, while dual and plural constructions have the same bound
pronominal morphology (i.e. are segmentally identical) and differ in the overall tone melody. The constructions covered and the argument on which the number distinction is made is seen below (Fig. 5).
Figure 5:
Construction

Number contrast

Declarative Transitive
Auxiliary Declarative Transitive
Intransitive Relative clause
Transitive Relative clause
Imperative
Auxiliary Negative Imperative
4.1

O argument
O argument
S argument
O argument
A argument
A argument

Declarative transitive construction (double argument)

The double argument declarative transitive constructions has a [V-A-O] structure, indexing both A and
O arguments on the verb. The following data show a three-way contrast in number for O arguments in
this construction (9a-c, 10a-c). Notice that the singular and dual constructions retain the same tonal
melody (9a-b, 10a-b) yet differ morphologically, while the dual and plural constructions are
segmentally identical (9b-c, 10b-c), distinguished solely by an alternation of the overall tone melody.13
[class IV]
(9)

a.

pàm-g-àpʼ
touch-1SG-3SG.F
‘I touch her.’

[class IV]
b.

[class I]
(10) a.

dùm-g-àr
hit-1SG-3SG.M
‘I hit him.’

pàm-g-ʊ̀n
touch-1SG-3PL
‘I touch them (two).’

[class III]
c.

[class I]
b.

dùm-g-ʊ̀n
hit-1SG-3SG
‘I hit them (two).’

pám-g-ʊ̀n
touch-1SG-3PL
‘I touch them (3+).’
[class III]

c.

dúm-g-ʊ̀n
hit-1SG-3SG
‘I hit them (3+).’

In Komo, a left-dislocated O argument realized as an independent NP is obligatorily indexed on the
verb with the corresponding BP suffix. Moreover, independent NP arguments can occur with a series

13
When the A argument is 1SG, the O argument is always realized with a L tone in the double argument
transitive construction.
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of proclitics which make a singular/plural distinction.14 The resulting verbal complex indexes both A
and O arguments on the verb and allows for a tripartite number contrast (11a-c).15
[class IV]
(11)

a.

à=bɪb̀
tuʃ-i-pʼ-ar=kɛ́
SG=cow tie-AD1-3SG.F-3SG.M=kɛ́
‘She tied the cow up.’
[class IV]

b.

gʊ̀=bɪb̀
tuʃ-ʊ-pʼ-ʊn=kɛ́
PL=cow tie-AD2-3SG.F-3PL=kɛ́
‘She tied the (two) cows up.’
[class III]

c.

gʊ̀=bɪb̀
túʃ-ʊ́-pʼ-ʊn=kɛ́
PL=cow
tie-AD2-3SG.F-3PL=kɛ́
‘She tied the (3+) cows up.’

The following data show a similar tripartite distinction in number for O arguments when the A
argument is plural. Example (12a) has singular verb morphology on a class IV verb and the nominal O
argument also has a singular proclitic. Dual and plural constructions only differ in the tone melody on
the verb (12b-c).
[class IV]
(12)

a.

à=bɪb̀
tuʃ-am-ar=kɛ́
SG=cow tie-1PL.EX-3SG.M=kɛ́
‘We tied the cow up.’
[class IV]

b.

gʊ̀=bɪb̀
tuʃ-am-ʊn=kɛ́
PL=cow tie-1PL.EX-3PL=kɛ́
‘We tied the (two) cows up.’
[class III]

c.

gʊ̀=bɪb̀
túʃ-ám-ʊn=kɛ́
PL=cow
tie-1PL.EX-3PL=kɛ́
‘We tied the (3+) cows up.’

In certain constructions, there also appears to be a restriction on the class of verbs which can express
the number contrast. Whether or not the restrictions are due to the semantics or the tone class of a
given verb is still unknown. In the double argument declarative transitive constructions, dual
distinction is not possible with the following verbs: yɛ́ ‘slice’ (class III), kʼɔ́ʃ ‘kill’ (class III), tùt ‘aim
at’ (class IV), nàb ‘turn over (while roasting)’ (class IV), jɪ̀l ‘see’ (class I), gàm ‘find, meet’ (class IV).

14
Perhaps it is more accurate to describe the proclitics as distinguishing [+singular] from [–singular] number.
These proclitics may also code definiteness, gender and/or be tied into information structure, more research is
needed. The number distinction is relevant to the intents of this paper.
15
The morpheme kɛ́ is not yet fully understood. It appears to mark completion or recent completion of an action
or event and does not have a bearing on the current discussion.
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Auxiliary declarative transitive construction (double argument)

In Komo, future events or future intentions are expressed through periphrastic auxiliary verb
constructions. Periphrastic auxiliary verb constructions contain an inflected auxiliary verb preceding a
bare lexical verb root. In the future/intentative construction, the auxiliary verb ʊ́ takes bound
pronominal morphology to index core arguments followed by the bare lexical verb root. To achieve
the dual/plural contrast in number, the segmental morphology and tone of the inflected auxiliary verb
is identical but the tone on the bare lexical stem changes (13a-c). This gives further evidence that it is
the elements of the overall construction which allows for the tripartite contrast in number.
[class IV]
(13)

a.

ʊ́-nàn-ar
tʼɔ̀r
FUT-1PL.IN-3SG.M
slaughter
‘We will slaughter him.’

b.

ʊ́-nàn-ʊn
tʼɔ̀r
FUT-1PL.IN-3PL
slaughter
‘We will slaughter them (two).’

[class IV]

[class III]
c.

ʊ́-nàn-ʊn
tʼɔ́r
FUT-1PL.IN-3PL slaughter
‘We will slaughter them (3+).’

The following data illustrate a three-way number contrast in periphrastic constructions with a leftdislocated NPO argument. The lexical verbs in (14a-b) are of the same tone class and the morphology
on the auxiliary verb distinguishes number. By contrast, (14b-c) are segmentally identical except for
the tone class of the lexical verb tʼɔr ‘slaughter’ which facilitates the dual/plural distinction
respectively.
[class IV]
(14)

a.

à=mɛ́
ʊ́-g-àr
SG=goat FUT-1SG-3SG.M
‘I will slaughter the goat.’

tʼɔ̀r
slaughter

b.

gʊ̀=mɛí
ʊ́-g-ʊ̀n
tʼɔ̀r
PL=goats FUT-1SG-3PL
slaughter
‘I will slaughter the (two) goats.’

[class IV]

[class III]
c.

4.3

gʊ̀=mɛí
ʊ́-g-ʊ̀n
tʼɔ́r
PL=goats FUT-1SG-3PL
slaughter
‘I will slaughter the (3+) goats.’

Intransitive relative clause construction

Relative clause constructions in Komo have the following structure [NP REL V], where the relativizer
(REL) is specified for [±singular] number. Tripartite number distinctions can be made on S arguments
of particular verbs in an intransitive relative clause constructions. Thus far only the verbs of posture
dɔʃ ‘stand’ and sɔk ‘sit’, which also serve as existential copulas, allow for the three-way distinction in
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number. Intransitive relative clause constructions have a [NPS REL [V intrs -S ] ] structure where the
verb indexes the relativized nominal.
The following data show a tripartite number contrast in intransitive relative clause constructions. In
(15a) the NPS argument bɪ̀b ‘cow’ occurs with a singular proclitic, the relativizer dɪ̀ is singular, and the
class IV verb sɔk ‘sit’ takes singular bound pronominal morphology indexing the NPS argument. In
(15b-c), the NPS argument occurs with a plural proclitic and the relativizer bʊna is plural. The dual
construction in (15b) has the same class IV melody as the singular construction in (15a) and is
distinguished from the plural construction in (15c), which has a class III tone melody.
[class IV]
(15)

a.

à=bɪb̀
dɪ̀
sɔ̀k-ʊ́-r
SG=cow
REL.SG sit-AD2-3SG.M
‘The cow that was over there.’

ámà
there

[class IV]
b.

gʊ̀=bɪb̀
bʊna
sɔ̀k-ʊ́-n
ámà
PL=cow REL.PL sit-AD2-3PL
there
‘The (two) cows that were over there.’
[class III]

c.

gʊ̀=bɪb̀
bʊna
sɔ́k-ʊ́-n
ámà
PL=cow REL.PL sit-AD2-3PL
there
‘The (3+) cows that were over there.’

The following data show tripartite number distinctions in both intransitive relative clause constructions
and transitive main clause constructions. The number contrast occurs on a single nominal mɛ́ ‘goat’,
which is the S argument of the relative clause and the O argument of the transitive matrix clause. 16 In
(16a) the nominal takes a singular proclitic, the relativizer is singular and both the relative clause verb
dɔʃ ‘stand’ and the matrix clause verb tʼɔr ‘slaughter’ take singular bound pronominal morphology to
index this argument. In the dual and plural constructions (16b-c) the nominal argument occurs with a
plural proclitic, a plural relativizer and plural bound pronominal morphology on the verb. Dual and
plural are segmentally identical distinguished solely by the tone melody of the verbs.
[class IV]
(16)

a.

[class IV]
b.

[class IV]

gʊ̀=mɛí
bʊna
dɔʃ-i-n
ámʊ tʼɔ̀r-g-ʊ̀n=kɛ́
PL=goats REL.PL stand-AD1-3PL here
slaughter-1SG-3PL=kɛ́
‘The (two) goats that were (standing) here, I just slaughtered them (two).’
[class II]

c.

[class IV]

à=mɛ́
dɪ̀
dɔʃ-i-r
ámʊ tʼɔ̀r-g-àr=kɛ́
SG=goat REL.SG stand-AD1-3SG.M
here slaughter-1SG-3SG.M=kɛ́
‘The goat that was (standing) here, I just slaughtered him.’

[class III]

gʊ̀=mɛí
bʊna
dɔʃ-í-n
ámʊ tʼɔ́r-g-ʊ̀n=kɛ́
PL=goats REL.PL
stand-AD1-3PL here slaughter-1SG-3PL=kɛ́
‘The (3+) goats that were (standing) here, I just slaughtered them (3+).’

16
Most nouns in Komo are unspecified for number. The nominal mɛ́ ‘goat.SG’ and mɛí ‘goat.PL’ are exceptions
to the norm as -í appears to be the vestige of an old plural marker on nominals in Koman languages.
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The data in (17a-c) show a similar number contrast to (16a-c) above in intransitive relative clause
constructions and transitive main clause constructions. The difference in the following data is that the
main clause constructions are periphrastic transitive auxiliary constructions.
[class IV]
(17)

a.

[class IV]
b.

tʼɔ̀r
slaughter

[class IV]

gʊ̀=mɛí
bʊna
doʃ-i-n
ámʊ ʊ́-g-ʊ̀n
tʼɔ̀r
PL=goats REL.PL stand-AD1-3PL here
FUT-1SG-3PL
slaughter
‘The (two) goats that are standing here, I will slaughter them (two).’
[class II]

c.

[class IV]

à=mɛ́
dɪ̀
doʃ-i-r
ámʊ ʊ́-g-àr
SG=goat
REL.SG stand-AD1-3SG.M here
FUT-1SG-3SG.M
‘The goat that is standing here, I will slaughter him.’

[class III]

gʊ̀=mɛí
bʊna
doʃ-í-n
ámʊ ʊ́-g-ʊ̀n
tʼɔ́r
PL=goats REL.PL stand-AD1-3PL here
FUT-1SG-3PL
slaughter
‘The (3+) goats that are standing here, I will slaughter them (3+).’

A dual number distinction is not possible in intransitive relative clause constructions with the verbs ʃá
‘eat.SG’ (class III), ùʃ ‘eat.PL’ (class IV).
4.4

Transitive relative clause constructions

In these data, transitive relative clause constructions have a [NP O REL [V trans - A - O ]] structure where
both A and O arguments are indexed on the verb. A dual/plural contrast in transitive relative clause
constructions and in intransitive main clause constructions is seen in (18a-b). The contrast in number
in the relative clause constructions occurs across segmentally identical verbs that index plural NPO
arguments but differ in the overall tone melody. The S argument number distinction in the intransitive
matrix clause is realized by a shift in the tone melody.
[class IV]
(18)

a.

gʊ̀=bɪb̀
bʊna
tʼɔr-ʊ-r-ʊn
àsadik, dɔʃ-i-n
PL=cow REL.PL slaughter-AD2-3SG.M-3PL
Asadik stand-AD1-3PL
‘The (two) cows that Asadik slaughtered, (two) were (standing) here.’
[class III]

b.

[class IV]
ámʊ
here

[class II]

gʊ̀=bɪb̀
bʊna
tʼɔ́r-ʊ́-r-ʊn
àsadik, dɔʃ-kú-n
PL=cow REL.PL slaughter-AD2-3SG.M-3PL
Asadik stand-AD3-3PL
‘The (3+) cows that Asadik slaughtered, (3+) were (standing) here.’

ámʊ
here

4.5 Imperative constructions
Imperative constructions also display a tripartite contrast in nominal number. The following data show
a number contrast for O arguments of transitive imperative verbs.17 Singular and dual number in (19ab, 20a-b) is solely distinguished by the bound pronominal morphology as the tone class of the verb
remains constant. Dual and plural constructions in (19b-c, 20b-c) respectively are segmentally
identical, differing solely in the overall tone melody.
17
It could also be argued that the number distinction occurs on A arguments as the verbs in these constructions
are, in and of themselves, semantically transitive. Thus the imperative construction construes a scenario where (a
certain number of) agents are ordered to carry out a transitive action by the speaker to the addressee.
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[class I]

[class I]

[class II]

(19) a. dùm-í
tʼatʼɔ̀mɔ̀
b. dùm-í-m
tʼatʼɔ̀mɔ̀
hit.AD1-2SG door
hit-AD1-2PL door
‘(You one) Hit the door!’
‘(You two) Hit the door!’
[class IV]

c. dum-í-m
tʼatʼɔ̀mɔ̀
hit-AD1-2PL door
‘(You 3+) Hit the door!’

[class IV]

[class III]

(20) a. kʼet-i
kʼɔ̀lɔ̀
b. kʼet-i-m
kʼɔ̀lɔ̀
grab-AD1.2SG hand
grab-AD1.2PL hand
‘(You one) Grab the hand!’
‘(You two) Grab the hand!’

c. kʼét-ím
kʼɔ̀lɔ̀
grab-AD1.2PL hand
‘(You 3+)Grab the hand!’

Negative imperative constructions are periphrastic, employing the negative imperative auxiliary verb
OjN which takes the bound pronominal person marking, followed by a bare lexical verb root A
tripartite number contrast is also possible for certain verbs in these constructions. In (21a), the
negative auxiliary verb indexes two singular arguments and the lexical verb root is class IV. The dual
and plural constructions in (21b-c) are identical except for the shift in tone class of the bare lexical
root.
[class IV]
(21)

a.

làk-í-ɪn
pʼɔ̀tʼ-ʊ́
NEG.IMP-AD1.2SG-3N
pluck-AD2
‘(You one) Don’t pluck it (towards)!’
[class IV]

b.

làk-í-m-ɪn
pʼɔ̀tʼ-ʊ́
NEG.IMP-AD1-2PL-3N
pluck-AD2
‘(You two) Don’t pluck it (towards)!’
[class III]

c.

làk-í-m-ɪn
pʼɔ́tʼ-ʊ́
NEG.IMP-AD1-2PL-3N
pluck-AD2
‘(You 3+) Don’t pluck it (towards)!’

5 Conclusion
This paper has discussed dual number constructions in Komo, a little-known phenomenon in a lesserknown language of the Koman subfamily. Dual number distinctions in Komo form part of a three-way
singular/dual/plural contrast in nominal number realized on the verbal complex. More specifically,
dual number is construction-based, only expressed through a combination of a [singular] tone melody
of a given verb coupled with [+singular] bound pronominal morphology that indexes core arguments.
It is argued that this tripartite contrast distinguishes nominal number and is not to be confused with the
marking of verbal number in Komo pluractional constructions, which employed to express the
multiplicity of events.
Abbreviations
1
2
3
A
AD
AUX

first person
second person
third person
transitive subject
aspect/direction
auxiliary

M
N
NEG

O
PFV
PL

masculine
neuter
negative
object
Perfective
plural

134

Manuel A. Otero

exclusive
imperative
inclusive
intransitive
locative

EX
IMP
IN

intrs
LOC

Tone:

v́ = High
v=mid (unmarked)

PLU
REL

S
SG

trans
V

pluractional
relative
intransitive subject
singular
tansitive
verb

v̀ = low
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THE PRONOMINAL SYSTEM OF BAKA,
A CENTRAL SUDANIC LANGUAGE OF SOUTH SUDAN
Christine Waag & Martin Phodunze
1 Introduction
BAKA is one of the Bongo-Bagirmi languages which belong to the Central Sudanic group of the NiloSaharan phylum. It is spoken in the area of Maridi and Yei River county in South Sudan. Some
speakers are also found in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). In total, they number about
25,000 to 30,000 (Gurtong, Jan. 2013, Internet source).
Most of the documentation on Bongo-Bagirmi languages discuss only the phonology and the
listings of which languages belong to this group differ. The Ethnologue (Lewis et al. 2014) lists 41
Bongo-Bagirmi languages:
- Bongo-Baka (8)
- Baka (A language of South Sudan)
- Bongo (A language of South Sudan)
- Morokodo-Beli (6)
Beli (A language of South Sudan)
Jur Modo (A language of South Sudan)
Mittu (A language of South Sudan)
- Morokodo-Mo’da (3 languages of South Sudan)
- Kara (3)
Furu (A language of Congo (Kinshasa))
Gula (A language of Central African Republic)
Yulu (A language of Central African Republic)
- Sara-Bagirmi (29)
Birri (A language of Central African Republic)
Fongoro (A language of Chad)
- Bagirmi (8 languages of Chad)
- Sara (19 languages of Chad and Central African Republic)
- Sinyar (A language of Chad)
Persson (1997) collected wordlists and some grammar to group the Bongo-Baka languages, a subgroup of the Bongo-Bagirmi languages. He did not have grammar data from Bongo and Baka, but
“from both dialects of Beli and from Sopi”, which he groups together as the “BELI dialect cluster”.
(Persson 1997: 24). In his grammar comparison he also includes languages from the other sub-groups
of his listing of the Bongo-Baka languages, which are the Morokodo-Mo’da sub-group (Morokodo
and Mo’da languages) and the Modo-Nyamusa sub-group (Modo and Nyamusa dialect clusters), see
Persson (1997: 24ff.). He includes a section about pronouns in which he writes: “In all the dialects
there are three sets of personal pronouns, an emphatic set which is used to emphasise subject or object
of verbs, a second set which may be used for the object of verbs, and a possessive set. In dialects
which distinguish intimate and non-intimate possession the possessive pronouns indicate non-intimate
possession, and the object set is used for intimate possession. Third person pronominal subject is
usually taken from the emphatic set, but first person is a prefix on the verb and second person is
usually a tone change on the verb root.” (Persson 1997: 25). In third person singular Baka
distinguishes between alienable and inalienable possession, which relates to Persson’s ‘non-intimate’
and ‘intimate’ possession respectively. As in the languages Persson has investigated, in Baka the
inalienable third person singular has the same form as the object pronoun.
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Persson (1997: 26) lists the following pronouns in the emphatic set (his data of Wira is not
complete):


Mo’da
Morokodo
Nyamusa
Molo
Wira
Modo
Loro
Sopi
’Beli B.G.
’Beli Wulu

singular
1
ma
ma
ma
ma
ma
ma
ma
ma
ma
ma

2
wi’i
yï
yï
yï
nï
nï
nï
yï
yï
yï

3
unë
mo
ne
ne
neko
bo
vo
mini
në
ne

plural
1
oze
ze
je
je
ze
ze
ze
je
je
je

2
wohe
ye
ene
’je

3
oga
zë
nega
pee

kpe
kpe
se
ye
ye

lïjë
ïjë
ge
mene
mene

If the tone is neglected, the emphatic set of independent pronouns in Baka is, for comparison,
Baka

maa

yïï

wo

zee

see

yee

The basic root forms of the Baka pronominal morphemes are comprised of the same three sets Persson
mentioned for the languages above. There are variations only by lengthening or copying the vowel and
alternating the tone (see Table 3 in the section about independent pronouns below). These variations
differentiate meaning. Still, the pronominal system of Baka is not as complex as some other Central
Sudanic languages, like Moru-Madi (Kilpatrick 2006) or Aringa (D. Andrew Angupale, personal
communication). In Aringa and the Moru-Madi languages, pronouns and word order differ with
different aspect, and thus they require more pronoun sets than the Bongo-Baka languages.
The Bongo-Bagirmi languages are fairly isolating. Baka differentiates subject and object by word
order in the clause (Subject – Verb – Object). If subject and object are not expressed by explicit nouns,
pronominal markers and the choice of connectors clarify the relations (“pronominal marker” as
defined by Creissels et al. 2008: 91). The language has lexical as well as grammatical tone. Tone is so
important that it is marked in the orthography.
The first section of this article introduces the pronominal affixes to verbs, their forms and use. The
next section discusses the independent pronouns. It deals with subject, object, and possessive pronouns
including the forms that are attached to words other than verbs, and it contains a discussion of
logophoric pronouns and their use. The last section explains negation in Baka and a special use of
possessive pronouns to indicate negation.
2 Pronominal affixes on verbs
Pronominal paradigms in Baka differentiate 6 forms: first, second, and third person each with singular
or plural. This applies to verb paradigms as well as to pronoun sets.
In regard to pronominal markers, the verb forms differentiate three types: an uninflected form, an
inflected form that involves tone changes as well as affixes, and a form with optional subject reference
suffixes. Uninflected verbs may be combined with one of the latter two types in one clause.
The uninflected form of the verb always has a high tone on the first syllable of the stem, as used in
the heading of Table 1. The tone on other syllables of the verb root is lexical. Table (1) shows the
paradigms of the subject reference affixes of the inflected form for intransitive and transitive verbs.
The two intransitive verbs ndéré ‘go’ and ógụ ‘come’ are chosen as examples, as one is with a high
and one with a low tone on the last syllable of the root.
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Table 1: Subject reference paradigms of intransitive verbs and transitive
ndéré ‘go’
má-ndéré
ndéré
nderé
nderé-zé
ndéré-sé
nderé-n ́

1s
2s
3s
1p
2p
3p

intransitive
ógụ ‘come’
má-ógụ
ógụ
ogụ
ogụ-zé
ógụ-sé
ogụ-n ́

transitive
í ̣mbí ̣óto ‘lift and put’
má-ímbí
̣ óto
̣
ímbí
̣ óto
̣
ịmbíoto
̣
ịmbíóto-zé
̣
ímbí
̣ óto-sé
̣
ịmbíoto-n
̣
́

tone on first
syllable of stem
High
High
Low
Low
High
Low


In this set of verb paradigms, transitive and intransitive verbs have the same subject reference affixes
and also tone is used to differentiate the forms. In the singular the subject reference is a prefix, in the
plural it forms a suffix. The tone on the affix is high. The tone on the first syllable of the verb stem is
low in any third person and in first plural of this paradigm. In all other verb forms, including infinitive
and derivations, the tone on the first syllable of the verb stem is high. (1) to (3) show sentences in
which the forms of Table 1 are used, in (1) with a transitive and in (2) with an intransitive verb. The
verbs with these forms in (1) to (3) are printed in bold.
(1) kágá e ꞌdụtụ-n ́ mɨsiꞌdi go
bi
ndéré=ye
ndaá.
tree PL cover-3p road eventually place go=3p.POSS it.is.not
‘Trees covered the road, so that they could not go through the place.’ (lit.: a place of their going
through was not there)
(2) sɨmɨ bɨ ogụ-n ́
íri
ní, z =
ínyị-yé
úfu kobị.
̣
́ ye
when
come-3p there ECL DM=3p start.off-3p kill buffalo
‘When they came there, they started killing the buffalo.’
The verb forms of Table 1 do not need independent subject pronouns. The verb is sufficient to identify
the subject, as lurú (third singular of lúrú) and ndịsịzé (first plural of ndí ̣sị) in example (3).
(3)

lurú
3s.look.to

soꞌdo
máa k ́
3s.search 1s
with

lafúma
ga
companion PL

bɨ
ndịsịzé gámá kéye
who stay.1p walk with.3p

ní

máá
long
‘He looked for me and (my) companions, whom I used to walk with, for a long time.’
ECL

The verb form with optional subject reference suffixes has to be used in clauses with the connective z ́ .
The forms and functions of z ́ are discussed in Manderson (1948). The most frequent use in narrative
texts is as the marker of the event line (“development marker” by Dooley et al. 2000), as shown in (4).
In this function it is introducing a main clause. The connective z ́ can also introduce a subordinate
clause which is usually the result or purpose of the preceding clause. In all clauses, the connective z ́ is
immediately followed by the subject. The subject precedes the verb and is additionally referred to by a
suffix on the intransitive verb, as in ndéréne and ógụné in (4).
(4) Z ́

kára
ba nda go
ndéré-ne ógụ-né
ꞌbe.
woman this then eventually go-3s
come-3s home
‘Then this woman went home.’
DM

Transitive verbs do not usually carry this person suffix, since they are followed by an object or object
pronoun instead, as shown in (5a) and (6). Example (5a) is a transitive clause with explicit nouns for
the subject and object. In example (6), the object is the pronoun a.
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If the subject is the same as in the previous clause, the connector do can be used instead of z ́ . Then the
subject pronoun is not used. This can be seen in the second clause of example (5b). Here do is used
instead of z ́ ye ‘DM.they’. Again, the object pronoun a is used, referring to the explicit object of the
first clause.
(5a)

ź

nduwu
e
g ŕ ágá mongụ́
anteater PL
dig
big
‘Then anteaters dug the big mountain.’
DM

landa
mountain

(5b) z ́

nduwu
e
g ŕ ágá mongụ́ landa
do
g ŕ ágá
anteater PL
dig
big
mountain CON dig
‘Then anteaters dug the big mountain and dug (a way) through it.’
DM

phụ́trụ
a
break.through 3s

(6) further shows that a subject pronoun is attached to the connective z ́ , if the clause is without an
explicit noun for the subject. In this case the attached pronoun is obligatory, since the connective z ́
must be followed by the subject.
(6) z =
ódó a mbá
́ ye
DM=3p tie
3s all
‘(and) they tied it all.’
Table 2 shows the paradigms of the subject reference suffixes and clitics, as used with the connective
z ́ . The first column shows the subject pronoun clitics with the connective z ́ , the other columns show
the verb paradigms with their suffixes. The tone of the subject reference suffix is contrastive to the last
tone of the verb to which it is attached (polar tone), which is a high tone after ógụ and low after ndéré.
The transitive verb ‘lift and put’ is also listed in Table (2) for convenience, though transitive verbs do
not usually have subject reference suffixes in this paradigm, but occur in the basic form only.
Table 2: Subject reference paradigms of verbs with z ́ intransitive
ndéré ‘go’
1s z =
́ ma ndéré-ma
2s z =
́ yị ndéré-yị
3s z =
ndéré-ne
́ a
1p z =
ze
ndéré-ze
́
2p z =
́ se ndéré-se
3p z =
́ ye ndéré-ye

transitive
ógụ ‘come’
ógụ-má
ógụ-yí ̣
ógụ-né
ógụ-zé
ógụ-sé
ógụ-yé

í ̣mbí ̣óto ‘lift and put’
ímbí
̣ óto
̣
ímbí
̣ óto
̣
ímbí
̣ óto
̣
ímbí
̣ óto
̣
ímbí
̣ óto
̣
ímbí
̣ óto
̣

In a clause that begins with the connector z ́ , the verb has to be followed by a nominal expression,
either the suffix or a noun or pronoun, as in the clauses above. The suffix refers to the subject, while a
noun or independent pronoun represents the object. The object can also be reflexive or reciprocal as
shown in (7) and (8), respectively.
(7)

Z=
́ ye
DM=3p

ph ṛ́ éphe kobị
bɨ
ufu-n ́
skin
buffalo which kill-3p

ba
this

z=
ndáꞌbalúgu
́ ye
DM=3p return.something

ro=yé
ꞌbe.
self=3p house
‘They skinned the buffalo which they had killed and returned home.’
(8) Z =
tónó ócó ro=yé.
́ ye
DM=3p
start beat self=3p
‘Then they started fighting each other.’
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If the subject reference suffix is used with a transitive verb, it has a middle voice meaning, as shown
in (9).
(9) Z =
ótoómo a z =
ꞌdị́ꞌdị-né cúkuꞌdée
́ yị
́ a
DM=2s
leave
3s for=3s cook-3s for.while
‘Then you leave it boil for a while,’ (lit.: ‘…that it boils for a while’)’
3 Independent pronouns
As could be seen in the examples of the previous sections, independent pronouns are frequently used
in Baka to represent the object after the verb. Other pronouns are used for subjects and possession.
They differentiate the same 6 forms as the affixes to the verb: first, second, and third person each with
singular or plural.
Table 3 shows the paradigms of the independent pronouns. Except for third person singular they
resemble the pronominal suffixes to the verb with z ́ (see Table 2). They only have an additional
vowel, which is lacking in the attached forms. The attached pronoun forms have been introduced with
z ́ in Table 2. They are listed in Table 3 as well. They carry polar tone to the word they are attached to,
except for the third singular =a, which is with low tone. The clitic =ne/=né is the attached form of
either the alienable possessive pronoun ené or of the logophoric pronoun née, as opposed to the verbal
suffix of Table 2, which is -ne/-né for any third singular subject.
Table 3: Independent pronouns
SBJ
SBJ

significant

SBJ/OBJ
logophoric

OBJ

POSS

POSS

OBJ

POSS

POSS

máa
yíị̣
a
zée
sée
yée

inalienable
amá
eyí ̣
a
ezé
esé
eyé

alienable
amá
eyí ̣
ené
ezé
esé
eyé

OBJ

1s
2s
3s
1p
2p
3p

máa
yíị̣
wo
zée
sée
yée

wo

née

yée

enclitic

=ma/=má
=yị/=yí ̣
=ne/=né/=a
=ze/=zé
=se/=sé
=ye/=yé

Table (3) shows that subject and object pronouns are not distinguished by their form in first and
second person and in the plural. The difference between subject and object is the place before or after
the verb, respectively. Only third person singular discriminates between several forms. Here the
subject pronoun is different from the normal object pronoun, and the possessive set differentiates
alienable from inalienable in third person singular. In addition to the usual pronouns, the speaker of
semi-direct reported speech has his/her own logophoric pronoun née. This will be demonstrated later.
3.1 Subject / emphatic pronouns
Since the subject is usually referred to by affixes on the verb, independent subject pronouns are not
frequently used. They are employed for emphasis or clarification, as is shown in the following
examples. So the subject pronoun set of Table (3) corresponds to the emphatic pronoun set of Persson
(1997: 25) found in the other Bongo-Baka languages (see introduction).
In (10) and (11) the subject pronoun wo is used for an emphasised topic. In (10) it is used as ‘the
one who …’ in combination with a relative clause, and in (11) as ‘that one’ in combination with a
demonstrative.
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wo
3s

bɨ
who

ḱ
with

owụ́
child

sɨmɨ=né
in=3s

ba
this

nɨ
3s.be

nda t ́
although

ndólo
call

yée
them

idín ́
...,
yée ga bɨ gbre ya
….
shall.3p
3p
those two
that
‘The one with the child in her, though calling them to …, those two (answered) that, ….’
In the context of (10) three women went to get firewood. One of them is pregnant and needs help,
which is refused by the other two. Thus the one (wo ‘she’) is contrasted to the other two (yée ‘they’)
(11) wo née ndịsị
ꞌdíꞌbi tụ́ꞌdụ́ ꞌyị
e
3s that 3s.stay take many person PL
‘That one (usually/always) takes many people.’
In the context of (11) different ways of cultivation are explained. (11) is about one of these ways.
In (12) clarification is needed, since the participants before (12) are a woman’s brother and her
brother-in-law. Now, in (12) a second brother is added. The pronoun yée ‘they’ refers to the two
brothers, and the sentence (12b) explains why there are now three participants instead of two, and who
these participants are.
(12) a. Z =
ꞌyị
e ota
ndéré-ye sɨmɨ súwú.
̣
́ ye ínyị-yé
DM=3p start.off-3p person PL three go-3p
in
forest
‘Three of them started off to go to the forest.’
b.

Yée
gbre k ́
lúndu=né
nda
go
ḱ
3p
two
with brother=3s.LOG then now with
‘They two, (he) with his brother, and their brother in law.’

yoko=yé.
brother.in.law=3p

The third person singular pronoun wo can also be used in object position. It then signifies the topic or
an important participant. In (13) it is employed for the object within a relative clause, which is the
subject of the main clause, the main topic of the sentence, and the main participant of the story.
(13) ịnyịn ́
ḱ
ꞌyị
bándága
ga bɨ
ndịsịn ́ bándá
wo ní
ndéré-ye.
get.up.3p with person his.guards PL REL stay.3p look.after 3s ECL go-3p
‘…, he got up with his guards, who used to look after him, and they went.’
(14) shows the independent pronoun zée ‘we’ as a complement.
(14) Mɨzefị
first

ꞌyị
person

ga bɨ
those

ndịsị-n ́
stay-3p

ógụụ́tụ
come.first

sɨmɨ
in

sụkụ́lụ
school

nda
then

ꞌdụo
zée.
straight.away
1p
‘We became the people who arrived at school first.’ (lit.: ‘The first people, who
(continuously) arrived at school first, were we straight away.’)
3.2 Possessive pronouns
Possessive pronouns are used in possessive constructions as okó eyé ‘their fight’ in (15), ledre ezé
‘our matter’, phoꞌdụ eyí ̣ ‘your (SG) fire’, phala amá ‘my spear’, or éyí ̣ amá ga gére née ‘those things
of mine’. In Baka, possessive pronouns are also used for marking negation. This use in negation will
be explained later.
The yée in (15) is the object of the first verb which is different from the subject; else the reflexive
yé would have been used, as was shown in (7) and (8) above. The subject of the second verb refers to
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the same participant as this object. The object of the second verb is a possessive construction with the
possessive pronoun eyé.
(15) Z =
ótoómo yée méngị okó eyé.
́ ye
DM=3p
leave
3p do
fight 3p.POSS
‘They left them fighting.’ (lit.: ‘doing their fight’)
The possessive pronoun can also be used as the agent of an uninflected verb, as in (16), where ezé
‘our’ is referring to the agent of ndí ̣sị ndéndeke ‘playing’. ndí ̣sị in ndí ̣sị ndéndeke has the grammatical
function of continuous aspect. The whole phrase ndí ̣sị ndéndeke ezé ‘our playing’ is a secondary
complement to the verb azé ‘we were’, with the primary complement sɨmɨ baba mánga ‘in the mango
forest’.
(16) Nɨ
ógụ
3s.be come

ní,
ECL

azé
1p.be

yí ̣
self

ezé
sɨmɨ baba mánga
1p.POSS in
forest mango

ndísị̣ ndéndeke ezé.
stay play.a.play 1p.POSS

‘He came while we were playing in the mango forest.’
If the agent is less prominent, the attached form can be used, as =ye ‘their’ on the last verb in (17).
This pronominal element is not the usual subject reference suffix, since the same construction can be
used without it as in (18), a sentence from the same story.
(17) …;

kágá e
ꞌdụtụ-n ́
mɨsiꞌdi go
bi
ndéré=ye
ndaá.
tree
PL
cover-3p
road
now place go=3p
it.is.not
‘Trees covered the road, there was no way for them to go through’ (lit.: ‘… a place for/of
their going through was not existent.’)

(18) Z =
́ ye
DM=3p

ógụ
arrive

ndíki
find

mongụ́
big

mɨngịꞌdị
thorny.vine.sp.

ḱ
with

séngú
sharp.grass.sp.

ꞌdụtụ-n ́
cover-3p

mɨsiꞌdi
go
bi
ndéré ndaá.
road
now place go
it.is.not
‘They arrived finding big thorny vines and specific sharp grass covering the road, there was
no way to go through.’ (lit.: ‘… a place for/of going through was not existent.’)
The possessive pronoun in third person singular differentiates if the possessed item is alienable or not.
Thus, a is inalienable, e.g. used for relatives and body parts as sí ̣lí ̣ a ‘his hand’ or lúndu a ‘her
brother’, as shown in (19), while ené is used for alienable items as káꞌdá ené ‘his rope’ or phala ené
‘his spear’, as is shown in (20) and (21).
(19) Z ́

lúndu
a
ndéré-ne méngị a t ́
kenée
brother 3s.POSS.inalienable go-3s
do
3s exactly like that
‘And her brother did (lit.: went doing) it exactly like that.’
DM

(20) Z ́

ꞌbụa
ókụ́ómo
sama z =
z=
yémeómo phala ené.
́ a;
́ a
father prepare.leave bow for=3s DM=3s prepare
spear 3s.POSS
‘Then his father prepared for him a bow; and/then he prepared (for him) his spear.’
DM

(21) z =
ólụ́ógụ-né
geré
ndíki kéré
ené,
sama ené
́ a
DM=3s come.out-3s immediately find
arrow 3s.POSS bow 3s.POSS
ḱ
phala ené.
with spear 3s.POSS
‘…, he comes out and finds his arrow, his bow, and his spear.’
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The pronouns can differentiate if something is owned (kúfú ené ‘his/her seed’) or a part of something
(kúfú a ‘its seed’, the seed of the plant). (22) and (23) demonstrate this contrast in elicited clauses,
while (24) and (25) are drawn from natural text. The context of (24) is a recipe how to make a sauce
with the seeds of a special plant, while in (25) a child needs to get his food by himself.
(22) Z ́

owụ́
ánu kúfú=a
child eat seed=3s.POSS
‘The child ate its seed (seeds of the sorghum plant).’
DM

(23) Z ́

owụ́
ánu kúfú=ne
child eat seed=3s.POSS
‘The child ate his seeds (seeds of the
child).’
DM

(24) z =
lúgu kúfú a
née drá.
́ yị
DM=2s
wash seed 3s.POSS this clean
‘(When you have finished shelling it all,) then you wash the shelled seeds clean.’ (lit.: ‘…
wash these its seeds clean’)
(25) Z =
ndéré-ne ꞌdécị
ngbúṛádá ené
ógụ
ánu a.
́ a
DM=3s go-3s
break.off fruit, sp. 3s.POSS come eat 3s
‘(Then) he went and cut his fruit and ate it.’
Also aptitudes that cannot be passed on, such as cóṇgóro a ‘her strength’, are inalienable, as shown in
(26).
(26) Cóṇgóro a
ndaá
gɨ z á
nɨ
ḱ
owụ́ sɨmɨ=né.
strength 3s.POSS it.is.not because 3s.be with child in=3s
‘She had no strength because she had a child in her.’

3.3 Logophoric pronouns
According to Creissels et al. (2008: 144) logophoricity is very “common in African languages, in an
area ranging from Senegal in the west to Ethiopia in the east, and cutting across genetic boundaries.”
Clements (1975: 141f.) explains that “several languages of the eastern branches of Niger-Congo are
known to employ logophoric pronouns which are morphologically distinct from personal and reflexive
pronouns. For instance, in Ewe, the pronoun yè […]”. This pronoun contrasts with personal pronouns:
(1)

Kofi

(2)
(3)

Kofi
Kofi

be
yè-dzo
say LOG-leave
be mè-dzo
be é-dzo

‘Kofi said that he (Kofi) left.’
‘Kofi said that I left.’
‘Kofi said that he/she (≠Kofi) left.”

Here he states (Clements 1975: 141) that “logophoric pronouns (are employed) to distinguish
reference to the individual whose speech, thoughts, or feelings are reported or reflected in a given
linguistic context, from reference to other individuals.” More generally, Creissels et al. (2008: 144)
define that “logophoricity involves special third-person pronouns occurring in dependent clauses only
and expressing coreferentiality with the subject of the main clause.”
Baka has a logophoric pronoun née for third person singular, and yée for plural, which is mainly
used in reported speech. Reported speech is traditionally distinguished in two types: direct as ‘he said,
“I will go”’ and indirect speech, as ‘he said that he will go’. “With direct speech reports ... the
perspective of the original speaker is maintained; with indirect speech reports ... the perspective shifts
towards that of the reporting speaker and his speech situation” (De Roeck 1994: 332). However, Baka
can be analysed to distinguish two types of reported speech: direct speech and speech with a mixed
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perspective. In a strict sense, Baka has no indirect speech according to the traditional definition. Thus,
in the following, the speech with a mixed perspective will be called semi-direct speech, as defined by
Aikhenvald (2011: 348), “While in indirect speech reports the person reference must ‘shift’ to the
perspective of the narrator, there is no such shift in direct speech reports and in quotations. And in
semi-direct speech, the reference for some participants is shifted, while for others it is not”. In semidirect reported speech in Baka, the reported speaker is referred to in third person, as is usually the case
for indirect reported speech in English.
Before further discussing the reporting of speech, (27) gives an example for comparison, if the
speech is not reported. As can be seen in this example, the pronouns are used the same in a
conversation as in a story. Independent subject pronouns are not needed, since the verb form shows the
subject.
(27)

a.

ndéré
karana
ꞌda
[2s].go yesterday where?
‘Where did you go yesterday?’
má-ndéré sɨmɨ
1s-go
in
‘I went to town.’

b.

Z=
́ ma
DM=1s

ndíkí
meet

gara.
town

ḱ
with

Alékɨsi
Alex

z=
́ ze
for=1p

odrozé
do
speak.1p on

ledre
matter

ꞌbɨ
lúndu
a
of
brother 3s.POSS
‘I met with Alex to discuss (with him) the issue of his brother.’
In reporting of speech, the logophoric pronoun is employed in semi-direct speech, not in other forms
of reported speech. The verbs in semi-direct speech take the same third person forms as are employed
in other contexts. The logophoric pronoun née is used for the speaker within his or her speech, as in
example (28).
(28)

Togụ́
if

née
3s.LOG

mengị
3s.make

omo
3s.leave

éyí ̣
thing

mɨánu
NLMZ.eat

go
Née
eventually 3s.LOG

utúasá
3s.can

íꞌbí
a
ź
owụ́
née wá.
give 3s
to
child that NEG
‘(She1 said that) if she1 makes food and leaves it, she1 will not give it to that child.’
If the speaker is the subject or object in semi-direct reported speech, this pronoun is obligatory. In the
plural, yée has to be used, as in (29).
(29) … ya
yée idí.n ́ ndéré gámá sóꞌdo ngírị́ .̣
that 3p let.3p go
walk search fire.wood
‘… that they should go to look for fire wood.’
A third person subject in semi-direct reported speech without this pronoun is not the speaker, but
possibly the addressee, as can be seen in (30). In the translation direct speech is used, since the English
would be ambiguous in this case.
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(30) bɨ
as

romo
3s.defeat

bɨ

née
3s.LOG

REL

do
on

ledre
matter

ꞌdụtụ
3s.close

wo
3s

e
PL

go
eventually

za
Completely

nderé phụtrụ
3s.go 3s.break.through

mbá,
all

mɨsiꞌdi
road

go
mbá
eventually all

ní,
ECL

nɨ
mɨútúásáne z =
ékí-ne
komo Wála
ba.
̣
́ a
3s.be appropriate for=3s climb-3s eye
mahagony.tree this
‘(The big chief … spoke the matter that,) “As you have defeated all the matters on the road
that I closed it (with), (as) you have gone through all of them, it is appropriate for you to
climb (the eye of) this mahagony tree.” (‘the eye’ here means ‘up’).’
In (30) the pronouns differentiate the participants though they are all third person singular. In this
semi-direct reported speech of a chief to a wise child, the first subject is the addressee, the child. Here
the third person singular form of the verb (with a low tone on the first syllable) is used without any
independent pronoun. The second clause, bɨ née ꞌdụtụ wo ‘that he closed it with’ is a relative clause
describing the road. The subject of this relative clause is the speaker (the chief). Thus, in addition to
the third person singular form of the verb, the pronoun née has to be used. The road is referred to with
the pronoun wo, since it is the topic of the relative clause (in object position). In the rest of the
sentence, the subject is the child again and no independent pronoun is used. Third singular -a is used
with z ́ for the child in the last clause.
The alternative way of reporting speech in narrative is direct reported speech. Then first and second
person references are used for the speech participants within the speech, as in example (31).
(31) Z ́

kára
ba úku a yaá, “Má-áyí íꞌbí késí ̣
z=
́ yị.”
woman this say 3s that “1s-will give Money to=2s
‘This woman spoke, “I will give you money.”’
DM

The logophoric pronouns née and yée are also used in object position and for second person, as can be
seen in examples (32) to (39).
(32) z =
úku a z =
naná
née
́ a
́ ma k d́ í ísị̣
DM=3s say 3s to=1s
that dog 3s.bite 3s.LOG
“He1 told me that the dog bit him1 (the speaker).”
(33) z =
úku a z =
naná
wo
́ a
́ ma k d́ í ísị̣
DM=3s say 3s to=1s
that dog 3s.bite 3s
“He1 told me that the dog bit him2 (not the speaker).”
In (32) the object in the reported speech is the speaker (the speaker has been bitten), while in (33) it is
someone else. Thus, in (32) the pronoun née has to be used instead of wo. The object pronoun wo has
to be used in (33), since it refers to a salient participant. An insignificant participant would be referred
to by an explicit noun, since it would not have been active from the previous clause.
Alternatively to (32), direct speech could be used, as in (34).
(34) z =
úku a z =
naná
máa
́ a
́ ma k d́ í ísị̣
DM=3s say 3s to=1s
that dog 3s.bite 1s
‘He told me, “The dog bit me.”’
(34) is ambiguous as to who is bitten. It can be the speaker or the addressee, since the addressee is first
person. There is no way to express unambiguously that the addressee is the one bitten in a sentence as
(34).
(35) is itself direct speech, but includes semi-direct reported speech within the direct speech. In it
the logophoric pronoun is used for the speaker of the semi-direct reported speech, who is the addressee
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of the direct speech. In Baka third person is used within the semi-direct reported speech, though it has
to be translated with second person in English.
(35) úku
z=
nɨ
ndéré gara
́ a k d́ í née
[2s].say to=3s that 3s.LOG 3s.be go
town
‘You told him/her that you (the speaker) go to town.’
Since the person going to town is the speaker of the semi-direct reported speech (‘you’), the
logophoric pronoun née has to be used in addition to the third person marking on the verb (nɨ), as in
(35). Without née, as in (36), the person going to town is not the speaker, but may be either the
addressee of the speech (z ́ a) or someone else.
(36) úku
z=
ndéré gara
́ a k d́ í nɨ
[2s].say to=3s that 3s.be go
town
‘You told him/her that he/she (not the speaker) go to
town.’
In example (35), as in any reported speech with the use of the logophoric pronoun, the third person
form of the verb is used. (37) is itself direct speech, and includes indirect reported speech within the
direct speech. For this reported speech within the direct reported speech, the second person form of the
verb is instead used, as shown in (37), where áyí is used instead of nɨ. This way of reporting the
speech is without the logophoric pronoun.
(37) úku
z=
ndéré gara
́ a k d́ í áyí
[2s].say to=3s that 2s.is go
town
‘You told him/her, that you go to town.’
The same applies to plural participants. (38) indicates reported speech (semi-direct speech) with a
logophoric pronoun and (39) indicates reported speech without a logophoric pronoun. There is no
difference in meaning, if semi-direct speech (with logophoric pronoun) or indirect speech (with second
person subject) is used.
(38) uku-sé z =
k d́ í yée nɨyí
ndéré gara
́ a
say-2p to=3s that 3p 3p.are go
town
‘You (pl) told him/her that you (the speakers) go to
town.’
(39) uku-sé z =
ndéré gara
́ a k d́ í ásé
say-2p to=3s that 2p.are go
town
‘You (pl) told him/her that you go to town.’
In Baka, the logophoric pronoun is not used, if the speaker is first person. If a speaker is reporting
his/her own speech, first person pronouns and verb forms have to be used, as in (40) for singular and
(41) for plural.
(40) z =
́ ma úku z =
́ a k d́ í má-áyí ndéré gara
CM-1s
say to=3s that 1s-be
go
town
‘I told him/her that I go to town.’
(41) ukuzé z =
ndéré gara
́ a k d́ í azé
say.1p to=3s that be.1p go
town
‘We told him/her that we go to town.’

146

Christine Waag & Martin Phodunze

In Baka, usually a speech follows a speech introducer, as in the previous examples. It is possible that
the speech precedes the speech act verb for emphasis on the speech, as in example (42). In this case,
the logophoric pronoun is used as a cataphoric referential. Since indirect speech cannot precede the
speech act verb in English, direct speech is used in the translation.
(42) “née
ili
lolụ
oꞌdo
3s.LOG 3s.want any.more man

née wá,”
that NEG

ź

Mɨyáká úku ledre
z ́ lúndu=né
kenée
Miyaka say matter to brother=3s.LOG like.that
‘“I do not want that man any more” is what Miyaka said to her brother.’
CM

In combination with the connector z ́ , the usual third person pronominal is =a, as in (43). The
logophoric form with this connector is =ne, as can be seen in (44).
(43) z =
ógụ-né
go
ꞌbe.
́ a
DM=3s come-3s eventually home
‘She reached home.’
(44) idí
3s.let

ékí ̣
climb

za
completely

do
on

odụ
top

wála
mahagony tree

née
that

ꞌdága
up

íri
there

gɨ ro z =
ówo ꞌdíꞌbi maꞌdíi ené.
́ ne
for
to=3s.LOG see
well truth
his
‘Let you climb all the way to the top of this mahagony tree up there for me to know your
truth.’
The logophoric pronoun can also be found outside of speech, though this is very rare. The following
gives an example.
(45) Mɨsịndíkéṛí
̣
̣
one.leged.man

sembe
3s.wait

owụ́
child

ba
this

gɨ ro
for

z=
́ ne
to=3s.LOG

ánu
eat

a
3s

máá,
for long

mɨsiꞌdi
bɨ
gɨ ro z =
ba
ndaá ꞌbɨ
ené wá.
́ a ánu owụ́
way
that for
to=3s eat child this is not of
his NEG
‘The one-legged man1 waited a long time to eat this child (lit.: for this child2 that he1 eat
him2), but there was no way for him1 to eat that child2.’
The expression gɨ ro z ́ ne ánu a ‘that he1 eat him2’ in example (45) uses the logophoric referential =ne
with the connector z ́ . It clarifies that the subject of the main clause, the man waiting, is also the
subject of the dependent action of eating. The logophoric referential cannot be used in the second part
of this sentence, since here the expression gɨ ro z ́ a ánu owụ́ is refering to the way instead of the
waiting of the one-legged man. Thus, the object owụ́ is made explicit to avoid ambiguity, so that the
subject =a ‘he’ in z ́ a is referring to the man and not to the child.
The independent logophoric pronoun née is not used in subject position in this kind of clauses, as is
shown in examples (46) and (47). The logophoric subject form only shows in connection with the
marker z ́ , as in (47).
(46) bɨ
owụ́ ịnyị
gɨ ro ndéré lúrú ngére ní
which child 3s.get.up for
go
see chief ECL
‘…, in which the child got up to go and see the chief, …’
(47) bɨ
owụ́
ịnyị
gɨ ro z =
ndéré lúrú
ngére ní
́ ne
which child 3s.get.up for
to=3s.LOG go
see
chief ECL
‘…, in which the child got up to go and see the chief, …’ (emphasis on who the child is)
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Nevertheless, the logophoric pronoun née is found in object position in such sentences, as in (48),
adapted from (45).
(48) Mɨsịndíkéṛí
sembe owụ́ ba gɨ ro z =
máá,
̣
̣
́ a ócó née
one.legged.man 3s.wait child this for
to=3s beat 3s.LOG for long
‘The one-leged man1 waited a long time for this child2 that he2 beat him1.’
Here the subject pronominal in the expression gɨ ro z ́ a ócó née is the usual =a again, referring to the
child, while the subject of the main clause, the man waiting, is the object of the beating in this
sentence.
As discussed in the previous section, the third singular possessive pronoun differentiates between
alienable and inalienable possession. In the attached form it is =ne and =a, respectively. The attached
inalienable possession can also have the logophoric form, as shown in the following examples. In the
alienable possession a logophoric reference cannot be differentiated, since the logophoric pronoun has
the same form as the alienable possessive pronoun (see Table 3 above).
In (49) the speaker (the chief) is handing over the chiefdom from his hand to the child's (the
addressee’s) hand. Since the hand is inalienable, the normal possessive pronoun is a as in sí ̣lí ̣ a ‘his
hand’. But when the possessive pronoun is referring to the speaker, it becomes =ne as in sí ̣lí ̣ne ‘his
(the speaker’s) hand’.
(49) bɨ
as

ba
this

ní
ECL

ngére bɨ
chief which

do
on

sílị́ =ne
̣
hand=3s.LOG

ba
this

ní
ECL

née
3s.LOG

nda
then

go
now

ógụ
íꞌbí
a
do
sílị́ =a,
…
̣
come give 3s on
hand=3s
‘(The chief said,) “…, as it is like this, the chiefdom that I have (lit.: ‘which is in my hand’) I
am going to hand it over to you (lit.: ‘give into your hand’), ...”’
The attached logophoric possessive pronoun is even used for objects that are inalienably possessed by
the subject of the clause, as can be seen in (51). In (50) lúndu=a ‘her brother’ is the subject of the
clause and the inalienable possessive pronoun a is used. In (51) lúndu=né ‘her brother’ within the
prepositional phrase refers to the brother of the subject. Thus, the logophoric form =ne/=né is used. If
lúndu=a would be used instead, he would be the brother of someone else. The same applies for the
object komo=né ‘her eye’ in (51).
(50) z ́

lúndu=a
útú-ne k ́
kúkugú
brother=3s.POSS fall-3s with laughter
‘Her brother laughed.’ (lit.: ‘... fell with laughter’)
DM

(51) z =
ónzó komo=né
ro lúndu=né
́ a
DM=3s put
eye=3s.LOG on brother=3s.LOG
‘She saw her brother.’ (lit.: ‘She put her eyes on her brother’)
4 Politeness and pronouns in negative constructions
Possessive pronouns are also needed in polite negative constructions. Negative clauses in Baka can be
formed with ndaá ‘be not’, as in (52).
(52) togụ́ sáka ndaá
z=
ṛáṛa
do kụꞌbị.
́ yị
if
mat it.is.not for=2s [2s].spread on winnowing.plate
‘If you have no mat you can spread it on a winnowing tool.’
Usually the negative clause ends with the particle wá, as in (53).
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(53) née
utúasá íꞌbí
a z ́ owụ́
née wá.
3s.LOG 3s.can give it to child that NEG
‘(This woman said that) … she will not give it to that
child.’
In the Baka language, the possessive pronouns amá ‘my’, ené ‘his/her/its’, eyí ̣ ‘your’, ezé ‘our’, esé
‘your, PL’, and eyé ‘their’ play a prominent role in making a statement negative. Using the possessive
pronoun is a polite way of making a negative statement, since it signals the negation to the audience
early in the clause, as in examples (54) to (56).
(54) má-ndéré amá
gara wá
1s-go
1s.POSS town NEG
‘I am not going to town.’
The possessive pronoun used for marking a negative statement has the person and number of the
subject, which is first person singular in (54), and it immediately follows the verb. In (55) the subject
is third person plural, and in (56) is first person plural.
(55) ya
yée
ịmbíoton
ngírị́ ̣
wá.
̣
́ eyé
that
3p
put.3p
3p.POSS fire.wood NEG
‘(The two … said that) they will not put the fire wood (on her head).’
If the possessive pronoun in (55) referred to the owner of the firewood, it would have been singular,
since it belonged to a third woman. The only plural participants in this clause are the two women who
are the subject.
(56) nderézé ezé
sɨmɨ sụkụ́lụ akpa káa z ́ ꞌbɨ lafú=ze
wá.
go.1p
1p.POSS to
school early like
of mate=1p.POSS NEG
‘We did not go to school early like the others.’ (our classmates)
When making the negation without a possessive pronoun, it is an impolite response as in example
(57).
(57) má-íli
wá.
1s-want NEG
‘I do not want.’
Politely you need to say,
(58) má-íli
amá
a wá.
1s-want 1s.POSS 3s NEG
‘I do not want (it).’
With the negation words ndá ‘do not’ and ndaá ‘(it) is not’, the preposition ꞌbɨ ‘of’ will precede the
possessive pronouns making a polite statement, as in example (59).
(59) ndá
ꞌbɨ eyí ̣
ánu
ndụkụ née wá
do.not of 2s.POSS [2s].eat food
that NEG
‘You do not eat that food.’
When using the negation ndá without the preposition ꞌbɨ and a possessive pronoun amá, ené eyí ̣, ezé,
or eyé, it is a direct command. Then the ndá is always found at the beginning of the clause and the
clause is concluded by wá as in example (60).

The Pronominal System of Baka

149

(60) ndá
ánu
ndụkụ née wá
do.not [2s].eat food
that NEG
‘Do not eat that food!’
Ndaá ‘is not’ is the negative form of the verb ‘to be’ and is another negation word. It can be found
anywhere in the clause or sentence. It is again followed by the preposition ꞌbɨ. Wá is usually found at
the end of the negative clause in this kind of sentences, as in example (61).
(61) Lomo ndaá
ꞌbɨ ené
ḱ
rokinyi
ḱ
Káyina wá
God
be.not of 3s.POSS with happyness with Cain
NEG
‘God is not happy with Cain.’
As can be seen in examples like (13), here repeated for convenience, relative clauses are formed with
the relativiser bɨ and the end of clause marker ní. In negative relative clauses, the negation word ngárá
is added, as in example (62). Because of ngárá, the possessive pronoun is not needed to indicate
negation early in the clause.
(13) ịnyịn ́
ḱ
ꞌyị
bándága
ga bɨ
ndịsịn ́ bándá
wo ní
ndéré-ye.
get.up.3p with person his.guards PL REL stay.3p look.after 3s ECL go-3p
‘…, he got up with his guards, who used to look after him, and they went.’
(62) ídí
lígí
ga bɨ
ngárá
ilin ́
líkpí
ní
̣ cị́ ̣ ꞌyị
̣ ̣ cíka wá
[2s].let forget person PL REl who.be.not want.3p speak story NEG ECL
‘Forget those people who do not want to tell stories.’
In most cases, two or more of the Baka negation words (ndá, wá, ndaá, ngárá, lolụ - ‘any more’) can
be found in a clause or sentence, such as (62) above.
5 Conclusion
The pronominal elements in Baka are comprised of subject reference markers on the verb and
independent pronouns which may also occur in attached forms (enclitics). A pronoun paradigm is
comprised of 6 forms: first, second, and third person each with singular or plural. The independent
pronouns differentiate only two cases – subject/object and possessive, except for third person singular.
Some subject reference markers on verbs employ tone in addition to affixes.
Baka has a variety of pronouns for third person singular. In third singular, this language not only
differentiates subject and object, but also alienable and inalienable possession with possessive
pronouns, and has a separate third singular pronoun to mark the participant as the topic in a sentence
or as important for the story. Further, Baka employs logophoric pronouns to differentiate the speaker
from other participants in semi-direct reported speech, some of which may also be employed in other
special cases. The third singular logophoric pronoun is again different from other third singular
pronouns, while the plural logophoric pronoun resembles the subject/object pronoun.
Possessive pronouns also play an important role in negative clauses. Namely, negation may be
marked by a possessive pronoun after the verb in addition to the negation particle at the end of the
clause. The person of this possessive pronoun is always the subject.
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Abbreviations
1P/1S
2P/2S
3P/3S
CON
DM
ECL
LOG
NEG
NMLZ
OBJ
PL
POSS
REL
SG
SBJ

first person plural/singular
second person plural/singular
third person plural/singular
connector
developmental marker (Dooley and Levinsohn, 2000), thematic continuant (Edward B.
Manderson, 1984)
end of clause marker
logophoric
negation
nominalizer/nominalization
object
plural
possessive
relativiser
singular
subject
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STAMP MORPHS IN CENTRAL SUDANIC LANGUAGES*
Gregory D.S. Anderson
1 Overview
STAMP morphs (Anderson 2012) are portmanteau morphs that simultaneously encode the person/
number(/gender) properties of a verbal argument – usually the syntactic subject – together with TAM
and polarity categories.1 In most previous work on African languages, such elements have also been
called ‘tensed’ or TAM-encoding pronouns or fused subject/TAM auxiliaries (Anderson 2006, 2011)
or the ‘tense-person complex’ (Creissels 2005: 50–51; 55–59). In this paper I offer some comments on
the nature and history of STAMP morphs in the languages of the Central Sudanic family (Boyeldieu &
Nougayrol 2004, 2008; Boyeldieu, Nougayrol & Palayer 2006) and the varied role these elements
have played in the history of the verbal inflectional system of the languages of this family.
In the following sections, an overview of what STAMP morphs are is provided and then a brief
presentation is given of the two conjugational types of personal inflection found in Central Sudanic
languages – a bound prefix series and an unbound series. In section 3, I offer some evidence that the
unbound series is a STAMP morph construction in various individual languages and families within
Central Sudanic, and that this likely developed from the fusing of a pronominal marker with an
original auxiliary verb. Similar developments are commonly seen in languages from throughout the
Macro-Sudan Belt (Güldemann 2008; Anderson 2011). Further, it is clear that within language
families found in the Macro-Sudan Belt, bound inflectional prefix series from other language groups
generally derive from the fusing of a STAMP morph and following lexical verb. Thus, in section 5 it is
argued that the bound inflectional prefix series in Central Sudanic languages also likely derives
historically from the fusing of an original STAMP morph and a following lexical verb.
2 Introduction to STAMP morphs in equatorial African languages
STAMP morphs are found in numerous languages in equatorial Africa across a wide number of
genetic lineages, Central Sudanic included. In its most basic form, a STAMP morph construction
consists of the STAMP morph followed by the uninflected/unmarked form of the verb. All the relevant
obligatory morphosyntactic indices that make the construction syntactically and morphologically wellformed and finite are encoded within the STAMP morph. Such a formation can be found in the BenueCongo language Tarok of Nigeria (1). In Tarok, two segmentally distinct forms of the first singular
STAMP morph are found, the perfective/realis in n and the irrealis in mi; each combine with the basic
form of the verb to create different TAM forms:
[TAROKOID PLATEAU]
Tarok
Tarok (Sibomana 1981: 238)
n
wá
ù-dɨŋ
b. mi
wá
a-tí
ipín
1.PFV drink CLSFR-water
1.IRR drink CLSFR-tea tomorrow
‘I have drunk the water’
‘I will drink tea tomorrow’
Another common pattern is represented by Kulango of Côte d’Ivoire (2). Here the perfect and
subjunctive forms of the first singular STAMP morph are segmentally identical but tonally distinct.
(1)

*

a.

Thanks to the members of the audience at the Nilo-Saharan Linguistics Colloquium-11 in Cologne who offered
valuable comments during the discussion following the oral presentation of the paper, especially Colleen
Ahland, Torben Andersen and Pascal Boyeldieu. I have maintained the original transcription of the source
insofar as was possible. Thus y- refers to the palatal glide not the IPA symbol for the front rounded high vowel.
All errors however remain the author’s responsibility.
1
STAMP stands for Subject-Tense-Aspect-Mood-Polarity. Evidentiality is here subsumed under Mood.
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[KULANGO]
(2)

a.

Kulango
mɪ̀
dɔ́lɪ̀
1.PRF sell
‘I have sold’

Kulango (Elders 2007: 193)
mɪ́
dɔ́lɪ̀
1.SBJNCTV sell
‘may I sell’

b.

In other forms, the lexical verb in such formations appears in a construction-specific form. This
construction-detemined form of the verb may be marked tonally, as in the Kwa language Krachi of
Ghana. Note that like Kulango, the different forms of the first singular STAMP morph in (3a) and (3b)
are distinguished by tone alone in Krachi (high vs. mid-toned, respectively) as well.
[KWA]
(3)

a.

Krachi
mḛ ́
bà
1.PST.AOR come:PRF
‘I have come’

b.

Krachi
mḛ̄
bâ
1.PRS.CONT come:IPFV
‘I am coming’ (Cleal 1973a: 369; KRA 4)

Alternatively, the verb may appear in a specific morphological form, as in the Sara-Bongo-Bagirmi
language Kenga of Chad, where the future first singular STAMP morph m̄ appears together with the
verb in the infinitive form (4); for more on this important formation in Sara-Bongo-Bagirmi
languages, see section 3 below.
Kenga (Neukom 2010: 117)
m̄
k-ɔ̀sɔ̄
1.FUT INF-eat
‘I will eat’

(4)

To underscore the ambiguous nature of STAMP morphs, i.e., elements that appear to function
simultaneously as pronominals and something like auxiliaries, take as an example the varied analyses
put forth for the Central Sudanic language Ma'di of the Moru-Ma'di sub-group. In Ma'di, the
‘indefinite’ series marker ka in (5a) and its immediately preverbal allomorph of kɔ́ in (5b) are analyzed
as a ‘pronominal’ by Blackings & Fabb (2003) but as an ‘auxiliary’ by Tucker & Bryan (1966).2

(5)

a.

Ma'di
ká
gbándà `ɲa
3SG.INDEF cassava NPST:eat
‘he eats/is eating cassava’

b.

Ma'di (Blackings & Fabb 2003: 13)
kɔ́
`ɲa-ʔa
3SG.INDEF NPST:eat-OBJ
‘he eats/is eating it’

In Ma'di, the element ká/kɔ́ stands as the unbound ‘indefinite’ (PRS/IMPV) series pair that corresponds
to the bound ‘definite’ (PST/PFV) series prefix ɔ-:3

2
Note that various scholars use the term ‘auxiliar’ is a wider sense than ‘auxiliary verb’ as defined by Anderson
(2006). However, while there are a few potential inconsistencies in Tucker and Bryan (1966), ‘auxiliary’ should
in fact be understood to mean an auxiliary verb, at least in its default interpretation and use.
3
Both sets of elements stand in opposition to the the low-tone marked modal ‘directive’ inflectional series:

Ma'di (Blackings & Fabb 2003: 14)
(i)

kɔ̀-ɲa
lɲ
́ á
3.DIR-eat food
‘s/he should eat food’
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Ma'di (Blackings & Fabb 2003: 14)
ɔ-ɲa
gbándà rá
3.DEF-eat cassava AFFRM
‘he ate cassava’

Should Ma'di ka be analyzed as a pronominal (cf. Bender 1989, 1992) or as an auxiliary? The answer
is that Ma'di ka and similar elements are STAMP morphs, which means that they share syntactic
properties and historical features of both types of elements, but function as synchronic entities, albeit
ones that are embedded within larger constructional frameworks or projections syntagmatically and
which stand in paradigmatic opposition to other functionally similar forms. In Ma'di’s sister language
Moru, according to the analysis of Andersen (1986), the cognate to Ma'di ka thus retains an internally
definable structure that consists of a pronominal marker in k- and an auxiliary in -a. This element thus
remains embedded within a synchronic auxiliary verb construction, in a familiar and typical AUXheaded configuration (Anderson 2006, 2011), with subject marking on the auxiliary and the lexical
verb appearing in a construction-specific dependent form ù (with -mú at least):

(7)

a.

Moru
kɔ̀cɛ́ mū
tɛ̄
dog 3.run COMPL
‘the dog ran’

b.

Moru (Andersen 1986: 31)
kɔ̀cɛ́ k-á
ù-mú
dog 3-AUX DEP-run:PRTCPL
‘the dog is running’

Indeed, various researchers in their analyses of the structure or history of individual African languages
or language families have been troubled by how exactly to analyze such STAMP morphs which arise
from various phonological processes of fusion and erosion affecting pronominals and auxiliary
elements. Thus, when discussing the development of what I here call STAMP morphs in BenueCongo, Babaev (2010b: 35) states that “... various phonological processes of merging person markers
with predicative markers of tense, aspect, modality and polarity have made the situation in many
languages obscure”.4 Similarly, when speaking of the system in the Leko-Nimbari language Zing
Mumuye, Shimizu (1983: 101) cautions us that “(t)he surface differences in subject pronouns are in
fact due to the TAM markers, which are realized on them or contracted with them”.
While STAMP morphs occur in a few restricted and definable areal clusters apart from the MacroSudan belt (see section 4 below), e.g., northern South America or eastern and insular Papua New
Guinea (Anderson 2006), they are particularly common in equatorial Africa (Anderson 2011).
Moreover, some stage in the development of STAMP morphs occur in the form of the so-called
pronominal contractions in Colloquial Spoken American English.

(8)

a.
b.
c.
d.

Colloquial Spoken American English
I gotta think about it
[I AUX Verb Prep ProN]
I’ll think about it
[1.FUT Verb Prep ProN]
I’m thinking about it
[1.PROG.PRS Verb<PROG> Prep ProN]
I’ve thought about it
[1.PRF Verb<PRF> Prep ProN]

3 STAMP morphs and the two inflectional series of Central Sudanic
There is strong evidence that one must reconstruct two separate sets of inflectional paradigms for
Proto-Central Sudanic. One such inflectional series, the perfective or ‘definite’ series, is often
phonologically bound to the verb, appearing in most languages as a series of inflectional prefixes.5 The
other inflectional series, the imperfective series, is, on the other hand, often marked with a freestanding or at least a phonologically less integrated (or quasi-free-standing) pronominal marker. I
4

Cf. Babaev (2010a) and Vydrin (2006) for similar statements on Mande.
In the Bongo first, second and third plural, and in some paradigms in Baka, both of the Sara-Bongo-Bagirmi
family, suffixed agreement forms may be found. Mamvu (Vorbichler 1971; cf. Vorbichler 1965) of the
Mangbutu family might also be developing a suffixal series, see note 5 below.
5
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argue below that both likely have their origins in STAMP morphs (or STAMP morph constructions),
and that while the imperfective series is often synchronically free-standing, and thus may transparently
remain encoded by a STAMP morph construction, the perfective series has rather been fused with the
following verb into a prefixal inflectional series. Such an opposition between a bound ‘definite’ series
and an unbound ‘indefinite’ series can be found across languages representing various families or
branches of Central Sudanic, e.g., in Bongo of the Sara-Bongo-Bagirmi family (9), Lugbara
(Crazzolara 1960; Barr 1965; Weber 1994) of the Moru-Ma'di family (10), Lendu of the Lendu family
(11), and Ok'ebu (12), which has been classified – perhaps inaccurately – as a member of the
Mangbutu family.6 This suggests strongly that we should reconstruct this particular configuration for
Proto-Central Sudanic, although only traces remain of the original opposition in individual branches
and languages.
[SARA-BONGO-BAGIRMI]
(9)

a.

Bongo *mi- < m-i
mi-bi
1.DEF-give
‘I give, gave’

b.

Bongo (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 75)
ma
bi
1.INDEF give
‘I am giving’

[MORU-MA'DI]
(10) a.

Lugbara
á-tsɔ
mvá
1.DEF7-beat child
‘I beat the child’

b.

Lugbara (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 46–7)
ma
mvá tsɔ
1.INDEF child beat
‘I am beating the child’ má- form?

[LENDU]
(11) a.

Lendu
má-drr
mbí
1.DEF-pull rope
‘I pull the rope’

b.

Lendu (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 46)
má
mbi drŕ
1.INDEF rope pull
‘I am pulling the rope’

[MANGBUTU]
(12) a.

Oke'bu
l-ómá
ùnzu
2.DEF-beat child
‘you beat the child’

b.

Oke'bu
láà
unzú òma
2.INDEF child beat
‘you are beating the child’ (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 48)

In addition to the opposition of subject encoding in verbs being divided into a
bound/definite/perfective vs. unbound/indefinite/imperfective series, the reader may already be aware,
or have noticed in the examples above, that in many branches of Central Sudanic these two series are
distinguished by the clausal syntax as well: the definite series takes VO order while the indefinite
series correspondingly appears with OV order (13). Primarily this syntactic opposition is true of the
6
Constance Kutsch-Lojenga (2013) suggested in her presentation on Mvuba of the Mangbutu group at NSLC-11
that Oke'bu did not fit within Mangbutu but it was also not clear where else it might fit. It does diverge from the
usual profile of Mangbutu with respect to the inflectional phenomena discussed here, but given that it is simply
archaic in this regard, this fact alone would not necessarily exclude it from Mangbutu a priori (there are other
reasons for this uncertainty regarding its classification as well of course). Taxonomically, Central Sudanic
consists of six family-level branches: Sara-Bongo-Bagirmi [SBB], Kresh, Moru-Ma'di, Mangbetu, Mangbutu,
and Lendu. More controversial is whether intermediate nodes exist, such as Western Central Sudanic, consisting
of the first two taxa mentioned above, vs. Eastern Central Sudanic, consisting of the remaining four. Regardless
of whether these controversial intermediate taxa gain widespread acceptance or not, STAMP morph constructions and the opposition between the two inflectional series project back to the Proto-Central Sudanic level.
7
NB: á- ~ má- ~ m-´ as 1.DEF projects back to Proto-Moru-Ma'di.
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languages of the Moru-Ma'di family (Andersen 1984, 1998), Lendu and Mangbutu as well at least, and
may thus project back as far as the putative Proto-Eastern Central Sudanic level.8
(13)

Series
Degree of Integration
Syntax

‘Definite’/Perfective
Bound (usually prefix)
VO

‘Indefinite’/Imperfective
Free-standing
OV

Such a distribution suggests that an unbound ‘indefinite’ series and a bound ‘definite’ series of
inflectional markers or conjugational types may reflect inheritances from an original system dating
back all the way to the Proto-Central Sudanic level, each with their own corresponding phrasal syntax.
The bound or ‘definite’ series is examined in slightly more detail in section 5. First, however, in
section 3 I explore the origin of the unbound ‘indefinite’ series. This series is indeed more subject to
restructuring than the relatively more stable ‘definite’ series within and across the different branches
of Central Sudanic, and it also more clearly and obviously shows that the oldest forms of the
‘indefinite’ series originated in, or indeed synchronically may remain, STAMP morph formations.
4 Auxiliary verb construction origins of STAMP morphs in C. Sudanic languages
Based on observable cross-linguistic tendencies (Anderson 2006, 2011), known historical origins of
STAMP morphs in other equatorial African languages families (Anderson 2012), and on internal
evidence within Central Sudanic languages themselves, it seems likely that the unbound ‘indefinite’
series of pronominal markers arose through the fusing of a pronominal element and a following
auxiliary verb, synchronically melded into the unitary element here called a STAMP morph.
Certain languages of the Sara-Bongo-Bagirmi group, in particular those of the Western sub-family
(Boyeldieu & Nougayrol 2008; Boyeldieu, Nougayrol & Palayer 2006; Boyeldieu 2006a, 2006b,
2000) possess two distinct conjugational types, a bound ‘definite’ series and an unbound ‘indefinite’
series. As mentioned previously, most treatments of this phenomenon, the unbound series is said to be
encoded by subject pronouns, as they appear to be in such languages as Bongo (or Lugbara or Lendu
above). However in languages like Sara (14), the indefinite series requires an infinitive form of the
verb:
[SARA-BONGO-BAGIRMI]
(14) a.

Sara
m-usa
1-eat
‘I ate/eat’

b.

Sara (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 75)
ma
k-usa
1:DEF INF-eat
‘I am eating’, ‘I eat (HAB)’

In other words, (14b) appears to lack a finite verb altogether, and to consist of a subject pronoun and
an infinitive verb form. However, if one analyzes the subject ‘pronoun’ as a STAMP morph instead,
and thus containing an erstwhile auxiliary that encoded TAM categories, then the use of an infinitive
complement to an auxiliary head in this type of constructional configuration may thus be expected, or
at least is in no sense aberrant. Other Western SBB languages show similar phenomena, e.g., Kenga,
where the first singular future STAMP morph m̄ likewise requires a following verb to be in the
cognate k-infinitive form (15c):
(15) a.

Kenga
m-ɔ́sɔ̀
b.
1-eat:PRS
‘I eat’
(Neukom 2010: 104; 116–117)

Kenga
m-ɔ́s-gà
1-eat-PRF
‘I have eaten’

Kenga
c. m̄
k-ɔ̀sɔ̄
1.FUT INF-eat
‘I will eat’

8
This pattern might therefore be evidence for considering the controversial Eastern Central Sudanic to be a valid
intermediate taxonomic node. This is a complex subject and must remain the topic of a different study.
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Sara’s close sister language Ngambay reflects a similar situation. Here, one STAMP morph
construction is formally cognate with Sara and similarly triggers the infinitive verb form, but like
Kenga, the construction marks future, not progressive action.

(16) a.

Ngambay
mа̄
k-ào
àl
ngà
1.FUT INFǦgo NEG REP
‘I will not go again’
(Vandame 1963: 118)

b.

Ngambay
á
k-ùsа̄
né
ngà uà
2.FUT INFǦeat thing REP Q
‘you are already going to eat?’

More distantly related but still Western SBB, Kabba (17) shows a similar construction to that in
Ngambay:
Kabba (Moser 2004: 220)
(17) má
k-àw
lò
tə́
àáng
1:FUT INF-go place LOC NEG
‘I shall go nowhere’
Other SBB languages show (semi-)cognate structures with infinitive marked verbs in the ‘indefinite’
series which contrast with bound forms of the ‘definite’ series; these, however, use a different form of
the infinitive, such as y- in the Baka variety (18b) described by Tucker & Bryan (1966) or Santandrea
(1976),9 or l- in the Yulu (19) of Santandrea (1970; cf. Boyeldieu 1987)

(18) a.

Baka
m-áne
yí
1.DEF-eat thing
‘I ate (something)’

b.

Baka (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 75)
má
y-ane
yi
1.INDEF INF-eat thing
‘I am eating (something)’

Yulu (Santandrea 1970: 25)
(19) ma
lɛ’ɛ
1:FUT INF:go
‘I shall go’
Kresh (Santandrea 1976; Brown 1991a, 1991b, 1994) shows a similar pattern to the one found in SaraBongo-Bagirmi languages, with bound definite series but the indefinite series consisting of an
unbound STAMP morph followed by a verb in the infinitive form (20).10
9
But not the interesting Baka variety described by Waag and Phodunze (2013), which has a restructured agreement system that now uses suffixes or enclitics in all persons and numbers in the bound conjugation attached to a
clause-initial discourse narrative particle zɨ- ‘so, then, and...’ (ii), and not just optionally in the conjugation of
1PL/2PL forms in the ‘definit’ series, as in Bongo (Santandrea 1963; Boyeldieu & Nougayrol 2004), see (iii).

(ii)

a.

(iii)

a.

Baka
Baka
nderé-nɨ
b. zɨ-ye
ndéré(-ye)
go.3.PFV-3PL
NARR-3PL
go-(3PL)
‘they went’
‘they went’ (in narrative text)
(Waag & Phodunze 2013-handout)
Bongo
Bongo
j-ɔ́ɲ ~ ɔ̀ɲ-jέ
b. h-ɔ́ɲ
~
1PL-eat eat-1PL
2PL-eat
‘we eat’
‘you all eat’
(Boyeldieu & Nougayrol 2004: 25)

c.

Baka
anɨ/nɨyí ndéré
ASP.3PL go
‘they are going’

ɔ̀ɲ-hέ
eat-2PL

10
Again, this may be an innovation that could lend support to the putative intermediate Western-Central Sudanic
taxon.
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[KRESH]
(20) a.

Kresh
m-omò
nòmò
1-drink
drink
‘I drink a drink’

Kresh
b. ma
y-òmò
nòmò
1.INDEF INF-drink drink
‘I am drinking’ (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 75)

There are traces of this same proto-system found in the Eastern Central Sudanic languages as well.
Some forms of the Mangbutu language Oke'bu verb appear in a dependent-form marked by low-toned
ù- in the indefinite series. This too suggests that the ‘indefinite’ series ‘pronominal’ should be
analyzed as a STAMP morph containing an original auxiliary element.
[MANGBUTU]
(21) a.

Oke'bu
m-ómá
ʊ̀nzʊ
1-VWL:beat child
‘I beat the child’

b.

Oke'bu
máà
ʊ̀nzʊ́ ù-má
1:INDEF child DEP-beat
‘I am beating the child’ (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 46)

Note that it is certainly plausible and indeed even likely that the floating low tone projected in the
Ma'di ‘indefinite’ series is a relic of a low-tone marked dependent verb form originally marked by a
low-tone dependent (or quasi-infinitive) prefix; see (22), which repeats (5) above.

(22) a.

Ma'di
ká
gbándà `ɲa
3SG cassava NPST:eat
‘he eats/is eating cassava’
(Blackings & Fabb 2003: 13)

b.

Ma'di
kɔ́
`ɲa-ʔa
3SG NPST:eat-OBJ
‘he eats/is eating it’

STAMP morphs generally stand in formal opposition with overt contrastive person deictics
(pronouns), with the latter typically being longer in form and contrastively intonated and used
primarily in specific types of informational focus discourse contexts (like English as for me, I... or
French moi, je... etc.), while the former are typically shorter and occur widely in all contexts.
5 STAMP morphs as a feature of the Macro-Sudan Belt
As demonstrated eloquently by Güldemann (2008), a number of features that cross-cut genetic
linguistic boundaries can be found in a large band that stretches west to east across equatorial Africa
that he called the Macro-Sudan Belt, with eastern Central Sudanic languages representing the
easternmost extension of this macro-area. In Güldemann’s scheme, Central Sudanic languages are
listed within two not necessarily related genera: his Bongo-Bagirmi and Moru-Mangbetu basically
correspond to the proposed Western and Eastern intermediate nodes of Central Sudanic.
STAMP morph constructions are widely used across the languages of the Macro-Sudan Belt
(Anderson 2011), found for example in as disparate a set of languages as Angas of the West Chadic
family (Burquest 1986) and Wobé of the Kru family:
[WEST CHADIC]
Angas (Burquest 1973/1980: 38/ANG 4)
(23) ŋâː
jì
1.COMPL come
‘I have come’
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[KRU]
(24) a.

Wobé
ḛ2
gyi32
b.
1.PST come
‘I have come’
(Hofer & Link 1973/1980: WOB 3)

Wobé
ma2
gyi32
1.NPST come
‘I am coming’

The forms in (23–24) encode all TAM categories in a portmanteau manner with the person/number
features of the subject used together with an unmarked verb. As with auxiliary verb constructions
more widely, the verb can appear in an unmarked form, such as with English modals or the future
(25a), but more typically the functional semantics of auxiliary verb constructions are encoded by the
combination of a particular auxilliary verb together with a semi-inflected or construction-specific
(often dependent, semi-finite or non-finite) form of the verb, as with the English progressive, perfect
and passive formations, seen in (25b) – (25d).

(25) a.

c.

English
I will
go
I FUT
go
‘I will go’

b.

English
I have gone
I AUX go:PRTCPL.II
‘I have gone’

d.

English
I am
going
I 1:AUX go:PRTCPL.I
‘I am going’
English
she was
she AUX:PST
‘she was seen’

seen
see:PRTCPL.II

Thus, because STAMP morphs derive from the fusing of pronominal markers with former auxiliaries,
it should come as little surprise that many languages in the Macro-Sudan Belt require specific
dependent (often described as ‘aspectual’) forms of the verb to be used in combination with STAMP
morphs, i.e., in a constructional configuration. This latter type of formation can be found in numerous
families within the Niger-Congo phylum for example, e.g. the Senufic language Nafanra, the Gbaya
language ‘Bozom, or Non of the Cangin (North Atlantic) family.
[SENUFIC]
(26) a.

Nafanra
Nafanra
me
pan
b. ni
paan
1.IRR come
1.RLS
come:IPFV
‘I will come’
‘I am coming’
(Jordan & Jordan 1975/1980 NAF: 3)

[GBAYA]
(27) a.

‘Bozom
ʔà̰
ré
he.RLS enter.IPFV
‘he enters’
(Moñino 1995: 159)

[CANGIN ATLANTIC]
Non
(28) a. ma
hayɛn
1.PRF come:PRF
‘I have come’
(Pichl 1973/1980 NON: 3)

b.

b.

‘Bozom
má
rè
he.IRR enter.PFV
‘he will enter’

Non
mɛ
haya
1.PRG come:IPFV
‘I am coming’
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6 Bound prefix pronominal series from fusing of STAMP constructions
As alluded to before, not only does the unbound ‘indefinite’ series in Central Sudanic languages likely
represent STAMP morph constructions (historically at least), so too does the bound ‘definite’ prefix
series likewise similarly derive historically from the univerbation of a STAMP morph together with
the following verb. Indeed, such a trend towards fusion and synthesis in the creation of inflectional
prefix series is widespread among the languages of the Macro-Sudan Belt, and Central Sudanic
languages are no exception in this regard.
To exemplify this process of univerbation and creation of an inflectional series of prefixes, first
consider the present and past tense forms of the first singular inflections in the Biu-Mandara Chadic
language Mbuko. An imperfective STAMP morph construction realizes the progressive present (29b),
while a fused form of the original perfective STAMP morph – now realized as an inflectional prefix
series – forms the anterior (29a); note that the verb stem appears in different construction-specific
tonal forms in each of these Mbuko formations.
[BIU-MANDARA CHADIC]
(29) a.

Mbuko
nə̀-zlàmbál
1PRF/ANT-throw:ANT
‘I threw’
(Gravina 2001: 7)

b.

Mbuko
nī
zlāmbāl
1.IMPF throw
‘I am throwing’

A similar distribution is found in the unrelated Burak language (30), which belongs to the Bikwin-Jen
family within the Gur-Adamawa complex of Atlantic-Congo:
[BIKWIN-JEN]
(30) a.

Burak
n-táŋ-lénú
1-eat-PRF
‘I have eaten’
(Jungraithmayr 1968/9: 203)

b.

Burak
mi
ka
táŋ-ɛ́
1.NPST PROG eat-DEP
‘I am eating’

Thus, not only do STAMP morphs underlie both inflectional series found in these Afroasiatic and
Niger-Congo languages, but like Central Sudanic languages, they show a bound series in the
‘definite’/perfective and an unbound series in the ‘indefinite’/imperfective. Further, as the reader may
have noticed, the two series exemplified above show cognate elements in the person-marking systems
among Burak in (30), Nafaanra in (20), and Tarok in (1), but while the definite series is found as
prefixes in Burak, they remain free-standing STAMP morphs in Tarok and Nafaanra. Indeed, the
phenomenon of the fusing of pronominal markers and auxiliaries into verbal prefixes has been
suggested for more than a century in West African linguistics, as Seidel already in (1898: 211) alerted
us to the fact that in Kwa languages of Togo “die verbalen Präfixe, wahrscheinlich Reste ehemahliger
Hilfsverben, verschmelzen nicht selten mit den Pronominalpräfixen zu einer Silbe” (the verbal
prefixes, most likely remnants of former auxilliary verbs, meld together not infrequently with
pronominal prefixes into a single syllable).
To be sure, various dialects or sister-lects of the Kwa language Nchumuru of Ghana vary along this
precise parameter of univerbation of the STAMP morph with the following verb into inflectional
prefix series. Thus, in Bejamso-Grubi Nchumuru (31a–b), both constructions appear to use freestanding STAMP morphs, while in Banda Nchumuru (32a–b), both series appear as bound inflectional
prefix elements, reflecting a perfective/realis vs. imperfective/irrealis opposition (Anderson 2012).
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[KWA]
(31) a.

(32) a.

Bejamso-Grubi Nchumuru
màá
bà
I.PRF come
‘I have come’
(Price 1975/1980: NCH 5)

b.

Banda Nchumuru
m̀ a-ba
1PST:PRF-come
‘I have come’
(Cleal 1973b/1980: NCH 4)

b.

Bejamso-Grubi Nchumuru
mḛ́
bà
1NPST come
‘I am coming’. ‘I will come’

Banda Nchumuru
mi-ba
1PRS/FUT-come
‘I am coming’; ‘I will come’

Two closely related varieties that show different diachronic developmental stages of this sort can be
seen in Central Sudanic as well, even with what is historically the ‘indefinite’ series. In other words,
the trend towards synthesis appears to be ongoing in the region. Compare in this regard the following
forms for ‘I don’t know’ in the closely related lects Furu and Bagiro as described by Boyeldieu (1990),
where Bagiro appears to have a fused form and Furu a free-standing one:
Furu
(33) mí gáli
gɔ
I
know NEG
‘I don’t know’
(Boyeldieu 1990: 91)

Bagiro
(34) mú-gáꜜli gɔ̀
1-know
NEG
‘I don’t know’

Based on these observations, I suggest that the ‘definite’ series of inflectional prefixes in Central
Sudanic (35 – 37) also historically reflect univerbated STAMP morph constructions, these latter thus
belonging to a pre-Proto-Central Sudanic stage.
Bongo (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 75) *mi- < m-i
(35) mi-bi
1.DEF-give
‘I give, gave’
Lendu (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 46)
(36) má-drr
mbí
1.DEF-pull
rope
‘I pull the rope’
Oke'bu (Tucker & Bryan 1966: 48)
(37) l-ómá
ùnzu
2.DEF-beat child
‘you beat the child’
The ‘definite’ series of bound inflection can also be used with auxiliaries of course in the Mangbetu
language Meje, such as in the following typologically and historically interesting form:
Meje (McKee 1991: 168)
(38) m-á
ú
m-óóli-a
1-AUX LOC 1-walk-NPST.I
‘I am walking’
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This form consists of a person-marked auxiliary followed by a locative-headed lexical complement
phrase, the verb of which itself bears finite morphology.11 Meje is typical of Mangbetu languages in
reflecting only the definite series, or in other words, Mangbetu languages have only the historical
bound inflectional series of pronominal markers, even if they are realized within a structure that looks
very much like a potential STAMP morph, e.g., attached to an auxiliary -a, as in 1ST.SG m-á – one
nearly reconstituting the indefinite series marker in this instance.12 These forms in turn can be drawn
into the verb as prefix conjugational markers and thus the process may begin anew. In other words,
although historically belonging to the bound definite series, new forms can be created combining these
markers with phonologically light auxiliary forms (like -a), that yield something very much like the
historical unbound indefinite series. These prosodically weak functional elements can in turn be drawn
into the verb stem and create new, historically secondary formations that in turn appear very similar in
form to the archaic, historically bound definite series. In this manner, the cyclic process can be created
and continued indefinitely.
In Mangbetu languages there appears to be evidence for two different inflectional series
historically, but the system has been reinterpreted as having a partly phonological basis. Thus the
11
Central Sudanic languages have auxiliary structures of various formal sub-types. Among closely related
languages, these may even reflect variation with the same auxiliary in the same function in one language
(Anderson 2011). For example, compare the following forms of the progressive in various Gula lects of the SBB
family. In the Gula Sara form in (iv), the auxiliary requires a subject-marked complement, while in Gula Zura,
the progressive auxiliary requires an infinitive-marked form (v). Gula Méré on the other hand (vi) shows both
patterns optionally, either the doubly-subject marked form (vi-a) or the infinitive marked pattern (vi-b).

Gula Sara (Nougayrol 1999: 137)
(iv)

(v)

(vi)

zə̄-nɖə̄
z-ūsā
1PL-AUX 1PL-eat
‘we are eating’

ī
EXCL

ngá
thing

Gula Zura (Nougayrol 1999: 129)
mə́-nā´ kʌ̄s
cá
1-AUX
INF:eat thing
‘I am going to eat’
a.

Gula Méré
mə́-nɖə́ m-úsā ɲɔ̀
1-AUX
1-eat
thing
‘I am eating’
(Nougayrol 1999: 137)

b.

Gula Méré
mə́-nɖə́ kūsá
1-AUX
INF:eat
‘I am eating’

ɲɔ̀
thing

Mbay of the Sara branch shows yet another variation pattern. In Mbay with a first person subject, the cognate
construction involves either a doubly marked form with subject marking on both the lexical verb and the
auxiliary verb (vii-b), or one in which only the lexical verb appears with subject inflection (vii-a). In the first
plural on the other hand, the subject prefix is doubled or absent on the auxiliary verb, but the number suffix
appears only on the lexical verb component of the construction (viii) in either instance.
(vii)

(viii)

a.

a.

Mbay
ndì
m̄ -sá
yá̰ a̰
AUX 1-eat
food
‘I am/was eating’
(Keegan 1997: 69)
Mbay
ndì
kə̀-sà-n̄
yá̰ a̰
AUX 1PL-eat-PL
food
‘we are/were eating’
(Keegan 1997: 69)

or

b.

Mbay
m̄ -ndì
1-AUX

or

b.

Mbay
kə̀-ndì
1PL-AUX

m̄ -sá
1-eat

yá̰ a̰
food

kə̀-sà-n̄
1PL-eat-PL

yá̰ a̰
food

12
Indeed, this subject prefix plus auxiliary m-á reconstitutes and virtually mimics the indefinite series STAMP
morph in SBB languages, but may be a pseudo-archaism – something that recreates or only appears to be an
archaic form but is in fact regularly but secondarily derived and not a direct inheritance of an older form.
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second singular future marker in Mangbetu and Meje may be realized differently depending on
whether they occur after vowel-initial or consonant-initial verb stems:13 This represents a restructuring
of the system where the trigger had grammatical/functional conditioning, to one with phonological
conditioning; such developments are most likely due to conventional specialization and reinterpretation with specific original auxiliary elements, now eroded to Ø.14

(39) Mangbetu:
(40) Meje:

before vowel-initial stem
ni-´
ni-´

before consonant-initial stem
múí/ú

Mangbetu
(41) ni-έsi-(a)
2.PRS/FUT-do-TAM
‘you (will) do’
(Larochette 1958: 106)

Meje
(42) ni-έsí-a
2.PRS/FUT-do-TAM
‘you (will) do’

Mangbetu
(43) mú-ta
2.PRS/FUT-carry
‘you (will) carry’
(Larochette 1958: 106–7)

Meje
(44) ú-ta
2.PRS/FUT-carry
‘you (will) carry’

Like Mangbetu, most Mangbutu languages also have only the bound/‘definite’ series (as suggested by
Tucker & Bryan 1966), but nevertheless reflect traces of two different series. In Mangbutu languages
this is realized mainly through variation in the following TAM vowel appearing between the subject
prefix and the verb stem. The vowels in these forms likely reflect now fused but originally distinct
STAMP morphs, with the different vowels encoding distinct TAM categories (in turn of course
reflecting what were originally distinct TAM auxiliaries historically). Indeed, one can posit some of
these formations back to the Proto-Mangbutu level , e.g. *m-a 1.PRS vs. *m-ú 1.FUT.
(45) Lese

m-á- 1.PRS.PROG

vs.

m-ʊ́- 1.FUT

(46) Mamvu

m-a 1.PRS

vs.

m-ú- 1.FUT

Lese

Lese

13
Meje complicates this a bit since if one examines the full set of paradigms offered by Larochette (1958) one
finds some places where this distribution appears to break down, so one finds both í-ŋ- and mú-ŋ- in the PRS.PRF,
but í-b- in the PST.PRF.
14
Another trace of what were likely two distinct series originally (or historically) in Mangbetu inflection is
realized synchronically as two different tonal projections onto the following verb stem of the same segmentally
identical inflectional prefix, such as the projection of a high tone in the subjunctive vs. the projection of a middle
tone with the present/future with first singular subjects in Meje.

(ix)

a.

Meje [má-+H]
má-tá
1.SBJNCTV-carry
(Larochette 1958: 107; 111)

b.

Meje [má- +M]
má-ta
1.PRS/FUT-carry
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(47) a.

m-á-dzɔ̀
kɔ̀ɗí à-nʊ́
1-TAM-AUX meat DEP-eat
‘I am eating meat’
(Tucker & Bryan 1966: 51)

b.
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m-ʊ́-dzá
kɔ̀ɗí à-nʊ̀
1-TAM-AUX meat DEP-eat
‘I shall be eating meat’

As a last word of caution, note that it is possible if not likely that more Central Sudanic languages may
have bound inflectional prefixes than has to date been identified. As Creissels et al. (2008: 93) have
cautioned “(m)any descriptions of African languages do not identify pronominal markers
appropriately, treating them as independent words”. For example, in the Boko/Busa cluster of Eastern
Mande, the pronominal markers are orthographically written separately as individual words, but
phonologically are bound (Jones 1998). Resolving this issue in Central Sudanic languages alas must
remain the subject of a different study however.15
7 Summary
Central Sudanic languages often have two inflectional series, one a bound/‘definite’/perfective series
and one an unbound/‘indefinite’/imperfective series, traditionally viewed as being encoded by a
subject ‘pronoun’. Data from a range of Central Sudanic languages suggest that this subject ‘pronoun’
is something more than just a pronoun, but often exhibits functional semantics and syntactic
projections more typical of auxiliary verbs. It is suggested that these elements in the ‘indefinite’ series
be re-interpreted such that they are neither pronominals nor auxiliaries per se, but rather a kind of inbetween category here called STAMP morphs – portmanteau Subject/Tense-Aspect-Mood/Polarity
elements that result typically from the fusing of a pronominal marker and an auxiliary diachronically.
Such STAMP morphs are in fact commonly attested in genetic units across the Macro-Sudan Belt of
equatorial Africa. In these languages, one frequently finds in addition to the free-standing STAMP
morph series, a phonologically bound set of inflectional prefixes (or clitics, depending on the element
and language in question) that derives from the fusing of a STAMP morph with the following verb.
Indeed, when one series is bound and the other free-standing, it is always the
‘definite’/perfective/realis series that is bound, and the ‘indefinite’/imperfective/irrealis series that is
free-standing in multiple unrelated lineages. It is therefore proposed here that the bound/‘definite’/
perfective series in Central Sudanic languages likewise derived from the fusing of an original STAMP
morph construction in the history of these languages. Some branches of Central Sudanic only preserve
the bound series (e.g. Mangbetu, Mangbutu) but with traces of an original contrast, often restructured
or collapsed. Other individual Central Sudanic languages (e.g. Bagiro) have started the process anew
such that the historical (unbound) indefinite series is also becoming bound as well, and new prefixal
agreement systems appearing. The process is thus always potentially recycling itself. This study is
another step towards unraveling the many complex issues in the history of the inflectional systems of
the Central Sudanic languages.

15
As shown by a map presented by Anderson (2012), the more eastern the location of a language or branch
within the different genetic units, the more likely it is to have bound prefixes rather than free-standing elements.
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Abbreviations
1
2
3
AFFRM
ANT
AOR
ASP
AUX
CLSFR
COMPL
CONT
DEF
DEP
DIR
EXCL
FUT
IMPF
INDEF
INF
IPFV
IRR

1st person
2nd person
3rd person
affirmative
anterior
aorist
aspect
auxiliary
classifier
completive
continuous
definite
dependent
directive
exclusive
future
imperfect
indefinite
infinitive
imperfective
irrealis

LOC
NARR
NEG
NPST
OBJ
PFV
PL

Prep
PRF
PROG

ProN
PRS
PRTCPL
PST
Q
REP
RLS
SBJNCTV
SG
TAM
VWL

locative
narrative
negative
non-past
object
perfective
plural
preposition
perfect
progressive
pronoun
present
participle
past
question
reported
realis
subjunctive
singular
tense-aspect-mood
vowel
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SYNTACTIC SENSITIVITY AND PREFERRED CLAUSE STRUCTURE
IN MAJANG
Andreas Joswig1
1 Introduction
This paper will present two syntactic phenomena of the Majang language, which can be seen as a
manifestation of a high sensitivity of the language to deviations from a preferred clause structure.
The Majang language is a Surmic language spoken by about 30,000 speakers in various scattered
pockets in western Ethiopia. In their writings on Majang, both Bender (1983: 132) and Unseth
(1989: 111) note the presence of the marker -ŋ, the use of which defies an easy description. Whereas
Bender does not even try to provide an analysis, Unseth proposes that the marker should best be seen
as an intransitivity marker. He concedes, however, that this analysis does not account for all the data.
Examining the range of data in which this marker appears (and just as importantly, where it does
not appear), this paper reaches the following conclusions:
 Although Bender and Unseth call the marker a suffix, there are reasons to treat it as an
enclitic.
 The marker has a purely syntactic function, without any reference to semantic or
discourse-pragmatic information. It is therefore not optional, but obligatory if the right
syntactic conditions apply.
 The marker is triggered by the absence of any noun phrase or adverb in the clause.
The Majang language, therefore, displays a high degree of sensitivity to the syntactic composition of a
clause, forcing the speakers to react to the absence of particular clause components to make the clause
grammatical. This also becomes apparent from another syntactic device, the absolutive-disjoint
marking on the verb, which seems to be a clear instance of syntactic ergativity in an African language.
It appears that the language has a preferred clause structure of Verb – NPabs.
The language has a basic word order of VSO. Majang has a well developed morphological ergative
system, leaving transitive objects and intransitive subjects unmarked, and using the ergative case for
transitive subjects. The language is tonal, with two phonemic levels and downstep.
The Majang language features a marker -ŋ, whose presence or absence has long puzzled the
linguists describing the language. Students of the language will encounter this morpheme early when
they collect their first verb paradigms, as such verbs invariably are accompanied by this marker:
(1)

kɔ̀ːw-áːꜜ -ŋ
kɔ̀ːw-únꜜ2
kɔ̌w-ŋ

‘I dig’
‘yousg dig’
‘he digs’

kɔ̀ːw-îː-ŋꜜ
kɔ̀w-àrí-ŋ
kɔ̀w-ár-ŋ

‘we dig’
‘youpl dig’
‘they dig’

Bender (1983: 132) notes the marker’s “optional” presence and includes it in the description of the
verbal paradigms. Unseth (1989: 111) also acknowledges the marker, noting that its function is to
mark a clause as intransitive. But he also notes that “there are still some sentences which do not have
this intransitivity marker, which I cannot explain: there appears to be a degree of optionality in the
use of -ŋ”. In this assessment of optionality he agrees with Bender.

1

I am deeply indebted to Ato Joseph Kalakun, who patiently provided the language data used in this study, and
to Colleen and Michael Ahland, who gave valuable input into early versions of this paper. I am also grateful to
those who offered comments after the presentation at the Nilo-Saharan Linguistics Colloquium in Cologne.
Particularly I’d like to acknowledge Gerrit Dimmendaal who pointed me to the conjoint/disjoint phenomena of
Bantu languages.
2
For phonological reasons, the marker -ŋ is never observed following a 2S suffix.
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In spite of this, Unseth provides some good data on the use of the marker, which may help towards
a more definite understanding. He observes the following:
 -ŋ does not appear if the clause has any kind of complement.
 -ŋ does not appear in negative clauses (Unseth suggests that the negative construction in
Majang has the lexical verb as a syntactic complement of the auxiliary negative verb).
 -ŋ does not appear if the clause has a direct object.
 -ŋ does not appear if the clause has an instrument NP.
 -ŋ does not appear if the clause has a locative NP.
According to these facts, the analysis of -ŋ as an intransitivity marker can only be maintained if the
term intransitive is defined in wider terms than just the absence of a direct object in a clause. It
appears that Unseth had such a more generous definition in mind.
2 The limits and the morphological status of -ŋ
Both Bender and Unseth describe the marker -ŋ as a suffix. Bender only seems to encounter it in the
environs of a verb (including the TAM markers), so he may truly have assumed that it is a verbal
suffix, whatever its function. Unseth (1989: 111), however, notes that -ŋ “is suffixed to the verb if
there is no subject NP, but suffixed to the subject NP if it is specified”. Throughout the paper he gives
a number of examples where a nominal suffix -ŋ is glossed as IV for ‘intransitive’. If this analysis
were correct, it would then appear reasonable to call this morpheme not a suffix, but an enclitic. We
will therefore use it with an enclitic connector =ŋ in all following interlinearisations. It seems
necessary, however, to investigate the cases where =ŋ appears on a noun. In spite of Unseth’s claim
that =ŋ is placed on the subject NP in each intransitive clause, many of his examples with intransitive
clauses featuring a specified subject NP do not use this morpheme, as in the following clauses taken
from his paper (Unseth 1989: 102, 112):
(2)

(transcription and glosses as in the original)
a.

mɛl+ki+ko
come+DR+PST

b.

dɛn+ɛ+ko
see+3S+PST

maɲa
sibling
bokaye
Bokaye

eet+ak
me+GEN

‘My sibling came.’
‘Bokaye saw.’

This is in line with the data analysed for this study: No intransitive clause with a specified subject NP
displays the morpheme =ŋ, neither on this NP, nor on the verb.
(3)

a.

mɛ̀lkì
arrive.3S

jòːsêp
Joseph

‘Joseph arrived.’

b.

*mɛ̀lkí
arrive.3S

jòːsép=íŋ
Joseph=ŋ

‘Joseph arrived.’

When eliciting the clause ‘Joseph arrived’, the informant returned example (3a). When pressed
whether (3b) would also be possible, he stated that it sounded very odd. There may be a context where
this is possible, but normally this would not be used. He could not specify what such a context may be.
When producing clause (3b), the informant insisted on the tonal differences on the verb and noun,
which suggests that the syntactic relations in (3b) are not along the lines of verb-absolutive (see
section below).
A possible explanation may be provided by Unseth (1989: 116f) himself, who encounters a
homophonous morpheme -ŋ as a marker for conditional clauses. When describing complement
clauses, once more he interprets the same nominal morpheme as the intransitive marker (Unseth
1989: 118f). Without being currently able to provide a clear analysis for the nominal morpheme -ŋ
myself, I submit that this is a marker employed for complex sentences and clause conjoining.
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Therefore we will discard all data where -ŋ shows up on nouns, assuming that this is another
morpheme used for different purposes. But this leaves still another part of speech on which =ŋ may
appear: the tense particles of Majang. Although these are part of the verb phrase, there are
phonological reasons which indicate clearly that these need to be seen as separate words. As seen in
(2), Unseth seems to sometimes interpret them as verbal suffixes; in other examples he rather
interprets them as particles (Unseth 1989: 110). Bender (1983: 132ff) proposes an analysis as particles,
but also is not consistent in his treatment (see Bender 1983: 134). Because of the Majang downstep
rules3, an analysis as particles is preferable. Now, if such a tense particle is present in a clause, the
morpheme =ŋ will always attach itself to this:
(4)

kɔ̂ː=ŋ.
NFUT=ŋ

a.

páːkkꜜ-ìː
be.hot-1P

b.

áːɗór
become.ripe.3S

‘We will soon be hot.’

kɔ́=ŋ.

‘It recently became ripe.’

RECPST=ŋ

Therefore, because =ŋ is not entirely found on verbs, it is advisable to analyse =ŋ as an enclitic which
attaches itself to the end of a verb phrase. The tense particle, if present, is the last element of a verb
phrase to which =ŋ may attach itself.
3 The syntactical status and function of =ŋ
The fact that =ŋ is an enclitic added to the verb phrase, and not to the verb as such, suggests that it
serves not as a marker for a particular verbal category4, but in a function relating to the clause or
predication as a whole. Whatever this function is, it must be found among the grammatical or
pragmatic parameters which modify a clause. Bender’s and Unseth’s notion of optionality would
suggest that this needs to be rather a pragmatic parameter – such pragmatic functions would at least
require considerable context beyond what is found in the predication itself to be predictable with any
amount of accuracy. A syntactically governed marker, instead, would need to appear in all
circumstances where the syntactic conditions are met, and, just as importantly, it would be absent in
only those environments where the conditions are not met.
The claim of this paper is that the marker =ŋ, in spite of Bender’s and Unseth’s assumption of
optionality, has a clearly defined syntactic function.
3.1 Verbless clauses
Verbless clauses in Majang usually have two noun phrases, the first of which serves as the subject, and
the second as the predicate.
(5)

cɛ̀ːg ágáltíːr.
they thieves

‘They are thieves.’

In such clauses the morpheme =ŋ is never used, in spite of their intransitivity.
3.2 Intransitive constructions without complements and overt subjects
This is the situation when verbs are elicited in isolation – they will always be produced with the clitic
=ŋ in attendance.

3

If the tense particles were suffixes, for instance the tone on kɔ́=ŋ in example (4b) would be downstepped, but it
is not.
4
Particularly, it cannot be analysed as a derivational marker, turning transitive verbs into intransitive verbs. This
function is covered in the Majang language by the derivational suffix -ɗi, which is placed between the verb root
and the person suffixes. The position between verb root and inflectional affixes is the universally preferred place
for derivational morphology, which is another reason why the interpretation of =ŋ as an intransitivity marker is
unlikely.
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(6)

a.

bàndúr=ŋ.
groan.3S=ŋ

‘He groans.’

b.

ŋájór-àrí=ŋ.
smell-2P=ŋ

‘You (PL) smell.’

c.

tòp-ǔr=ŋ.
continue-3P=ŋ

‘They continue.’

In this situation, there is no optionality whatsoever – the use of =ŋ is required by the grammar of
Majang.
3.3 Intransitive constructions without complements, but with overt subjects
This kind of construction assumes an intransitive verb in a situation where the subject is overtly
expressed, either because it is the focus of the construction, or it needs to be (re-)introduced as the
topic. In this case, the marker =ŋ is always absent. Most examples here are gleaned from elicited data.
(7)

a.

kúc-ú
come-3S

ɟègúj.
ox

‘The ox comes.’

b.

ɗéːgár-ár
sleep-3P

ágáltíːr.
thieves

‘The thieves sleep.’

c.

cɛ̌ːn
it

tɔ́c-ɛ̀.
correct-3S

‘This is right.’

Example (7c) illustrates that the overt subject does not have to be a full noun-phrase in order for =ŋ
not to show up. As long as the subject is more than just referenced anaphorically by verbal agreement,
the conditions for placing the marker =ŋ are not given. This is also the case when the verb in question
is a derived intransitive verb:
(8)

káw-ɗì
bite-INTR

wárꜜ.
dog

‘The dog bites.’

In this example, the transitive verb kaw ‘bite’ is used in an antipassive construction, involving the
intransitiviser -ɗì, and the subject is expressed in a full noun phrase. =ŋ cannot be used in such a
context.
These examples make it clear that =ŋ cannot be analysed as an intransitive marker of Majang.
There are countless intransitive constructions in the language which make no use of this marker.
3.4 Intransitive constructions with complements
As Unseth (1989: 111) correctly pointed out, the marker =ŋ never appears when there is any kind of
complement or adverbial element beyond the subject in a clause.
(9)

a.

nɛ̀
CONJ

b.

nɛ̀
CONJ

kɛ̀ː
go.3S

ɗùk-à
forest-DAT

rɔ̀g-ɛ̀r
laugh-3P

ɟɛ́t
very

cê

‘and she went to the forest’

SPEC

‘and they laughed hard’

In these examples, the subject is only marked on the verb, so it can be concluded that the absence of a
subject NP in itself does not trigger the marker =ŋ.
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3.5 Transitive constructions
As would be expected from Unseth (1989: 111), most transitive constructions, that is those
constructions involving an overt direct object, will not display the morpheme =ŋ.
(10) a.
b.

nɛ̀

ɓáꜜ

CONJ

REMPST

ìɟàːg
make.3S

nɛ̀

bòŋk-ù
take-3S

órkán
bark

CONJ

òlà
things
cìnɛ̀
which

káːrín-óŋk
fighting-GEN
ɓà
of

kɔ̀bɛ̀-òŋk
Kobetree.GEN

‘and he made weapons’
‘and he took the bark of the
Kobetree’

It is probably this behaviour that prompted Unseth to assume a detransitivising function of =ŋ. But
there are indeed transitive constructions which do feature the marker =ŋ:
(11)

pɔ̀ːc-á-nì=ŋ.
praise-1S-2S=ŋ

‘I thank you.’

In this example, both subject and object of the transitive construction are expressed by anaphoric
agreement only. Like in the intransitive clauses of this type in (6), the marker =ŋ needs to be present.
3.6 Conclusion on the function of =ŋ
Since the available data seems to rule out any analysis of =ŋ as a detransitiviser, another explanation
for its use must be found. The only place where =ŋ consistently shows up is in clauses which do not
have any noun phrase alongside the verb. Conversely, any clause with any kind of noun phrase
(including pronouns or adverbs) never displays the morpheme =ŋ. Therefore, the function of =ŋ must
be described along the lines provided by these facts.
It appears that the Majang language is characterised by a high degree of sensitivity towards the
syntactic configuration of a clause. There seems to be a constraint in the language that does not allow
for clauses without at least one fully expressed argument or adjunct. At the same time, Majang is an
anaphoric-agreement or pro-drop language (see Payne 1997: 223), allowing for clauses where
subjects and even objects are expressed by verbal agreement only. Therefore, the marker =ŋ may be
viewed as an empty placeholder for the missing syntactic element, providing a dummy noun phrase to
clauses which otherwise don't have one. In this sense we may revise our earlier statement that the
enclitic attaches to the verb phrase of a clause; instead, it attaches to the clause as a whole.
Another perspective to view this phenomenon may be that =ŋ serves as a predictive syntactic
device, warning the hearer about the things still to come (or better, not to come) in the clause. Since
the verb is usually at the beginning of the clause (although there are some pragmatically conditioned
exceptions to this), the grammar has developed ways to prepare the hearer for what else is to be
expected in the rest of the clause. One of these ways is the marker =ŋ, which, added to the verb phrase,
warns the hearer that there will be no information besides that which is already marked on the verb.
Other Surmic languages display phenomena which look quite similar to this marker. The closest
may be in Me’en, a Southeast Surmic VSO language, about which Will (1989: 141) writes
“If the verb in the unmarked tense is the final element of a sentence unit, the suffix
-<Do> has to be added. [...] it is obligatory not only when the object is deleted after
the verb, but also when it is preceding. In addition it is not only an object following a
verb that prevents -<Do> from appearing [...].”
It may be argued that a clause with a preceding object does not qualify as an anaphoric-agreementonly clause, but it may well be that this preceding object is in fact outside the clause. The phonetic
shape (alveolar stop with vowel /o/), however, does not look close to the Majang velar nasal clitic. In
line with Me’en is Suri (Tirmaga), on which Bryant (1999: 95f.) states that
“the Tirmaga verbs make use of a suffix on the end of a verb to indicate that no direct
object will follow. I have called this a phrase final suffix. [...] In Tirmaga, the verb
does not have to be the last element of a sentence, though it is commonly the case. It is
possible for a locative, adverb, or adverbial phrase to follow a verb with a phrase final
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suffix. The object is the only item restricted from occurring post-verbally when the
phrase final suffix is used. When a verb has a phrase final suffix, the sentence may
have an overt direct object, but the direct object may only occur in the pre-verbal
position.”
This Tirmaga suffix is very similar in shape to the Me’en suffix, but this time it really seems to mark
the verb as intransitive, as other noun phrases do not block it from appearing. Both the Me’en and the
Tirmaga suffixes have in common with Majang that they appear at the very end of the verb. This is
very different from Southwest Surmic Murle, where there is an intransitivity marker for a number of
verbs. This is a stem extension (before the person suffixes), only used “when there is no object”
(Arensen 1982).
4 Absolutive-disjoint marking
There is another way in which the Majang language prepares the hearer for the syntax of the clause
elements to follow the verb. A verb could face ambiguities with regard to the noun-phrase following
the verb: this could either be the subject of the clause, or a noun phrase with another syntactic status.
Therefore it would help the hearer to decode a clause if clues are given in advance whether the NP
following the verb is the subject or not. But this is not what the Majang language does. Most 3S-verbs
come with two different tonal patterns: they either have their lexical tone melody (usually H, L, or
LH), or they come with a tone replacement of L all across the verb, with a H on the last syllable.
(12) a.

mɛ̀lk-ì
arrive-3S

tɔ̂ːn
boy.ABS

b.

ŋùːlé
break-3S

tɔ̂n
boy.ERG

c.

ŋùːl-è
break-3S

béáꜜ
spear.ABS

‘He broke the spear’

d.

mɛ̀lk-í
arrive-3S

kàtàmɛ́-á
town-DAT

‘He arrived in town’

e.

mɛ̀lk-í=ŋ
arrive-3S=ŋ

‘The boy arrived’
béáꜜ
spear.ABS

‘The boy broke the spear’

‘He arrived’

The two verb-stems ŋùːl- ‘break’ and mɛ̀lk- ‘arrive’ both have a lexical low tone, which also becomes
apparent when these verbs are used in 1st or 2nd person. This lexical low tone shows in (12a), where the
verb is followed by the subject noun phrase, and also in (12c). In examples (12b), (12d) and (12e),
however, the alternative tone pattern is used. In (12d) the following noun phrase is marked by the
dative case; in (12e) there is no NP at all (which is also indicated by the anaphoric-agreement-onlymarker =ŋ).
The difficulty is with examples (12b) and (12c): The NP following the verb in (12b) is the subject,
and it agrees with the subject-marking on the verb, but still the alternative tone pattern is employed.
The noun phrase following the verb in (12c) is not the subject, but the object; still, the lexical tone
pattern is used. So clearly the use of the alternative tone pattern is not governed by the presence or
absence of a subject NP following the verb. But since Majang has a morphological ergative-absolutive
case marking system (Joswig, forthcoming), the subject noun phrase in (12b) is marked by the ergative
case, in this instance expressed through a different vowel length. And it appears to be this different
case marking on the NP following the verb that triggers the alternative tone pattern on the verb. This
also explains why in (12c) the original tone pattern is used. The following NP is not the subject, but it
is in the absolutive case. We therefore conclude that this alternative tone pattern is employed to
prepare the hearer that the verb is not followed by an absolutive case NP, either because the absolutive
NP is dropped, or because it follows later in the clause, after a noun-phrase in a different case (as in
example (12b)).
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In cases when the subject of the verb is not in the third person singular, this absolutive disjoint
marking does not tonally affect the stem. Only the tone of the person-suffix changes. For example, the
first person singular suffix -aꜜ always has a fixed low tone (as in (13a)). In an absolutive disjoint
context, however, it comes with a fixed high tone and a short vowel (13b):
(13) a.

làk-à.
have-1S

‘I have’ (when followed by an absolutive NP)

b.

làk-áꜜ
have-1S

‘I have (abs. disjoint)’

Similar phenomena have also been observed in Bantu languages, from which I have borrowed the
terminology conjoint/disjoint marking (see Creissels 2012 and van der Wal 2011 for recent accounts).
Majang’s absolutive disjoint marking could conceivably be described along the lines of the Bantu
disjoint marking. It is interesting to note, however, that in Bantu languages the origin of the
conjoint/disjoint distinction is usually traced back not to syntactic, but to pragmatic needs – in the case
of Makhuwa the conjoint marking links the verb closer to an exhaustive-focused NP in the immediate
after-verb position (van der Wal 2011: 1749). In Tswana (Creissels 2012: 18), although now of a
superficially syntactic nature, the conjoined-disjoint distinction can diachronically be tracked to the
presence or absence of non-topical NPs following the verb. Buell (2006) instead sees the conjointdisjoint distinction in Zulu as a syntactic feature of the language, more in line with the observations in
Majang. Also interesting is the notion that in Makhuwa the conjoint forms seem to be the morphologically marked ones, whereas the disjoint appears to be unmarked. In Tswana, both forms are
marked tonally. In Majang instead, the disjoint form is clearly the morphologically marked one, and is
opposed to no marking, which could be conceived as conjoint. So it would probably not be right to
speak of a conjoint-disjoint distinction in Majang, but of disjoint marking only. This, again, seems to
be more along the lines of Zulu as described by Buell (2006).
This absolutive-disjoint marking on the verb throws an interesting light on the nature of ergativity
in Majang. Most languages with ergative systems are not expected to display any syntactic ergative
structures (Dik 1989: 243–244; Givón 1984: 165–166; Anderson 1976: 11; Andrews 1985: 130; Van
Valin & LaPolla 1997: 580) – although the morphological marking on the noun phrases groups
intransitive subject and transitive object together, the syntactic relationships in the clause usually
follow a nominative-absolutive pattern. This is also the case in Majang, where the subject agreement
on the verb always points to the actor of a transitive sentence (Joswig, forthcoming). But in the case of
the absolutive-disjoint marking, there is a clear case where the syntactic relations of subject and object
are ignored, and the morphological absolutive case is the basis for a syntactic process. So, in a very
restricted context, the Majang language not only displays morphological, but also syntactic ergativity.
Abbreviations
1, 2, 3 S/P
ABS
CONJ
DAT
DR
GEN
ERG

H
INTR

L
NFUT

1st, 2nd, 3rd person
singular/plural
absolutive
conjunction
dative
derivational affix
genitive
ergative
high tone
intransitive marker
low tone
near future tense

NP
O
PL
PST
RECPST
REMPST

S
SG
SPEC

V

noun phrase
object
plural
past tense
recent past tense
remote past tense
subject
singular
specific reference
verb
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verb is followed by the subject noun phrase, and also in (12c). In examples (12b), (12d) and (12e),
however, the alternative tone pattern is used. In (12d) the following noun phrase is marked by the
dative case; in (12e) there is no NP at all (which is also indicated by the anaphoric-agreement-onlymarker =ŋ).
The difficulty is with examples (12b) and (12c): The NP following the verb in (12b) is the subject,
and it agrees with the subject-marking on the verb, but still the alternative tone pattern is employed.
The noun phrase following the verb in (12c) is not the subject, but the object; still, the lexical tone
pattern is used. So clearly the use of the alternative tone pattern is not governed by the presence or
absence of a subject NP following the verb. But since Majang has a morphological ergative-absolutive
case marking system (Joswig, forthcoming), the subject noun phrase in (12b) is marked by the ergative
case, in this instance expressed through a different vowel length. And it appears to be this different
case marking on the NP following the verb that triggers the alternative tone pattern on the verb. This
also explains why in (12c) the original tone pattern is used. The following NP is not the subject, but it
is in the absolutive case. We therefore conclude that this alternative tone pattern is employed to
prepare the hearer that the verb is not followed by an absolutive case NP, either because the absolutive
NP is dropped, or because it follows later in the clause, after a noun-phrase in a different case (as in
example (12b)).

COMPLEX VERBAL PREDICATES IN UDUK
Don Killian
1 Introduction to complex predicate constructions
Complex predicates are multi-headed predicates in which two or more grammatical elements (such as
morphemes or words) act as a single semantic predicate (Alsina et al. 1997). That is, the semantic
meaning of a head (in this case, the focus is on verb heads) is not contained solely in the verb itself,
but rather distributed across the predicate. Different researchers take different approaches as to which
types of constructions fall under the description complex predicate, but common correlations have to
do with empty semantics of the head verb, as well as retention of valency of the co-occurring noun
(when it is a noun).
Germanic phrasal verbs are a well known of complex predicates, as seen below:
(1 )

Sie sag-t-en
das Konzert ab
3PL say-PST-3PL the concert off
‘They cancelled the concert.’ (lit: they said the concert off)

There are a variety of possible constructions of this type, in fact, ranging from the templatic verbal
morphology of Athabaskan languages, in which the basic meaning of a verb is distributed across
different slots in the template, to coverb constructions in northern Australia and Papua New Guinea, in
which there is a small amount of inflecting verbs which combine with an open class of ‘coverbs’,
forming a syntactically integrated construction which only together give the meaning of the phrase.
Similar constructions called light verbs are found across Ethiopia and Sudan (as well as other parts of
the world).
Note the following examples in Amharic, from Amberber (1995), in which the verb ‘say’ is shown
to combine with a variety of coverbs, to form a complex predicate.
(2 )

Ləmma yɨ-hedal
alə
Lemma 3MS-go.IMP.3MS say.PFV.3MS
‘Lemma said “He will go.” ’

(3 )

tʼərmusu sɨbbɨr alə
glass.DEF break say.PFV.3MS
‘The bottle broke.’

(4 )

Ləmma rotʼ alə
Lemma run say.PFV.3MS
‘Lemma ran.’

(5 )

Ləmma zɨm alə
Lemma quiet say.PFV.3MS
‘Lemma kept/became quiet.’

A new type of complex predicate construction is introduced here, namely that of the Partargument
construction, a term coined to refer to a construction in which body parts are incorporated into the
verbal predicate to change the basic meaning of the verb, or to classify the arguments of the verb.
These resemble (and are related to) both coverb/light verb constructions as well as noun-verb idioms,
but are distinct from both.
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In the following example in Uduk, for instance, the verb ʼcíʼth, ‘to cut/cross’, combines with the
partargument ʼtwāʔ, ‘mouth’, in a discontinuous manner, creating a new meaning for the verbal
predicate, ‘to hinder’.
(6 )

à shōʼk ʼcíʼth
únī ʼtwāʔ
CL2 rain cross:PFV 3PL mouth
‘Rain hindered them.’ (lit: the rain crossed them mouth)

This construction can also be found in Berta, a Nilo-Saharan (although not closely related) language
spoken in the same area as Uduk. Note the following examples from Neudorf (2013):
(7 )

Gali gag-í
mia
dog chase-PRES goat
‘The dog is chasing a goat.’

(8 )

fámiilí gag-í
gali alú
people chase-PRES dog head
‘The people are chasing the dogs away.’

Many languages in West Africa appear to have a similar construction, variously called a
(grammaticalized) Double Object construction in Likpe (Ameka 2009) or Inherent Complement Verb
(Essegbey 1999). The following Ewe examples come from Essegbey (1999).
(9 )

Kofí ƒú du
Kofi ICV IC
‘Kofi ran.’

(10) Kofí ƒú tsi
Kofi ICV water
‘Kofi swam.’
(11) Kofí ƒú kó Amí
Kofi ICV fist Ami
‘Kofi knocked Ami.’
In this article, we give an overview of necessary basic syntactic information in Uduk, followed by a
discussion of how partargument constructions work. We end with a short discussion of the semantics,
and suggest that the structure is similar to a range of typologically related phenomena.
2 Introduction to Uduk
Uduk [udu], also known as Twʼāmpā (Orthographic: ʼTwampa), is a little-studied Koman language of
the Sudan-Ethiopian borderlands. There are approximately 20-25,000 speakers of Uduk, according to
James (2007); however, due to the political turmoil in Sudan beginning from the 1950’s, the Uduk
have been forced to flee as refugees to a number of different countries around the world, and it is
difficult to estimate the actual number of speakers.
In terms of classification, Uduk forms a node on the Nilo-Saharan language tree along with Komo,
Opuuo, Gwama in the Koman family, and somewhat more distantly, Gumuz (Bender 1997, Ahland
2012). The extinct language Gule was also placed into Koman by Greenberg (1963) with relatively
little data available, and may not belong to the Koman languages.
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Figure 1: Koman and Nilo-Saharan languages (Bender 1997)

Linguistic research began in the 1940’s, when the Forsberg missionaries working for the organization
SIM opened a school in Chali, and began bible translation and some linguistic study. While living in
Chali, the Forsbergs kept in contact with Roland Stevenson, a linguist living at the time in Khartoum,
who then helped the Forsbergs to understand the language. Around 1944, Stevenson completed a
grammar sketch of Uduk based on information provided by the Forsbergs via correspondence,
although it remained unpublished, and numerous areas such as tone were not addressed. Although the
grammar sketch was not published, it was used by Tucker and Bryan (1956, 1966) in their covering of
the Koman language family.
The Forsbergs meanwhile were working on the bible and orthography, with portions of the bible
translated between 1947 and 1963. 1963 saw the first edition of the entire new testament of the bible
(Beam et al. 1963). Also made during this time were some literacy primers, teaching Uduk children
how to read; these remain as of yet unpublished. Later periods also saw some anthropological research
by Wendy James (e.g. James 1979, 1988), as well as an Uduk-English dictionary (Beam and Cridland
1970).
The alphabet used in the orthography is as follows, with the IPA representation below:
a
a, ʌ
ḵ
kʰ
ṯ
tʰ

b
b
ʼk
kʼ
ʼt
tʼ

ʼb
ɓ
l
l
th
t̪

c
c
m
m
th
t̪ ʰ

c̱
cʰ
n
n
ʼth
t̪ ʼ

ʼc
cʼ
ŋ
ŋ
u
u, ʊ

d
d
ny
ɲ
w
w

ʼd
ɗ
o
o, ɔ
y
j

dh
d̪
p
p
/
ʔ

e
e, ɛ
p
pʰ

g
g
ʼp
pʼ

h
h
r
r

i
i, ɪ
s
s

j
ɟ
sh
ʃ

k
k
t
t

As the orthography does not mark tones, it is not entirely suitable for a linguistic analysis. However,
the characters actually used in the orthography are generally more visually distinctive than the
standard characters of the IPA, particularly when it comes to the dental versus alveolar distinction.
This work will henceforth use a modified version of the orthography; all consonants and vowels will
be written as in the orthography, with the exception of the glottal stop /, written here as ʔ.
Furthermore, tone is marked in all instances.
Uduk has a 5-vowel system underlyingly, but there are phonetic variations of the vowels on the
surface due to interactions with tone, consonants, and syllable structure; vowels are written here with
the basic Roman letters a, e, i, o, and u, despite their phonetic values. Labialized consonants will be
written as a sequence of Cw rather than Cʷ.
An overview of the phonology can be found in Appendix 1.
3 Alignment and clause structure
There are three main factors to take into consideration in order to understand basic alignment and
clause structure. These considerations are necessary in order to understand complex verbal predicate
constructions, and are as follows: the Gender of the arguments involved in the construction, which is
lexically determined; the Case of the arguments, which has to do with the number of arguments (and
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partarguments) as well as their syntactic roles in the clause; and the Voice of the construction, a crucial
factor dependent on information structure, which can change the whole construction.
Uduk generally is a V2, or Verb Second language, with a constituent order in bivalent independent
clauses as follows:
Top

V

A

IO

O

Partarg

Particle

Adv

A prototypical example could be seen as follows105:
(12) wàthíʔ ʼcíʼth cwá mò
man cut:PFV tree COMPL
‘The man cut down a tree.’
At first glance, this could appear to be an instance of an AVO language; however, clauses of the
following type are also fairly common in Uduk.
(13) tāshá wòʼc
mā
ʼká
snake bite:IPFV ERG.CL2 dog
‘The dog bit the snake.’
Thus, as can be seen in the previous example, Uduk exhibits case marking, but case marking is
partially dependent on the noun’s position in the clause, and not just its role in the syntax. The case
form specific to postverbal A is called Ergative, whereas preverbal (and most other) nouns are marked
with the Absolutive. In monovalent clauses, S occurs in the preverbal topic position and does not
generally occur postverbally (in the rare instances in which it does, it does not take case marking);
adverbials do not affect this placement.
For any bivalent construction, there are two voices, depending on whether A is foregrounded
(Agent Voice, or A-Voice), or whether A is backgrounded (Object Voice, or O-Voice). Note that
although O-Voice is used here as a convenient label, it is not necessary that O itself occupies the
preverbal topic position; any other argument may also fill this slot.
A-Voice constructions are those in which A is the topic of the construction, in the preverbal
position. They correlate more closely with the typological notion of a prototypical bivalent predicate.
The A argument shares more semantic features with Agent, such as higher degrees of animacy,
volitionality, control, and initiation. The O argument on the other hand shares more semantic features
with the Patient, lacking volitionality, control, and initiation, and high in affectedness.
(14) áʼdī dhàl-kí
wàʼc í
mèʼd
3SG let:PFV-ITV fish CL1.LOC hand
‘He dropped the fish from his hand.’
O-Voice constructions are those in which A is not the topic, and the A argument occurs in a postverbal
position. O generally occurs in the preverbal position. If there is another argument, however, there are
two places in which the additional argument may occur. First, it may occur after A, if O is the topic;
second, it may also preverbally as the topic, in which case O is placed after A. In either case, A is
always directly after the verb, and no other arguments are allowed between the verb and A.
(15) wàʼc ḵál
ā
yìʼdéʔ
fish carry:PFV ERG.CL1 water
‘The water carried away the fish.’

105

All examples which are not otherwise marked come from fieldwork trips to Ethiopia between 2011 and 2013.
UD is used to refer to examples taken from the Uduk dictionary by Beam & Cridland (1970).
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The most prototypical example of an O-Voice construction is that of the experiencer construction, in
which O, the experiencer, is high in animacy and affectedness, but low in volitionality and control. A
on the other hand could be viewed as the stimulus, low in affectedness, but also (potentially) less
animate and volitional than a prototypical Agent. Many ‘dative subject’ clauses would also fall into
this category.
(16) ʼdí bǔth
ā
ʼthám
bird hold:IPFV ERG.CL1 wind
‘The bird is cold.’ (lit: the wind holds the bird)
In other instances, however, the A argument may be both animate and volitional, or the arguments are
at least equal in animacy, but the speaker chooses to lay greater importance to O. These tend to be less
common, but are used for instance when answering a question, or when the topic is carried over from
the previous topic of discussion. Thus although O-Voice constructions are commonly used with
experiencer constructions, constituent order is generally flexible in Uduk and other types of
constructions may also change to O-Voice.
(17) pólóny shūn
ā
wàthíʔ
pumpkin pick:PFV ERG.CL1 man
‘The man picked the pumpkin.’
One important factor to keep in mind regarding transitivity in Uduk is that nearly all verb roots have
the possibility of taking either monovalent or bivalent constructions, and there are variations in the
verbal agreement patterns depending on the number of arguments. The terms monovalent and bivalent
are used in this article to refer to the overt number of surface arguments in a given construction.
To create a monovalent construction with a verb high in semantic transitivity, the monovalent
paradigm is often used to leave the object unspecified when it is clear from the context what is meant.
The object is simply left unstated in much the same way that many ergative languages use an
antipassive construction to suppress the object. As all paradigms in Uduk are overtly marked, it is not
necessary to have a devoted marker for an antipassive; one can simply change the paradigm to create
the same meaning.
(18) áʼdī dhǐth
gùʼb
3SG sweep:IPFV house
‘S/he is sweeping the house.’
(19) áʼdī dhǐth-íʼd
3SG sweep:IPFV-3SG
‘S/he is (doing) sweeping.’
For verbs which are very low in semantic transitivity, they are able to take bivalent paradigms
typically due to changes in meaning associated with paradigm alternations. The verb root wù, ‘to die’,
would more than likely be considered more of a monovalent verb from a typological perspective. In
Uduk, this root can occur with both monovalent and bivalent constructions. When the verb root
combines with the word jìṯíʔ, ‘sweat’, for instance, a complex predicate is created meaning ‘to perspire
heavily’.
(20) áʼdī wú-ʼd
mò
3SG die:PFV-3SG COMPL
‘S/he died.’
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(21) áʼdī wú
jìtíʔ
3SG die:PFV sweat
‘S/he was perspiring heavily.’
Despite the somewhat idiomatic nature of the example, the construction itself is pervasive in the
language, and nearly all verbs have at least some phrase they can use in order to become bivalent. In a
number of instances, one of the arguments is obligatory, such as with the verbs dream (obligatory A
argument) and sleep (obligatory O argument).
(22) áhā shūʼb
ā
jàn
kā
ēnʼthíny
1SG dream:IPFV ERG.CL1 dream PREP.CL2 last night
‘I dreamt a dream last night.’ (lit: the dream dreamt me last night)

(UD)

(23) áʼdī ísh
ē
3SG sleep:IPFV eye
‘S/he is sleeping.’
The word ē is an obligatory object of īsh when referring to sleeping, and the monovalent paradigm is
not possible.
(24) *áʼdī ísh-íʼd
*3SG sleep:IPFV-3SG
*‘S/he is sleeping.’ (intended meaning, monovalent paradigm)
Other instances of the verb īsh are possible without ē; however, the meaning changes.
(25) wàthíʔ ísh-íʼd
kí
sāpāth
man sleep:IPFV-3SG CMPL stillness
‘The man is dead (or lying like the dead).’ (lit: the man is lying like stillness)

(UD)

(26) áhā ísh-á
á
pó cwá
1SG sleep:IPFV-1SG CL2.LOC back tree
‘I am leaning against the tree.’
3.1 Gender and case
There are two genders in Uduk which are not semantically based categories, provisionally labeled as
Class I and Class II. Gender and case-marking are morphologically conflated in Uduk, and there is
some segmental overlap between some of the different categories. Case marking is also dependent on
the voice, as seen in table 1 below.
Table 1: Gender and case marking
A-Voice
O-Voice
A
O
O
A
Class I ø ABS
ø
ABS ø ABS
(-N) ā, à
ERG
Class II à ABS ā, à106 ACC à ABS (-N) mā, mà ERG
There are two core cases in Uduk, Ergative and Absolutive, and a limited third with Accusative:



106

Absolutive, which marks any preverbal argument, as well as Postverbal S and class I O
Ergative, which marks postverbal A in bivalent constructions
Accusative, which occurs only with class II O arguments which directly follow the verb

Note that despite being nominal morphology, the Class II marker phonologically cliticizes onto the verb.
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In most instances, the primary morphological difference between the two classes is the presence or
absence of the proclitic à. Absolutive Class I nouns are left unmarked, and Absolutive Class II nouns
are marked with à.
The Accusative case is only overtly marked with class II postverbal O arguments which directly
follow the verb. Class I nouns in O position are marked in the Absolutive, and additionally trigger
agreement changes in the verbal paradigm, in that 2nd and 3rd person agreement markers are not
expressed. Class II nouns when in direct postverbal O position raise the tone of Absolutive marker
from à to ā, which then moves to a phonologically bound cliticization onto the verb. There is likely a
grammaticalization process occurring in which nominal morphology is changing into verbal. This
marker is also affected by a tonal rule, ā lowering to à when directly following a low tone.
A set of the different possible conjugation forms for the verb ʼcíʼth ‘cut’, with 3SG, are given here
for the sake of comparison:
Monovalent
(27) wàthíʔ ʼcíth-íʼd
man cut:PFV-3SG
‘The man was cutting (something), doing cutting.’
Bivalent, class I object
(28) wàthíʔ ʼcíʼth yìʼdéʔ
man cut:PFV water
‘The man was crossing the water.’
Bivalent, class II object
(29) wàthíʔ ʼcíth-íʼd
ā
yíʼd
man cut:PFV-3SG CL2.ACC skin
‘The man was cutting the skin.’
If additional arguments are added to a bivalent construction, such as with the applicative kí, the more
animate O generally occurs first, and the verb conjugates according to whichever argument comes
directly after it. Pronouns are treated as Class I nouns in terms of how they affect verbal paradigms.
The second argument after the verb is always in Absolutive case.
(30) áʼdī ʼkwār-áʼd
ā
wǎrkāʔ
3SG write:IPFV-3SG CL2.ACC book
‘S/he is writing a book.’
(31) áʼdī ʼkwār-kí
é à
wǎrkāʔ
3SG write:IPFV-APPL 2SG CL2 book
‘S/he is writing a book for you.’
The Ergative case is marked by a particle rather than a clitic, mā for Class II A arguments (replacing
the Absolutive à), and ā for Class I A arguments. Both of these markers are affected by the same tonal
rule as with Class II O, in that mā and ā lower to mà and à when directly following a low tone in the
verb. Verbs ending in a vowel also add an additional epenthetic nasal -N before the A argument.
Postverbal Class I A arguments superficially resemble Postverbal Class II O arguments, but cannot be
confused due to other changes in the verbal paradigm.
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(32) cwá ʼcí’th ā
wàthíʔ mò
tree cut:PFV ERG.CL1 man COMPL
‘The man cut down the tree.’
(33) cwá ʼcí’th mā
Édwàd mò
tree cut:PFV ERG.CL2 Edward COMPL
‘Edward cut down the tree.’
One final factor should be mentioned: all verbs discussed up until this point have been active. It is also
possible to get stative verbs in Uduk. Stative verbs only allow for a single argument under normal
circumstances (and voice thus does not usually play a role). Partarguments invariably trigger bivalent
constructions, however. Stative verbs with partarguments are thus a special case, however, and present
a challenge in terms of syntactic analysis, as they fall in between ordinary stative verb constructions
and other types of bivalent constructions.
4 Introduction to complex predicate constructions in Uduk
As mentioned previously, there are discontinuous constructions in Uduk in which the semantic content
of a verbal predicate is carried not only in the verb itself, but rather distributed across multiple words,
typically the verb and a body part. Our prototypical example of a bivalent verbal clause was a man
cutting down a tree, with wàthíʔ ‘man’ as A, cwá ‘tree’ as O, and the basic verb ʼcíʼth, ‘to cut, cross’
in the Class I O paradigm.
(34) wàthíʔ ʼcíʼth cwá mò
man cut:PFV tree COMPL
‘The man cut down a tree.’
Now compare this to a variety of partargument expressions which all use the same verb root:
(35) à

ʼtāsh ʼcíʼth
mèʼd
soup cross:PFV hand
‘The soup was delicious.’ (lit: the soup crossed hand)
CL2

(UD)

(36) wàthíʔ ʼcíʼth
ʼpén
man cross:PFV behind
‘The man is late.’ (lit: the man crossed behind)
(37) wàthíʔ ʼcíth-íʼd
ā
ʼcí ʼpén
man cross:PFV-3SG CL2.ACC child behind
‘The man was following the child closely behind.’ (lit: the man crossed the child behind)
(38) wàthíʔ ʼcíth-íʼd
ā
ŋwá ʼbāʔ
man cross:PFV-3SG CL2.ACC hen neck
‘The man cut the head off the chicken.’ (lit: the man crossed the chicken neck)
(39) wàthíʔ ʼcíth-íʼd
ā
yíʼd bwà
man cross:PFV-3SG CL2.ACC skin stomach
‘The man cut the animal skin in half.’ (lit: the man crossed the skin stomach)
(40) wàthíʔ ʼcíth-íʼd
ā
yíʼd īs
man cross:PFV-3SG CL2.ACC pelt body
‘The man trimmed the animal skin.’ (lit: the man crossed the skin body)
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shōʼk ʼcíʼth
únī ʼtwāʔ
rain cross:PFV 3PL mouth
‘The rain hindered them.’ (lit: the rain crossed them mouth)
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(41) à

CL2

(UD)

Syntactically, these are all A-Voice constructions which can be divided into two main types: whether
the partargument is occupying the O slot (examples 35, 36), or whether there is a separate overt object
and the partargument occurs after the object (examples 37–41).
The first type is parallel to normal verb-noun idioms across the world. Syntactically, a sentence like
‘the man hit the road’ does have an overt agent and patient in much the same way that the Uduk
constructions do, but the arguments themselves are meaningless; the meaning is emergent, obtained
only from the whole construction. Compare this to the Ngiti examples below (Kutsch-Lojenga,
personal communication), in which body parts (as arguments) are also used idiomatically:
(42) ma m ́
tsù-dú-nga
nɔ́ngʉ̀
I PRES.CT mouth-my.LOC-place ask
‘I am thinking.’ (lit: I am asking the inside of my mouth)
(43) dù-du
n ́nza
ɨwà
nd ̀
head-my destroy:PFV already itself (REFL)
‘I am troubled.’ (lit: my head has destroyed itself)
In addition to filling the role of arguments, however, partarguments also can take part in something
more closely resembling light verb or coverb expressions, and occur after all other objects. The
partargument no longer has any real syntactic role, in a sense, and is more similar to an incorporated
discontinuous element of the verb. The semantic content of the construction is distributed across both
the verb root and its partargument, but it is not quite as idiomatic as that of the first type. The
construction resembles light verb constructions found in a number of Nilo-Saharan (and Afroasiastic)
languages, as well as coverb constructions in Australian languages. However, the verb usually does
have a basic meaning on its own, so the idea of a semantically empty head verb is not quite the same.
Instead, the meaning simply changes with the addition of a partargument. Meaning shifts vary in their
transparency; when functioning as predicate classifiers, the meaning is generally clear, but other times
it is more idiomatic, and cannot be guessed on the basis of the individual components.
Although there are no monovalent partargument constructions, partarguments do occur in O-Voice
in addition to A-Voice. O-Voice partarguments are those in which the default construction is OVA,
and the partargument typically fills the postverbal A slot. They tend to be more emotional or
experiential in nature, and parallel numerous other idiomatic experiencer constructions. These often
only have one actual semantic argument, a semantic S argument which is syntactically O, but they
may have up to three partarguments. The stimulus partargument thus occupies something of a dummy
syntactic role.
(44) wàthíʔ ʼkósh mā
sū
man hit:IPFV ERG.CL2 beer
‘The man is drunk.’ (lit: the beer hit the man)
(45) wàthíʔ ʼkósh ā
ṯéʔ
man hit:IPFV ERG.CL1 hunger
‘The man is hungry.’ (lit: hunger hits the man)
(46) wàthíʔ ʼkósh ā
dù
man hit:IPFV ERG.CL1 liver
‘The man has a problem with his liver.’ (lit: the liver hits the man)
Each of the previous examples could be viewed as an idiomatic experiencer construction, as the
meaning is fairly clear and the A arguments in examples 44–45 are not with nouns which ordinarily
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occur with partargument expressions. Example 46 does use dù, which occurs in a number of
partargument expressions; however, in this particular instance it is used in a more literal sense about
one’s actual liver. In the following example, ‘to pass’ plus ‘mouth’ gives a new unpredictable
composite meaning, that of passing someone (e.g. in a race or on a road). The construction cannot take
an overt semantic object.
(47) wàthíʔ pé-n
ā
ʼtwāʔ
man pass:IPFV-NAS ERG.CL1 mouth
‘The man is passing someone.’ (e.g. in a race) (lit: The mouth passes the man)
However, although that particular construction does not occur with a semantic object, it is rather
common to find others which do. Furthermore, partargument constructions with more than one
partargument are also not rare.
(48) wàthíʔ wù-n
à
īs
ē
man die:IPFV-NAS ERG.CL1 body eye
‘The man is very tired.’ (lit: The body dies the man eye)
Further examples of some phrasal verbs are given in tables 2–5, both with and without partarguments.
The distinction between idiomatic phrases in which a partargument is used and those in which another
nominal argument is used is largely arbitrary, mostly having to do with the frequency in which the
noun can take part in the construction. The word sū, ‘beer’, for instance, does not take place in a large
number of expressions, and would be thus categorized slightly differently than bwà, ‘stomach’, which
takes place in hundreds of combinations.
Table 2: Phrasal verb examples: ʼkósh - to hit, kill
ʼkósh _______ īs
ʼkósh _______ ē
ʼkósh _______ shōʼk
ʼkósh _______ mèʼd
ʼkósh shōʼk ē
ʼkósh ʼkúp̱
ʼkósh cwá īs
ʼkósh _______ jwà
_______ ʼkósh ā ʼkúp
_______ ʼkósh ā shēʔ
_______ ʼkósh ā dù
_______ ʼkósh mā bòr
_______ ʼkósh mā kó
_______ ʼkósh mā sū

A-Voice Constructions
hit _______ body
hit _______ eye
hit _______ foot
hit _______ hand
hit foot eye
hit head
A-Voice Idioms
hit wood body
hit _______ complete
O-Voice Constructions
_______ hit (by) head
_______ hit (by) tooth
_______ hit (by) liver
_______ hit (by) chest
O-Voice Idioms
_______ hit (by) milk
_______ hit (by) beer

mix solids
mix liquids
kick at, kick the air
punch at, punch the air
go and come back quickly
wash one’s hair
row a boat
kill
be finished
have a toothache, cavity
have a problem in your liver
have a problem in your chest
have malaria
be drunk

Table 3: Phrasal verb examples: wá - to pick, break off something
wá ʼtwáʔ
wá ē
wá _______ ē
wá _______ ʼkúp̱

A-Voice Constructions
pick mouth
pick eye
pick _______ eye
pick _______ head

wá _______ gwò

pick _______ word

break out (of shell, for baby birds)
be happy after receiving something
poke out someone’s eye
throw something and hit someone in
the head
share a secret; share gossip
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Table
Table4:4:Phrasal
Phrasalverb
verbexamples:
examples:wòʼth
wòʼth- -totohelp
help
wòʼth
wòʼth_______
_______ʼkúp
ʼkúp
wòʼth
wòʼth_______
_______īsīs
wòʼth
wòʼth_______
_______gwò
gwò
wòʼth
wòʼthààbwà
bwàʼkúp
ʼkúp

A-Voice
A-VoiceConstructions
Constructions
help
help_______
_______head
head
stop
stopsomeone
someoneon
onroad
road
help
help_______
_______body
body
stop
stopsomeone
someoneon
onroad
road
help
help_______
_______word
word
intercede
intercedeverbally
verbally
O-Voice
O-VoiceConstructions
Constructions
help
help(by)
(by)stomach
stomachhead
head
decide,
decide,ponder,
ponder,change
changemind
mind

Table
Table5:5:Phrasal
Phrasalverb
verbexamples:
examples:gàm
gàm- -totofind,
find,meet
meet
gàm
gàm_______
_______ʼkúp
ʼkúp
gàm
gàm_______
_______īsīs
gàm
gàm_______
_______gwò
gwò
gàm
gàm_______
_______gwò
gwòīsīs
gàm
gàm_______
_______gwò
gwòmèʼd
mèʼd
gàm
gàmīsīs

A-Voice
A-VoiceConstructions
Constructions
find
find_______
_______head
head
meet,
meet,join
join
find
find_______
_______body
body
join,
join,marry
marry
find
find_______
_______word
word
find
findout
out(information)
(information)
find
find_______
_______word
wordbody
body
believe
believe
find
find_______
_______word
wordhand
hand
agree
agreewith
with
find
findbody
body
hold
holdout,
out,manage
manage

55Syntax
Syntaxofofcomplex
complexpredicate
predicateconstructions
constructions
The
Thesyntax
syntaxofofcomplex
complexpredicate
predicateconstructions
constructionsisisnot
notquite
quitethe
thesame
sameasasconstructions
constructionswith
withordinary
ordinary
arguments,
arguments,but
butthis
thisdepends
dependstotosome
someextent
extenton
onthe
thedetails.
details.Partarguments
Partargumentsdo
dotake
takecase
casemarking
markingfor
for
instance,
instance,asaswell
wellasastriggering
triggeringverbal
verbalparadigm
paradigmalternations,
alternations,and
andthey
theyalso
alsooperate
operateinindependent
dependentclauses
clauses
ininthe
thesame
sameway
waythat
thatother
otherverbal
verbalpredicates
predicatesdo.
do.
(49
(49) ) màḵátō
màḵátō tá-ʼd
tá-ʼd
āā
kó
kó jìn
jìn ʼkōsh-ù
ʼkōsh-ù
ēē nyàḵká
nyàḵká ālbǔn
ālbǔn
macchiato
macchiatoCOP
COP-3
-3SG
SGCL
CL2.2.ACC
ACCmilk
milkREL
RELhit:
hit:IPFV
IPFV-IMPRS
-IMPRSeye
eyewith:
with:CL
CL22coffee
coffee
‘Macchiato
‘Macchiatoisismilk
milkwhich
whichisismixed
mixedwith
withcoffee.’
coffee.’
However,
However,although
althoughpartarguments
partargumentscan
canbecome
becomeargument-like
argument-likeinincertain
certainsituations,
situations,they
theystill
stilldo
donot
not
bear
bearthe
thesame
samequalities
qualitiesasasmore
moretypical
typicalarguments,
arguments,even
evenwhen
whenactually
actuallyfilling
fillingan
anargument
argumentslot.
slot.There
There
are
aremovement
movementrestrictions,
restrictions,for
forinstance,
instance,inincontrast
contrasttotonormal
normalvoice-changing
voice-changingoperations
operationswhich
whichshift
shift
the
theconstituent
constituentorder.
order.
The
Thedetails
detailsofofthe
therestrictions
restrictionsdepend
dependsomewhat
somewhaton
onthe
thebasic
basicvoice
voiceofofthe
theconstruction,
construction,but
butthey
theydo
do
also
alsoshare
sharecertain
certainthings
thingsinincommon.
common.
First,
First,all
allpartargument
partargumentconstructions
constructionstrigger
triggerbivalent
bivalentparadigms
paradigmsininthe
theverbal
verbalpredicate.
predicate.The
Theverb
verb
does
doesnot
notrecognize
recognizethe
theconstruction
constructionasashaving
havingonly
onlyaasingle
singleargument,
argument,despite
despitethe
thepartargument’s
partargument’slack
lack
ofofsemantic
semanticvalue.
value.However,
However,they
theydo
donot
notaffect
affectthe
thecount
countininterms
termsofofApplicatives
ApplicativesororImpersonals,
Impersonals,and
and
up
uptoto66arguments/partarguments
arguments/partargumentsininaaclause
clausehave
havebeen
beenfound.
found.
(50
(50) ) áʼdī
áʼdīgǎm-kāʔ
gǎm-kāʔ
úm
úmgwò
gwò ʼpén
ʼpén īsīs
33SG
SGfind:
find:IPFV
IPFV-1
-1SG
SG
.ERG
.ERG2pl
2plword
wordbehind
behindbody
body
‘I’ve
‘I’vefound
foundout
outfrom
fromyou
youabout
aboutit,it,the
thetruth
truthofofthe
thematter.’
matter.’

(UD)
(UD)

Furthermore,
Furthermore,asasmentioned
mentionedearlier,
earlier,double-partargument
double-partargumentconstructions
constructionsare
arerather
rathercommon.
common.
(51
(51) ) áhā
áhā ús-á
ús-á
gwò
gwò ēē
I I extinguish:
extinguish:IPFV
IPFV-1
-1SG
SG word
word eye
eye
‘I’m
‘I’mhiding
hidingsomething,
something,holding
holdingsomething
somethingback.’
back.’
AAsecond
secondfeature
featureinincommon
commonwith
withboth
bothvoices
voicesinvolves
involvesadverbial
adverbialinsertion.
insertion.Even
Eventhough
thoughadverbials
adverbials
typically
typicallyare
areplaced
placedtowards
towardsthe
theend
endofofthe
theclause,
clause,they
theyare
arefairly
fairlyflexible
flexibleininterms
termsofofplacement.
placement.The
The
adverb
adverb shwānénín
shwānénín refers
refers toto aa short
short time
time ago,
ago, and
and variations
variations inin its
its placement
placement may
may be
be seen
seen inin the
the
examples
examplesbelow.
below.
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(52) shwānénín áhā ʼkósh-á
ā
ālbǔn ē nyàḵká kó
recently I hit:PFV-1SG CL2.ACC coffee eye with:CL2 milk
‘I mixed the coffee with the milk a little bit ago.’
(53) áhā ʼkósh-á
ā
ālbǔn ē shwānénín nyàḵká kó
I hit:PFV-1SG CL2.ACC coffee eye recently with:CL2 milk
‘I mixed the coffee with the milk a little bit ago.’
(54) áhā ʼkósh-á
ā
ālbǔn ē nyàḵká kó shwānénín
I hit:PFV-1SG CL2.ACC coffee eye with:CL2 milk recently
‘I mixed the coffee with the milk a little bit ago.’
However, insertion of adverbials between the verb and the partargument is marginally accepted at
best.
(55) *?áhā ʼkósh-á
ā
ālbǔn shwānénín ē nyàḵká kó
*?I hit:PFV-1SG CL2.ACC coffee recently eye with:CL2 milk
*? ‘I mixed the coffee with the milk a little bit ago.’
For O-Voice constructions, the situation is quite similar.
(56) shwānénín ālbǔn ʼkósh ā
áʼdī ē nyàḵká kó
recently coffee hit:PFV ERG.CL1 3SG eye with:CL2 milk
‘S/he mixed the coffee with the milk a little bit ago.’
(57) ālbǔn ʼkósh ā
áʼdī ē shwānénín nyàḵká kó
coffee hit:PFV ERG.CL1 3SG eye recently with:CL2 milk
‘S/he mixed the coffee with the milk a little bit ago.’
(58) ālbǔn ʼkósh ā
áʼdī ē nyàḵká kó shwānénín
coffee hit:PFV ERG.CL1 3SG eye with:CL2 milk recently
‘S/he mixed the coffee with the milk a little bit ago.’
(59) *?ālbǔn ʼkósh ā
áʼdī shwānénín ē nyàḵká kó
*?coffee hit:PFV ERG.CL1 3SG recently
eye with:CL2 milk
*? ‘S/he mixed the coffee with the milk a little bit ago.’
A third feature in which both voices share in common is that neither type of partarguments can be
easily modified by adjectives. That is, both the partarguments functioning as arguments in idiomatic
phrases as well as the partarguments which more closely resemble coverb constructions are generally
unmodifiable. Thus far only one single instance has been found in which a partargument was modified
by an adjective.
(60) áʼdī dhěl
ā
ē kí
dhèl
3SG glitter:IPFV ERG.CL1 eye CMPL REDUP
‘S/he’s blind.’
(61) áʼdī dhěl
ā
ē-n
ʼdé kí
dhèl
3SG glitter: IPFV ERG.CL1 eye- ASS one CMPL REDUP
‘S/he’s blind in one eye.’
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This appears to parallel the ICV constructions of West Africa, which can also be modified only in rare
instances. Essegbey (1999) discusses a situation in which he as a native speaker assumed that ICs
could not be modified, until another speaker suggested an example with a modified IC.
In terms of differences between the voices, the main issues revolve around constituent alternations
and changes. Movement changes can be somewhat complicated, but a brief overview is nonetheless
important.
As mentioned previously, the first place in a clause is reserved for the topic of the construction. In
bivalent constructions, this typically is either the object (direct or indirect), or the agent.
(62) áhā ʼkósh-á
ā
ālbǔn ē nyàḵká kó
I hit:PFV-1SG CL2.ACC coffee eye with:CL2 milk
‘I mixed the coffee with the milk.’
(63) ālbǔn ʼkósh-kāʔ
ē nyàḵká kó
coffee hit:PFV-1SG.ERG eye with:CL2 milk
‘I mixed the coffee with the milk.’
For partargument constructions which do not occupy an argument position, it is not possible to front
the partargument. This applies to both A-Voice and O-Voice partarguments.
(64) *ē ʼkósh-kāʔ
ālbǔn nyàḵká kó
*eye hit:PFV-1SG.ERG coffee with:CL2 milk
* ‘I mixed the coffee with the milk.’ (intended meaning)
In applicative constructions indirect objects may also be fronted; similar to the previous example,
however, it is still not possible to front the partargument.
(65) áhā ʼkósh-kí-ná
wàthíʔ ālbǔn ē nyàḵká kó
I hit:PFV-APPL-1SG man coffee eye with:CL2 milk
‘I mixed the coffee with the milk for the man.’
(66) ālbǔn ʼkósh-kí-kāʔ
wàthíʔ ē nyàḵká kó
coffee hit:PFV-APPL-1SG.ERG man eye with:CL2 milk
‘I mixed the coffee with the milk for the man.’
(67) wàthíʔ ʼkósh-kí-kāʔ
ālbǔn ē nyàḵká kó
man hit:PFV-APPL-1SG.ERG coffee eye with:CL2 milk
‘I mixed the coffee with the milk for the man.’
(68) *ē ʼkósh-kí-kāʔ
wàthíʔ ālbǔn nyàḵká kó
*eye hit:PFV-1SG.ERG man coffee with:CL2 milk
* ‘I mixed the coffee with the milk for the man.’ (intended meaning)
However, an unusual property of these constructions is that it becomes possible to front arguments in
some instances, such as when one of the arguments of the construction is deleted.
(69) áhā gǎm-á
é gwò īs
I find:IPFV-1SG 2SG word body
‘I believe you.’

190

Donald Killian

(70) é gǎm-kāʔ
gwò īs
2SG find:IPFV-1SG.ERG word body
‘I believe you.’
(71) *gwò gǎm-kāʔ
é
īs
*word find:IPFV-1SG.ERG 2SG body
* ‘I believe you.’ (intended meaning)
(72) gwò gǎm-kāʔ
īs
word find:IPFV-1SG.ERG body
‘I believe.’ (e.g. you, someone unstated)
Constituent changes are also possible if there are two partarguments; in these instances, however, only
the first of the two partarguments may move.
(73) áhā wǒʼth
ā
bwà
ʼkúp
I help:IPFV ERG.CL1 stomach head
‘I’m pondering about a decision (and changing my mind).’
(74) bwà
wǒʼth
áā
ʼkúp
stomach help:IPFV 1SG.ACC head
‘I’m pondering about a decision (and changing my mind).’
In most single-partargument A-Voice constructions which do not take objects, it is not possible to
front the partargument, as seen below.
(75) áʼdī ísh
ē
3SG sleep:IPFV eye
‘He is sleeping.’
(76) *ē
ísh
ā
áʼdī
*eye sleep:IPFV
ERG.CL1
3SG
* ‘He is sleeping.’ (intended meaning)
However, even these can be adjusted if an adverbial is added.
(77) kātílíʔ
ē ísh
ā
áʼdī
yesterday eye sleep:IPFV ERG.CL1 3SG
‘He was sleeping yesterday.’
Stative clauses
In addition to active verb constructions, partarguments can also occur with stative verbs. Stative verbs
denote a permanent or temporary state, and the subject of the construction is a patient of the state. The
verbal predicate normally consists of a verb root, the particle á, and a reduplicant of the verb root.
There is no agreement marking on the verb. Monovalent stative verbs have one single core argument
S, which is always in the Absolutive case and precedes the verb.
(78) áʼdī mòḵ
á
mòḵ
3SG be.fat:IPFV NVP REDUP
‘S/he is fat.’
Through phrasal verb constructions it is also possible to have multiple arguments with a stative verb.
These are mostly, but not exclusively, with partarguments.
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If there is a second argument, the construction more closely resembles that of O-Voice
constructions, in that the experiencer O is placed in initial position, and A is marked with the Ergative
case. The primary difference between ordinary bivalent O-Voice constructions and bivalent stative
verbs is that there is an additional complement construction of kí plus the verb root after A; that is, the
reduplicated element of the stative verb construction remains. The patient of the verb remains in the
Absolutive case, but there is an additional argument occurring after the verb.
(79) gùʼb ʼbíth
ā
yól kí
ʼbīʼth
house strong:IPFV ERG.CL1 cost CMPL REDUP
‘The house is expensive.’
(80) áhā ʼbór
ā
bwà
kí
ʼbōr
1SG good:IPFV ERG.CL1 stomach CMPL REDUP
‘I am very happy.’
Constituent order changes with partargument constructions with stative verbs tend to be somewhat
more flexible; example 81 shows an O-Voice partargument in an A-Voice construction.
(81) ē dhěl
áʼdī kí
dhèl
eye glitter:IPFV 3SG CMPL REDUP
‘(It’s that) he’s blind.’
There are also a handful of bivalent verbs in which the partargument occupies the O slot, the
construction formally resembling ordinary bivalent A-Voice constructions in terms of agreement
marking and verbal paradigms. These constructions are challenging to analyze, as they conjugate
according to the normal bivalent paradigms, but they only ever occur with the reduplicant
complement.
The verb ʼthūp̱ īs, ‘to be cold’, for instance, is an example of a bivalent (A-Voice) stative verb in
which it may only occur in its reduplicated form, and non-reduplicated conjugations are not possible
(except in limited instances for third person).
(82) mò ʼthūp
á
ʼthūp
place be.cold:IPFV NVP REDUP
‘It’s cold out.’
(83) mò ʼthūp-úʼd
place be.cold:IPFV-3SG
‘It’s (become) cold out.’
(84) áhā ʼthūp-á
īs
kí
ʼthūp
1SG be cold:IPFV-1SG
body CMPL REDUP
‘I’m cold (or recovering from a fever).’
(85) *áhā
ʼthūp-á
īs
*1SG
be cold:IPFV-1SG body
‘I’m cold (intended meaning).’
(86) *áhā
ʼthūp-á
*1SG
be cold:IPFV-1SG
‘I’m cold (intended meaning).’
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6 Partarguments in other word classes
Partarguments do not just occur with verbs. Word classes in Uduk tend to be rather flexible, and thus it
is fairly simple to use a verbal construction in another syntactic class. The nominal form of a verb is
simply the verb root, adjectives are verbal in nature, and adverbials are mostly made with the
complementizer kí and the verb root. Thus, there is very little difference between different
partargument constructions types, even when not functioning syntactically as the head of a VP.
As mentioned previously, stative verbs can occur with partarguments.
(87) à

sáhàn tēntēr
ā
bwà
kí
tēntēr
dish be.shallow:IPFV ERG.CL1 stomach CMPL REDUP
‘The dish is shallow.’ (UD)
CL2

Stative verbs also can modify nouns directly; stative verbs with partarguments retain these even when
functioning as adjectives.
(88) Máná sáhàn-à ʼkúl bwà
yín?
where dish-ASS deep stomach that
‘Where is that deep dish?’
(UD)
It is also possible to create adverbs from partargument constructions. These can be made with both
stative and active verbs. The verb ḵwáʔ, ‘to clear’, combines with the partargument bwà, ‘stomach’, to
give a meaning of to divide or separate.
(89) ḵwáʔ
áā
tō-m
pém
bwà
mò
clear.IMP 1SG.ACC thing-ASS 1SG.POSS stomach COMPL
‘Divide my things for me.’
(UD)
This also can function adverbially.
(90) Bwày ʼkó
kā
ḵwá-m bwà
road stay.PL:PFV with.CL2 clear-ASS stomach
‘The roads are intersecting, forking.’
(UD)
The verb dhàl, ‘to let, leave’, often takes nominal arguments when used for the negative imperative.
For partargument constructions, the partargument is placed first, with the complementizer kí between
it and the verb.
(91) dhàl-kí
bwà
kí
ʼthōth
leave:IMP-ITV stomach CMPL worry
‘Don't be needy.’
Further examples of nominal compounding are discussed in section 7 below.
7 Semantic correlations
Despite rather opaque semantics synchronically, patterns of general correlation do exist for the use of
the partargument constructions. It is generally impossible to guess the entirety of the meaning based
on seeing a verb and its partargument, but looking at a selection of different verbs and partarguments
does yield some interesting results. In this section, we focus primarily on the partargument bwà and its
main uses.
Bwà is one of the most prolific partarguments in Uduk, on its own meaning belly or stomach. There
are three main ways bwà is used.
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The
Thefirst
firstsemantic
semanticuse
useisisasasa aclassifier,
classifier,for
fordivision
divisioninto
intosmaller
smallerparts
parts(in
(inparticular
particulardividing
dividing
something
somethingininhalf).
half).This
Thistypically
typicallyoccurs
occurswith
withA-Voice
A-Voiceconstructions.
constructions.Some
Someexamples
examplesare
aregiven
giveninin
table
table6.6.
Table
Table6:6:Examples
Examplesofofdivision
divisionverbs
verbswith
withthe
thepartargument
partargumentbwà
bwà
c̱ éc̱ é

totoopen
open

c̱ éc̱ ébwà
bwà

ʼcīmīʼth
ʼcīmīʼth
dhěr
dhěr
ʼcíʼth
ʼcíʼth

totocut
cutinto
intosmall
smallpieces
pieces
totowalk
walkquickly
quickly
totocut,
cut,cross
cross

ʼcīmīʼth
ʼcīmīʼthbwà
bwà
dhěr
dhěrbwà
bwà
ʼcíʼth
ʼcíʼthbwà
bwà

ḵwáʔ
ḵwáʔ
ʼtwáḵ
ʼtwáḵ
pwáth
pwáth
tháp
tháp
c̱ ēkēr
c̱ ēkēr

totoclear,
clear,wound,
wound,break
break
totoburst,
burst,pop,
pop,lighten
lighten(of
(oflight)
light)
totocut
cutwood
woodfor
forkindling
kindling
totobebebland
bland
totoscatter
scatter(something)
(something)

ḵwáʔ
ḵwáʔbwà
bwà
ʼtwáḵ
ʼtwáḵbwà
bwà
pwáth
pwáthbwà
bwà
tháp
thápbwà
bwà
c̱ ēkēr
c̱ ēkērbwà
bwà

totoseparate
separateafter
aftermeeting,
meeting,disperse
disperse
inindifferent
differentdirections
directions
totodivide
divideinto
intosmall
smallparts
parts
totocut
cutininhalf
halflengthwise
lengthwise
totocut
cutininhalf
halflengthwise,
lengthwise,divide
divide
cross
crosssection
section
totodivide
divide
totosplit
splitasunder
asunder(into
(intotwo)
two)
totobreak
breakinto
intosmall
smallpieces
pieces
totosort
sortout
outgood/ripe
good/ripethings
things
totoscatter
scatter(anticausative)
(anticausative)

Bwà
Bwàcan
canalso
alsobebeused
usedasasa adummy
dummyargument
argumentfor
forfeelings,
feelings,often
often(but
(butnot
notexclusively)
exclusively)ininexperiencer
experiencer
constructions.
constructions.ĀĀininthe
thefollowing
followingtable
tablerefers
referstotoO-Voice
O-Voiceconstructions
constructionsininwhich
whichbwà
bwàfunctions
functionsasasthe
the
AAargument.
argument.
Table
Table7:7:Examples
Examplesofoffeeling
feelingverbs
verbswith
withthe
thepartargument
partargumentbwà
bwà
óó
ṯóʼc
ṯóʼc
wǎn
wǎn
wàl
wàl
dìṯ
dìṯ
ʼkúc̱
ʼkúc̱
ʼbór
ʼbór
kūlūm
kūlūm
ʼkūny
ʼkūny
shīʔ
shīʔ

totosay
say
totoannoy
annoy
totoexchange
exchange
totoquarrel
quarrel
totobebeheavy
heavy
totobend,
bend,roll,
roll,fold
fold
totobebegood
good
totothink,
think,plan
plan(something)
(something)
totobebepleasant
pleasantininsmell,
smell,taste
taste
totobebebad
bad

ṯáʼc
ṯáʼc
ʼté
ʼté

tototoss,
toss,vote
vote
totonot
notwant
want

ó óbwà
bwà
ṯóʼc
ṯóʼcbwà
bwà
wǎn
wǎnbwà
bwà
wàl
wàlbwà
bwà
dìṯ
dìṯà àbwà
bwà
ʼkúc̱
ʼkúc̱ā ābwà
bwà
ʼbór
ʼbórā ābwà
bwà
kūlūm
kūlūmā ābwà
bwà
ʼkūny
ʼkūnyā ābwà
bwà
shīʔ
shīʔā ābwà
bwà
(or
(orshīn
shīnā ābwà)
bwà)
ṯáʼc
ṯáʼcā ābwà
bwà
ʼté
ʼtéā ābwà
bwà

totowant,
want,desire
desire
tototrouble
trouble
totoreconcile
reconcile
totobebeunstable,
unstable,unreliable
unreliable
totobebeheavy-hearted,
heavy-hearted,sad
sad
totobebepatient
patient
totobebehappy
happy
totocontemplate,
contemplate,consider
consider
totobebepleased
pleased
totobebesad,
sad,angry,
angry,resentful,
resentful,sorry
sorry
totofeel
feelinsulted
insultedororoffended
offended
totodislike
dislike(strongly);
(strongly);totoreject
reject

The
Thethird
thirdmain
mainuse
useisiswith
withnominal
nominalcompounds,
compounds,totorefer
refertotolarge
largeororwide
wideareas,
areas,ororsometimes
sometimesthe
theinside
inside
ofofananarea.
area.This
Thisthird
thirduse
usealso
alsooccurs
occursinina alimited
limitedfashion
fashionwith
withadjectives
adjectivesand
andstative
stativeverbs.
verbs.
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Table 8: Examples dealing with wide areas with the partargument bwà
cwá
gùʼb
ē
ʼcé
shūsh
shōʼk
à póʔ
à bòr
à bǐ
à píʔ
à shō
à wàsh
gwàṯáʔ
tī
dì
ʼkúl
tár
tēntēr

tree
house
eye
ear
nose
foot
back
chest
upper arm
soot
grass
dark, red soil
flintstone
already
to be somewhere; to stay,
remain
to be deep (water)
to be flat, level
to be shallow (water)

bwàńycwá
bwàŋ́gùʼb
bwàm ē
bwàńy ʼcé
bwàm shūsh
bwàm shōʼk
bwàmpóʔ
bwàmbòr
bwàmbǐ
bwǎpíʔ
bwǎshō
bwǎwàsh
bwàŋgwàṯáʔ
bwàntī
dì bwà

forest, woods
inside of home
face
inner ear
nostril
sole of foot
beyond
front, in front of
armpit
field of burned grass
bush, wilderness
place of red soil
fireplace
old field planted once
to be empty

ʼkúl ā bwà
tár ā bwà
tēntēr ā bwà

to be deep (of things)
to be shallow, flat (of things)
to be shallow (of things)

8 Conclusion
Partargument constructions are a fascinating area of both semantics and syntax in Uduk. The verbal
predicate incorporates primarily body parts in order to classify arguments or create idiosyncratic
changes in meaning. They bear a distinct resemblance to both light verb constructions and noun-verb
idioms, yet remain distinct from them in a number of properties. Documentation of such a system is
likely of interest to any typologist interested in noun categorization as well as argumenthood, due to
unusual syntactic properties of these constructions.
West African Kwa languages appear to parallel Uduk’s partargument constructions in a number of
ways, and a more direct comparison would be interesting to pursue, especially regarding voice
alternations and argumenthood of inherent complement constructions.
Other potentially interesting areas to explore would be in grammaticalization and historical
development. Gumuzic languages form a relationship with Koman languages at a higher level; despite
the more distant genetic relationship, however, there is a surprising similarity in terms of predicate
classification. Gumuz makes use of noun incorporation for predicate classification, similar to Uduk.
The semantics of the classification appears to follow a similar logic in many instances, such as using
‘head’ for containers (including liquids in containers) and ‘eye’ for liquids which are not (necessarily)
in containers. ‘Eye’ in particular shows a surprising parallelism, being used in both languages for
sharp objects, liquids, and clothing.
However, the incorporation is much more tightly bound syntactically in Gumuz than in Uduk, as
seen in the examples below (taken from Ahland 2010):
(92) áχʷa ʔaf-ə́c
clothes wash-eye
‘Wash the clothesǃ’
(93) ʔaf-ə́c
məχa
wash-eye blood
‘Wash off the bloodǃ’
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(94) ʔaf-ókʼʷ lɨ-c-úá
wash-head POSS-eye-2S
‘Wash your faceǃ’
(95) ʔaf-ɨkʼʷós mankia
wash-tooth metal.spoon
‘Wash the spoon(s)!’
Ahland (2010) concludes on Gumuz incorporated nouns that “...in the absence of historical data on the
Gumuz language or thorough grammatical descriptions of the languages thought to be most closely
related to Gumuz, it is difficult to ascertain whether or not Gumuz represents an older system perhaps
in decay. If such is the case, one would expect to find evidence of such a system in closely related
Nilo-Saharan languages.”
As evidence has now been presented on such a system, deeper explorations and comparisons could
shed light on how predicate classification can arise in languages, as well as how the earlier NiloSaharan system may have looked like, in particular in terms of boundedness. More research and
documentation on other Koman languages, however, is vital to understanding any type of historical
development.

Appendix 1: Phonology
As published data on Uduk is primarily restricted to overviews by Lionel Bender (see e.g. Bender
1983, 1985, 1994), as well as Thelwall’s discussion of the phonology (Thelwall 1983), it is worth a
brief overview, particularly when new information has been discovered by the author leading to some
changes in the phonological description.
Table 9: Consonant inventory107
Unaspirated
Aspirated
Ejective
Voiced
Implosive
Fricatives
Nasals
Lateral
Trill
Approximant

Bilabial
p pʷ
pʰ pʰʷ
pʼ
b bʷ
ɓ ɓʷ
(ɸ)
m [mʷ]

Dental Alveolar Post-Alveolar
t̪ [t̪ ʷ]
t
t̪ ʰ
tʰ [tʰʷ]
t̪ ʼ
d̪

tʼ tʼʷ
d dʷ
ɗ ɗʷ
s
n
l
r

Palatal
c cʷ
cʰ cʰʷ

Velar
k kʷ
kʰ kʰʷ

cʼ cʼʷ
ɟ ɟʷ

kʼ kʼʷ
g gʷ

ɲ [ɲʷ]

(x)
ŋ ŋʷ

j

w

ʃ ʃʷ

Glottal
ʔ

h

Table 10: Vowel inventory

107

Consonants in parentheses occur either allophonically or as a result of grammatical processes, and are not
phonemes. Consonants in brackets are considered marginal phonemes.
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Uduk has a complex phonology, with an extensive consonant inventory and a heavy reliance on tone.
Length contrasts are phonemic but rare for both consonants and vowels, and there is no phonemic
ATR contrast in the language. There are four basic tonemes in Uduk: L (à), M (ā), H (à), and LH (ǎ);
these exist both on the surface and underlyingly. There is an additional rare toneme of HL (â), found in
a handful of lexemes; the contours HM (âੱ) and MH (âੲ) primarily exist as a result of grammatical
processes, and have not been shown to be contrastive in morphemes roots. Although there are three
tone levels in Uduk, due to a complex system of consonant-tone restrictions, minimal tonal sets are
extremely limited, and cannot occur in noun or verb roots alone. Only grammatical morphemes can
give a full contrast between all three tone levels, in much the same way Mundang has been described
(see e.g. Elders 2000 for details).
These restrictions show up in the way of depressor consonant effects, and also create rules in the
verbal morphology, important for understanding some of the case marking and agreement alternations.
In particular, there is one rule affecting tonal sequences important for the syntax: if a sequence would
occur such that an L tone is followed by M, M instead lowers to L. This occurs in both word roots and
with a number of grammatical particles, such as the Ergative markers and one of the gender markers.
This does not affect compounds or across word boundaries, grammatical particles aside.

Abbreviations
1
2
3
ACC
AGR
APPL
ASS
CL1
CL2
CM
CMPL
COMPL
CON
COP
CT
DEF
DET
ERG
IC

1st person
2nd person
3rd person
Accusative
Agreement
Applicative
Associative
Class I Gender
Class II Gender
Class Marker
Complementizer
Completive
Construct
Copula
Continuous
Definite
Determiner
Ergative
Inherent Complement

ICV
IMP
IMPRS
IPFV
ITV
NAS
NVP
OBJ
PST
PFV
PL
POSS
PREP
PRES
REDUP
REL
SCR
SG
V

Inherent Complement Verb
Imperative
Impersonal
Imperfective
Itive
Nasal
Nonverbal Predicate
Object
Past
Perfective
Plural
Possessive
Preposition
Present
Reduplicated
Relative marker
Subject Cross-Reference Marker
Singular
Verb
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THE PHILOSOPHY OF WALKING: MOTION AND THE
VERBS OF WALKING IN CHERANG’ANY (KALENJIN)
Angelika Mietzner
1 Introduction
Cherang’any is a Southern Nilotic language, being classified as a dialect of Marakwet within the
Nandi branch of Kalenjin (Rottland 1982). Survey work by the author indicates that Cherang’any is
probably not a dialect of Marakwet, but rather a separate Kalenjin language, classified within the
Nandi branch.
Motion events in Kalenjin languages have been touched upon by Mietzner (2009, 2012). This
contribution to the description of motion will help to improve the descriptive status of Kalenjin
languages and also highlight the inherent semantics of a special field of motion verbs, the so-called
verbs of walking.
This paper is an approach to explaining the rich lexicon of these verbs in relation to cultural
attitudes towards walking in a society where walking has an extremely positive association.
The term verb of walking in this paper is used in order to emphasize the motion of physical
locomotion on two feet in an upright position, and thus to distinguish it from the motion verbs in
general, meaning a motion by any means. The verbs of walking all have semantic features of, for
instance, the intention of the walking process, the emotion shown by the motion or the process of
walking at a certain speed. They are syntactically expressed by underived lexical verb stems or may be
modified by derivational morphemes, prototypically denoting motion away from or towards the deictic
center.
A conspicuously rich lexicon of verbs of walking is used in a society that is known to the world as
the “running nation” – the Kalenjin.2
In this paper, firstly, a short introduction to the social and geographical background of the
Cherang’any is given, followed by a discussion of some theories from different scientific disciplines
dealing with the concept of running.
Afterwards, the syntax of motion events will be described, outlining the wide range of the
Cherang’any walking lexicon and also explaining the lexical verbs of walking, as well as the
derivational suffixes that turn a non-motion verb into a verb of walking.
Finally, an attempt will be made to explain the phenomenon of Kalenjin people being among the
leading runners of the world and the lexicalization of verbs of walking will be discussed. So, a
description of Kalenjin society and their attitude towards walking will be the starting point of
demonstrating that the culture of walking has had an important impact on the lexicon.
The conclusion is drawn in the last paragraph, giving a theory of verbs of walking embedded in the
field of ethnosemantics.

1

I would like to thank the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG), who is generously sponsoring the project
Die Marakwet-Sprachen (Süd-Nilotisch): Deskription und Vergleich. I would also like to thank my language
assistant Benjamin Kimeli Rotich who has put intensive thought into the idea of this article, and Jacob Suter. I
am thankful to Alexandra Aikhenvald, Andrew Chelimo, Helga Schröder, Anne Storch and Helma Pasch for
their fruitful comments on previous versions of this paper.
2
Everybody who is familiar with athletic events knows the Kalenjin as one of the runners spearheading the list
of the world’s best athletes. (The gold and bronze medals of the marathon discipline within the 2012 Olympic
Games were won by Kalenjin runners).
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2 The importance of walking in the Cherang’any culture
2.1 Social and geographical environment
The Kalenjin live in the Rift Valley Province in Western Kenya. The area is mountainous. The
Marakwet, under which Cherang’any is classified, originally settled in the escarpment of the Rift
Valley between Tot in the North and Iten in the South, where the escarpment goes down to the Kerio
valley. The Cherang’any split from the Marakwet and moved further west to the Cherang’any hills,
which are a series of hills that rise to a peak of 3,500 meters. The climatic conditions in the hills are
the reason for the area being highly fertile. Roads and paths are rough; some of the fields are on steep
slopes.
Walking and especially running is an important social aspect in the life of the Cherang’any. It is
considered socially desirable by many members of Kalenjin-speaking groups. This may have given
rise to professional running, in which some athletes are successful and extremely popular, getting a
disproportionate number of medals in marathon competitions and also in other running disciplines.
Running is taken very seriously as a profession within Kalenjin society.
2.2 Social and historical background
The link between the Kalenjin and athletics may of course be a coincidence. People see the act of
walking and running as something good and necessary.3 Often can one see primary school pupils
running and jumping together with their friends on their way to and from school. This is a part of the
culture and is considered a positive habit.
In former times, the daily work of Cherang’any people could be carried out only during daytime
due to dangerous game such as buffaloes, hyenas, lions or leopards that lived in the Rift Valley. The
limitation of work to the daytime forced the people to cover distances at a greater speed in order to
return home before sunset, and additionally the terrain was risky and rough. This necessity of being
fast is explored further in § 3.3.4 (speed of motion).
The hunting of game was conducted by the Cherang’any men and stealth was crucial in order not to
scare the animals. Therefore, verbs of walking in a certain manner were used to describe the motion
conducted. These verbs will be given in § 3.3.2 (manner).
The circumcision ceremonies and the idea of getting married very soon after circumcision led to
the necessity for the boys to present themselves in a showy way in order to attract the girl’s interest
and to present themselves to her parents as an appropriate candidate for their daughter. This was done
by walking around, showing off and presenting oneself, as will be described in § 3.3.1 (telic verbs).
Manner and speed are only two of four inherent semantics that are expressed with the verbs of
walking. The full range will be shown in § 3.3.
The distances that have to be covered in a day’s work for Cherang’any people are quite
considerable. The fields belonging to a household are not always near the house; cattle – the economic
basis of life – have to be brought to different places for grazing or salt licks. Bee-keeping, which is
another part of agriculture, also requires covering some distance when building bee-hives, controlling
them and harvesting the honey.
In the following, motion will be described in order to show its syntactic behavior and the marking
of goal, source, figure and ground.
Afterwards the verbs of walking will be discussed.
3 Motion
Cherang’any is a VSO language. The agglutinating verb is highly interesting, having up to seven
morphological slots, including tense, conditional, negative, subject prefix, an impersonal marker, the
stem, ten possible derivational suffixes, an aspect marker and an object or referential marker. Some of
these morphemes can appear together, others are mutually exclusive.

3

When asking my co-worker after a long working day whether I could give him a lift back home, he told me that
he had not done his limit of (walking) exercise for that day and would prefer to walk back home.
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Cherang’any is a tonal language, having both lexical and grammatical tone. Case is marked tonally
on nouns, as Cherang’any is a marked nominative language.
3.1 Motion-evoking derivational suffixes
In Cherang’any, motion can also be described by lexical motion verbs, as well as by extended nonmotion verbs, when the suffixation of derivational morphemes triggers a motion reading. Directional
suffixes in Kalenjin languages have been described by Creider (2002) and Mietzner (2009, 2012).
Two directional morphemes denote the directions ‘towards’ (ventive) and ‘away from’ (itive) the
deictic center. Itive and ventive can be modified by a mobilitive morpheme -ʌʌn-, including the
motion towards (mobilitive-ventive) or the motion away from (mobilitive-itive) a deictic center4.
These verbal suffixes are -u- (ventive, motion towards), -ta-/-te-/-tʌ- (itive, motion away), -ʌʌnu(mobilitive-ventive, doing something while moving towards) and -ʌʌte-/-ʌʌti- (mobilitive-itive, doing
sth. while moving away). These morphemes – with variation – are found in all Kalenjin languages and
related languages like Datooga (Kiessling 2007). Furthermore the applicative suffix -ci/-cini can
express a motion that includes a goal or the crossing of a boundary (Mietzner 2008: 160).5
The examples in Table 1 show the various uses of itive, ventive and applicative.
Table 1: Cherang’any verbs with directional and mobilitive suffixes
itive

wɪr̀ -tá
throw-ITV

‘s/he throws away’ (from deictic center)

ventive

wìr-u
throw-VEN

‘s/he throws towards’ (deictic center)

mobilitive itive

til-ʌ̀ʌ̀tí
cut-MOB.ITV

‘s/he cuts while going’ (from deictic center)

mobilitive ventive

til-ʌ̀ʌ̀nu
cut-MOB.VEN

‘s/he cuts while coming’ (towards deictic center)

applicative

wìr-cí
throw-APPL

‘s/he throws into/onto’

The itive and ventive suffixes can be attached to motion verbs in order to indicate a direction, but they
can also be attached to non-motion verbs, triggering no motion but rather a change in the semantic
function, such as, for instance, a comitative, as example (1) shows.6
(1)

ŋgɪ̀

ʌ́m-tè
kimyèèt
ŋwéék
eat-ITV
ugali:NOM vegetable
‘Please eat the ugali with the vegetables.’
COND

Mobilitive itive and mobilitive ventive suffixes can evoke motion when suffixed to a non-motion verb
(2), (3).
(2)

4

kɔ-síŋíld-ʌ̀ʌ̀ti
/
kɔ-sɪŋ́ ɪĺ d-ʌ̀ʌ̀nù
cɪɪ̀ t̀ ɔ
P2-spit-MOB.ITV
P2-spit- MOB.VEN
person
‘While going away / coming, the person spit saliva.’

The vowel harmony system in Cherang’any and in other Kalenjin languages (Rottland 1982: 81ff.) is nonsymmetric, which means, that it is dominant vs. recessive. The dominant feature is the [+ATR] and the recessive
one is [-ATR] feature. Vowels are: [+ATR] [i] [u] [e] [o] [ʌ] and [-ATR] [ɪ] [ʊ] [ɛ] [ɔ] [a]. Vowel harmony is
phonetically difficult in case of /a/ and /o/. The articulation of [ʌ] and [ɔ] has converged in Cherang’any.
5
These suffixes undergo manifold diverse phonological processes that can result in a total omission of, for
example, the ventive suffix, or evoking a change of vowel quality and tone.
6
There are more semantic extensions with the itive suffix for other Kalenjin languages (Mietzner 2009: 180ff.).
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(3)

nám-ʌ̀ʌ̀té
hold- MOB.ITV
‘walk away while holding something/someone’

Table 2 presents non-motion verbs with the mobilitive morpheme. This means of evoking motion is
very productive and the table is a selection of semantically highly interesting verbs.
In some of the mobilitive verbs in the table, the suffix has an intentional or purposive connotation.
This is obvious in, for example, wàkààté ‘walk away while making a lot of noise to draw many
people’s attention to something grave’ or tyɛ́mààté ‘walk away while slashing/attempting to overcome
something challenging to you’.
Table 2: Non-motion verbs with mobilitive suffixes
wàk-ààté

‘walk away while making a lot of noise’ (intention: to draw many people’s
attention over something grave) (> kɛ̀ɛ̀-wác ‘cry out’)

síŋgwʌ̀l-ʌ̀ʌ̀té
mwàít-ààté

‘walk away while limping’ (derogatory) (> ke-singwʌ̀l ‘limp’)

mɪlt-ààté

‘roll/push someone who tries to stand up and get away (while both are going
away)’ (as a policeman conducting a rough arrest) (> kɛ̀ɛ̀-mìl ‘roll’)

tyɛ́m-ààté

‘walk away while slashing/attempting to overcome something challenging’
(> kèè-tyém ‘try’)

mís-ʌ̀ʌ̀tí

‘walking while holding a light that goes on and off at intervals’
(> kíí-mís ‘put off light’)

kí-cút-ʌ̀ʌ̀t
kúrt-ʌ̀ʌ̀té

‘to be dragged carelessly’ (derogatory) (> kì-cúút ‘pull’)

képòt-ʌ̀ʌ̀t

‘walking and repeatedly getting lost while trying to reach an unfamiliar
destination’ (> kè-pót ‘be lost’)

kàs-ààté

‘walk while keeping ears open so as to gather information’ (> kɛ̀ɛ̀-kás ‘listen’)

kwòŋ-ʌ̀ʌ̀té
sɪś -ààté

‘walk absentmindedly (> kwɔ̀ŋ ‘be absent’)

‘walk to several places while giving people information’
(> kɛ̀ɛ̀-mwai ‘say, speak’)

‘walk while calling out to people’ (intention: to convene/assemble)
(> kèè-kúr ‘call’)

‘walk silently’ (> kɛ̀ɛ̀-sɪ́s ‘be/keep quiet’)

3.2 Motion verbs and events
3.2.1 Marking of goal and source
In a motion event, the goal is marked with the preposition ókói ‘to, up to, until’, which is a locative
and temporal preposition and triggers the unmarked absolutive form of the noun. ókói is used as ‘to,
towards’, implying that the goal will be reached (4). If the situation and the goal are clear and specific,
ókói can be omitted (5) so that in these two sentences no difference is evoked by the use of ókói. If the
motion to or towards the goal is incomplete, i.e. the goal will not be reached, the verb kùtókcìgéi ‘to
head towards’ must accompany the motion verb (6).
(4)

kà-wɛ́ɛ́c=kɛ́y
ókói ŋàŋàsɛ́ɛ́t
P1-return=refl prep village
‘They returned to the village.’

(5)

kʌ̀-wʌ́ ŋɛ̀tɛ̀ɛ̀t
ŋàŋàsɛ́ɛ́t
P1-go boy:NOM village
‘The boy went to the (specific) village.’
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(6)

kì-wʌ́
ŋɛ̀tɛ̀ɛ̀t
kù-tókcì=kɛ́y
P3-go boy:NOM 3-head_towards=REFL
‘The boy went towards the village.’
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ŋàŋàsɛ́ɛ́t
village

Any motion verb can be specified with kùtókcìkɛ́y except for cun ‘fall to the ground’, where the
direction towards the ground is naturally implied. The use of the applicative suffix -ci would express
the falling to a different ground from the actual one, e.g. into water.
The prototypical function of the instrumental -ɛ- is to mark a noun or a noun phrase as the
instrument being used by the agent to carry out the event that is described by the verb. But the
instrumental suffix can – if not expressing an instrumental situation – also introduce a location role
with verbs that are not motion verbs.
Most commonly, the location role is used when marking the goal, as can be seen in (8), (9).
(7)

ʌ́kèt-é-é
tùgà kɛ̀ɛ̀wa-nɪ́ɪń
graze-INST:LOC-ASP cows flat_place-DEM2
‘The cows are grazing in a place.’

(8)

órèrèn-é-é
òinó
play- INST:LOC-ASP river
‘She is playing at the river.’

kɪt̀ yɔ́
only

The source of a motion event is not marked if a verb like wéc ‘turn away from, move away from,
remove’ is used, as this already implies the leaving of a source (9), (10).
If the motion verb does not imply a departure from a source, the source must be marked with the
verbal instrumental suffix -ɛ- (11), (12).7
(9)

kò-wéci=kɛ́y
cɛ́byɔ́sɛ́ɛ́t ím
P2-move_away=REFL woman
in
‘The woman moved away from the fire.’

wèlì
place

mí
COP

(10)

kò-wéci=kɛ́y
ŋètúindò
kù-ŋèt-é-é
P2-move_away=REFL lionːNOM 3-stay-INST:LOC-ASP
‘The lion walked away from the water.’

(11)

kò-cún-ùn-é-é
bòkúsìt
P2-fall-VEN-INST:LOC-ASP boxːNOM
‘The box fell down from the bus.’

(12)

kò-púrùr-ùn-é
kétít tàrɪɪ́ t́ ɛ̀ɛ̀t
P2-fly-VEN-INST:LOC tree
birdːNOM
‘The bird flew from the tree (towards speaker).’

mààt
fire

péék
water

páàs
bus

3.2.2 Marking of the ground NP
Looking at the marking of the ground NP, it again becomes obvious that Cherang’any puts emphasis
on the lexicalized semantics of verbal constructions.

7

Non-motion verbs can also mark the source from where the action is performed:
kw-ál-è
hotéli supermarket nde kióski
3-buy-INST:LOC hotel
supermarket or
kiosk
‘to buy from a hotel’
kʊ̀-am-è
3-eat-INST:LOC

mɛ́sà
table

ŋuík
vegetables

‘They ate the vegetables from the table (yesterday).’
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A figure8 can move along a ground in two different manners. One is to follow a path (13), (15) and
the other one is to walk on the side or edge of a path (14), (16). The difference between the two
constructions simply exists in whether the figure is situated in the middle of the path or alongside.
(13)

à-rúb-é
ɔ́rɛ̀t
1sg-follow-ASP street
‘I am walking along the road.’

(14)

ʌ́-róób-é
ɔ́rɛ̀t
1sg-move_on_the_side-ASP street
‘I am walking beside the road.’

(15)

rúb-é
kàrɛ̀ɛ̀t
bàràbárɛ̀ɛ̀t
follow-ASP car:NOM road
‘The car moves along the road (in the middle).’

(16)

rɔ́ɔ́b-è
kàrɛ̀ɛ̀t
bàràbárɛ̀ɛ̀t
move_on_the_side-ASP car:NOM road
‘The car moves along the side of the road.’

The motion on a ground in a ground NP is constructed with the help of the instrumental suffix -ɛ̀-,
which again assigns a locational role to the ground noun. This is applicable in an NP where the ground
is a surface to walk on (17), (18).
If a place is passed on the way to the goal, the verb kee-pún ‘pass through’ has to introduce the ground
NP (19), (20).
(17)

lʌpʌt-é-é
ŋwèɲ
run-INST:LOC-ASP ground
‘run on the ground’

(18)

rúiy-é-é
lègùùk
ŋáŋás
run-INST:LOC-ASP childrenːNOM sand
‘The children are running through the sand.’

(19)

kò-pún
yù
k-wèt-í
kanisa
P2-pass DEM1 3-go-ASP
church
‘S/he came through here on her way to church.’

(20)

pásɪ̀t ɲì
ŋɛ́t-ɛ̀
bus REL comeINST:LOC

Mombása
Mombasa

ku-pún-é
3-passINST:LOC

Nairobi
Nairobi

k-wèt-í
3-go-ASP

Eldoret
Eldoret

‘The bus from Mombasa to Eldoret passes Nairobi.’
3.2.3 ‘enter’ and ‘exit’
The entering or exiting of a room or enclosure is expressed by the verbs kè-cúút ‘enter’ (21) and kɛ̀ɛ̀mán ‘exit’ (22), whereby kɛ̀ɛ̀-mán mostly carries the itive suffix and is realized as màndɛ́ or mandá.
Both of the above-mentioned verbs assume the directed motion to be away from the speaker. If the
exiting is conducted in the direction towards the speaker, ke-mʌŋ-une ‘to exit an enclosure’ with the
ventive suffix is used (23).
8

Figure and ground are used in the sense of Levinson (2006: 3), where in a spatial description the figure, which
is a theme or trajectory, is located in respect to something else which is called the ground. Alternative
expressions could be trajectory and landmark.
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(21)

ká-cùùt
kípòkórèèt
kɔ́ɔ̀t
P1-enter
big_rat:NOM house
‘The big rat enters the room.’

(22)

ka-man-dá
lɛ̀kwɛ̀ɛ̀t
P1-go_out-ITV
child:NOM
‘The child leaves the house.’

(23)

ké-mʌŋ-ùn-é
INF-exit-VEN-ASP
‘to come out of an enclosure’
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sáŋ
outside

3.3 Verbs of walking
As already documented for Keyo, a related Kalenjin language (Mietzner 2007), Cherang’any also is
rich in motion verbs.
Particularly striking is the fact that, within the group of motion verbs, there are verbs denoting just
the motion of walking itself. They imply inherently different semantic strategies of walking, like for
example an intention in contrast to a non-intention (3.3.1), which is pursued with the act of walking,
the manner in which the walking is conducted (3.3.2), a kind of walking expressing an emotion like
“walk angrily” (3.3.3), or simply the speed with which the walking is performed.
Worth highlighting are verbs of walking which have a suppletive stem. Suppletive verb stems are
not common in Cherang’any. The verbs -lapat- (sg) -rwei- (pl) ‘to run’, -wa- (sg) -pa- (pl) ‘to walk’
and kuco (sg) kɛ-pka (pl) ‘to come’ are the only three suppletive verb stems found in the language so
far. It is significant that suppletive verb stems are very few and all three of them are verbs of walking.
This apparently shows the importance of differentiating in this special semantic field, which brings us
back to the importance of walking in the culture, to be explained in the next paragraph.
In the following sections the verbs of walking will be explained and listed according to their inherent
semantics, which are telicity, manner, emotion and speed.9
3.3.1 Telic verbs of walking
Telic verbs of walking indicate that somebody is walking and is pursuing a target by doing so. The
telic verbs of walking imply a physiological intention and can mark a goal or a source. ki-mbiri:s
‘walk and sing (to attract the attention of a girl) while walking’ (24) describes the act of walking or
strolling around with the purpose of attracting the interest of a girl. The verb could also be translated
or interpreted as ‘showing off’. mbiriis is a gender-specific verb, for it is an act that can only be
performed by boys.
(24)

mbìr-ììs-é
mùrèn
ku-péét-i
sɪǵ ɪŕ ɔ́ɪǹ ɔ
walk_showing_off-INTR-ASP man:NOM 3-go:pl-ASP Sigiroino
‘Young men are walking and proudly singing as they walk towards the place of Sigiroino.’

A purpose is also indicated with ke-más ‘walk and hit grass’, which is the act of hitting grass in the
morning with a stick while walking in order to get the dew out of it (25).
(25)

kú-ri
3sg-break

kìrók
stick

kù-tók-cìní=kɛ́y
3sg-head-APPL=REFL

a=kʊ́-más-àtɛ̀
and=3sg-walk_hit_grass-ITV.MOB

rɔwɔndɛ́ɛ́t
dew

káà
home

‘He broke a stick and used it to hit the grass to scatter the dew (along his way) as he headed home.’
9

The translation of the examples is quite problematic. For this reason I based the translation on the explanation
of my co-workers, who assured me that walking is a central aspect of the action described.
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3.3.2 Manner
There is quite a large number of verbs of walking that express the manner in which locomotion is
performed. Some of them are onomatopoetic; others are basic verb stems and can take the itive suffix,
which indicates a given direction of the walking. They all describe a very particular manner of
walking.
kɛ̀-tákták
kè-turtur
kè-tʌrtʌrin
kè-ndelde
kɛ̀-sab
kì-kway
kɛ̀-yap
ke-róób
kì-ɪráán

‘sneak’
‘walk with loose clothes’
‘walk, stagger as if drunk or sick’ (27)
‘tiptoe’ (27)
‘walk slowly, silently’ (28)
‘walk in large steps’ (29)
‘walk – rocking regularly from side to side’ (30)
‘walk carefully; balance; sneak along a wall or rope or anything’
‘run, jump’

(26)

kyʌ́-ʌ́-tʌrtʌ́rín-ʌ̀ʌ̀ti
ʌ-wétí kopkérìc
P3-1sg-walk_stagger-ITV.MOB
1sg-go hospital
‘I was staggering on my way to the hospital.’

(27)

kú-kɛ́ndɛ̀lda
okòí kↄ̀mↄ̀stá ɲi
kí-íŋgét
3-walk_tiptoe until side
REL P3-know
‘He tiptoed until the side which he knew […]’

(28)

[…] ku-ŋɛ̀ɛ̀t Kípcèrsììɲ
á=kù-sàb-tá
kwó-kwʌ̀-ís.
3-wake_up
Kipchesiny and=3-walk_silently-ITV P2-go_in_large_steps-INTR
‘[…] Kipchesin’y woke up and walked silently with large steps.’
(trans: to go lone-hunting) (Logopː 12)

(29)

kí-ŋgù-ma-kù-màn-dà
sááŋ, kú-kwày
á=kù-yép-è
íít
P3-COND-almost-3-come-ITV bush 3-walk_in_large_steps and=3-train-ASP ear
‘When he almost emerged from the bush, he walked in large steps and trained his ear.’ (trans:
he took long, silent strides while training the ear)

(30)

kù-lè
cí
ki-ndò-wééc “ó-ŋgè-yáp
kírtíínì”
…
3-say people P3-lead-O1pl 2pl-COND-walk_tossing bushes
‘The people leading us said “you should walk tossing from side to side (through the?)
bushes” ...’

3.3.3 Emotion
The verbs of walking that express emotion constitute only a small class of two verbs. Whereas
cumbiren ‘walk proudly’ (31) is not modified by a directional suffix, nerek-te ‘move away angrily’
(32) is a composition of the verb nerec ‘be angry’ and the itive derivational suffix.
(31)

kú-mí sòlwéét=kɛ́y kipsépèr
kù-cùmbìrén-é
ʌ=kù-mʌ́ryèn-è.
3-be
fool=REF
Kipseper
3-walk_proudly-ASP and=3-whistle-ASP
‘[…] the fool Kipseper was walking proudly and whistling.’

(32)

kú-nɛ́rɛɛk-tá
kú-rúp-è
múréník-cúút àlák.
3-walk_angrily-ITV 3-follow-ASP men-DEM
others
‘[…] and he (the leader) moved angrily away, following the other men.’
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The suffixing of the itive morpheme is not productive with emotion verbs. Here the polifuncionality of
the itive suffix enters into the equation. When attaching the itive to the emotion verb ke-paipai ‘be
happy’, the meaning becomes resultative ‘do sth. in order to make sth. better, happier, more
wonderful’.
3.3.4 Speed of motion
Indication of speed is an important factor with verbs of walking. The suppletive verbal root -lapat(sg)/
-rwei- (pl) ‘run, run away’ expresses fast running. Athletes who run professionally are called lʌpʌtiin.
(33)

kú-lápát
cìì
tʊ́gʊ̀l kú-sór=kɛ́y.
3sg-run:sg people all
3sg-rescue=REFL
‘Everybody runs to save himself.’

(34)

ki-rwéi
alákè ku-tókci=kɛ́y
P3-run:pl others 3-head_towards=REFL
‘Some ran towards the river […]’

oinó,
river

cak ‘walk fast’ can occur with the itive suffix, emphasizing the motion away. However, it is not
necessary to attach the itive; itive motion is already implied in cak.
(35)

kʊ́-càk-tá
aɲuun
okoi uurwet-aap lɔ́mɔ́iwɔ̀ - kú-mùɲ.
3-walk_fast-ITV therefore until shade-GEN
lomoiwo
3-rest
‘He hurried until he reached the shade of the Lomoiwo tree – he rested.’

‘run/walk in the fastest manner’ has the metaphorical meaning ‘to invade’. It can either be used in an
itive construction or in a ventive one. bʊ́k ‘invade in the fastest manner’ has traces of the deleted
ventive suffix, namely the [-ATR] vowel and the high tone, whereas in puk-te-kei (36), the itive suffix
is retained before the reflexive suffix.
(36)

[…]

kʊ́-pʊ̀k-tá=kɛ́y
3-walk_very_fast-ITV=REFL
ʌk kù-kwèèn
and 3-center

kù-ŋɛ̀ɛ̀t-ɛ̀
3-come_from-INST

kòmòswèk
sidesːNOM

tʊ́gʊ́l
all

pɔínɛ̀t.
antelope

‘[…] they ran to it very fast from all sides and surrounded the antelope.’
Finally, ki-cwe-te ‘run away extremely fast’ is the fastest way of running away.
4 Development of culture-specific language features
So far we have described the lexicon and grammar of directional and motion-evoking verbal suffixes,
verbs of walking and the cultural surroundings, habits and attitudes of the Cherang’any people
concerning walking and running.
The two factors – describing grammar and describing culture – and the connections between the
two, is what is known as the field of ethnosyntax (Enfield 2002).
4.1 Some thoughts on hypotheses and explanatory models
From the late 1980s onwards 70 to 80% of the winners of international long distance races were from
Kenya, which gave rise to many speculations and explanatory models for the reason for the success of
Kenyan athletes. These speculations led to interviews, research and statistics on the origin of this
success. Many of the models sound reasonable and are based on solid evidence, especially those
having to do with the altitude of the dwellers of the Rift Valley. The thin air at this high altitude causes
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powerful lungs and hearts in order to compensate for the deficiency of oxygen. This has been realized
by long-distance runners from all over the world, who nowadays travel to Kenya to prepare and train
at high altitude in order for their bodies to adapt to these conditions and achieve better results in low
altitude competitions. Several high altitude training camps are located in Iten and they host sports
tourists from all over the world.
Other models discuss how local culture and tradition may have facilitated the physical state.
Manners (2007: 40f), for instance, assumes that traditional practices of the Kalenjin have served as a
natural act of selection to bring out the strongest runners. He explains that cattle raids in former times,
where people had to run up to 60 km per night, made people strong. This, combined with the rough
initiation rites, where boys and girls were laughed at when crying or wailing, combined to create a
strong and physically well-developed people.10
Medical research and statistics are not the only explanations that were discussed for the
phenomenon but will, however, not be taken into consideration in the case of the verbs of walking. 11
These explanatory models are far from being what this article wants to reinforce, but they show
that the tradition and the discussion of running in the Kalenjin society has a long history.
Whatever theory or hypothesis we look at, it is obvious that the Kalenjin attract the attention of the
world due to their results in running competitions.
4.2 The importance of the Cherang’any language
The occurrence of the itive and ventive directional morphemes are a widespread feature within NiloSaharan languages, and therefore not a particularly Cherang’any feature. So it is rather the semantics
of the verbs of walking and the semantic polifunctionality of the directional morphemes that can be
linked with the culture and the culture-specific highlighting of locomotion.
Ethnosyntax, in its narrow sense, refers to the direct encoding of cultural ideas in the semantics of
morphosyntax (Enfield 2002: 7). There are cultures like the Ku Waru of Western New Guinea where
binary structures are a common feature of the social system. These binary structures are expressed in
the language where pairing is always used when speaking of social groups (Rumsey 2002: 261), and
where number distinctions include dual marking as a logical effect of the social system of pairing
(ibid: 263).
Other cultures display in their language a distinct sense for spatial orientation, like the Belhare in
Nepal, who have many lexemes for all kinds of orientation, cardinal directions or other conspicuous
features in the landscape (Bickel 1997).
Nilotic shows various ways of encoding the motion of walking. As can be seen in Heyking &
Storch (2007: 103ff.), the Western Nilotic languages Luwo and Boor exhibit a large range of
ideophones for motion events. The authors describe how the languages do not have very salient verbal
derivation or aspect marking in their motion expressions, but they have a highly developed vocabulary
of ideophones encoding motion (108).
The argument that we should take a deeper look into other ethnic groups of the African continent,
and the languages of groups from which other athletes come from (e.g. Ethiopian languages), is not
one that I intend elaborate upon in this article. There is no intention to demonstrate that Cherang’any
has more interesting lexical items or syntactic constructions in the semantic field of motion than other
languages of the area. The intention is to show that Cherang’any uses its potential to widen its
repertoire in this sector. That languages use these strategies in various fields depending on the
importance of a social or sociolinguistic parameter has been discussed by Storch (Lüpke & Storch
2013: 125ff). The Cherang’any do not make use of their multilingual opportunities but rather
strengthen their own language. For Cherang’any it is not only the development of motion and walking
expressions that typifies their language, there are also other aspects of spatial orientation, motion and
place marking that point to the fact that “their language is likely to mirror, to some extent, the habitat

10

The editors of the volume themselves comment on the model of Manners as an imaginative and entertaining
hypothesis (Pitsiladis et al. 2007: 3).
11
For further theories discussed see “The Atlantic” http://www.theatlantic.com/ international/
archive/2012/04/why-kenyans-make-such-great-runners-a-story-of-genes-and-cultures/256015/ (accessed
1/10/14).
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of the speech community and the way in which its speakers live and view the world” (Dixon 2012:
439).
5 Conclusion
The purpose of this paper was to show that Cherang’any displays a great variety of motion
expressions, especially with verbs of walking and the directional suffixes that can either direct or
cause motion.
Furthermore, the paper has demonstrated that culture and language go indivisibly together and that
– in the case of running or walking in Cherang’any society – theories about physical states or habits
can be leveraged with ethnosemantic studies.
Following Wierzbicka, who has stated (1979: 313) that “every language embodies in its very
structure a certain world view, a certain philosophy”, it could clearly be shown that the philosophy of
walking is undoubtedly reflected in the Cherang’any lexicon.

Abbreviations
123
APPL
ASP
COND
COP

DEM1
DEM2
GEN
IMPRS
INF
INST
INTR
ITV

1., 2., 3. person
applicative
aspect
conditional
copula
proximal Demonstrative
medial Demonstrative
genitive
impersonal
infinitive
instrumental
intransitive
itive

LOC

MOB
NOM

O
P1,P2,P3
pl
PREP
REF
REL
REFL

sg
VEN

locative
mobilitive
nominative
object
Past 1,2,3
plural
preposition
referential
relative
reflexive
singular
ventive
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PERSPECTIVES ON NILOTIC VERB COMPOSITION:
WHY CAN’T WE AGREE ON THE MAA VERB?1
Doris L. Payne
At first glance, Nilotic languages appear to display remarkable variation in word structure. Some
languages have characteristically short words, while others are described as having a dozen or more
position classes in their verbs. For Maa (Eastern Nilotic), there has been a lack of consensus on how
the verb is structured. This study intends to further our understanding of issues in Nilotic word
formation by looking at the Maa verb against the background of what has been described about other
branches of the family.
Differences in Nilotic word shape might be first appreciated by a rough comparison of
phonological length. Consider the number of syllables per word in polished translations of two
sentences from token languages of each branch of the family. In English, the New International
Version of Matthew 6:25 reads: Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or
drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body
more important than clothes? This English excerpt has 1.26 syllables per word average (range 1 to 3
syllables; n=38 words). In comparison, Dinka Rek (Western Nilotic) appears to have shorter wordlength than English, and Maa (Eastern Nilotic) and Datooga (Southern Nilotic) have considerably
longer word length.2
(1) Dinka Rek: 1.18 syllables/word (range 1 to 2 syllables per word; n=38 words). Këya, alɛ̈k we
bäk cïï ye diɛɛr kë bäk cam, ku kë bäk dek, rin bï wek rëër we pïr, tɛ̈dë ke we diɛɛr käk bäk ceŋ.
Wëi aŋuɛ̈ɛ̈n tënë miëth. Ku guɔ̈p raan cïï ŋuɛ̈ɛ̈n tënë alɛ̈th?
(http://www.christusrex.org/www1/pater/wolf3-pdf/dinka-rek-nt.pdf by Bible League)
(2) Maa: 2.54 syllables/word (range 1 to 6, n=30 words). Enkaraki ina pe ajoki intae,
eminyamaliki enkisui inyi, aajo ainyoo inyanya, anaa ainyoo iokioko, anaa too seseni linyi
aajo ainyoo inchopishopo. Ai melusoo enkisui alang endaa, nelusoo osesen alang nkilani?
(Biblia Sinyati by Bible Society of Kenya)3
(3) Datooga: 3 syllables/word (range 1 to 5, n=23 words). Aba sareani geayeeshshineegwa,
adoodeawiissi eaweegeagwa, aba gichchea ayaaga ghana gichchea aleaha, ghana gichchea
ookwealsiina sasanuukkeagwa. Heappi eaweega mwang'ala hamitta, nea saseeda amwang'ala
hang'weakka? (http://www.bible.is/TCCBST/Matt/6 by Bible Society of Tanzania)
Of course, syllables are not morphemes and when one looks at morphological composition, the Nilotic
branches might actually be more similar. One typologically striking thing about some Western Nilotic
verbs is that, despite a tendency toward one syllable per word, verb words can still be multi-

1

I am grateful to Leonard Ole-Kotikash, Keswe Ole-Mapena, and many other Maa speakers, without whom this
paper could not have been written. Financial and logistical support for research was provided by Fulbright
Foundation grants (1993–1994 and 2009–2010), and NSF grants SBR-9616482 (1987–1999) and SBR-9809387
(1998–2004), and by the University of Nairobi, the Nairobi Evangelical Graduate School of Theology, SIL
International, the University of Dar es Salaam and Mkwawa University College of Education.
2
The writing systems used in these translations do not mark tone. For this exercise, a “syllable” was determined
by counting the number of vocalic portions separated by consonantal strings. Thus, Dinka Rek aŋuɛ̈ɛ̈n was
counted as “2 syllables,” and Datooga geayeeshshineegwa as 5. English syllables were determined according to
the author’s pronunciation.
3
From here on, Maa data is written in a modified practical orthography with acute accent indicating High tone
and Low tone unmarked.
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morphemic, expressing some or all of the same morphological categories as their Eastern and
Southern cousins.
Section 1 of this paper briefly reviews relevant typological concepts. Section 2 notes morphological
categories salient in verbs across all three branches of the Nilotic family and gives a brief taste of
Nilotic verb typology by briefly reviewing claims about selected languages from each branch. Section
3 gives an in-depth look at Maa verb formation. While Maa verbs may at first glance appear quite
agglutinative, multiple factors conspire to make a position class analysis unsatisfactory. Some parts of
the verb might be viewed as much more fusional. The category of aspect shows up in multiple
dimensions of what I will call the verb core. Mood and person occur outside the core where there is
indeed a more agglutinative profile. Though much research remains to be done on all branches, Maa
verb structure may display a somewhat intermediate typological profile, between Western fusional and
Southern (perhaps) more agglutinative patterns.
1 Morphological typology
Classic morphological typology (Schleicher 1861, Sapir 1921, Greenberg 1960, Comrie 1989)
characterizes word types according to two major scalar parameters: the index of synthesis and the
index of fusion.
At one end of the index of synthesis are isolating word types (or languages) which tend toward one
morpheme (and one syllable) per word, as in Vietnamese and Classical Chinese. At the other end of
this scale, synthetic word types (or languages) have multiple morphemes per word. Some highly
synthetic languages allow polysynthetic words with multiple roots or root-like morphemes (and
typically many syllables per word).
The index of fusion applies to just synthetic word types. This parameter concerns how separable
morphemes are within words. In agglutinative words morphemes are easily separable, as in Swahili. It
is also comparatively easy to give one gloss to each isolatable piece. Such word types lend themselves
well to “item and arrangement” or “position class” analyses in which particular positions in a possible
word can be numbered for their fixed relative order, and labeled for the paradigm of morphemes that
occurs exclusively in that position. Dimmendaal (1983) describes the Turkana (Eastern Nilotic) verb
in this way, as in (4). This position class analysis and the particular verb illustrating it have 12
meaningful morphemes plus an epenthetic (EP) vowel -a. One might object that the tonal tense
morpheme doesn’t have a strictly linear position; but this point notwithstanding, Dimmendaal presents
the morphemes as cleanly separable.
(4) Turkana (Eastern Nilotic; Dimmendaal 1983: 96)
1
pɛ-

2
k-

3
a-

4
`-

5
ɪs̀ -

6
ɪl̀ ɔt

7
-aan

8
-a

9
-kin

10
-it

11
-o

12
-tò

13
-rı̥ ̀

NEG

MOV.K

PERS

TENSE

CAUSE

ROOT

HABIT

EP

DAT

ASP

VOICE

NUM

SUBJN

‘that they did not force me to do the washing all the time’
A synthetic fusional word structure also has multiple morphemes but morphemes are not so easily
separable. For example, Latin noun endings fuse case, gender, and number (Householder 1947), and
Latin verb forms fuse aspect-mood, person, and number (Matthews 1972). The Old English partial
verb paradigm in (5) demonstrates a clearly fusional problem. The “stem” occurs linearly before the
“ending”, but morphological categories of finiteness, person, number, tense, and mood affect changes
in both the stem vowel and the ending. In (5), the heading for each row highlights a morphological
category that is equally distributed across stem vowel and suffix. That the indicated category is so
distributed can be appreciated by contrasting the word bær ‘he/she bore’, which has a “zero” ending,
with each of the other items in the paradigm in (5).
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Old English (partial paradigm)
FINITENESS
PERSON
PERSON
NUMBER
TENSE
MOOD

bær
ber-an
ber-e
bǣr-e
bǣr-on
bir-þ
bǣr-e

‘he/she bore’
‘to bare’
‘I bear’
‘you [sg.] bore’
‘they bore’
‘he bears’
‘(that) he bore’

Figure 1 thus diagrams bær ‘he/she bore’ for the distribution of its inflectional categories across stem
versus ending.
Figure 1: Distribution of morphological categories in Old English bær ‘he/she bore’
(cf. Anderson 1977)

3rd person singular
bær

preterite

indicative

-

This particular Old English example is quite dramatic, but the problem is by no means unique. As we
will note below, reminiscent fusional word structures can be found in some Nilotic word structures.
2 Nilotic verbs: characteristic morphological categories and morphological typology
With this brief background to morphological typology, we now give a high-level introduction to
Nilotic verbs. Much basic research remains to be done on this family, but there has been sufficient
description of languages of all three major branches of the family to establish that Nilotic verb forms
are far from isolating in terms of the index of synthesis. But this assertion is intriguing given the short
word lengths quite typical of Western Nilotic languages, as in Dinka Rek in (1) above.
Typical morphological categories found across all Nilotic branches include:




4

ASPECT: PERFECT(IVE)-IMPERFECTIVE contrasts are common. Particular languages may
have additional aspect and modal contrasts. Though the word “tense” is found in some
language-particular descriptions, the term is often misapplied and the family as a whole
is more of an aspect-mood (AM) conflation type.
DIRECTIONAL: A contrast is common between TOWARD (in the broader typological
literature variously called “ventive”, “hither”, “cislocative”, “adlative”, “centripetal”)
and AWAY (“itive”, “thither”, “translocative”, “ablative”, “allative”, “centrifugal”)
categories, which show orientation and/or movement relative to a deictic center. Some
languages may include other directional or motion nuances in directional paradigms. In
some languages, directionals have semantic extensions into the domain of aspect,
pluractionality, and sometimes even number and valence (Dimmendaal 2003, Payne
2011, 2013). Given the potential for spatial-aspectual fusion, Nilotic languages can be
said to demonstrate DAM (or even DAMN “directional-aspectual-mood-number”)
conflation.4

That is, they are not TAM (tense-aspect-mood) conflating languages.
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VALENCE & VOICE: Morphological subcategories across Nilotic languages commonly
include:
x causative
x applicatives (Dative, Instrumental)
x middle(s)
x impersonal passive
x antipassive (some)
PERSON, NUMBER of core arguments
NEGATIVE
DISCOURSE-RELATED CONNECTIVES / TAXIS

Despite having often similar morphological categories, how the categories are morpho-phonologically
instantiated varies across Nilotic languages. The “flavor” of the instantiation is perhaps already
suggested by (1) through (4) above: if Western Nilotic languages have short but also morphologically
complex verbs, then they might be expected to have more fusional structures; while Eastern and
Southern Nilotic might be expected to be more agglutinative. The following briefly sketches some of
the morphological patterns noted in the descriptive literature.
Eastern Nilotic
Section 1 above noted Dimmendaal’s (1983: 96) presentation of Turkana verbs, with up to 13 position
classes. If correct, then Turkana verbs appear to be highly synthetic and agglutinative. However,
descriptions of some other Eastern Nilotic languages begin to raise questions about how agglutinative
this branch of the family might be overall. Spagnolo’s (1933) description of Bari suggests that five
morphemes can occur on a verb; but he notes “long” and “short” stems and various morphophonemic
interactions. This immediately raises the possibility that the morphemes might not be so cleanly
separable as one would expect in a prototypical agglutinative language. In section 3 below, we will
take up the “problem” of the Eastern Nilotic verb.
Southern Nilotic
Southern Nilotic divides in two main sub-branches, “Kalenjin” versus “Omotik-Datooga” (Rottland
1982). Within the Kalenjin group, Endo may have eleven positions in the verb (Zwarts 2003: 114). For
the related language Nandi, Creider & Creider (1989) give no schema of the sort in (4), but they
emphasize the “extraordinary productivity” of the verbal system and give paradigms for verb roots or
stems with perfective/imperfective aspect contrasts, directionals, ambulatives, mood, causative,
associative, inceptive, etc. They further comment that: “Using … suffixation … it is possible to form
eleven new types of verb… The suffixes can be readily combined with one another…” (Creider &
Creider 1989: 85).
Though Nandi verb morphology is highly productive, examination of particular verb forms shows
that the effects of ATR harmony, subsequent suffix vowel deletion, and tone processes have started to
“pile up” the instantiation of morphological contrasts onto the stem in at least some formations (p. 86).
Compare:
(6)

a.

kɛ:-pál
INF-dig
‘to dig’

b.

pə́l-ú
dig-VENT
‘he/she/the dig(s) up’

c. ke:-pəl
INF-dig.VENT
‘to dig up’

Significant descriptive work remains to be done on verb structures in Datooga varieties, but Kiessling
(2007) notes about five suffix positions and mentions some co-occurrence complications, which may
suggest potential challenges for a straightforward position class analysis.
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Western Nilotic
There is internal diversity among the verb structures of the more than twenty Western Nilotic
languages. The subfamily divides into two main branches. Within the Luo branch, Anywa verbs
typically have from two to perhaps eight morphemes, but Reh (1996: 184) does not suggest a
particular position class analysis. However, there are multiple means of effecting morphological
contrasts besides concatenatively adding easily-separable morphemes, including consonant
gemination; and ATR, vowel length, nasalization, and tone variation.
As already noted, some Western Nilotic verbs tend to have monosyllabic but multimorphemic
stems. This is particularly characteristic of the Dinka-Nuer branch of Western Nilotic. In Thok Reel
(Reid 2009) and Agar Dinka (Andersen 1995), the multimorphological structures are produced by up
to three degrees of vowel length, vowel quality, voice quality (plain, creaky, breathy voice), consonant
alternations, and tone variations. For some detail, Agar Dinka verbs divide into different tone/length
classes. Andersen (1995: 44) notes that “the length of the stem vowel of a given verb form is the
product of a particular configuration of vowel length at three morphological layers, viz. the root layer,
the derivational layer, and the inflectional layer.” He describes Agar Dinka verbs as conjugating for at
least “topic”, voice/valence, and directional categories. The data in (7) briefly demonstrate the
morphophonology of some of the contrasts.
(7)

Agar Dinka ( ̰ = creaky voice, ̤ = breathy voice)
a.

Simple
d̯ ɔ̤ ̀ ɔk a̰ ̀ -mı̰ it
wḛ ́ ŋ
̀
boy DECL-pull cow
‘The boy is pulling the cow’

b. Centrifugal
d̯ ɔ̤ ̀ ɔk a̰ ̀ -miı̰̂ it
wḛ ́ ŋ
boy DECL-pull.CF
cow
‘The boy is pulling the cow thither’

c.

Centripetal
d̯ ɔ̤ ̀ ɔk a̰ ̀ -miı̰ it
wḛ ́ ŋ
̀
boy DECL-pull.CP cow
‘The boy is pulling the cow hither’

d. Benefactive
d̯ ɔ̤ ̀ ɔk a̰ ̀ -mı̤̂ it
wḛ ́ ŋ
mo̰ ̀ c
boy DECL-pull.BEN
cow
man
‘The boy is pulling the cow for the man’

e.

Benefactive-antipassive
f.
d̯ ɔ̤ ̀ ɔk a̰ ̀ -mı̤̂ iit
mo̰ ̀ c
boy DECL-pull.BEN.APASS man
‘The boy is pulling for the man’

Antipassive
d̯ ɔ̤ ̀ ɔk a̰ ̀ -mı̤ it
̀
boy DECL-pull.APASS
‘The boy is pulling’

With this background, we now examine “the Maa verb”, or better, verb constructions.
3 The problem of Maa verbs
Maa (“Maasai”; Eastern Nilotic of Kenya and Tanzania) verbs may at first seem quite agglutinative.
This is certainly suggested by analyses like the following where segmental parsing is fairly
straightforward (tonal morphology and allomorphy of the Instrumental notwithstanding):
(8)

a.

e-te-bel-ishór-iek-i
3-PF-break-APASS-INST.PF-PASS
‘It was used to break (things).’

b.

e-shuk-ún-or-é
3-return.sth-TOWARD-MID-INST
‘He will use it to come back.’

However, Maa verbs defy clear position-class treatment. Tellingly, all published descriptions disagree
and/or are vague on verb structure. The presentation in Tucker & Mpaayie’s (1955) grammar was
perhaps the first indication of a problem, as they describe Maa verbs partly by presenting certain
unanalyzed suffix chunks involving one, two, and three semantic categories per chunk. About thirty
years later, Wallace (1981: 75) presented a verb-composition rule that contained seven to eight linear
morpheme positions, plus four “if-then” statements. Subsequently Rasmussen (2002: 30) presented a
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linear rule as a “significant” revision to Wallace’s analysis, accompanied by several “if-then”
statements, plus he cautioned that the “type of base… may impose further restrictions”.
In my own years of field research, I have attempted to construct various analytical charts of verb
forms, and can force a count of nine to ten potential linear positions, though they do not ever all cooccur in practice and there are multiple co-occurrence restrictions including some discontinuous
elements. I have never been satisfied with any of the charts as definitive, and invariably augment them
with arrows and if-then qualifications somewhat different from those of both Wallace and Rasmussen.
Figure 2 gives a first high level overview of the structure of the Maa verb. Some of the connectives
are loose clitics while others are phonologically tightly integrated but all comprise a discourse
“taxis/mood” paradigm and at most one connective occurs on any given verb. A prefix category that
relates to participants (specifying person and number, imperative mood, or an “infinitive prefix”
marking just number) precedes what I will call the “Stem”. “Stem” as I use it here may include
categories often thought of as “inflectional” including aspect, some mood, and some number.
Figure 2: Maa verb structure: High-level overview
(Connective)=(Negative) – Participants – Stem
An important point to note is that the number of “nine to ten” constructed positions in my various
work charts is markedly higher than the number of morphemes found in corpus-attested verbs, which
we will look at in a moment. But counting morphemes is first of all synchronically fraught because
what counts as a “separate morpheme” is caught up in the gradual process of historical change. For
example, in the infinitive verb form áa-ɪdapash-atá (INF.PL-scatter-PF.PL) ‘to have scattered, have
spread out widely (by a plural subject)’, conjugational paradigms for aspect and person clearly show
that the parsed-off pieces áa- and -atá are synchronically separable from ɪdapash. But the remainder
presents challenges for counting morphemes. The /ɪ/ of ɪdapash is historically separate from the
adjectival root dápásh ‘broad, wide’, but the root/stem ɪdapash ‘scatter, spread out widely’ is almost
certainly lexicalized. Further, dápásh ‘broad, wide’ is probably related historically to ɛn=dáp ‘palm,
sole’ and to a-ɪdáp ‘to plod’, but it is not clear that the /ash/ of dápásh is a synchronically separable
piece. It is also not clear how much native speakers actively “parse” all these pieces (even if linguists
can do so), nor how transparent the meaning connections are to modern speakers. Given such
challenges, the following counts of morphemes in attested verb forms from a text corpus should be
interpreted cautiously.
To help evaluate to what extent “nine to ten position classes” characterizes actual performance, a
count was made of 854 distinct verb words (not tokens), discounting any strictly tonal morphology.
For this count, all stem-initial “Class II” /ɪ/ elements (Section 3.2) were considered to be part of the
synchronic “root”. Figure 3 shows that the majority of verb forms contained four or fewer segmentable
morphemes.
The initial connectives, NEGATIVE, and participant-related prefix morphemes (cf. Figure 2) are
quite separable from the rest of the verb (i.e., they are agglutinative), and there was some question as
to how much these elements might constitute the preponderance of morphemes behind the numbers in
Figure 3. To investigate this, a second count of 866 distinct verbs (not tokens) was done of morphemes
just within the “Stem” of Figure 2. The results in Figure 4 demonstrate that most stems contain just
one or two non strictly-tonal morphemes.
The Figure 4 results start to give a rather different understanding of the typical Maa verb stem than
might be inferred from average number of syllables per word in the translated Maa passage in (2)
above, or from overall total morphemes including the left edge elements. The Figure 4 results arguably
also start to make Maa seem a little less “strange” if viewed from the perspective of what is currently
known about Western Nilotic verb types.
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Figure 3: Maa segmental morphemes per verb word (ignoring strictly tonal morphs)
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Figure 4: Maa segmental morphemes per verb stem (ignoring strictly tonal morphs)
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To check the translated Maa material in (2) above against the profile of the non-translated corpus
material, all the verb words in (2) above are parsed in (9). Aside from tonal morphology, the number
of morphemes in the stem (bracketed) is indicated. Iterative action in a number of the forms is
expressed by stem reduplication, resulting in a higher stem-morpheme count in the particular material
in (2) than would occur otherwise.
(9)

a-[jo-ki]
em-i-[nyamal-iki]
i-[nya-nya]
i-[ok-iok-o]
i-[nchop-ishop-o]
m-e-[lus-oo]
n-e-[lus-oo]

‘I say to [you (plural)/them]’
‘don’t you worry about it’
‘you (plural) eat (iterative)’
‘you (plural) drink (iterative)’
‘you (plural) dress selves (iterative)’
‘it doesn’t surpass’
‘and it surpasses’

2
2
2 (root reduplication)
3 (root reduplication)
3 (root reduplication)
2
2

But number of stem morphemes is not what makes the Maa verb so difficult to describe in position
class terms. In what follows, I present seven or eight factors that conspire to make Maa verbs
challenging to describe. Any one of these factors is not surprising. Taken together, they must be seen
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as evidence of the human mind’s tendency to co-store even analytically-separable categories (whether
or not such may be shown by psycholinguistic measures as “co-lexicalized”).
3.1 Tonal and partly-tonal morphology
Tonal morphology is hardly newsworthy in the African context, but it must be observed that tone has a
very high functional load in Maa verbs. Here I give just a couple of examples (cf. Rasmussen 2002 for
more extensive exemplification of Maa tone morphology). In (10a-b) aspect differences are marked by
the tone patterns at the end of the verb plus the presence vs. absence of the prefix tu-. In (11),
person/number differences are marked by tone and length together.
(10) a.

áa-tu-duŋ-okiny-íé
3>1SG-PF-cut-DAT-INST.PF
‘He has cut for me using it.’

(11) 1 initial mora
[a͡ ́ ɪś ɪs̀ ]
‘I will praise him/them.’
[a͡ ̀ ɪs̀ ɪ́s]
‘to praise’ (by a SG agent)

b.

áa-duŋ-okíny-ie
3>1SG-cut-DAT-INST
‘He cuts/will cut for me using it.’

2 initial moras
[áa͡ ́ ɪś ɪs̀ ]
‘I will praise you (SG).’
[áa͡ ̀ ɪs̀ ɪ̀s]
‘to praise’ (by a PL agent)
[áa͡ ̀ ɪs̀ ɪ́s]
‘They will praise me.’

3.2 Arbitrary stem classes
Southern and Eastern Nilotic languages make a distinction between what are called “Class I” versus
“Class II” stems (or roots) (Tucker & Bryan 1966). In Maa, the classes largely correspond to verb
stems that begin with an initial /ɪ/ or /i/ (Class II), versus those that do not (Class I). However, there
are a few irregular verbs that take the morphology of a given class without having this particular
phonological shape. Both Class I and Class II roots/stems take the same morphological categories, but
the coding elements can be distinct, and may occur in different regions of the verb.
The highlighted morphemes in (12–13) illustrate how Class I versus II verbs differ in marking
PERFECT(IVE) and CAUSATIVE morphological categories.
PERFECT(IVE)

(12)
a.

(13)

Class I
Á-tú-duŋ-o
o=sínkólio.
1SG-PF-cut-PF MSG-song
‘I interrupted the song.’

b.

Class II
Á-ɪś ɪś -a
nɪnchɛ́.
1SG-praise-PF them
‘I praised them.’

CAUSATIVE

a.

Class I
K-ɛ́-ɪ́tá-shal
enk=ají.
CN2-3-CAUSE-be.wet FSG-house
‘It will make the house wet.’

b.

Class II
K-á-ídúrr-ie
in=kíshú
CN2-1SG-migrate-CAUSE
FSG-cattle
‘I will make the cows migrate/move.’

A (very) few roots are mixed in Class I/II properties. ‘Run’ takes a Class I CAUSATIVE but a Class II
PERFECT(IVE).
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Class II PERFECT(IVE)

Á-ɪ́tá-kuɛt
1SG-CAUSE-run
‘I make her run.’

b.

Á-kúɛ́t-a
1SG-run-PF
‘I ran.’

The fact that a given morphological category does not occur in the same position across both verb
classes makes it impossible to describe both classes with a single position class template. The fact that
a given verb root like ‘run’ displays some properties of one class but other properties of another
further shows speakers’ intricate and detailed knowledge of co-occurrence restrictions.
3.3 Lexical aspect classes
Cross-cutting the Class I/II stem classes is a Stative versus Dynamic lexical class distinction – this
lexical aspect issue is a fundamental element in understanding how Maa verbs “work”. This
distinction is completely orthogonal to the leading /i/ ~ /ɪ/ phonological signal. The distinction is also
not a naive semantic one; ultimately, one must look at the morphological potential of different
roots/stems. In Kenyan Maa dialects, most Stative versus Dynamic roots (or simple stems) differ in
their ability to take directionals, PROGRESSIVE aspect, the INCHOATIVE, and certain nominalization
patterns. Table 1 summarizes the morphological potential of the two types. Both may take applicatives
(especially the INSTRUMENTAL applicative); but beyond this, the differing possibilities show that
trying to force both into a single position class account would predict that many ungrammatical forms
should instead be acceptable.
Table 1: Morphological diagnostics of stative versus dynamic verb roots/stems in Southern
Kenyan Maa

Applicatives (DATIVE,
INSTRUMENTAL)
INCHOATIVE -u(n)
PROGRESSIVE -ɪta
Directionals
-aa AWAY
-ʊ(n) TOWARD
PERFECT(IVE)/SUBJUNCTIVE
(-tV)…-a
SITUATION NOMINALIZER

Stative
Stems/Roots
+

Dynamic
Stems/Roots
+

+
−

−
+

(+)
−
‘inchoative’

+
+
‘perfect(ive)’

+

−

−

+

-an
ACTION NOMINALIZER

-ata

To further complicate matters, a few roots (‘be bitter, be hard/difficult/strong’, ‘be generous’) have
morphological potential of both lexical aspect types. Whether a particular root is in one versus the
other lexical aspect type can vary by sense of the root. In (15a) gol ‘be hard’ takes a nominalizer
characteristic of Statives. Also indicative of the Stativity of gol is the inchoative meaning that results
when the PERFECT(IVE) morphology occurs (15b). But in (16) (cited from Northern Samburu Maa),
the same root takes PROGRESSIVE morphology which is not usually allowed for Stative verbs. The
understanding of what is undergoing progressivity in (16) is not the situation of ‘be strong, be hard’,
but rather the attempt. Overall, the morphosyntatic and semantic data indicate that in most of its
occurrences gol is lexically Stative; but the tests in Table 1 disallow saying that gol conjugates strictly
according to the pattern of a Stative verb. Gol can co-occur with the PROGRESSIVE, which
simultaneously either coerces the sense of ‘try to be strong’ (16a), or (unusually) yields an inchoative
sense (16b).
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(15) a.

en=gol-ón
FSG-be.hard-NMLZ.SITUATION
‘strength, force’

b.

ɛ-ta-gol-ó
TEMP.3-PF-be.hard-PF
‘when it becomes difficult’

(16) a.

K-ó-gol-íto.
CN2-3-be.hard-PROG
‘He is trying to be strong.’ (eg. when he has been bereaved). (SN)

b. e-gol-íto
3-be.hard-PROG
‘He’s becoming stronger.’ (*‘It’s being hard.’)
Another complication is that some roots or stems take only a subset of the normal Stative
morphological potential. In both Southern Kenyan Maa and Ilchamus Maa (cf. König 1993) ishu ‘be
alive’ and ata ‘have’ cannot take PROGRESSIVE suggesting they are Stative; but they also cannot take
the INCHOATIVE suffix, nor the PERFECT(IVE) with either inchoative or perfect(ive) meaning. Such
roots or stems must thus have different word-construction templates from the dominant Stative and
Dynamic ones.
3.4 Stem category-changing morphology
The Stative vs. Dynamic and Class I vs. Class II distinctions give us an initial typology of Maa verb
roots (or simple stems). But as might be expected, some morphological categories can derive a given
root (or stem) into an alternative stem class. MIDDLES and perhaps the ANTIPASSIVE -ɪshɔ(r) create
Stative stems. CAUSATIVES (17, 18) create potentially dynamic stems. In (17) progressivity clearly
pertains to the action of ‘making’ or ‘causing’ inherent in the prefix ito-, whether or not it may also
pertain to the root concept of ‘be hard’ or ‘hardening’.
(17) K-á-íto-gol-íto.
CN2-1SG-CAUSE-be.hard-PROG
‘I am making it hard/hardening it.’ (S)
VCN
VPERSON
VASP
VDYN
(CLASS2)

VSTATE
(CLASS1)

k-

á-

[[íto-

CN2-

1SG-

CAUSE-

[ gol ] -íto ]
]
be.hard -PROG

In (18), shal ‘be wet’ is lexically Stative and as such cannot take a MIDDLE suffix. However, once the
INCHOATIVE -u(n) and/or the CAUSATIVE occur, a MIDDLE can then occur to re-derive a new Stative
stem.
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VPERSON
VSTATE
VDYN
VDYN?
VSTATE
a-

[ [ɪta-

-ó ]

INF.SG-

CAUSE-

[ [shal ] -ú ] ]
be.wet- INCHO‘to make one's self become weak’

MID

Separately from the Stative/Dynamic lexical aspect issues, the Class I CAUSATIVE morpheme ɪta-/itoand the somewhat idiosyncratic prefix ɪ-/i- change an otherwise Class I root/stem to a Class II stem.
In sum, MIDDLES, perhaps the ANTIPASSIVE -ɪshɔ(r), CAUSATIVES, and the ɪ-/i- prefix throw the
new stem into specific sets of further morphological possibilities, potentially different from those of
the basic root. The result, of course, is that it is impossible to say that a particular verb root takes just
one particular word-formation template. The fundamental conclusion here is that any position-class
approach which ignores stem-level units is wholly inadequate for Maa.
3.5 Functional category vs. formal instantiation of category
We have already seen in passing that a single, functionally-defined, grammatical category can have
markedly differential formal instantiation, depending on stem category in Maa. At least four
functionally-defined categories have such behavior in Maa. Here we look more explicitly at these
categories and their implications for understanding “the Maa verb”.
A semantically-defined INCHOATIVE category can occur on both (most) Class I and Class II Stative
stems. It does not co-occur with Dynamic stems. The INCHOATIVE category is coded in three different
ways depending on grammatical aspect.




If the grammatical aspect is NON-PERFECT(IVE), the strictly +ATR suffix -u(n) is used,
as in (18). The suffix -u(n) is a dedicated INCHOATIVE without other salient senses.
Synchronically it contrasts in form, meaning, and distribution with the –ATR
TOWARDS suffix -ʊ(n)/-u(n) which only occurs on certain Dynamic stems (Table 1). As
the two suffixes occur on different lexical aspect stem types, it is arguable whether one
can say they are, or are not, part of the same linear paradigm; but the TOWARDS suffix
is in the Directional paradigm, which can then be followed by the MIDDLE category;
while the MIDDLE can be followed by the -u(n) INCEPTIVE.
With Class I Stative verbs, the discontinuous combination tV-...-a(k) indicates
INCHOATIVE PERFECT(IVE) aspect (19), and/or INCHOATIVE SUBJUNCTIVE mood (15b).
The suffix portion -a(k) alone occurs with Class II Stative verbs with the same
semantic effect (20).

(19) Ɛ-tɔ-bɔ́rr-ɔ́
ɛn=kɪt́ ɛŋ
3-PF-be.calm-PF FSG=cow.NOM
‘The cow has calmed down/has become calm.’ (W)
(20) ɪ-́ mbɔ́rr-a!
(root ɪbɔrr ‘be white’)
2-be.white- PF
‘You've become white!’ (e.g. from sickness)
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Speakers of Southern Kenyan Maa do not normally allow the PROGRESSIVE
grammatical aspect suffix -ɪta/-ito to co-occur with Stative stems. However, an
exceedingly rare instance of this occurs with apparently Stative root gol in the
INCHOATIVE sense of ‘become strong(er)’ in (16b). Unlike the preceding two
INCHOATIVE codings, the PROGRESSIVE suffix does not appear to have a wellentrenched use for the INCHOATIVE function.

The PERFECT(IVE) category can occur on Dynamic and Stative stems. (As just noted above, on
Stative stems the PERFECT(IVE) grammatical form adds an additional INCHOATIVE component.) The
PERFECT(IVE) is coded in three different ways depending on overall stem category. First, any Class I
PERFECT(IVE) stem takes a tV- prefix element plus a suffix, while Class II stems take just the suffix.
For both Class I and Class II the suffix element varies depending on other features of the stem form, as
follows:
FORM

STEM TYPE

- (tV-)…-ɛ
- (tV-)…-ie(k) plus a particular tone pattern
- (tV-)…-a plus a particular tone pattern
(21) a. Ɛ-tɪ-gɪĺ -ɛ
3-PF-break.sth-PF.MID
‘My tooth broke.’

ɔl=álai
MSG=tooth.NOM

MIDDLE (21a)
ANTIPASSIVE, INSTRUMENTAL

(10a), AWAY
Directional stem (̈23, 24)
other stem forms (12a-b), including TOWARD
Directional stem (21b)
l-âî
M.PSD-my

b. compare:5
e-gil-ún-ꜜó
3-break.sth-TOWARD-NPF.MID
‘It is broken off (from sth).’
The CAUSATIVE category is coded by two forms. Class I roots or simple stems take a prefix ɪtV-, while
Class II roots/stems take a suffix which is isomorphic to the INSTRUMENTAL Applicative (cf. 10a-b).



ɪtV-ie(k) plus a particular tone pattern

Class I (13a, 14a, 17, 18)
Class II (13b; see also 10a-b)

The AWAY Directional category is coded by more than 13 allomorphs (-áa, -óo, -ɔ́ɔ, -aya, -oyo, -ɔyɔ,
-oor, -aar, -or, -ar, -ay, -oy, -a, -o, -ɔ, as well as tonal variants of all), depending on stem shape and
co-occurring morphological categories. Payne (2013) describes how these allomorphs can be reduced
to about five more basic forms depending on the root-final consonant, grammatical aspect, and number
of the subject if the aspect is PERFECT(IVE). Though distribution may once have been more
phonologically predictable, now it is somewhat less so. Here I give just a few examples to illustrate
the indeterminacy of parsing out the AWAY morpheme from surrounding morphemes in (23). First,
independent evidence argues that the root for ‘reach’ is ba (though one could argue that it surfaces in
(22) just as /b/ and linearly parse the forms somewhat differently). Assuming the root is ba,
comparison of (23) with (22) suggests a possible parse as in (23) which conflates AWAY and
PERFECT(IVE) into a single piece. But comparison of (23) with (24) suggests parsing AWAY separately
from the PERFECT(IVE).

5

The +ATR value of this entire word form has been confirmed by a linguistically-trained native speaker very
adept in evaluating ATR pronunciations. For not-understood reasons, the TOWARD+MIDDLE combination has
+ATR value.
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(22) Á-ɪ́tá-bá-yꜜá
ɛn=kɪt́ ɛ́ŋ
n-a-ɪrɔ́bɪ.
1SG-CAUSE-reach-AWAY FSG=cow REL.F-F.SG.REL-be.cold
‘I will drive the cow to Nairobi.’ (litː that which is cold)
(23) Á-ɪ́tá-bá-yie
1SG-CAUSE-reach-AWAY.PF
‘I drove the cow to Nairobi.’

ɛn=kɪt́ ɛ́ŋ
FSG=cow

n-a-ɪrɔ́bɪ.
REL.F-F.SG.REL-be.cold

(24) ɛ-tɛ-bɛl-áy-ie
3-PF-break-AWAY-PF
‘She broke them (one at a time).’
My point here is not so much what is the “correct” parse of the preceding verb forms. Rather, it is to
observe the creeping fusion of once-independent forms in the Maa verb stem which at times makes
such analytical parsing decisions seem almost misguided. They are also misguided in that speakers
produce and understand the meaning of a whole complex construction (including the tonal patterns)
without necessarily assigning one piece of form to one separable atom of meaning.
3.6 Affix co-occurrence conditions
Preceding discussion has highlighted co-occurrence restrictions between stem types and certain affixes
(see especially Table 1). For example, Dynamic stems can generally take:
[1]
[2]
[3]

DATIVE and INSTRUMENTAL applicatives (either, or both together, but in different “slots”
of the verb)
The TOWARD or AWAY Directionals (but not both simultaneously)
PROGRESSIVE grammatical aspect

But there also are co-occurrence restrictions among affixes separately from stem issues so far
discussed. As expected on semantic grounds, the PROGRESSIVE does not co-occur with PERFECT(IVE)
nor with the ANTIPASSIVE affix which typically carries “habitual” semantics. These co-occurrence
restrictions are not surprising and reveal aspectual incompatibilities.
What is semantically more surprising is that, in major subdialects, a stem carrying the
PROGRESSIVE suffix [3] cannot simultaneously take an applicative [1] and/or a Directional [2] affix,
and vice versa (though a Directional or the DATIVE Applicative can co-occur with the INSTRUMENTAL
Applicative). Thus, the PROGRESSIVE is in paradigmatic contrast with whole complexes of other
possible morpheme combinations (see Figure 5 below). Why this is the case, is not yet clear (though
the AWAY Directional does have semantic extension into pluractionality, so there may in this instance
be some aspectual conflict).
As just noted, the AWAY and TOWARD Directionals and the DATIVE Applicative (which has a
semantic directional sense in most of its uses) are in complementary distribution; hence, they would
appear to belong to a single paradigm. But they belong to (or create) different stem categories for
subsequent PERFECT(IVE) conjugation; that is, there are co-occurrence restrictions between certain
semantically directional suffixes and PERFECT(IVE) forms:



(tV-)…-ie(k)+tone with AWAY (also ANTIPASSIVE and INSTRUMENTAL) stems
(tV-)…-a(k) with TOWARD and DATIVE (also most other) stems

Such semantically non-transparent co-occurrence restrictions lead to what we might call morpheme
complexes, where two or more isolatable pieces must be learned together, becoming cogrammaticalized or co-lexicalized.
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3.7 Frozen morpheme complexes or categories: true fusion
A further stage in the scale of fusion are historically old morpheme complexes, where a combination
of grammatical or functional category “A” with category “B” does not yield a simple compilation of
A+B morphological forms, but a phonologically distinct form C, or perhaps an A+C combination.
This is what we find in Maa for Directionals+MIDDLE, Directionals+Aspects, and
PERFECT(IVE)+PLURAL combinations.
Forms whose glosses are joined by “+” in Figures 5 and 6 below constitute such frozen forms. Here
we talk through just some of the frozen combinations involving Directionals. In (25a) are listed the
basic ATR-determined allomorphs of the TOWARD Directional and NON-PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE.
Whether the final consonants /n/ and /r/ occur depends on what particular suffixes might or might not
follow them. If TOWARD and NON-PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE morphological categories co-occur in a verb,
the formal instantiation is not something like *-ʊna(r) or *-ua(r), but is instead -ʊɲɛ/-uɲie (depending
on ATR issues), as in (25b).
(25) a.

-ʊ(n), -u(n)
-a(r), -o(r)
b. -ʊnyɛ, -unyie

TOWARD
NON-PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE
TOWARD+NON-PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE

In (26a) we see the basic ATR-determined allomorphs of the TOWARD Directional and the
PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE. If TOWARD and PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE morphological categories co-occur in a
verb, the formal instantiation is not something like *-ʊnyɛ, -*unnie, or *-ue, but is instead -uno, as in
(26b). (The (26b) form might reflect some older combination of TOWARD with the NON-MIDDLE
PERFECT(IVE) basic form -a(k)/-o(k), but this needs further research.)
(26) a.

-ʊ(n), u(n)
-ɛ, -e
b. -uno

TOWARD
PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE
TOWARD+PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE

The data in (27) show similar frozen morphological combinations involving AWAY. (27a) gives one of
the basic synchronic allomorphs of AWAY in a non-middle context. Historically, this possibly
developed from a form like /-ara/ (Tucker & Mpaayei 1955, Payne 2013), which accounts for the /r/
element in (27b-c). Again, in (27b) we do not find what might be the synchronically-expected
combinations *-ara (from something like -aa(r) AWAY plus -a(r) NON-PERFECTIVE MIDDLE); nor in
(27c) do we find *-arɛ (from something like -a(r) AWAY plus -ɛ PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE).
(27) a. -áa
b. -ari
c. -ara

AWAY
AWAY+ NON-PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE
AWAY+ PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE

Instead, the actual phonology of the “frozen” combinations in (27b-c) is reminiscent of what we see in
(25b) and (26b): a non-low front vowel occurs for the NON-PERFECT(IVE) AWAY/TOWARD MIDDLE,
and a back vowel occurs for the PERFECT(IVE) AWAY/TOWARD MIDDLE. This is just the opposite of
what is found in the simple middles not involving directionals, which have a non-low front vowel -ɛ
for the PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE and a back vowel -a(r) for the NON-PERFECT(IVE) MIDDLE. All in all,
such frozen complexes, and their seeming synchronic idiosyncracies, give us complete sympathy for
Tucker & Mpaayei’s resistance to parsing off many of the morphemes.
4 Conclusion: “The Maa verb”
This paper has hopefully made that case that there is no one structure, template, or constructional
pattern that fits all possible verbs of Maa. A single definitive position class analysis is impossible due
to the kinds of interacting factors discussed in 3.1 through 3.7. Though many dimensions of Maa verbs
do not seem so fusional and individual morphemes with identifiable semantics can often be isolated
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using traditional analytical methods, the various co-occurrence restrictions and multiple form-tomeaning relationships indicate that something more like a Word-and-Paradigm framework (Matthews
1972, Anderson 1977) could provide a more accurate technical account of possible word forms. (This
says nothing about mental representations that underlie how native speakers comprehend or
productively create word forms.)
Nevertheless, to help advance our linguistic understanding of Maa verbs, I offer Figures 5 and 6 for
verbs built around Class I Dynamic and Stative verb roots, respectively. These figures do not
adequately represent tonal dimensions of morphology. In Figure 5, any MIDDLE element (and possibly
the ANTIPASSIVE) derive a Stative stem (which then subsequently belongs to Figure 6). The
Directionals and DATIVE applicative are somewhat marginal-to-unacceptable with Statives. Where
AWAY does occur with a Stative, it shifts its sense to a plural or plurality-of-situation reading (Payne
2013). The MIDDLE and ANTIPASSIVE forms do not occur with roots that are Stative, unless some other
affix has been added that, at an intermediate level, derives a Dynamic Stem such that MIDDLE or
ANTIPASSIVE is subsequently felicitious. The MIDDLE and ANTIPASSIVE are, however, included in
Figure 6 to show their relative position if they do occur.
In Figures 5 and 6, a heavy black box delineates what appears to be a historically older Core. (The
term “Stem” as used in this paper includes this Core plus elements in the final columns of Figures 5
and 6). In addition to a root from the Core, one and only one of the items in bold from columns 1, 2, or
3 is required.
Color is used in Figures 5 and 6 to help communicate the regions of the verb that grammatically or
lexically code broad functional domains. Elements that affect argument structure are in red type.
Green shading marks Directional or directionally-related morphology. Yellow marks aspectual
elements (both lexical and grammatical aspect). Blue marks mood or subjunctive-related morphology.
Gray marks number. The coloring reveals that the Core is heavily an aspect domain, while mood (and
taxis) are dominantly outside the Core (disregarding tonal morphology).

NEG m- (+
tone)

x

3

SUBJN tV(tone)

PF tV-

CAUSE
ɪtVCreates
Class II
dynamic
Stem.

4 (Class 1)

REDUPLICATED
ROOT
‘iterative’

DYNAMIC
VERB
ROOT

5

6

7

MID+INST -árɛ́ (NPF)
MID+INST -arɛ (PF)
Only if transitive stem.

MID+PF -ɛ ‘became [state]’
MID+PF+PL –atɛ/-ote ‘became [state]’

MID+NPF -a(r)/-o(r)
MID+NPF+PL –ata/-oto

APASS -ɪshɔ
Only if transitive stem.

PL+PF -(i)tie
after AWAY

8

PL+PF –itie after
PF

INST / CAUSATIVE -ie (+/- PF tone; +/-PL -^)
(Causative interpretation only for Class II)

PF, SUBJN –a(k)

PF -ie(k) (tone ; +/-PL -^ )

TOWARD+MID –u(n)-ie
AWAY+MID -ar-i
Only if transitive stem.

DATIVE
-akɪ(n)

TOWARD
-ʊ(n)

AWAY
-a(r),
-aa
(+/- shift to
plurality)

PROG -ɪta

Overlay: 2PL+NPF: Final Mora Reduplication

Direction-Argument.Structure-Aspect- Number
(NPF is usually the unmarked case)

Dynamic roots/stems can, in general, take Progressive, Directionals, Applicatives (Dative, Instrumental).

SG.IMP Class I tV- (tone)
SG.IMP Class II ɪ́PL.IMP ɛ́n-

ARG
PERS+
(NUM)

INFITIVE SG aINFINITIVE PL áa-

2

‘until’ ɔ-;
SUBJN mRequires m(+ tone)
Subjn
CN k(not with subjunctive or
imperative)

‘if’ tɛn-

‘chain’ n-;
Disallows mSubjn

‘when’
peê (tɛn-);
Disallows
aspect & mSubjn

CN

1

Figure 5: Class I Dynamic verbs (BOLD = REQUIRED ELEMENT)
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-ʊ(n): very
marginal with
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APASS -ɪshɔ(r)
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only if transitive.

MID+NPF -a(r)/
-o(r)
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MID+NPF+INST
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MID+PF+INST
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8
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-u(n)
Only after Stative root,
Middle, or Antipassive
(not Dative)

PL+PF -itâ, -ote
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7
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6

CAUSE -ie(k)
(Causative interpret only
for Class II)

INSTR -ie(k)
(+/- PF tone)

9

IMPERSONAL
PASSIVE /
PLURAL
-ɪ

10

Directionals and Dative are often odd with Stative verbs, yielding meanings like ‘It is soft to her’ (from ‘be.soft’); but some are acceptable as in ‘I will agree with her/I will have love for her’ (from ‘like’), or ‘I am angry towards her’
(from ‘be.angry’).
If Dative occurs, Inchoative does not occur unless there is also a Middle. This suggests that the Dative is preferably restricted to occurring on Dynamic stems; that the Middle creates Stative stems; and the Inchoative (re-)creates Dynamic
stems. The Inchoative is blocked from occurring on already-dynamic stems.

CN k-

SUBJN
m(tone)

NEG m(tone)

INFITIVE SG aINFINITIVE PL áa-

‘until’ ɔRequires mSubjn
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m- Subjn
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Figure 6. Class I stative verb (BOLD = REQUIRED ELEMENT)

228
228

Doris L. Payne
Doris L. Payne

Abbreviations
Abbreviations
APASS
antipassive
APASS
antipassive
ASP
aspect
ASP
aspect
BEN
benefactive
BEN
benefactive
CF
centrifugal
CF
centrifugal
CN
connective
CN
connective
CP
centripetal
CP
centripetal
DAM
direction-aspect-mood
DAM
direction-aspect-mood conflation
conflation
DAT
dative
DAT
dative
DECL
declarative
DECL
declarative
DYN
dynamic
DYN
dynamic
EP
epenthetic
EP
epenthetic
F
feminine
F
feminine
IMP
imperative
IMP
imperative
INCHO
inchoative
INCHO
inchoative
INF
infinitive
INF
infinitive
INST
instrument
INST
instrument
M
masculine
M
masculine
MID
middle
MID
middle

MOV.K
MOV.K
NEG
NEG
NMLZ
NMLZ
NOM
NOM
NPF
NPF
NUM
NUM
PASS
PASS
PERS
PERS
PF
PF
PL
PL
PROG
PROG
PSD
PSD
REL
REL
SG
SG
SUBJN
SUBJN
TEMP
TEMP
VENT
VENT

“moveable
“moveable k”
k”
negative
negative
nominalizer
nominalizer
nominative
nominative
non-perfect(ive)
non-perfect(ive)
number
number
(impersonal)
(impersonal) passive
passive
person
person
perfect(ive)
perfect(ive)
plural
plural
progressive
progressive
possessed
possessed
relativizer
relativizer
singular
singular
subjunctive
subjunctive
temporal
temporal mode
mode
ventive
ventive
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MIXED PIVOT CONSTRAINTS IN TOPOSA CLAUSE CHAINING
Helga Schröder
Clause chaining characterises a combination of one or more finite and non-finite clauses that indicate
the sequential order of events and marks foreground information in texts. The non-finite clauses are
dependent in tense, aspect, and mood (TAM) to the finite clause. If clauses are linked in such a way,
as part of the definition of “clause chaining”, the chained clauses typically represent the foreground
information of a text (Dooley 2010: 3). Clause chaining languages are most often found in Papua New
Guinea, the Americas, and in Africa in the SOV languages of Ethiopia. This paper deals with the
morphosyntactic properties of clause chaining in Toposa, a verb-initial Eastern Nilotic language of
South Sudan. The paper demonstrates that Toposa does not follow a switch-reference system for
coreferencing arguments in the sentence structure but employs a mixed S/A-S/O pivot constraint. It
also discusses how the continuity of referents in clause chains can be skipped in complex sentence
structures.
1 Introduction
Clause chaining describes a combination of one or more clauses that show tense, aspect, and mood
(TAM) dependency of the non-finite clause on the finite clause and it marks the sequential order of
events and typically presents foreground information in texts (see also Dooley 2010: 3). Clause
chaining is found widely in Papua New Guinean languages (Elson 1964), in Australian languages
(Austin 1979) and North American Indian languages (Longacre 1985, 1990).
Clause chaining often occurs in SOV languages in areas like Papua New Guinea, South America,
Korea and Japan among others (Longacre & Hwang 2012: 94). In Africa it is found as SOV variant in
Ethiopia (Völlmin et al. 2007). Although it is stated in (Dooley 2010: 8) that clause chaining rarely
occurs in SVO languages, Dooley reports that two SVO languages in Africa exhibit signs of clause
chaining. Hopper (1979: 213–215) talks about a clause-combining effect in Kiswahili as representing
the foreground information of narrative texts.1 Longacre found clause chaining in Anuak, a Western
Nilotic language from South Sudan (1990: 88–90, 2007: 418). I have argued recently that Toposa, a
VSO Eastern Nilotic language in South Sudan organises its discourse through clause chaining (H.
Schröder 2011).
Clause chaining is often combined with switch-reference (Huang 2000, 2003, Payne 1997, Stirling
1993: 14–18). Switch-reference describes a morphological marking system that indicates on the verb
whether conjoined clauses have the same or a different subject or other core arguments. Switchreference can be found in coordination and subordination relationships, depending on the language.
This paper will demonstrate the clause chaining features of Toposa. Though Toposa does not
employ the typical device of switch-reference, conreferential NPs in clause chaining work on a mixed
S/A-S/O pivot.
Firstly, I shall look at the morphosyntactic features of Toposa clause chains (section 2), then I shall
consider the features of switch-reference that are typical for most clause-chaining languages (section
3). Next I shall deal with the S/A and S/O pivot in Toposa clause chaining (section 4). Finally I shall
demonstrate the existence of clause-skipping in evaluating coreference within a chain (section 5), and
section 6 has some concluding remarks.

1

Hopper does not call this feature clause chaining but describes it as a typical clause chaining property (1979:
214).
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2 Morphosyntactic properties of clause chaining in Toposa
As agreed upon by many scholars, clause chaining is characterised by non-finite clauses that show
inflectional dependencies on the finite clause (Dooley 2010: 3, Payne 1997: 312, Longacre 1990: 11,
Myhill & Hibiya 1988: 363). The finite clause stands on its own, carries all the inflectional features
like tense, aspect and mood (TAM) in its finite verb and is often referred to as the main clause in a
coordinative-subordinative sentence construction. I would suggest labelling the finite clause as the
‘controlling clause’, because it controls the TAM dependencies.
2.1 The status of the non-finite clause
The status of the non-finite clause has been discussed from various angles. One question that scholars
are concerned with is whether the non-finite clause is coordinative or subordinative in nature relative
to the finite clause. Some authors point out that the non-finite clause is like a coordinative clause
(Roberts 1988: 4,1997: 183, also Haspelmath 1995: 12–17, 2007: 46f) in at least some respects.2
Stirling (1993: 195–198) discusses how in Papua New Guinean languages these clauses have been
termed coordinative, citing Haiman (1980 and 1983), Comrie (1983), and MacDonald (1983), among
others. However, as will also be shown for Toposa, the non-finite clauses show morphosyntactic
dependency on the controlling clause in that the chained clauses pick up their tense/aspect/(mood)
interpretation from the finite clause. As this morphosyntactic property of the non-finite clause exhibits
dependency, some scholars call these clauses “quasi-coordinate“ (Haiman & Munro 1983: xii, Stirling
1993: 15). Van Valin & LaPolla label the TAM dependency of the non-finite clause on the controlling
clause(s) as operator dependence. For them the clauses with operator dependence represent a hybrid
between coordination and subordination and they call this clause linkage “cosubordination” (1997:
455). They argue that semantically it has coordinative effects because the non-finite clause is
assertive, but morphosyntactically it is dependent. I shall adopt Van Valin & LaPolla’s view and
regard the non-finite clauses as hybrids between coordinative and subordinative clauses. Thus I shall
refer to these clauses as chained clauses and to the finite clause as the controlling clause.3
In the following section I shall deal with the morphosyntactic properties of clause chaining in
Toposa, i.e. the operator dependency of tense/aspect, and the participant orientation of the chain.
2.2 Morphological marking, tense operator and post-nuclear orientation
In Toposa, a typical clause chain begins with a controlling clause that is inflected for tense and aspect,
whereas the subsequent chained clauses carry the dependency markers to-/ki- which signal tenseaspect dependency on the finite verb of the controlling clause. It is also possible that the chain begins
with a temporal adverbial that sets the time frame in the controlling clause, as in the following
example (taken from M. Schröder 2010: 46):4
(1)

Bee
it-is-said

koloŋo̱
long.ago

nuwani̱ ,
very

to-loto̱
DEP-go

Kwee
jackal

ɲa-ki-rap
INF-DER-search

ŋa-kee-moogwa, to-ryam-u̱
ɲa-ate
ka
ɲi-tooni̱ , …
F/PL-his-food
DEP-find-ALL
F/SG-cow
of
D/SG-person
‘It is said that long long ago, Jackal went to search for his food, he found a cow of someone, …’
2
Haspelmath (1995: 12–17, 2007: 46f) gives five tests for identifying coordination: INTERCALATION: if two
clauses are coordinate clauses, neither can occur intercalated in the other; TEMPORAL ICONICITY: if two clauses
are coordinate clauses and narrate events or states, their linear order must agree with the chronological order of
the events or states; CATAPHORIC REFERENCE: if two clauses are coordinate clauses, the first cannot contain a
reference whose “antecedent” only occurs in the second; ARGUMENT FOCUS: if two clauses are coordinate,
neither can occur as argument focus; EXTRACTION: if two clauses are coordinate clauses, an interrogative expression cannot be “extracted” from the second to occur in sentence-initial position before the first (Dooley
2010:8). Dooley states that dependent clauses fail these tests and are therefore called quasi-coordinative (ibid. 9).
3
Another term often found in the literature for the chained clause is medial clause (Haiman 1987).
4
Note that the examples from this text collection do not show tone. Where tone marking was necessary to
indicate case and/or tense, as in examples (4, 5, 6b) and (13), this has been provided. Toposa also distinguishes
between ±ATR vowel sets which have not been differentiated for the purposes of this article. Underlined vowels
at the end of words indicate voiceless vowels.
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The above sentence represents a typical beginning of an animal fable. The story is set with the
formula bee ‘it is said’, and the adverbial koloŋo̱ nuwani̱ sets the time frame as in the past. Certain
following clauses are chained to the initial clause with the dependency marker to- in toloto̱ ‘he went’
and in toryamu̱ ‘he found’. Both verbs lack the typical inflection that marks person, tense, and aspect
on finite verbs. Examples (2a-b) below demonstrate how the dependency marking would differ in first
person singular and plural in personal narratives:
(2)

a.

… a-to-loto̱
1P-DEP-go
‘I go/went’

b.

… a-to-lot-o
1P-DEP-go-PL
‘we go/went’

As the first person is marked with an overt prefix preceding the dependency marker of the chained
verb, the assumption is that even DEP verb forms have a slot for marking the (coreferential) person on
the verb. The zero prefix in the second and third person singular and plural can be regarded as a gap in
the paradigm. The following shows the realisation of the coreferential pronouns in the verb of clausechained clauses:
Table 1: Overview of co-referential integrated pronouns in Toposa
PERS

CO-REF

DEP

root

1

a-

to-

lot

2

Ø

to-

lot

3

Ø

to-

lot

1

a-

to-

lot

-o

2

Ø

to-

lot

-o

3

Ø

to-

lot

-o

PL

Example (2a-b) are not finite verbs, they depend on a finite clause. A clause from a first person
narrative shall demonstrate this fact:
(3)

Koloŋo̱
long ago

ki-riŋ-a
DEP-bestill-PL

diri̱
isuwa
truly we.EX

ki-ra
DEP-be

ɲi-soroko̱ ,
M/PL-young.men

a-to-lom-a
ɲa-kopo̱
na
a-bee-i
Nakamoŋo.
1P-DEP-enter-PL
F/SG-place
which 3P-call-IMP Nakamoŋo
‘Long ago [when] we were still young men, we settled in a place called Nakamongo.’
In order to compare dependent verbs with fully inflected ones, consider the following examples (taken
from Schröder 2008: 51):
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(4)

a.

É-múj-ì
ɲá-kírîŋ.5
1P-eat-IMP F/SG-meat
‘I am eating meat.’

b.

Ì-múj-ì
ɲá-kírîŋ.
3P-eat-IMP F/SG-meat
‘He is eating meat.’

c.

È-múj-î
ɲá-kírîŋ.
1P-eat-IMP F/SG-meat
‘I was eating meat.’

d.

È-mùj-í
ɲá-kírîŋ.
3P-eat-IMP F/SG-meat
‘He was eating meat.’

As these data show, the normal finite Toposa verb is marked for tense, aspect, person, and number.
The tense system is the past and non-past type. Tense in Toposa is marked by the tone pattern that
extends over the entire verb and varies according to verb class, person, number, and tense category. In
addition to the tone pattern, a tense prefix a- occurs in the third person singular and plural in the past
tense. In example (4c) and (4d), this tense prefix a- has become fused with the person agreement
prefix i-, resulting in e- (for a more detailed description of the fusion of the past marker in TO and KIclass verbs see Schröder 2008: 53). Note how the tone pattern on the verb for first-person singular
changes from HHL in (2a) to LHF in (2c) to mark the change from non-past to past. Similarly, the
third-person changes from LHL in (2b) in non-past to LLH in (2d) in the past.
Additionally, Toposa has two aspects: imperfective and perfective. Imperfective aspect is indicated
by the suffix -i, as shown in the above data.6 The perfective aspect is indicated by the suffix -iti̱ :7
(5)

É-múj-îtì
ɲá-kírîŋ.
1P-eat-PER F/SG-meat
‘I ate meat.’

As these data show, the two verbs toloto ‘they went’ and toryamutu̱ ‘they found’ in example (1) do not
have the typical tense-aspect inflection of the finite Toposa verb, nor do they employ the typical
person agreement prefixes as shown in example (2a-d); they represent non-finite forms. The following
examples demonstrate the difference between the inflected and dependent verb forms in Toposa for a
KI-class verb (a-d) and a TO-class verb (e-h).
(6)

5

a.

è-mùj-í
3P-eat-IMP

‘he was eating (inflected form)’

b.

kí-múj
DEP-eat

‘he was eating (dependent form)’

c.

è-mùj-é-té
3P-eat-IMP-PL

‘they were eating (inflected form)’

Note that the personal pronoun is usually not expressed as a free word in Toposa but is integrated as an
argument on the verb (Schröder 2008: 111).
The imperfect marker has an allomorph -e before the plural suffix -te which is used in second and third person
plural. First person plural uses the imperfect suffix -i and the plural suffix -o.
7
Most finite verb forms in Toposa are marked for either imperfective or perfective. Verbs in passive, reflexive
and stative verbs are not marked for imperfective and perfective.
6
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d.

kí-múj-à
DEP-eat-PL

‘they were eating (dependent form)’

e.

á-lòs-í
3P-go-IMP

‘he was going (inflected form)’

f.

tó-lót
DEP-go

‘he went (dependent form)’

g.

á-lòs-é-té
3P-go-IMP-PL

‘they were going (dependent form)’

h.

tó-lót-ò
DEP-go-PL

‘they went (dependent form)’

The non-finite forms are not some form of infinitive, either. This can be seen from constructions like
the following:
(7)

… to-loto̱
Kwee ɲa-ki-rap
ŋa-kee-moogwa,8 …
DEP-go
jackal INF-DER-search F/PL-his-food
‘… Jackal went to search for his food, …’

The verb ɲakirap ‘to search’ represents the typical infinitive form, which consists of the feminine
singular marker ɲa- and the derivation prefix ki-.9
Example (1) and example (7) also show that the placement of the dependent clause of the chain is
post-nuclear, i.e. that the controlling clause precedes the chained clause. The post-nuclear orientation
of the chained clauses, as Toposa displays it, is rare (Dooley 2010: 6 and Payne 1997: 321), mainly
because most clause chaining languages are SOV, whereas Toposa is a verb-initial language.
3 Typical features of switch-reference
One phenomenon that cross-linguistically occurs in many clause-combining processes of coordination
and subordination is switch-reference. In this clause combining type the coordination type is most
often the clause chaining and the subordination type is of an adverbial nature. In some languages
switch-reference may also relate to other clause types like relative and complement clauses or
coordinative clauses that are not clause-chained (Stirling 1993: 15). Switch-reference has formal and
functional properties, which I shall briefly outline now.
3.1 Formal properties of switch-reference
Switch-reference systems most typically have the following conditions (Stirling 1993: 6):
1.
Switch-reference combines at least two clauses (“locality conditions”), but when
combined with clause chaining it usually links multiple clauses (Stirling
1993: 18–23).
2.
Switch-reference is typically formally marked on the verb as verb inflection
(“realisation conditions”) but can also take other formal properties such as being an
independent pronoun or it is marked on the pivot NP (Stirling 1993: 29–30).
3.
Switch-reference indicates both syntactic and semantic dependency on the controlling
clause. Either the dependent clause is subordinated to the main clause, or the
dependent and the controlling clause are in a clause chaining relationship
(“dependency conditions”).
8

Note that ŋamoogwa ‘food’ is plural here in the sense of ‘different bits here and there’.
In TO-class verbs this derivation prefix drops out when a verbal extension like allative, ablative, or benefactive
is added.

9
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4.

Switch-reference refers to the subject, i.e. it indicates whether the same subject (SS) or
a different subject (DS) occurs between the controlling and the dependent clause (s)
(“subject conditions”).
Concerning condition four, Stirling points out that also non-subjects in some languages can be switchreferenced (1993: 25–28).
The following examples (8a-b) taken from Stirling (1993: 14) show the use of switch-reference in
an adverbial clause10 in Mojave, a North American Indian language, where the first clause is subordinated to the second, the main clause.
(8)

a.

Nya-isvar-k
iimar-k.
when-sing-SS
dance-T
‘When he sang, he danced.’

b.

Nya-isvar-m
iimar-k.
When-sing-DS dance-T
‘When hei sang, he dancedj.’ (Mojave, Munro 1980: 145 (4))

In (8a) the switch-reference markers -k ‘SS’ indicates that in both clauses the third person is the same
subject. In (8b) -m ‘DS’ demonstrates that the third person is referred to is a different person. Other
examples, also taken from Stirling (ibid.) show switch-reference of the clause chaining type in Usan, a
Papuan language:
(9)

a.

Ye nam su-ab isomei.
I
tree cut-SS I:went:town
‘I cut the tree and went to town.’

b. Ye nam su-ine isorei.
I
tree cut-DS it:went:down
‘I cut the tree and it fell down.’ (Usan, Haiman & Munro 1983: xi, (3–4))
In (8a-b) the first person subject is marked as -ab ‘SS’ and -ine ‘DS’. Note also how in (8a-b) the first
adverbial clause is dependent on the second independent clause; example (9a-b) exhibit a controlling
clause and a chained clause in a clause chaining combination, they indicate sequential actions.
The examples (8a-b) and (9a-b) also demonstrate the four formal conditions of switch-reference
listed above: They represent the combination of at least two clauses each (condition 1), the switchreference is marked by a suffix on the verb (condition 2) and they demonstrate the subject condition
and dependence condition respectively (conditions 3 and 4).
An example that shows switch-reference in the context of a clause-chaining language with more
than two clauses is the following sentence construction from Amele, a Papuan language (Stirling
1993: 15, citing Roberts 1987: 101):
(10) Ija Malolo uqa na
ka
1SG Malolo 3SG of:POSS car
omo nu sum-ud-i
there for wait-3SG-PRED

jic
ana-g
road mother-3SG:POSS

na
at

bibil-igin
SIM-be:DUR-1SG:DS

ne-ce-b
tobo-co-min
belo-w-an.
come:down-DS-3SG climb:up-DS-1SG
go-1PL:DUR-YESTP
‘While I waited for Malolo's car there at the main road, he came down, I climbed in, we two
went off.’
10

Adverbial clauses serve an adverbial function, i.e. they either modify a verb phrase or they modify an
independent clause. They are often understood as adjuncts, i.e. they are not arguments of a clause. Adverbial
clauses add some information to the independent clause, and they are always optional (Payne 2006: 297).
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The above clause chain consists of one semantically adverbial clause, two dependently expressed
sequential actions and the controlling clause at the end. The switch-reference is marked by DS suffixes
on the verb: -igin (1 SG), -ce (3SG) and -co (1SG). The tense operator -an ‘yesterday past’ occurs in the
controlling clause, which is the final clause of the chain.
3.2 Functional properties of switch-reference
Switch-reference has two functions: Firstly, it demonstrates one way of tracking referents in discourse,
and in doing so over a long stretch of discourse, it fulfills its second function: indicating the syntactic
pivot function (Van Valin & LaPolla 1997: 287–288, also Stirling 1993: 7).
A pivot concerns whether participant reference in clause linkage works on a nominative-accusative
or an ergative-absolutive basis. In ergative-absolutive systems, the conjoining NPs in clause-linkage
strictly follow an S/O pattern. In this case the intransitive S is a co-referent of the O argument of the
second clause. In the nominative-accusative system they follow an S/A pattern. In this case the S
argument of the intransitive clause conjoins with the A argument of the transitive clause (see Dixon
1997: 154).11 In the Usan example (9a) above the clause-chaining works on a S/A pivot because the
combination expresses coreference between the A of the transitive clause and the S of the intransitive
clause. In (9b) the clause chain represents a S/O pivot as it expresses coreference between the O of the
transitive clause, and the S (intransitive argument) of the intransitive clause. 12
4 The co-referential pivot in Toposa clause chaining
Even though switch-reference often accompanies clause-chaining languages as stated by Roberts
(1988: 62), Stirling (1993: 14), Dooley (2010: 5), Huang (2000: 289–290), and Longacre & Hwang
(2012: 94), Toposa does not employ switch reference for tracking referents in discourse.13 In this
section I shall look at how reference tracking in Toposa clause chaining works instead.
The tracking of referents in Toposa clause-chains works on a pivot constraint. Pivot constraints
operate in the following way: If languages are constrained by an S/A pivot,14 the coreferential NPs are
always in S or A function. If a common NP is in O function, the clause has to be passivised to satisfy
this pivot. Languages, however, that work on a S/O pivot constrain the occurrence of conrefential NPs
to their S and O. If a common NP is in A function, antipassive is used to ensure that that constraint is
satisfied.
The coreferentiality in Toposa rests on two major conditions:
1.
Formal condition: The coreferent is marked on the verb as an integrated subject
pronoun either by an overt morpheme for first person singular and plural, or by a zero
morpheme for second and third person singular and plural see table 1.
2.
Functional condition: The interpretation of argument coreferentiality between clauses
works on a mixed S/A-S/O pivot.
The formal and functional conditions of Toposa coreferentiality will be demonstrated in the next
section.

11

Stirling states that the S/A pivot in switch-reference systems is the most common one in contrast to the S/O
pivot. The S/A pivot is preferred over the S/O pivot even in languages that have some features of ergativity
(1993: 6–7). This observation is confirmed by Dixon (1997: 153). I however know of three Central Sudanic
languages spoken in Eastern Congo (Omi, Logoti and Lugbara), where the switch-reference system operates on a
S/O pivot, Wright (in preparation).
12
Stirling (1993: 42) mentions that switch-reference can have various other functions, besides occurring in
temporally sequential and adverbial clauses. Two of these are that switch-reference can encode distinctions in
temporal relations as well as in logical and epistemological relations.
13
Dooley remarks that switch-reference is not confined to expressing sequential actions (2010: 8). He refers to
two Quechuan languages (citing Cole 1983: 2,4) and to Huichol (citing Comrie 1983:19), and to American and
Australian languages where switch-reference occurs more often in association with subordinate adverbial clauses
than with sequential actions (citing Roberts 1988: 62).
14
When talking about S/A or S/O pivots, S stands for the subject of the intransitive clause, A for the subject of
the transitive clause and O for the object of the transitive clause.
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4.1 The S/A pivot
In this section I shall demonstrate the S/A pivot relationship between coreferential arguments.
Example (10) has been taken from a narrative text (M. Schröder 2010: 6):15
(11) A-bu
3P-came

ø-to16-limoki̱
3P-DEP-told

Ɲakuju̱ ,
God,

ɲikaɲiti̱
bird

nitikawosoni̱
very.clever

nibe
who.called

Napurukucu,
Napurukucu

tem,
"To-woyiu17 ɲawuno, kotere
ki-yooliyorotori̱ ŋituŋa
kopo̱ ."
DEP:said
IV-twist
rope
in.order.to DEP-take
people down
‘God came, he told a very clever bird whose name was called Napurukucu (= Orange Starling),
he said, Twist a rope in order to take people down.’
The following sentences provide an example from an expository-descriptive text (M. Schröder 2010:
6, 113–114):
(12)

S1

Seke̱
So

na
when

ŋikaŋaka̱ ,
leaders
ŋide
children
S2

S3

ki-ryama,
DEP-meet
lu
who

Ku-wudakisi̱
DEP-gather
ŋikilyoko̱
men

ecamitere
is.wanted

Ɲarumworete̱
end

to-tukwo
DEP-discuss

eriŋa
are.not.yet

nai
then
ka
and

ɲakitasapana̱
to.initiate

ŋuna,
this

ɲatemari̱
that

isyawunete
begin

mono
DM

itemokino
is.appropiate

ɲesapana,
itasapanio.
not.initiated be.initiated

ŋituŋa
people

ŋide
children

ŋituŋa,
people,

lu
who

luuciki̱ ,
small

to-loto
DEP-go

nai
then

ecamito
want

ɲasapana̱
initiation

ta-nyama
DEP-eat
to-pero
DEP-sleep

ŋikorae
rams

waapei,
one.place
kode
or

ɲemoŋo̱ .
ox

naperiti̱ .
in.sleeping.ground

S1 ‘When it is wanted (= when the leaders want) to initiate people, the generation-set
leaders begin, they meet, they discuss that it is alright to initiate the children (= filial
generation) who have not yet been initiated.’ S2 ‘The people who want to be initiated
gather in one place, the men and the children [of the new set], they eat goats or an ox.’
S3 ‘[After] the end of that they then go to sleep in the [separate] sleeping-ground.’
These examples show the zero subject marking of the coreferential arguments via the tV- or kV- prefix
on the verb (thereby fulfilling the formal condition) in øto-limoki̱ ‘he said’ in example (8). The subject
marking precedes dependency marking of the chained verb.
Referring back to examples (8) and (9), the functional condition of the S/A pivot is also applied in
these examples. The sentence in example (11) combines the S of the intransitive controlling clause
Abu Ɲakuju̱ ‘God came’ with a coreferential A of the first chained clause tolimoki̱ ɲikaɲiti̱ ‘he told the
bird’ with another coreferential A of the second chained clause tem ‘he said’. In example (12) the
sentence S1 has an S in the controlling clause in isyawunete mono ŋikaŋaka̱ ‘the leaders begin’ and
combines it with the co-referential S of the intransitive clause and the coreferential A of a transitive
clause kiryama,18 totukwo ɲatemari̱ itemokino ‘they meet, they discuss that it is appropriate …’ The
clauses in S2/S3 of example (12) combine a S with a co-referential A, with a co-referential S and co15

From here on examples are only partially segmented to show dependency marking strategies, i.e. dependency
markers and person agreement markers on verbs (with the exception of example (13), which has been fully
segmented to demonstrate case marking in passive constructions.
16
The zero prefix for person will from now on not be marked, but its morphological presence will be assumed,
see the explanation between examples (2) and (3).
17
Note that the prefix ki- in this example is an imperative marker that has the same form as the dependence
marker.
18
Note that in Toposa the verb kiryama ‘meet’ is intransitive: kiryama ka ɲikoku ‘he met with [the] child’.
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referential S in Kuwudakisi̱ nai ŋituŋa …, tanyama ŋikorae kode ɲemoŋo̱ , …, toloto nai, topero
naperiti̱ ‘the people gather, …, they eat goats or an ox, …, they go and they sleep in the sleepingground’.
4.2 The S/O pivot
The S/O pivot applies when the O of a transitive clause has to be coreferential with a subject argument
in another clause. In such a case only the S of the intransitive clause or the O of the transitive clause
occurs. This S/O pivot linkage is partly due to clauses that have passive constructions. In Toposa
impersonal constructions (as also in most Southern Nilotic languages) where the single lexical
argument takes the accusative tone marking, just like an object of a transitive clause would. Consider
the following:
(13)

a.

È-kèr-é-tè
ŋá-àtùk.
3P-run-IMP-PL F/PL-cow/NOM
‘The cows are running.’

b.

Ì-dés-ì
ɲé-kílè
3P-beat-IMP M/SG-man/NOM
‘The man is beating the cows.’

c.

Ì -dés-ít-àè
ŋá-átûk.19
3P-beat-IMP-PAS F/PL-cows/ACC
‘The cows are being beaten or somebody beats the cows.’20

ŋá-átûk.
F/PL-cows/ACC

The impersonal construction in (13c) does not show the tone marking for nominative, which would be
HLL for ŋáàtùk ‘cows’ as in (13a), rather, it bears the accusative tone marking HHF ŋáátûk as in
(10b).21 In other words, in Toposa the single lexical argument of the impersonal sentence is
morphologically marked in the same way as the object of the transitive clause (see also H. Schröder
2008: 58–59). Scholars have debated whether the impersonal construction in some Eastern Nilotic
languages (Toposa, Turkana and Maasai,) and Southern Nilotic languages (Tugen, Kipsigis, Nandi
etc.) is a real passive construction, or an impersonal third person construction (H. Schröder 2012). In
the latter case the construction of (13c) would best be rendered as ‘somebody beats the cows’.
Irrespective of how the construction is understood, the single lexical argument of the impersonal
construction has accusative case marking and requires either an S or another O if con-joined, see the
following example taken from M. Schröder (2010: 6):
(14) ... ki-yooliwun-oe 
nai  ŋituŋa,  ki-bitibitiuni̱ 
kopo̱ , 

 DEP-let-down-PAS  so  people  DEP-let.themselves  down,




ŋaberu̱ 
women

 ka
ŋide
tya ŋikecekilyoko̱ .
 and children and husband-theirs
‘The people were let down, they let themselves down, the women and children and their
husbands.’

In (14) the O of the clause ŋituŋa ‘people’ is coreferential with the S of the intransitive reflexive
clause kibitibitiuni̱ ‘they let themselves down’.
The next example demonstrates the S/O pivot in a very interesting way (taken from M. Schröder
2010: 8):

19

Note that in (13b) and (13c) the personal pronoun marker i- is the same for the third person singular and
plural. Regarding passive: Toposa has an impersonal construction marked by passive suffixes -o ~ -ae ~ -oe.
20
The difference between the person agreement third person plural prefix e- of examples (13a) and the i- of
(13c) is due to different verb classes. The i- occurs with KI-class verbs and the e- with TO-class verbs.
21
Note that the accusative tone pattern of ŋáátûk ‘cows’ is HHF only before pause and HHL (ŋáátùk) elsewhere.
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(15) S1 To-limokisi̱
DEP-tell
‘Kapesi
IV-go

nai Ŋimoru̱
then Stones

ta-anya
DEP-look

S2 Ki-det-ae
DEP-beat-PAS

ka
with

talokaatekece̱ ,
brothers.theirs

ŋibarene̱
cattle
ŋalita,
sticks

kana
in

temasi,
DEP:say

wiye̱ .’
cattle-camps

ki-reŋe-e,
DEP-chase-PAS

temar-ae
DEP:say-PAS

...

S1 ‘Those Stones [generation-set] said to their brothers, “Go and look after the cattle in
the cattle-camps!”’ S2 ‘They were beaten with sticks, and were chased, and it was said ...’
In (15) the common O talokaatekece̱ ‘their brothers’ is coreferential with another O in S2 Kidetae ka
ŋalita ‘they were beaten with sticks’, and another O in another impersonal clause kireŋee ‘they were
chased’. What is intriguing in this construction is that the coreferential argument ‘they’ in S2 does not
create any syntactic ambiguity. If the S/A pivot would be applied it would be not clear whether the
subject Ŋimoru̱ ‘the stones’ or the object talokaatekece̱ ‘their brothers’, introduced in S1 as A and O,
are coreferenced in S2 as the ones that get beaten. As has been established in this paper a referent in
object position in an impersonal construction needs either another O or S as areferent because of the
S/O pivot. So it is clear that the ‘they’ of clause S2 refers to the O of S1 talokaatekece̱ ‘their brothers’
and not to the A of S1 Ŋimoru̱ ‘the stones’.
The S/O pivot also must apply when the O of a sentence construction is coreferenced in a nonimpersonal construction. In such a case, only the S of an intransitive clause or the O of another
transitive clause can follow the initial clause to satisfy the S/O pivot, as the following example shows
(taken from M. Schröder 2010: 6):
(16) To-woyiu
nai Napurukucu ɲaputu̱
natikaanikani̱ ,
DEP-twisted so
Napurukucu tendon-string which.strong
‘So Napurukucu twisted a strong tendon-string, it was very long.’

to-woi22
DEP-long

loowoi.
very

The S/O pivot occurs in example (16) where the object of the transitive clause ɲaputu̱ natikaanikani̱ ‘a
very strong tendon-string’ is the common argument between the two clauses; and it is coreferential
with the S of the descriptive clause towoi loowoi ‘it was very long’.
This S/O pivot, which is not based on a impersonal construction, is also found in the following
example (taken from M. Schröder 2010: 15):
(17) ... ku-wara
DEP-look

Lokoliŋiro
Lokoliŋiro

ka
and

ŋikeetuŋa
people.his

ɲadokari
climbing

lobooto̱ , to-twonikini̱ .23
to.camp DEP-difficult

In example (17) the object nyadokari̱ lobooto̱ ‘his climbing to the camp’ is coreferential with the S of
the descriptive clause totwonikini̱ ‘it was difficult’.24
Dependency marking also occurs in simple coordination that does not indicate the sequential order
of events and is not related to foreground information. In such cases the strict locality conditions apply
as outlined for switch reference above under 3.1. The sentence construction consists of a controlling
clause and one or two (at most) chained clauses:
(18) A-bu
to-osiki̱
ɲakimar sementiks, ta-lakari̱
3P-came DEP-give.up
reading semantics, DEP-happy
‘He gave up studying semantics and felt much happier.’
22

ɲakilo.
more.than

Note that towoi ‘it was long’ is a stative verb.
Note that the verb totwoniki̱ ni is also a stative verb.
Note that in a S/A pivot as in English the second conjoined clause would have to change into a relative clause
like ‘Lokolingiro and his people looked [where] to climb to the camp, [but] which was difficult’. Or the subject
would have to be repeated; the clause could not just be conjoined as in ‘Lokolingiro and his people looked
[where] to climb to the camp, [but] this climbing was difficult.’

23
24
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(19) E-bariti̱ ɲekilye, to-yar-ite.
3P-rich man
DEP-live-SIM
‘The man is rich and (furthermore) successful.’
Note that in case of the logical succession of events in (18) the onset abu ‘he came’25 has to occur. In
example (19) the suffix -ite indicates simultaneity. These two examples show a simple coordinated
clause construction where participant reference works on a S/A pivot, in (18) A/S are co-joined and in
(19) S/S.
5 Clause-skipping
One irregular phenomenon that can occur in clause chaining languages is that in evaluating
coreferentiality within the chain, a clause may be embedded, introducing a new referential argument,
and the coreference evaluation just skips the argument of the embedded clause. This is commonly
referred to as clause-skipping for languages with switch reference systems (Stirling 1993: 18–20).
Consider the following example from Toposa (taken from M. Schröder 2010: 84):

(20) To-upu̱
ɲaberu, to-loma
ɲakugworo, to-deŋuni̱ ,
ki-boyikini̱ ,
to-yai
DEP-tire woman DEP-enter INF:cry
DEP-exaust
DEP-sit.down
DEP-be
ca

ɲibore kaku keŋe̱ , ta-tama̱ ,
ki-yaŋaki̱ , tem ...
thing back her
DEP-think DEP-pant
DEP:say
‘The woman got tired, she started to cry, she became exhausted, she sat down, the thing
(referring to an evil spirit) was on her back, she thought, she panted, she said ...’
DM

The long chain of eight clauses relies referentially on the clause with the referent ɲaberu ‘woman’.
The chain is interrupted by toyai ca ɲibore kaku keŋe̱ ‘the thing was on her back’. Here a new
argument is introduced: ɲibore ‘thing’. However the referential chain skips consideration of this
referent and in the following clause tatama̱ ‘she thought’, co-reference is determined relative to the
original referent ɲaberu ‘woman’.
Such a referent-skipping can be explained with the foreground and background distinction that is
commonly found in discourse. In this regard the clause toyai ca ɲibore kaku keŋe̱ ‘the thing was on her
back’ adds background information, e.g. explanatory information, to the foreground information,
which is captured in the clause-chained sentences.26 See another example where the referent of the
embedded clause is skipped (M. Schröder 2010: 48):
(21) Ani
When

e-jeketa
3P-become.good

to-lepuuni
DEP-milk
to-lemu̱
DEP-take

ca
DM

ɲaate,
cow

ŋakile ka
milk
of
to-ŋoba
DEP-drink.up

ɲaate, ta-ratarata
cow
DEP-cheat

Kwee
jackal

ŋakile, ani
i-doŋi
milk
when 3P-remain

Ɲebu,27
hyena
ɲegoototo,
foam

ŋacoto, ki-yatakinea …
urine
DEP-add

‘When the milk of the cow had become good, Jackal cheated [intensive] Hyena, while he
continually milked the cow, he drank up the milk, when [only] foam remained, he took
urine, he added [that], ...’
In this chain, which has seven clauses, the controlling referent is Kwee ‘jackal’ and all the S/A
arguments of the chained clauses refer to him. But there is a clause in the chain ani idoŋi ɲegoototo
25

The full function of abu ‘he came’ occurring in texts or in single co-ordination is still under investigation.
How the clause-chaining device in Toposa discourse is related to the foreground and background distinction
was shown in H. Schröder (2013).
27
Here the clause has no co-referential constraint because the second clause introduces two new participants,
‘Jackal’ and ‘Hyena’.

26
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‘when the foam remained’, where the only argument is the NP ɲegoototo ‘foam’. However the NP
‘foam’ does not interrupt the coreference chain, as the referent of this NP is skipped in determining the
refrent of the following chained clause, which is interpreted as coreferential with Kwee ‘jackal’ in
tolemu̱ ŋacoto, kiyatakinea, ina Nyebu, tem ‘he took urine, he added [that], he gave to hyena, he said
…’ From a foreground-background distinction the clause ani idoŋi ŋegoototo ‘the foam remained’ can
be regarded as expressing background information.
6 Conclusion
In this paper I have demonstrated that Toposa conjoined clauses exhibit clause chaining properties. A
typical Toposa clause linkage shows a tense/aspect dependency of the non-finite clause to the
controlling clause. The order of the dependent clauses in the chain, in line with the nature of a verb
initial language structure, is postnuclear because the controlling clause precedes the chained clauses. I
also argued that Toposa clause chains do not have a switch-reference system for conjoined NPs but
display a mixed S/A-S/O pivot system. The coreferential argument is represented by a zero morpheme
on the verb when referring to third person singular and plural. The S/A pivot is evident when the A of
a transitive clause combines with another A or a S of the intransitive clause. However, the reference
system often switches to a S/O pivot system. In such a case an O is coreferential with either the S of
an intransitive or another O of a transitive clause. I also illustrated that coreferentiality evaluation in
clause chains can skip a referent of a background clause.
Abbreviations
1P/2P/3P
first/second/third person
1PL/3PL/1SG first/third person plural, first
person singular
ACC
accusative
ALL
allative
D/SG
diminutive singular
DEP
dependence marker
DER
derivational affix
DM
discourse marker
DS
different subject
DUR
durative
F/SG F/PL
feminine singular/plural
IMP
imperfect
INT
intensive

INF
IV
M/SG M/PL
NOM
PAS
PER
PL
POSS
PST
SIM
SS
T
YESTP

infinitive
imperative
masculine singular/plural
nominative
passive
perfective
plural
possessive
past
simultaneous
same subject
tense
yesterdays past
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TONE AND TONGUE ROOT [TR] AS VENTIVE MORPHEMES
IN ENDO-MARAKWET1
Chelimo Andrew Kiprop
1 Introduction
Marakwet is a Southern Nilotic Kalenjin language that is spoken in Kenya in the North Eastern parts
of Elgeiyo Marakwet County in the larger Rift Valley Province. The county has four districts within it,
namely: Keiyo South, Keiyo, Marakwet West and Marakwet East. The latter two form the “Marakwet
Territory”.
The term “Marakwet” is broadly used to group together all the linguistic varieties found within the
Marakwet Administrative District. The historian Kipkorir (2009) argues against such grouping by the
colonial regimes and records the different varieties as: Endo, Marakweta, Almo, Kiptani, Borokout
and Sengwer/Cheranganyi. Kipchumba (2010), in his studies of Marakwet literature, also records that
“Marakwet” is a pool of several linguistic entities or groups that must be treated as separate. He
categorises these groups as:
i.
those living towards West Pokot,
ii.
those around central Marakwet, and
iii.
those neighbouring the Keiyos to the South.
Endo-Marakwet is one of the linguistic varieties spoken within the Marakwet administrative unit. The
Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (2009) shows Endo as spoken by a population of about 18,181.
Zwarts (2003) specifically locates the language as being spoken in the area that spans from around
Liter in the north to Arror in the south, along the Kerio River.
According to the Bible Translation Literacy (BTL) manual of (2006), Marakwet “languages” vary
according to the location where each is spoken. This manual puts the Marakwet linguistic group into
two major clusters, the Northern and the Southern speakers. Rottland (1982) also classifies Marakwet
into Southern and Northern branches. Zwarts (2003) further confirms the existence of these subdialects and records that:
Originally there were several groups in the area, among which were the Endos in the
North and Markwets in the South of the Valley (ibid.: 12).
Rottland (cited in Zwarts, 2003: 30) also comments that as compared to other Kalenjin groups,
Marakwet is a vast area with more linguistic variation than any other.
This paper focuses on Endo-Marakwet, the variety that Kipchumba (2010) considers more distinct
from the rest. It is spoken by the people living in a small location called Endow (the area that stretches
between Tot and Liter). This variety is generally referred to as Endo by other speakers. The speakers
of this language are also called Endo. For the purpose of this paper, the language is referred to as
Endo-Marakwet. When asked where they hail from, speakers of Endo say they come from “Endow”
/endɑʊ/. When asked who they are, they also say they are /endɑʊ/.
Specifically, the paper intends to explain the idea that in this language, it is possible to signal
direction towards the speaker by use of tone and tongue root, independently of the segmental verbal
itive and ventive. Previous discussions in this area have focused on the segmental use of these suffixes
to signal direction.

1

The research on Endo-Marakwet was made possible by funding from the DFG (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) who sponsored my PhD within the project “Die Marakwet-Sprachen (Süd-Nilotisch): Deskription und
Vergleich”.
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Generally in Kalenjin, motion and direction of the action as encoded by the verb are typically
denoted by the use of the itive and ventive verbal suffixes. These morphemes are mainly segmental.
They not only signal direction but also encompass elements of action and motion. It is this latter
concept that I broadly describe as the “mobilitive itive” and “mobilitive ventive”. This idea is further
exploited by Mietzner (2007, 2011). In Endo /-a:nu/ denotes motivated action in the direction of the
speaker and is called mobilitive ventive:
(1)

túm-ánú
sing-VEN
‘sing while coming in this direction’ (towards speaker)

In Endo as well, /a:ta/ is used to denote motion in a direction away from the speaker. This mobilitive
itive also takes the form /a:te/ in other Kalenjin languages such as Keiyo. This is also discussed by
Creider (2002), who represents the suffix in Nandi as /-ta/, e.g.:
(2)

tyen-ate
sing-ITV
‘sing while moving away from speaker’

Creider (2002), in his study of Nandi, explains in detail the semantics associated with verbs formed by
means of derivational suffixes, e.g. the dative /-ci/ and the instrumental /-e:/. Mietzner (2011) also
demonstrates the phonological conditioning that the itive morpheme undergoes in Cherang’any
language. She also discusses the mobilitive morphemes and their realisations in Cherang’any. These
segmental morphemes (in Nandi and Cherang’any) occur across other languages in the Kalenjin group
and are quite productive because they contribute further to the semantics of direction – they specify
directions in relation to the speaker.
Heine (1984) observes that the majority of African languages display several productive verbal
affixes and extensions and their sole purpose is to modify the semantic content of the verb root.
Discussions by various scholars (Mietzner 2011; Creider 2002) are centred on morphemes that are
segmentally realised. This paper will give an alternative view – that motion and direction are also
realisable non-segmentally through the use of tone and tongue root alternations.
The paper discusses the use of the default ventive [u] and how it relates to the basic verb in the
language. It also describes the infinitive and how the use of this infinitive leads to the omission of the
segmental ventive that eventually leads to the alteration of the vowels in the verb root.
2 Ventive in Endo-Marakwet
Dimmendaal (2009: 10), in his description of Tama, explains ventive marking as a derivational notion
expressing movement towards the deictic centre. This implies a ventive does not only express
direction but also the idea of movement.
Data from Endo-Marakwet reveals that it is possible for the ventive to be realised as a phonological
feature. This takes the form of a supra-segmental ventive realised through processes of tone and
tongue alterations. This supra-segmental ventive is used in cases where the segmental morpheme [u],
which is the ventive in Endo, is omitted. A typical verb in Endo that encodes motion in the direction of
the speaker has two parts:
a) The verb root, which has a vowel with H tone and –ATR or +ATR, and
b) The ventive suffix, which has a vowel with L tone and +ATR.
Zwarts (2000) further confirms that prefixes in Endo and other African languages are predominantly –
ATR.
This paper observes that whenever a segmental ventive is omitted, there occurs a compensatory
phonological process. In Endo, prefixing the infinitive /kɛ-/ or /ke-/ on a verb causes the deletion of
the physically realised ventive. This implies that it is not normally possible to have an infinitive prefix
and the physical ventive attached to a verb root at one time. Only one can be used:
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(3)

kɛ́-ɑ̀p
INF-bring
‘to bring’

(4)

àp-u
take-VEN
‘take in this direction’ (towards speaker)

The majority of independent verbs in the language usually have H tones on their vowels. Introduction
of the infinitive thus leads to the omission of the segmental ventive and vice versa. The omission of
the segmental ventive creates phonological demands that lead to the supra-segmental features of tone
and tongue root being re-adjusted to take the place of the omitted ventive. Such processes are
discussed in the following sections.
3 Endo basic verbs
There are two vowel sets in the language which are distinguished in terms of tongue root. While some
bear ATR others are RTR. These are shown below:
+ ATR
i
e

–ATR
u
o

ɪ
ɛ

a

ʊ
ɔ
ɑ

Dimmendaal (ibid: 4) further argues that there occurs what he calls “cross-height harmony”, which
means that vowels in a given word can either be +ATR or –ATR. He provides data to support the idea
that both roots and suffixes can be dominant with either of the tongue root features. Such dominance
triggers harmony shift in the neighbouring vowels – either progressively or regressively. However,
there also exists what are called opaque affixes, across which vowels do not usually harmonise. The
present paper is partly a discussion of the opacity of the infinitive.
Quite a number of the non-derived verb stems are mostly characterised by monosyllabic vowels
with H tone and +ATR quality.
These are exemplified below:
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)
(10)
(11)

pan
kɛ́:l
luch
sas
iit
ket
wis

[pán]
[ké:l]
[lúk]
[sás]
[í:t]
[két]
[wís]

bewitch
fry
box
hate
peep
drive
run fast

When the quality of such vowels in the verbs changes from H to L tone and from +ATR to -ATR, the
semantic output is also altered. This suprasegmental change usually converts the verbs (with inherent
–ATR vowels) to nouns (with +ATR vowels). Thus the above verbs are nominalised as follows (all
these nouns are in their plural indefinite forms):
(12)
(13)
(14)
(15)
(16)

pan
kel
luch
sas
iit

[pɑ̀n]
[kɛ̀ːl]
[lʊ̀k]
[sɑ̀s]
[ɪ:̀ t]

sorcerers
people who fry
people who box others
people who hate others
people who peep
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4 The suffix [u]
Endo-Marakwet, like other Kalenjin languages, has both ventive and itive segmental suffixes that
denote specific directions of the actions in the verbs. The morpheme [u]/[ʊ:] is the ventive suffix in
Endo, while [-ta] is the default itive. Once the ventive is suffixed to a verb, an action is understood as
being executed in the speaker’s direction.
The examples below show this:
(17) a.

mwá:r mwa:r-ù
say
say-VEN
‘say in our direction’ (speaker included)

b. kút
ku:t-ù
blow
blow-VEN
‘blow in the speaker’s direction’
c.

(18) a.

tá:k
ta:k-ù
receive receive-VEN
‘receive towards speaker’
pál pal-ù:
dig dig-VEN
‘dig out in the speaker’s direction’

b. náp
nap-ù:
weave weave-VEN
‘weave in the speaker’s direction’
The data above show that the length of the ventive [u] is dictated by the length of the vowel in the verb
root. If the vowel in the verb is long, the ventive is shortened as in example 17 above. If the vowel in
the verb is short, however, the ventive quantity is lengthened as in 18 above. This scenario points to
the idea that the segmental ventive in Endo is actually a long [-ʊ:] which is phonologically conditioned
by the vowel in the verb root.
This argument is further supported by the fact that in Endo, there is another short [ʊ] (with the
feature [–ATR], L tone) which is used to mark aspect. This variant is not the ventive. Usually,
however, in Endo, the morpheme that marks aspect is [a], whereas in other Kalenjin languages, it is
[e], as in constructions like:
(19) kʊ̀t-à
blow-ASP
‘in the process of blowing’
[ʊ] can also mark present imperfective aspect. In this case it has two functions – as an aspective
marker and as a ventive. Thus:
(20) pal-u
dig-ASP
‘in the process of digging’ (in the speaker’s direction)
(21) nàp-ʊ̀
weave-ASP
‘in the process of weaving’ (in the speaker’s direction)
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This is further illustrated in sentences as follows:
(22) sàp-é:
basket-DET
‘weave the basket’
(23) náp-ú
sáp-é:
weave-IMP.PRES
basket-DET
‘(Somebody) in the process of weaving the basket in our direction’
The examples provided in (20)-(23) above help to show that there exists a difference between the pure
ventive [ʊ] and the [ʊ] that expresses aspect. The central focus of this discussion is not the segmental
ventive [ʊ:]. It is however important to describe it at this point because it is what triggers the vowel
quality changes in the verb root, which is the central topic of this paper.
5 Tone
The majority of the verbs in Endo are monosyllabic and have H tones. Creider and Creider (1989) in
their study of Nandi establish that there are basically five surface tones. These are also five in Endo.
They are H, L, HL, LH, LL. In these languages, tone can be used to differentiate lexical items (sort
them into different classes) and may also be realised in the lexicon as morphemes.
It is this latter function of realisation as a morpheme that is relevant for this study. Consider the
examples below:
(24) wérá
wérà

‘to pass by’
‘a friend’

(25) kↄ̀wↄ̀
kↄ̀wↄ́

‘a bone’
‘has gone’

These minimal pairs show that tone is lexical and a non-segmental morpheme that converts a lexical
item from one class to the other.
6 Tongue root
Vowels in Endo can be separated on the basis of having the presence or absence of tongue root (TR).
The root of tongue either advances +ATR or retracts –ATR. Though it is not productive in derivational
processes, tongue root can be used as one means of determining the lexical class of a word or in
certain aspects of the grammar. Below are sets of minimal pairs which belong to different lexical
categories based on tongue root as a feature.
a) Lexical class
(26)
(27)

Verbs
[pɔ:r]
thresh

Nouns
[po:r]
body

[tun]
in future

[tʊn]
marry

b) Grammatical aspects
(28)

a.

kà-àpé
ASP.PR-go
‘have you gone?’

b.

ká-ápé
ASP.PST-go
‘had you gone?’
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In the examples provided above, (28a) demonstrates the use of the present perfect while (28b) is in the
past perfect. This suggests that tongue root is a distinctive feature.
7 Phonological processes
Having considered the separate phonological behaviours of the morpheme [ʊ], the basic Endo verbs
and the infinitive, it is prudent to analyse how supra-segmental aspects of tone and tongue root play a
part in the realisation of motion/directional semantics.
There are several phonological processes that take place when the segmental ventive suffix [u] is
omitted and the infinitive /ke:/ is affixed to the verb. This discussion dwells on the phonological
processes affecting the properties of the vowels in the infinitive and the verb root.
Quite naturally, the segmental suffix [ʊ:] and the infinitive prefix [ke:] cannot be used at the same
time on a common verb root. They are in opposition and this implies that whenever the infinitive is
used, the segmental ventive is blocked from use. However, the supra-segmental ventive may be used.
The morpheme [u:] is the segmental ventive. When this morpheme is omitted, phonological factors
occur to compensate for it through the non-segmental features of tone and tongue root. When this
occurs, these features/qualities float to the vowel in the verb and segmental omission takes place. Such
processes are explained in the section that follows.
8 Omission of the segment [u:]
The direction of action in a verb (towards the speaker) is naturally denoted by the segmental
morpheme [u:]. An example is provided below:
(29) àp-ù:
take-VEN
‘take towards the speaker’
This morpheme is omitted when the infinitive /ke:/ is introduced. This omission has certain
phonological implications:
a. The qualities of this morpheme, i.e. –ATR and L tone, are not lost with the segment; instead
they attach to the vowel segments found in the verb root. The root has vowels which are
+ATR and H in tone. Once these different features (of the vowels in the verb root and from
the traces from the ventive morpheme) are brought together, neutralisation occurs. The new
features, originally belonging to the omitted ventive morpheme, neutralise those of the verb
root. The former take precedence and the result is a verb with vowels that are –ATR and
have L tone. Zwarts (2003) further states that this feature (TR) is not segmental but
contributes to units of length and changes tone patterns.
b. The new surface form of the verb has phonological qualities that were initially contained in
the omitted ventive morpheme. This implies that the semantic value of the omitted
segmental ventive – i.e. towards speaker – does not disappear with the omitted segment but
rather transfers to the verb root. Thus the semantic function of the omitted morpheme is
apparently maintained in the supra-segmental features, –ATR and L tone.
The omission of the ventive [u:] morpheme creates a syllabic mismatch and mis-timing between the
original (verb + segmental morpheme) and the new form (verb + non-segmental morpheme). The
original form in (30a) below has two syllables. (30b) has one syllable due to the omitted ventive:
(30) a.

àp-ù:
take-VEN
‘take in the direction of the speaker’

b. ap
take:VEN
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Phonologically, there has to be syllabic harmony, which warrants the need for the infinitive to fill the
gap. A new process occurs in which the infinitive is prefixed on the new verb form, as shown below:
(31) kè-ap
INF-take: in speakers direction
‘to take towards the speaker’
In Endo, as well as in all other Kalenjin languages, it is not possible to have a verb with –ATR and
also L tones standing independently. Such verbs need the support of other morphemes, in this case the
support of the infinitive.
Phonological alterations affect the suffix and the verb root. By this I mean that the deletion of the
ventive suffix leaves its vowel qualities to cross over to the vowel of the verb root. Thus the vowel of
the verb root is influenced by the ventive suffix, the changes following the pattern below:
infinitive ║ verb root vowels ← ventive suffix
Dimmendaal (2009: 167) argues for neutral/transparent affixes, which are morphemes that do not
block harmony, versus opaque affixes, which are those morphemes that do block harmony spreading.
He further explains that all bound morphemes in Kalenjin are integrated into the vowel harmony
system. Their tongue root features change according to the tongue root quality of the neighbouring
morpheme. Dimmendaal’s example is as follows:
(32) kɛ:-pɪ:t
INF-grow
‘to grow’

ke:-pi:t
INF-spray
‘to spray’

This suggests that vowels in both syllables must share a common feature with regard to the tongue
root. They are either +ATR or –ATR.
The ventive in Endo is +ATR and it triggers harmony shift in preceding vowels to its left.
It has been argued that there exist opaque bound morphemes which do not permit harmony across
vowel segments. One such morpheme is the infinitive. In Dimmendaal’s example:
(33) Keː-ke.r-kɛː
INF-see-REFL
‘see oneself’
The reflexive in this example lacks harmony with the vowel elements in both the verb root and the
infinitive. The infinitive and the verb root “see” are neutral with regard to their tongue root value and
are not affected by the tongue root quality of adjacent morphemes. In this case, the reflexive is +ATR
while the infinitive and the verb roots are –ATR.
In a regressive pattern, influence and harmony can stop at the transparent morpheme if all the rest
are opaque, as example 33 above shows. Sometimes however, harmony can pass through several steps
/morphemes (as long as they are transparent) but stops as soon as it encounters an opaque morpheme.
This paper treats the infinitive as an opaque morpheme that ultimately blocks further harmony
processes. Phonologically, this could be attributed to the fact that, since the infinitive already has –
ATR and L tone, and the final output of the new verb form also has –ATR and L tone, there is nothing
for them to share over – they are already in harmony.
Note that basic verbs in Endo have predominantly H tones on the vowels and so have the
appearance of being –ATR. Any addition of an affix distorts phonological qualities of the vowels.
For this reason, for the verbs to maintain the same meaning of action done in the direction of the
speaker, the use of the infinitive is required. The infinitive is /ke-/ and in Endo it naturally has the L
tone. Since the vowel in the new verb form also contains a L tone (as donated by the [ʊ:] morpheme),
there is vowel harmony in terms of tone and tongue root, both of which are major characteristics of the
Nilotic languages.
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9 Semantic implications
The various phonological processes that the vowel in the ventive morpheme undergoes, and the
qualities that are transferred the verb root, have been presented. The new verb form takes the infinitive
with vowel features –ATR, L. The result of all these processes is a verb structure that has the
following shape:
infinitive + verb root
The infinitive has a vowel with the qualities –ATR, L, whereas the root has a vowel with the qualities
–ATR, L.
Unlike previous studies, which discuss the use of segmental morphemes and how these are used to
denote the semantic notions of motion and direction, this study reveals that it is possible to express the
same semantic features of direction without the addition of a segmental morpheme but through
phonological compensatory processes where omitted segments are replaced supra-segmentally.
Consider the examples below:
simple infinitive verbs

infinitive ventive verbs

(34) [kɛ̀:-cↄ̀r]
INF-steal
‘to steal’

[kè:-cór]
INF-steal; speaker’s direction
‘to steal heading in the speaker’s direction’

(35) [kɛ̀:-ryɛ̀p]
INF-crash
‘to crash’

[kè:-ryép]
INF-crash; speaker’s direction
‘to crash heading in the speaker’s direction’

(36) [kɛ̀:-mʊ̀]
INF-scare
‘to scare’

[kè:-mú]
INF-scare; speaker’s direction
‘to scare heading in the speaker’s direction’

The data in the left column above are infinitive verbs which basically convey the actions encoded in
the verbs.
The examples in the right column contain the infinitive but the qualities of the vowels have
changed. Arising from these alterations, there is extra semantic information provided by the verb –
that there is some kind of motion involved in the actions. One example below illustrates this:
(37) [kè:-còr]
INF-steal; speakers direction
‘to steal in the speaker’s direction’
To the native speaker, this is not simply stealing but theft that is carried out towards the speaker’s
direction. This is where the element of motion comes in: that there is an implied direction in which the
action is done in the speaker’s direction.
Infinitive verbs of this kind in Endo (which do not have segmental ventives) refer to actions that
are performed by somebody in the direction of the speaker.
10 Conclusion
Morphemes – and directional morphemes in particular – are a rich field for study, especially in
Kalenjin languages. Detailed morphophonological and morphoesemantic descriptions abound. Despite
such work, there is a need for further discussions about supra-segmental analysis, particularly relating
to the absence of segments and the way vowel qualities may be copied from deleted segments or
morphemes.

Tone and Tongue Root as Ventive Morphemes in Endo-Marakwet 253

This paper has shown that there is deep analytical gap between segments and supra-segments at the
level of semantics. Motion and direction are effectively encoded by both segments and supra-segments
but the circumstance in which one or the other is used is a question for both syntax and phonology.
This paper demonstrates the possibility of marking motion and direction on a verb in Endo without
the physical inclusion of a segmental ventive morpheme. It suggests a binarity in the semantics of
direction, in terms of whether it is segmentally or supra-segmentally marked. Supra-segmental
morphology and phonology provides alternative productive processes used to mark direction. Endo
effectively makes use of tone and tongue root vowel qualities to indicate motion and direction in its
verbs.
Phonetic qualities of an omitted ventive are transferred to the vowels in the verb root, which then
takes an infinitive prefix. The new infinitive verbs generated have an encoded direction as part of their
semantics. Additional information is added to the action encoded by the verb: the motion and direction
of the action is specified. The additional meaning encoded denotes that the action is performed in the
process of the actor moving in the direction of the speaker.
Abbreviations
ASP.PR
ATR
DEF
H
IND
INF
IPF
ITV
L
MOB

aspect in the present
advanced tongue root
definite
high tone
indefinite
infinitive
imperfective
itive
low tone
mobilitive

NEG
NMLZ
P1, P2,
P3
PL
PST
SG
VEN
VSO

negation
nominalizer
past 1, 2, 3
plural
past
singular
ventive
verb, subject, object
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SYLLABLE WEIGHT
AND STRESS IN DHOLUO
Jane Akinyi Ngala Oduor
1 Introduction
Existing literature points out the possibility that placement of stress in Dholuo, a Nilotic language
spoken in Kenya along the Eastern shores of Lake Victoria, is subject to syllable weight. This paper
then attempts to show the relationship between syllable weight and stress in Dholuo. Since Dholuo has
both heavy and light syllables, the discussion starts with an analysis of the relationship between the
weight structure and stress pattern of bisyllabic, trisyllabic and other polysyllabic words using metrical
grids. The same analysis is carried out briefly at the sentence level to show the similarity between
lexical and sentence level stress. The paper shows that stress seems to coincide with syllable weight.
So, there is a distinct relationship between syllable weight and stress. Syllables that are stressed in
almost all cases are the syllables that are heavy. Stress has the effect of lengthening vowels in Dholuo,
thus transforming syllables into heavy ones. The paper also shows that stress in Dholuo is detected in
the penultimate position in a vowel final word and in the last syllable in a consonant final word. It is
observed that there are Dholuo syllables that appear to be inherently heavy because they have either a
CVV or CVVC structure, which make them stressable. Most of these inherently heavy syllables
appear to be at the right position, that is, where stress is easily detected in Dholuo. A light syllable in
Dholuo has a short vowel and is unstressed in almost all cases. It is noted that very few words have a
sequence of light syllables only. At sentence level, the emerging pattern of stress is similar to that of
words uttered in isolation. It is concluded that Dholuo is a fixed stress language with stress playing the
role of demarcation in that it marks the end of an utterance. Stress is not phonemic in Dholuo.
Dholuo belongs to the Western Nilotic branch of the Nilo-Saharan family of languages. It is spoken
mainly in the south western part of Kenya and in the northern part of Tanzania. This language has two
main dialects (Oduol 1990). These are the Kisumu-South Nyanza (KSN) dialect spoken in a wider
geographical area and Boro-Ukwala (B-U) spoken in a smaller region. The KSN variety is discussed
in this paper. It is important to specify the variety under study here because apart from the differences
in tone, there is a difference in the realisation of vowel length in the two varieties.
2 Dholuo sounds and syllable structure
Dholuo has 26 consonants, five of which are prenasalised. It has nine pure vowels. Eight of these
vowels can be grouped into 4 pairs. Each pair of vowels contains an advanced tongue root
[+Advanced Tongue Root] ([+ATR]) and a retracted tongue root [–Advanced Tongue Root] ([–ATR])
partner (Okombo 1982). The vowel /a/ is [–ATR] and does not have a [+ATR] partner.
Since the paper investigates syllable weight in Dholuo, the syllable types in the language are
identified. Using C to represents a consonant and V to represents a vowel. The syllable types that exist
in Dholuo are CV, V, CV:, V:, CVV CVC,VC, CV:C, V:C and CVVC. It is these syllable types that
feature in the illustrations in the sections that follow.
3 Syllable weight
The concept of syllable weight is discussed in this section. Katamba (1989), in his classification of
languages according to syllable weight, notes that a language with a heavy and light syllable
dichotomy follows one of the two patterns specified below. The first class of languages considers a
syllable which consists of a short vowel as light, while a syllable with a long vowel or a long vowel
followed by a consonant (or consonants) or a short vowel followed by a consonant (or consonants) is
considered to be heavy. In this class, it is noted that a short vowel followed by a consonant is a heavy
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syllable. The second class of languages considers a syllable whose rhyme consists of a short vowel to
be light, while a syllable whose rhyme consists of a long vowel is heavy. In the second class, the
consonants in the rhyme are not considered to be as crucial in defining the weight structure of
syllables. Katamba (1989) refers to the first class of languages as type A and the second as type B.
Hyman (2003: 5), while noting that the ‘… distinction between “heavy” and “light” syllables has
received considerable attention in recent works’, seems to recognise the two patterns or classifications
already identified in Katamba (1989). The main difference between the first class and the second class
of languages is that in the first class, the existence of the coda or margin may or may not be important
in the determination of the weight of a syllable whereas in the second class, the coda or margin is
completely irrelevant or does not count.
A study by Oduor (2002) shows that Dholuo, has both heavy and light syllables. In other words,
some syllables in Dholuo have a greater weight or quantity than others. She notes that heavy syllables
in Dholuo have the following structures CV:, V:, CV:C, V:C, CVV and CVVC. For a syllable to be
heavy in Dholuo, the nucleus must branch. In other words, the nucleus must occupy two Vs as seen in
the second syllable of (1) (a) and in (1) (b). The light syllables in Dholuo have the following structures
CV, V, CVC and VC. The nucleus of each light syllable does not branch. Using Katamba’s (1989)
classification of languages according to syllable weight, Dholuo then belongs to the second class of
languages, i.e. type B languages because the consonant in the rhyme does not count in the weight of a
syllable.
In (1) (a) below, the first and last syllables are examples of light syllables while the second one is
heavy. In (1) (b) another example of a heavy syllable in Dholuo is given.
(1) (a)

σ

σ

V

V


 (b)

σ

V


C

V





‘river’

σ

C

V

V

C

g

u

o

k

‘dog’

Laver (2000: 517), in discussing syllable weight, states that:
Syllable weight encompasses two types of syllable: ‘light’ syllables and ‘heavy’
syllables. A light syllable is one whose rhyme is made up of a nucleus consisting of a
short vowel, followed by a maximum of one short consonant … As a measure of
syllable quantity, the phonological length of a light syllable has been called a mora
(Trubetzkoy 1939). A heavy syllable is any other type of syllable, and its
phonological length is greater than one mora.
Syllable quantity or weight therefore refers to the phonological length of each syllable. Light syllables
have a shorter duration than heavy syllables.
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4 Stress
4.1 Stress in languages
This section briefly discusses the nature and location of word stress in languages generally.
Kenstowicz (1994) states that in generative grammar, stress is seen as an abstract relation of
prominence whose existence is signalled through other prosodic features such as heightened pitch,
increased duration and subtle aspects of vowel and consonant quality. He notes that stress is a property
of vowels and more generally of syllables. He also asserts that the stress properties of a given syllable
can be determined by the way syllables of a word are treated by the grammar of a language and by the
perceptions and judgements of the native speaker. Another evidence that can determine the stress
properties of a syllable are the adjustments a language may resort to in order to avoid a sequence of
stressed syllables.
In placing word stress, languages that pay attention to particular properties of syllables or to a
particular position of a syllable in a word are known as fixed stress languages because stress is
restricted to a particular syllable (Hyman 1975). In some languages, the distribution of stress takes
syllable weight into consideration. Just as Hyman, Kenstowicz (1994) notes that a syllable bears stress
because of its location in a word. While the latter states that stress is initial in Finnish and Czech, the
former states that it is initial in Hungarian. It is final in French and Turkish and penultimate in Polish.
Carr (1999: 88) states that in Modern Greek, there seems to be no generalisations about the stress
pattern of words meaning that it is arbitrary. Kenstowicz, 1994 therefore agrees with Carr when he
states that stress of a syllable may be an unpredictable property of the lexical items in which the
syllable is located. In other words, the make-up of a word determines stress placement. In
consideration of the make-up of a word, prefixes, roots and suffixes may also determine stress
placement. Hyman (1975) calls such languages free stress languages. According to Carr (1999: 99),
‘… stressed syllables are perceptually more salient than unstressed syllables’. This paper intends to
show not only where stress in Dholuo words and sentences is located but also its nature or how it is
manifested in words. Therefore, it is these salient parts that the rest of this paper seeks to identify and
show how they relate to syllable weight.
4.2 Stress in Dholuo
The earliest literature on stress in Dholuo is found in Stafford (1967). Oduor (2002) states that
Stafford discusses stress but not in relation to vowel lengthening. Stafford states that stress is normally
on the last-but-one syllable and does not move when suffixes are added. He further states that unlike
other suffixes, the plural imperative suffix -uru is an exception because it bears stress. According to
Stafford, the first syllable of many bisyllabic words is a prefix which is never stressed hence the stress
falls on the last syllable. The words he gives as examples are in (2) below. The symbol ‘’ indicates the
location of stress in the words in (2) and in all the other sections where word stress is marked while ‘-’
indicates syllable boundary.
(2)

(a)
(b)

a-pâr
a-dêk

‘ten’
‘three’

(c)
(d)

-mb
a-

‘ankle’
‘child’

He notes that loan words are usually restressed to fit within the stress pattern of Dholuo. An example
of a loan word that is restressed is -- ‘camera’. In examples (2) (a), (b) and (c), vowel length
is indicated in the second syllable of each word, unlike in Stafford (1967). Additionally, tone and
syllable boundaries are marked in all the examples, unlike in Stafford. The symbols  ́ - represents a
downstepped high tone,  represents a high tone,  a low tone and ̂ a falling tone.
Odhiambo (1981) observes that whereas stress has a tendency to lengthen vowels, syllables are
stressed depending on their phonological structure. She points out the possibility that placement of
stress is subject to syllable weight. Omondi (1982) notes that in Dholuo vowel lengthening is a
product of stress and so, every stressed syllable may be lengthened. She states that:
Dholuo word-roots are monosyllabic. Stress is fixed and it falls on the root syllable of
the word. For example, in the citation form of the verb when the final vowel is almost
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always [o / ] and as such could be regarded as the verb-root. So in a verb like tedo (to
cook), stress is on the e … (Omondi 1982: 21)
She sees Dholuo as an example of a language, in which according to Lehiste (1970), length or duration
is one of the phonetic manifestations of stress. According to Omondi therefore one of the ways in
which stress in Dholuo is realised is through length. However, Odhiambo (1981) and Omondi’s (1982)
discussions are quite general as stress is not at the centre of their studies.
5 General literature on syllable weight and stress in languages
Having stated that C is the onset in a CVC syllable while VC is the core, Hyman (1975: 206) notes
that:
In many languages, a syllable whose core consists of a short vowel (V) cannot be
stressed and stress must pass to a neighbouring syllable. Such a syllable is said to be
light. A syllable whose core consists of a long vowel (V:), a VV or VC sequence, or
combinations of these, can be stressed and is said to be heavy.
Hyman (1975: 206) then quotes Newman (1972) and Allen (1973) in stating that the distinction in
syllable weight, described in the preceding quotation, is ‘an important phonological variable in the
statement of stress placement’. In many languages, only heavy syllables can receive stress. Like
Hyman (1975), Katamba (1989) notes that in many languages, syllable weight has an effect on the
applicability of certain phonological rules.
Kenstowicz (1994), on his part, notes that phonological quantity in most cases determines the
distribution of stress. Therefore, the concept of syllable weight is relevant in the phonology of some
languages because the weight of certain syllables determines the behaviour of other phonological
phenomena such as stress.
Laver’s (2000:517) discussion also goes beyond the mere classification of syllables into heavy and
light ones by relating syllable weight to prominence. He states that:
The phonetic realisation of heavy syllables, with their longer nuclear vowels and/ or
their more substantial codas, stand out more prominently in perceived flow of speech
than do light syllables.
It is thus noted that heavy syllables tend to be more prominent or noticeable than light syllables.
This section has therefore shown that languages have both light and heavy syllables and that
syllable weight is relevant in prominence relations between syllables. This paper attempts to illustrate
that the assertion made in the literature, for example, by Hyman (1975), Katamba (1989), Kenstowicz
(1994) and Laver (2000) is true for Dholuo.
6 Syllable weight and stress in Dholuo
Both short and long words are used to exemplify the relationship between syllable weight and stress in
Dholuo. The discussion starts with an analysis of bisyllabic words followed by trisyllabic and other
polysyllabic words. Even though Dholuo has very many monosyllabic words, they are not used in the
discussions because for a meaningful analysis of stress, words of two or more syllables are required.
Though most of the discussions are based on the lexical level, the sentence level is included at the end
to show the similarity between word level and sentence level stress.
Metrical grids of the theory of Metrical Phonology as described by Goldsmith (1990) are used in
this paper. Metrical grids help to show the relationship between stress placement and syllable weight.
In constructing Metrical Grids for Dholuo words, only two rules are used. The two rules are Quantity
Sensitivity and End Rule (Final and Initial). In the application of Quantity Sensitivity, a grid mark is
placed, on Row 1 (foot row), over any heavy syllable. Quantity Sensitivity alone is enough to show
which syllable is stressed, in most Dholuo words. In some words, End Rule Final is applied in addition
to Quantity Sensitivity. Therefore, whereas Quantity Sensitivity is applied at the foot level, End Rule
Final applies at the word level, as seen in the example in (3).
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(3)

phonemic tier
Row 0 (mora row)
Row 1 (foot row)
Row 2 (word row)

w

u
x
x

o
x

n

d

-r


x
x
x


x

k

‘pretence’

In (3), on Row 0 (mora row) a grid mark is placed on each mora. Each syllable has more than one
mora. This means that both syllables are heavy. Quantity Sensitivity then applies on Row 1 because a
grid mark is placed over all the heavy syllables. End Rule Final applies on Row 2 (word row) because
a grid mark is placed on the extreme right. End rule usually places a grid mark on the extreme right or
left of the domain it is specified for. For Dholuo words with a heavy syllable, End Rule places a grid
mark on the right end of a word (final position). End Rule Final helps to show that it is the last heavy
syllable of the word that is stressed.
In words with light syllables only, Quantity Sensitivity does not apply. End Rule Initial or Final
applies. More explanations on how grids are used are given in the course of the discussions.
6.1 Bisyllabic words
This section is concerned with the relationship between stress and syllable weight in Bisyllabic words.
Some bisyllabic words in Dholuo have stress on their first syllable while others have it on the second
syllable as seen in the discussions below.
6.1.1

Base forms of bisyllabic words

A majority of these verbs are infinitive verbs ending in -o or -ɔ. These verbs have a CV:-CV syllable
structure. The stress pattern of such verbs is shown diagrammatically in (4).
(4)

Phonemic tier
Row 0 (mora row)
Row 1 (foot row)

b

e
x

e
x

d

o

‘to sit’

x

In (4) the phonemic tier shows the sound segments that form this word. Row 0 then shows the number
of moras in the word. It is noted that the word has two moras in the first syllable and one in the second
which means that the first one is heavy unlike the second one. On Row 1, Quantity Sensitivity applies
to create a grid mark on the first syllable because it is heavy. The first syllable has a grid mark on the
foot row to show that it is stressed. More examples are given in (5). Stress is marked at the beginning
of the syllable.
(5)

gɔ̀:-jɔ̀
ke:-tò

‘to beat’
‘to put’

As seen in examples (4) and (5), stress is on the initial syllable. The CV-tier shows that all these initial
syllables have a long vowel. Stress is on the syllable with a long vowel and it is this same syllable that
is heavy. The second syllable in each word has a short vowel and it is not stressed. It is a light syllable.
Apart from the verbs in (4) and (5), words from other classes (such as nouns, adjectives, etc) have a
similar stress pattern. Examples of these non-verbs are given in (6).
(6)

mù:-ò
mɔ̀:-ndɔ̀

‘darkness’
‘so that’

ɔ̀:-kɔ̀
ù:-gú

‘outside’
‘groundnuts’

Some bisyllabic words have a vowel-vowel sequence in the nucleus of the first syllable. Stress is on
this initial syllable. Most of them are also are infinitive verbs ending in -o or -. The metrical structure
of these verbs is similar to the one in examples (4), (5) and (6) as seen in (7) below.
(7)

cɪɛ̀ ̀ -ɔ̀
gʊ̀ɛ̀-jɔ̀

‘to fry’
‘to kick’
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Just as the verbs given in (7), words from other classes, apart from verbs, have a high vowel-vowel
sequence in the first syllable and a short vowel in the second syllable. The first syllable is stressed and
is heavy, unlike the second. They have a CVV-CV syllable structure. Consider the examples given in
(8).
(8)

ie-lo
ie-o

‘python’
‘jealous’

In this group of words, the second syllable is an open short syllable while the penultimate syllable,
which also happens to be the first syllable of the word, has either a long vowel or a vowel-vowel
sequence. This is where stress is located.
The next group of words has the structure CVVC-CV. The first syllable of each of these words is
stressed and is heavy while the second one of each is light. The examples of these words are given in
(9).
(9)

lʊ̀àŋ-nɪ̀
cìè-nì

‘house fly’
‘near/ close’

Some bisyllabic words with stress on the initial syllable have the structure CVC-CV. The two
syllables have a short vowel but the first syllable is arrested by a consonant, as seen in (10). In
constructing metrical grids for words in (10), Quantity Sensitivity and End Rule Final do not apply. It
is End Rule Initial that applies at the foot level because the first syllable is articulated with some
degree of prominence unlike the second, yet the two syllables are of equal weight.
(10)

kùd-nì
ìr-nò

‘worm’
‘state of not growing’

As seen in the discussions following example (23),  and  behave like the plural formation suffix 
because they do not bear stress.
6.1.2

Prefixes in bisyllabic words

Words containing prefixes are discussed in this section. The first group of words has the structures VCV:C or CV-CV:C. The first syllable of each word is a prefix. It is not stressed and is light, while the
second one is stressed and is heavy, as seen in example (11).
(11)

-jâɲ
-tìː

‘an abuse’
‘workers’

ɔ̀-ɔ̂ː
-ɔ̂ː

‘name of male born when it is raining’
‘name of female born when it is raining’

Some of the prefixes found in the words in this category are ‘-’, ‘-’, ‘-’, ‘r -’ and ‘-’ or ‘o-’.
‘-’ is used before certain nouns to denote small or young things (Stafford 1967). ‘-’ could also
mean ‘daughter of’. ‘-’ and ‘-’ are noun forming prefixes. They are prefixed to words to show their
work or class (Stafford 1967). Whereas ‘-’ denotes singular, ‘-’ is plural. The prefixes ‘-’ or ‘o-’
are also noun forming prefixes. Sometimes they are used to form proper nouns as seen in the names  and -. All the prefixes in (11) are not stressed and they form light syllables. The second
syllable of each word has a long vowel, is heavy and is stressed.
Bisyllabic words in the second group have the structures V-CVVC or CV-CVVC. A few
examples of such words are given in (12).
(12)

o-ndiek
a-guok

‘hyena’
‘puppy’

ra-buor
-w

‘brown’
‘a male name’
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Just as in (11), some of the first syllables of (12) are prefixes. All the first syllables of the words are
light and are not stressed. The second syllable of each word has a sequence of two vowels and it is
heavy.
The third group of bisyllabic words with prefixes has the structures CV-CVV or V-CVV. In this
category of words, stress is on the second syllable, as seen in the examples in (13).
(13)

-ùò
ɔ̀-g

‘thief’
‘lizard’

The fourth group has the structure CV-V:C. The first syllable has a single short vowel, while the
second one has a long vowel. The second syllable is stressed and therefore it is heavy. The word in
this group is given in (14).
(14)

à-úː

‘lid/ cover’

The rule of Quantity Sensitivity applies on the foot row, just as in all the other words with one heavy
syllable.
The fifth group of words in this section has the structures CV-CV and V-CV. Once again both
syllables have a short vowel and are light. The second syllable being the root of the word is articulated
with greater force than the first. End Rule Final applies to create a grid mark on the last syllable.
(15)

6.1.3

-
-ó

‘child’
‘name of a person’

Suffixes in bisyllabic words

When suffixes are added to replace the vowels -o and - in the verbs in (4) and (5) stress does not
shift. The vowel in the first syllable remains long, while that of the second syllable remains short. The
examples are given in (16).
(16)

bè:-dí
ɔ̀:-j

‘you sit (command)’
‘beat him/ her/ it (command)’

All the suffixes in (16) are personal pronouns. According to Okombo (1982: 42) these personal
pronouns have both the free and bound forms as follows:
(17)

Free forms

Bound forms

an
in
en

a- ~ e- ~ -

It is the bound forms that occur in the words in (16). - refers to ‘me’, -i or - refer to ‘you’ (second
person singular), while -e or - refer to ‘him/ her/ it’.
Stress does not also shift when suffixes are added to the base form of the bisyllabic nouns
discussed in (6). The base form of these bisyllabic nouns is CV:-CV. The bisyllabic nouns created as
a result of suffixation also have the structure CV:-CV, as shown in (18).
(18)

we:-ndo
rì:-o

‘visitor (base form)’
‘meat (base form)’

we:-nde
rí:-i

‘his/ her visitors’
‘your meat (2nd person singular)’

It is also noted that when these suffixes are added to some monosyllabic words of the form CV:C or
V:C, the resulting words have the syllable structures CV:- CV or V:-CV, respectively. The first

262

Jane Akinyi Ngala Oduor

syllable of each word has a long vowel and it is stressed unlike the second, therefore it is heavy, unlike
the second. The examples are given in (19).
(19)

:
ɔ̀:r

‘name (base form)’
‘brother-in-law’

:-
ɔ̀:-ra

‘my name’
‘my brother-in-law’

The examples in (19) show that there is resyllabification of the final C in CV:C and V:C sequences,
when suffixes are added to form new words. Since a majority of syllables in Dholuo have a CV
structure, the resyllabification of the coda consonant in CV:C and V:C syllables occurs to create the
preferred syllable structure. Once resyllabification has taken place, the vowel in the root of the word
remains heavy and is still stressed. The vowel in the root is stressed unlike the one in the suffix.
When suffixes are added to the verbs to replace the vowels -o and - in (7), stress does not shift.
The first syllable remains stressed while the second one is unstressed, as seen in (20).
(20)

-
ìe-a

‘kick him/ her/ it’
‘treat or cure me’

The base form of some of the bisyllabic nouns behave in the same way as the verbs in (20) when
suffixes are attached to them. Stress does not shift. All the base forms of these bisyllabic nouns have
the structure CVV-CV. The words formed as a result of suffixation also have the structure CVV-CV,
as seen in (21).
(21)

l-d
t-l

‘hand (base form)’
‘leg (base form)’

l-ta
tie-nde

‘my hand’
‘legs’

Suffixes added to monosyllabic words of the form CVVC result in the formation of words with the
structure CVV-CV. The first syllable has a sequence of two vowels and it is stressed. The first
syllable is therefore heavy unlike the second. Once again resyllabification takes place to create the
preferred syllable structure. The examples are given in (22).
(22)

uol
ruo

‘snake (base form)’
‘lord (base form)’

uo-nde
ruo-a

‘his/ her / its snake’
‘my lord’

The plural formation suffix ‘ni’ is yet another suffix that does not bear stress. Stress remains on the
root. The last syllable of the words in (10) resembles this suffix.
(23)

pel-ni
-

‘knives’
‘clothes, garments’

As the words in (24) show, the two syllables of each word are similar in structure. In other words, they
both have a CVVC structure. Stress is on the last syllable, which has a CVVC structure and is
therefore heavy. If it is to be assumed that in the words in (20) and (21) stress is on the first syllable
because of the presence of two consecutive vowels, then the two syllables of (24) should receive equal
stress. However, stress is on the last syllable. The rule of Quantity Sensitivity applies to create a grid
mark over all heavy syllables. A grid mark is therefore placed over both syllables on the foot row. This
means that both syllables are stressable. However, one of them bears stress. Since it is the last syllable
that is stressed, End Rule Final applies to create a grid mark over this last syllable.
(24)

 -
ja-r

‘learning’
‘pleas/ cries’

Words in this set have the structure CVC-CVVC. They are formed from verbs by the addition of the
suffix r to the root of verbs which have a reflexive form (Stafford 1967). Some of their reflexive
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forms are seen in (41) and (42) (e.g. pa-k-r ‘to praise (reflexive))’. The examples of these words are
given in (25). These words are formed in the same way as those in (24).
(25)

-r
war-r

‘difference/ change’
‘salvation’

The root of the words in (24) and (25) is not stressed, while the suffix is stressed. As already noted in
the literature review, Stafford (1967) claims that stress does not shift when suffixes are added and that
only the suffix -u:-ru, which is almost equal in meaning to ‘please’, bears stress. However, it is my
observation that apart from the suffix -u:-ru, the suffix r which is a noun-forming suffix, bears
stress. The second syllable of each of these words is therefore stressed and it is heavy. In (25) the first
syllable is not stressed and it is light.
One of the possible reasons why the suffix is stressed and not the root is that the suffix has a
sequence of two vowels unlike the root. The articulation of the two consecutive vowels is therefore
more prominent and longer than that of the single short vowel in the root. The other possible reason
for stress on the suffix r is that in Dholuo stress falls on the last heavy syllable as seen in words of
more than two syllables in Section 6.2 and 6.3 below.
6.1.4

Bisyllabic compound words

Certain compound words in Dholuo form bisyllabic words. They are divided into three categories. The
first category has the structures CVC-CV:C and VC-CV:C as seen in (26).
(26)

u
uu

‘annoyance/ anger’
‘forgetfulness’

In all the words in (26), the first syllable is not stressed and has a short vowel, which means that it is
light. The second syllable has a long vowel and it is stressed. It is heavy.
The second category has compound words with the structure CVC-CVVC as seen in (27) below.
(27)

ì-
-

‘shame / embarrassment’
‘half part’

Stress is on the second syllable in this group of compound words. This syllable has a sequence of two
vowels and it is heavy. The first syllable is not stressed, it is light since it has short vowel.
The third category has a compound word with the structure CVVC-CV:C. Just as example (24), it
shows that if two syllables are heavy, it is the last heavy syllable that is stressed. It is the second
syllable that is stressed, as seen in (28).
(28)
6.1.5

ùòk-ì

‘Monday’

Reduplicatives in bisyllabic words

There are reduplicatives that are bisyllabic. In this set, the sounds that appear in the first syllable are
repeated in the second, but with vowel lengthening. Consider the examples in (29).
(29)

ɪ-ɪ́ 
ɪ́-ɪ́

‘secretly’
‘small in body, thin’

There is vowel lengthening in the last syllable because that is where stress is located. It is noted that
this is a closed syllable occurring in word final position.
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Trisyllabic words

Trisyllabic words also display a unique stress pattern. A majority of trisyllabic words have stress on
the second last or penultimate syllable.
6.2.1

Base forms of trisyllabic words

Words in this group have stress on syllables with either V: or CV: structure. The examples are given in
(30) below.
(30)

--
a-sa:-je

a-h-a

‘river’
‘God’

‘very much’

The words in example (30) have the structures V-V:-CV, V-CV:-CV and CV-CV:-CV. In all these
words, the vowels in the penultimate syllable are lengthened. Stress is also on the penultimate syllable.
The penultimate syllable is therefore heavy unlike the first and last syllables.
In constructing metrical grids for words in this category, the rule of Quantity Sensitivity is first
applied. Since there is only one syllable with two successive ‘Xs’ or moras on Row 0, a grid mark is
placed over it on the foot row. This means that it is the only syllable that is heavy and stressed.
Another set of trisyllabic words has stress on its final syllable. In these words, the first two
syllables are light while the last one is heavy. Consider the examples in (31).
(31)

--
k--

‘paper (loan)’
‘beetle’

The stressed syllable has the structure CV:C because the vowel in it has been lengthened. Each of the
other two syllables has a short vowel and is not stressed. The syllable with the lengthened vowel is
heavy. Once again only the rule of Quantity Sensitivity is sufficient to show the stressed syllable of the
words in this group.
Words with the structures V-CVC-CV:C form another set of trisyllabic words. In this set it is the
last syllable that is stressed and is heavy. The first two syllables are not stressed and they are light.
Only the rule of Quantity Sensitivity is required to show that the last syllable is stressed. The example
is given in (32).
(32)

ɔ̀-s-tal

‘hospital (loan)’

In all the words in this section stress in either on the penultimate syllable with the structure CV: or on
the last syllable with the structure CV:C.
6.2.2

Prefixes in trisyllabic words

Prefixes are found in trisyllabic words as well. They are light and do not bear stress. Stress on the
penultimate syllable which is part of the root of the word. The penultimate syllable has a sequence of
two different vowels. Words in this category are given in example (34).
(34)

i-guo-gi
--

‘puppies’
‘name of a female born in the evening’

Words in this category have either the structure CV-CVV-CV or V-CVV-CV. Stress is detected on
the only syllable that is heavy. i which is a prefix meaning ‘young ones of’ is the plural form of 
discussed in section 6.1.2. The prefix  which is a noun forming prefix is also discussed in the same
section.
The next three sets of trisyllabic words have the prefix -d which is attached to numbers to
indicate the number of times. The first set of words has the structure CV:-CV-CV:C. In the words in
this category, two syllables have a lengthened vowel. The main word stress is perceived in the last
syllable with a lengthened vowel, as seen in (35).
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(35)

-d-
-d-

‘five times’
‘three times’

The second set has the structure CV:-CV-CVVC as seen in (36).
(36)

-d-

‘four times’

This word, just like the words in (35), has the main word stress on the last syllable. Only Quantity
Sensitivity is needed to show that the last syllable is stressed in (35) and (36).
The third set has the structure CV:-CVV-CVVC. The first syllable has a lengthened vowel, while
the last two have a sequence of two different vowels each. The three syllables are stressable by virtue
of their structure. However, stress is on the last syllable as seen in (37).
(37)

-d- 

‘six times’

In example (37), in addition to Quantity Sensitivity, End Rule Final is needed to show that even
though all the syllables are heavy, it is the last heavy one that is stressed.
The next two groups of trisyllabic words have the structures V-CVC-CVVC and V-CVV-CVVC.
The last syllable is stressed and is heavy as seen in (38) below.
(38)

--
--


‘chameleon’
‘day time’

They both have stress on the last syllable. Whereas only Quantity Sensitivity is needed to show this for
the word -- , both Quantity Sensitivity and End Rule Final are required for the word -.
6.2.3

Suffixes in trisyllabic words

According to Stafford (1967), the singular imperative of most verbs consists of a shortened form of the
verb. The plurals of these singular imperatives is formed by the addition of the suffix -u:ru. When this
suffix is attached to these verbs, trisyllabic words are formed, as seen in (39).
(39)

infinitive

singular
imperative

plural
imperative

meaning

be:-do
:-

be:d


be-du:-ru
-u:-ru

‘sit’
‘bit’

Resyllabification takes place when the suffix -u:ru is added to the singular imperative. The singular
imperative is monosyllabic and has either a CV:C or CVVC structure. The corresponding plural
imperative has either the structure CV-CV:-CV or CVV-CV:-CV, respectively. The plural
imperatives with the structures CV-CV:-CV or CV-V:-CV are in (39), while those with the structures
CVV-CV:-CV or CVV-V:-CV are in (40). It is noted that stress is on the suffix and not on the root.
Their stress pattern is shown in (40).
(40)

-u:-ru
-u:-ru

‘please ask for/ borrow (plural)’
‘please fry’

The next class of words with suffixes consists of a reflexive form of verbs with the structure CV-CVCV. These are trisyllabic words formed by the addition of the suffix -r to infinitive verbs. Some of
these infinitive verbs are seen in examples (4), (5) and (7). The addition of the suffix -r gives rise to a
reflexive form of the verb. The infinitive verb, which is bisyllabic, has stress on the initial syllable.
The stressed syllable has either a lengthened vowel or a sequence of two different vowels. In cases
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where the infinitive form has a lengthened vowel, its reflexive form is articulated with a short vowel,
while in cases where the infinitive form has a sequence of two different vowels, the vowel sequence in
its reflexive form is articulated rapidly. In other words, the articulation of the CVV sequence in the
infinitive verb is more prolonged than in its reflexive form. The examples of these verbs are given in
(41) and (42).
(41)

a-dɔ̀-r 
pa-kɔ̀-r

‘get to cut (reflexive)’
‘to praise (reflexive)’

All the syllables in the words in (41) are light. The last syllable receives the main word stress. On the
mora row, a grid mark is placed over all syllables. End Rule Final, which places a grid mark on the
extreme right of the word, is applied on the foot row to show the head of the foot. The rule of Quantity
Sensitivity is not required.
The reflexive form of verbs with the structure CVV-CV-CV is seen in the examples in (42). Here
End Rule Final overrides Quantity Sensitivity because it is the last syllable that is perceived to be
stressed probably because of the difference it has in pitch from the rest of the syllables. As already
stated the first syllable is articulated rapidly.
(42)

6.2.4

mɔ̀-mɔ̀-r
r-kɔ̀-r

‘to rush unexpectedly’
‘to dress (reflexive)’

Reduplicatives in trisyllabic words

The second syllable of each of these reduplicatives is repeated. The repetition gives the word a
different shade of meaning as seen in (43). Stress is on the last syllable.
(43) -
-
6.2.5

‘soft, fine, smooth’
‘young/ small’

--
--

‘soft one’
‘small proportions’

Miscellaneous trisyllabic words

The words placed under the miscellaneous group have the structure CV-CVC-CV. All the three
syllables have a short vowel each. The metrical structure or stress pattern of these words is given in
(44). Each word seems to have its own stress pattern. The pattern perceived is not related to syllable
weight. In the word --, the last syllable behaves like the suffix ‘’ in example (23). The last
syllable is not stressed. The second syllable is also not heard as prominently as the first one. The first
syllable is articulated with more loudness than the last two. In this word it is noted that all the syllables
have a low tone. Consider example (44).
(44)

--
o-cu-no

‘safari ants’
‘a kind of ant’

The word o-cu-no has a low tone on the first syllable while the second and third have a falling and
high tone, respectively. The first syllable is not prominent when compared with the last two because it
bears a low tone. The second syllable is perceived to be more prominent than the first because of its
changing pitch unlike that of the last syllable.
6.3

Polysyllabic words

The majority of words in Dholuo are either monosyllabic, bisyllabic or trisyllabic. Polysyllabic words
of four or more syllables are not very many, when compared with monosyllabic, bisyllabic and
trisyllabic words.
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6.3.1

Basic form of polysyllabic words

Words in (45) have either the structure V-CV-CV:-CV, CV-CV-V:-CV, V-CV-CV-CV:-CV and
CV-CV-CVV-CV. Their stress pattern is given below.
(45)

a-b-r-jɔ́
e-ro-ka-ma-nɔ́

ma-la--ka
ta-nda-w-ja

‘seven’
‘thank you’

‘angel’
‘abundant’

What is common to all these words is that stress is on the penultimate syllable in all of them. The
penultimate syllable has either the structure CV: or CVV. The rule of Quantity Sensitivity is sufficient
to show that the heavy syllable of each word is stressed.
The structure V-CV-CV-CV:C is seen in the word in (46). Stress is on the last syllable, which has
a lengthened vowel. The first three syllables have a short vowel. The last syllable is heavy, while all
the remaining are light.
(46)
6.3.2

---

‘wayward/ without any order’

Prefixes in polysyllabic words

There are polysyllabic words in Dholuo that are formed by the addition of the prefix -d which is
used to indicate the number of times. As already seen in examples (35), (36) and (37), this prefix is
normally added to numbers. The examples are given in (47).
(47)

-d--
-d---

‘twice’
‘seven times’

Two syllables in each of the words in (47) have a lengthened vowel. This means that those two
syllables are stressable. Stress falls on the last syllable with a lengthened vowel. Therefore, to establish
the stress pattern of this word both Quantity Sensitivity and End Rule Final have to apply.
The prefix  in Dholuo is used to form place names. For example, the home of a man named
 would be . Polysyllabic words with this unstressed prefixes are in (48). They have the
following syllable structures CV- CV-CV:-CV, CV-CV-CVV-CV and CV-CVC-CV:-CV
(48)

---
k-r-c- 
k--ka:-

‘name of a place’
‘name of a place
‘name of a place’

In this group of words, all the syllables are light except the penultimate syllable which is stressed and
has a lengthened vowel. The polysyllabic word --- ‘lazy person’, which contains the prefix
‘-’ has the same stress pattern as the words in (48). Only Quantity Sensitivity applies.
6.3.3

Suffixes in polysyllabic words

The plural formation suffix -je exists in some polysyllabic words. Like most suffixes it is not stressed.
This suffix is found in the word in (49). It is the penultimate syllable that is stressed in this word.
(49)
6.3.4

a-ra-e:-je

‘gates’

Polysyllabic words with both prefixes and suffixes

The two words in this section with both suffixes and prefixes are --- ‘good morning’ and
o--- ‘good evening’. They have the structure CV-CV-CV-CV which is almost similar to the
one found in the example in (41) above except for the prefix. They also have a stress pattern similar to
the one found in the examples in (41). Example (50) shows that the base form of each of the two
words is bisyllabic. The prefix - or - and suffix - or - are added to them to produce related word
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forms that differ slightly in meaning. Some of the meanings given in (50) are drawn from Odaga
(2005). (n) refers to the term noun while (v) refers to the term verb.
(50)

6.3.5

a. jà- (v)
jà-- (v)
jà-- (n)
--- (n)

b. jì- (v)

‘open, unlock, free’
‘open’
‘dawn’
‘good morning’

̀-- (v)
o-̀-- (n)

‘obstruct view, block, cover up,
hide’
‘obscure, not very clear’
‘good evening’

Reduplicatives in polysyllabic words

Reduplicative in Dholuo are also found among polysyllabic words. In some of these words, a portion
of or a whole word is repeated. The examples given in (51) have either the CV-CV-CV:-CV or CVCV-CV-CV:-CV.
(51)

̀-̀--
ka-w-ra-w-ra

-b--- 
ga-la-ga-la

‘sweet’
‘dizziness’

‘a type of lizard’
‘awkward’

Stress is on the penultimate syllable which also has a lengthened vowel. It is this penultimate syllable
that is heavy. All the other syllables have a short vowel and are therefore light. Unlike the words in
(51), the word - -- ‘spider’ has the structure V-CVVC-V-CVVC which means that it has
two syllables with a vowel-vowel sequence. It is the last syllable with this kind of sequence that is
stressed. Whereas Quantity Sensitivity is enough to show the stressed syllable of the words in (51),
both Quantity Sensitivity and End Rule Final are required to show the stressed syllable of the word --.
6.4 Vowel lengthening at sentence level (root lengthening)
At the beginning of this paper, it is indicated that the research is based on the lexical level.
Accordingly, the sentence is included only as far as it helps to show the positions where the underlying
short vowels are realised as lengthened vowels on the surface.
In some Dholuo sentences, a vowel is doubled in the penultimate position of a word that is in
utterance-final position. The examples of utterances with such doubled vowels are given in (52)
below. In (52) the syllable structure of the utterance #: ‘take my pot’ is represented
diagrammatically. The symbol # represents word boundary while ## represents sentence boundary.
(52)

(a)

(b)
(c)
(d)

phonemic tier

Row 0 (mora row)
Row 1 (foot row)
Row 2 (word row)
Row 3 (sentence row)
##-:- # --##
##--##ke- #
##ke- # - -##


x



#


x


:


‘take my pot’
xx
x
x
x
x
‘my pot broke’
‘Kendo broke it by mistake yesterday’
‘Kendo came yesterday’

In (52) (a) and (b) the focus is on the word -:-. Its penultimate syllable is realised with a long
vowel because the word occurs in utterance final position. When the word is non-final, as in (52) (b),
the vowel remains short. The word -- in (52) (b) occurs in utterance final position,
consequently its penultimate syllable has a lengthened vowel and this is where sentence level stress is
detected. The same word has a long vowel in the antipenultimate position as a result of deletion
followed by compensatory lengthening (see Oduor 2002). Compensatory lengthening doubling in this
word does not determine or affect the location of stress. In (52) (c), the same word is in a non-final
position. In this example, the word -- does not occur at the end of the utterance hence the
vowel in its penultimate position remains short and does not bear sentence level stress. In the same
example, the penultimate syllable of the word ke- is stressed in utterance final position, hence the
lengthening of the vowel in its penultimate syllable. In (52) (d), stress is not on the word ke- and
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therefore all its vowels are short. All these words with stress on the penultimate syllable end in a
vowel.
The last vowel of a word could also be lengthened in utterance final position as seen in (53).
(53)

(a)
(b)
(c)
(d)

## - # - ##
## - # - ##
##  #  ##
##  #: ##

‘his/ her hand is broken (impersonal construction)’
‘his/ her hand is broken (agentive construction)’
‘the vegetables are burnt’
‘he has burnt the vegetables’

In (53) (a), (c) and (d), the syllable that is stressed is on the extreme right. This means that it is the last
vowel that is stressed. It is lengthened because it occurs in a word that is in utterance final position. In
all the other positions, in the utterance, the words do not have lengthened vowels. The difference
between the words with the lengthened vowels in (52) and (53) is that those in (52) are in words
ending in a vowel, while those in (53) are in words ending in a consonant.
Stress in Dholuo is detected towards the end of an utterance, through vowel lengthening. Stress
therefore has the effect of lengthening Dholuo vowels. This is similar to Remijsen’s (2001)
observation that stressed syllables in Maya are longer than unstressed syllables. For Dholuo, in a
vowel final word stress is detected on the open penultimate syllable and in a consonant final word, i.e.
a word with a closed syllable as the last syllable, stress is detected on this syllable. This stress pattern
is what Okombo (1982) calls root lengthening. He states that, in a word ending in a consonant, in
utterance final position, it is the last vowel that undergoes root-lengthening while in a word ending in a
vowel, in utterance final position, root-lengthening takes place on the penultimate vowel.
The word -  which means ‘his/ her hand’, in examples (53) (a) and (b), shows that the structure
of its first syllable does not change whether the word is in utterance final position or any other
position. This means that words with syllables that have a sequence of two different vowels
underlyingly have the same sequence on the surface. The last word of (53) (b) has stress on its first
syllable. This syllable is inherently heavy and also occurs in a position that attracts stress in Dholuo. It
is articulated more distinctly in (53) (b) than in (53) (a) where its articulation is quite rapid because it
is not the final word of the sentence.
7 Summary and conclusion
From the outline of the stress pattern of Dholuo, it is clear that there is a distinct relationship between
syllable weight and stress. Stress seems to coincide with syllable weight. Syllables that are stressed in
almost all the examples are the syllables that are heavy. Therefore, a heavy syllable in Dholuo is a
syllable that is stressed in almost all cases. For a syllable in Dholuo to be heavy, the nucleus must be
occupied by a lengthened vowel hence the representations CV:, V:, CV:C and V:C. The onset and
coda are irrelevant. Stress therefore has the effect of lengthening vowels in Dholuo, thus transforming
syllables from being light to being heavy. This is evidence to show that Dholuo is a type B language
according to Katamba’s (1989) classification.
It is also observed in the discussions that stress in Dholuo is detected in the penultimate position in
a vowel final word and in the last syllable in a consonant final word. For a syllable to have a
lengthened vowel, it must be in a position where stress is detected. Duration in Dholuo is therefore an
effective cue of stress. All the heavy syllables discussed in the preceding paragraph are realised as
light syllables in all the other positions where they are not stressed. These heavy syllables are therefore
not underlying but are derived or acquired on the surface when they occur in the positions where stress
is detected in Dholuo.
There are Dholuo syllables that appear to be inherently heavy. These heavy syllables have the
structure CVV and CVVC. The structures of these syllables make them stressable. They differ from
the syllables with lengthened vowels in that their nucleus is made up of a sequence of two different
vowels. Most of these heavy syllables appear to be at the right position, that is, where stress is easily
detected in Dholuo.
There are words with two syllables of the same weight, i.e., CVVC-CVVC structure. In such
situations, it is the second heavy syllable that is stressed. In such words, the first heavy one is
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articulated more rapidly. This means that in Dholuo, it is always the last heavy syllable in a word that
is stressed. Dholuo then is a Quantity Sensitive language.
A light syllable in Dholuo has a short vowel and is unstressed in almost all cases. In some Dholuo
words with light syllables only, the syllable that seems to be stressed is articulated with greater
intensity than the others or has a different pitch from the rest of the syllables in the word. This
observation is not solid enough and may require further investigation. Very few words have a
sequence of light syllables only.
The discussions of stress in Dholuo words, in sections 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 above, also show that stress
is on the penultimate syllable in words ending in a vowel and on the last syllable in words ending in a
consonant. Therefore, the stress pattern of sentences in Dholuo is similar to that of words said in
isolation. It is concluded that Dholuo is a fixed stress language with stress playing the role of
demarcation. Stress marks the end of an utterance. This paper therefore supports Dimmendaal (2012:
1) assertion that the assumption ‘that metrical structures do no[t] play a role in tonal languages’ is not
correct. There is absolutely no evidence in the data to show that stress is phonemic. Dholuo therefore
remains a tone language because tone is phonemic.

Abbreviations and Symbols
C
V
(v)
(n)




^

#
##

consonant
vowel
verb
noun
downstepped high tone
syllable boundary
high tone
low tone
falling tone
stress mark
word boundary
sentence boundary
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EASTERN NILOTIC VOWEL HARMONY AND OPTIMALITY
THEORY: WHAT CAN THE OPTIMAL SYSTEM LOOK LIKE?1
Diane Lesley-Neuman
1 Introduction: Optimality and vowel harmony in the Eastern Nilotic sub-family
Optimality theoretic analyses of Eastern Nilotic (EN) vowel harmony originate from two distinct
research traditions. The first comprises theoreticians from outside of the sub-family specialization who
seek to develop proposals with universal validity, while linguists respectful of the Africanist
descriptivist tradition comprise the second. Some proposals have emphasized the systematicity of
spreading processes over the irregularities generally found in surface forms of vowel harmony
systems. These irregularities, products of historical change, are deemed here to be part of the
grammars of their respective languages and to constitute phenomena to be accounted for theoretically.
This minimally entails explanation for the existence of two or more harmony processes within a single
grammar, disharmonic domains generated by consonant-generated features and dissimilation rules,
variation in harmony set membership according to harmony process type, members of the harmony set
doubling as neutral vowels in specific morphemic environments while the morphemes themselves also
vary in their status as neutral or active. Contrast is offered between those proposals emphasizing
Richness of the Base with those that argue for underspecification and account for surface form
irregularities within their constraint-based hierarchies. Models that explain the phonetics-phonology
and morphology-phonology interfaces are considered to be the future direction in the theoretical
analysis of EN phonology, and should model the historical changes generating phonological
phenomena.
As noted by Hall and Creider (1998), Nilotic languages of the Eastern Nilotic (EN) subfamily
historically have had 5 x 2 [ATR] harmony systems, which subsequently underwent diachronic
change. A 5 x 2 harmony system, as shown in (1), is one in which the five vowels maximally spread
within the vowel space and representing the three basic height distinctions of high, mid and low occur
in two variants: a ‘tense’ variety bearing a positive value for the feature Advanced Tongue Root
[ATR], and a ‘lax’ variety, which bears a negative value for the same. The [+ATR] vowels are /i/, /e/,
/a/, /u/, /o/ while the [ATR] variants are /ɪ/, /ɛ/, /ɑ/, /ʊ/, and /ɔ/. Ideally, the vowels within a given
word conform to the same [ATR] specification, and thus ‘harmonize’. Languages such as Bari have
maintained this 10-vowel system, while other languages within the EN sub-family have been altered.
One common change has been the loss of the [+ATR] variant of the low vowel through vowel
mergers, thus creating a nine-vowel system. The mergers are attributed to the minimization of acoustic
differences between the [+ATR] vowel and the [ATR] vowel one degree of height above it from the
secondary rise of the highest part of the tongue during backing or fronting processes. Another common
change is the enhancement of the [rATR] distinction through differentiation in voice quality.
Especially frequent is the morphologization of the system, where the morphological context
determines the participation in harmony by any given vowel. These factors along with local phonetic
interactions and phonologized processes produce a more complex picture of EN vowel harmony
overall.

1
Special thanks to David Rood, Bill Raymond, Ricardo Bermudez-Otero, Dick Demers, Gerrit Dimmendaal,
Manuela Noske and Andy Cowell who supervised and gave advice for an early version of this work; to Adam
Baker, Lise Menn, John Goldsmith, Dave Odden, Grover Hudson, San Duanmu, Peter Avery and the audience at
the Michigan State Linguistics Circle for feedback that improved the argumentation, and to Helga Schroeder and
an anonymous reviewer who assisted me in improving the final draft. All other errors and omissions are my own.
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(1)

In this paper, Karimojong, a major language in the Teso-Turkana cluster, will be taken as a
prototypical case of Eastern Nilotic [ATR] harmony. A detailed analysis of essential [ATR] harmony
data will be followed by theoretical discussion within an optimality-theoretic framework, including the
evaluation of competing proposals that include data from the subfamily and outside it.
1.1 Principal harmony domains
Karimojong possesses a nine-vowel harmony system. According to Dimmendaal (2002), the [+ATR]
variant of the low vowel has minimally undergone two vowel mergers: with [ɔ] and with [ɑ]. It
remains part of the vowel inventory for a small number of lexical items. It is also proposed to be the
phonetic result of placing [ɑ] in [+ATR] environments (Lesley-Neuman 2007, 2012).
Each of the two major [ATR] harmony domains is triggered by vowels in privileged positions. Bidirectional root-controlled harmony exhaustively spreads [rATR] specifications. Dimmendaal (2002:
178) characterizes it as basic to Eastern Nilotic systems, while Lesley-Neuman (2012) claims it to be
historically the oldest, effected on the first of three morpho-phonological levels. Simple cases appear
in (2). The [ATR] specification of each root vowel spreads leftward to the alternating vowel of
infinitive prefix /ɑkI-/. Vowels with matching [ATR] specifications are underlined and bolded.
Example (2f) shows the low vowel [ɑ] in the root patterning as a [ATR] harmony trigger, and not
serving exclusively as a passive recipient of an [ATR] specification as some models propose.
[ATR]
(2)

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

ɑkɪ́-dɔ́ŋ
ɑkɪ́-bʊ́k
ɑ́kɪ́-nɔ́k
ɑ́kɪ́-bɛ́
ɑ́kɪ-̀ ɪ́r
ɑ́kɪ́-cɑ́p

[+ATR]

‘to pinch’
‘to swing south’
‘to light fire’
‘to agree’
‘to test’
‘to weed’

g.
h.
i.
j.
k.

ɑ́kí-dóŋ
ɑ́kí-ɟúk
ɑ́kí-nók
ɑ́kí-bélè̥
ɑ́kí-lík

‘to castrate’
‘to smear’
‘to go near’
‘to change’
‘to swallow’

Exhaustive root-controlled spreading is illustrated with the derived infinitive forms in (3). Root [ATR]
specifications are supplied bidirectionally to the alternating vowels of recessive morphemes.
Harmonizing vowels are marked in bold. Vowels neutral in these examples are active in other
environments, such as the vowel [i] from the applicative suffix [-Akin] in examples (3a,c). It remains
unchanged regardless of the harmony domain in which it is placed. It can be deduced from the
recessive vowel of the infinitive prefix for all forms in (2) and the feature profiles of the root vowels in
(2e) and (2k) that across the language, this vowel can otherwise serve as a harmony trigger or a
recessive recipient of [ATR] feature information.
(3)

Bidirectional root controlled [rATR] domain
a.

ɑ́kɪ-tɔ́-mɔ́kɪ́-ɑ́n-ɑkin
INF-CAUS-handle firmly-FREQ-APPL
‘to cause to frequently handle firmly (for)’

b.

ɑ́kɪ-cʊmʊ́cʊ́mʊ́ - ʊ̀n
INF-pierce repeatedly-VEN
‘to pierce repeatedly (this way)’
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c.

ɑ́ki- zi - dóŋ- ón – ókin
INF-CAUS-castrate-FREQ-APPL
‘to cause to castrate (for)’

d.

ɑ́ki- rimírímí-ùn
INF-go around repeatedly-VEN
‘to go around repeatedly (this way)’

The second major harmony domain comprises the exhaustive spreading of a suffix-controlled [+ATR]
feature. The trigger is an active marker of tense, mood and aspect (TMA), the rightmost affix of
inflected verb forms. In (4), past progressive voice forms of the [ATR] verb ɑ́kɪ̀-tɔ́-ɟɔ́k ‘to cause to be
good’ vary in person, number, mood and voice. The [+ATR] feature spreads leftward through the
causative prefix [-to-], creating [+ATR] domains marked bold type. It dominates over all other active
domains, including localized ones discussed below. The pronominal prefixes, opaque to this spreading
process, are among the class of neutral morphemes presented in §1.3.
(4)

Dominant suffix-controlled [+ATR] domain
Infinitive: ɑ́kɪ̀-tɔ́-ɟɔ́k ‘to cause to be good’
a.

ɛ̀-tò-ɟók-í
b.
1s-CAUS-be good- IND.ACT.PST.PROG.A.1s
‘I was causing to be good.’

ì-tò-ɟók-etè
2p-CAUS-be good- IND.ACT.PST.PROG.A.2p
‘You were causing to be good.’

c.

ɛkɛ-to-ɟok-jó
d.
1s-CAUS-be good-IND.PASS.PST.PROG.A.1s

ɛkɛ-to-ɟok-etei
1s-CAUS-be goodNARR.PASS.PST.PROG.A.1s
‘...and I was being caused to be good.’

‘I was being caused to be good.’
1.2 Local phenomena

This section will discuss three local effects impacting [ATR] specifications. The first is a [ATR]
spreading process generated by the [+ATR] itive suffix /-or/, surfacing as [-ɔr]. A small [ATR]
domain is created by the phonologization of the anticipatory retraction of the tongue for the
pronunciation of the rhotic. Vowels in morphemes preceding and following the affix adopt the feature,
as shown in (5).
(5)
a.
b.
c.

infinitive

itive

freq./itive

applicative

freq./applicative

gloss

ɑ́kì-do
ɑ́-dóre
ɑ́-muro̥ ̀

ɑ́kì-dɔ́-ɔ̀r
ɑ́-dɔ́-ɔ̀r
ɑ́-murɔ́-ɔ̀r

ɑ́kì-dɔ-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r
ɑ́-dɔ́-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r
ɑ́-murɔ́-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r

ɑ́kì-dó-(ó)kìn
ɑ́-do-ókìn
ɑ́-múr-ókìn

ɑ́kì-do-ón-ókìn
ɑ́-do-ón-ókìn
ɑ́-múró-ón-ókìn

‘produce a child’
‘fall’
‘sacrifice’

This [ATR] domain is overridden by the dominant [+ATR] domain triggered by the final TMA
marker as shown in (6).
(6)

Infinitive: -dóŋódɔ́ŋ-ɔ́-ɔr ‘repeatedly castrate (this way)’

a.
b.
c.

ɛ́-dóŋódóŋ-ó-or-ì ì-doŋodoŋ-o-or-i ɛ-doŋodoŋ-o-or-ete -

‘I (will) repeatedly castrate’
‘You (s.) are/were repeatedly castrating.’
‘They are/were repeatedly castrating.’

The second local effect involves consonant-vowel interactions upon suffixation of the frequentiveventive complex [-únùn]. Lesley-Neuman (2012) proposes this suffix to be at an intermediate stage of
phonological incorporation. When a [ATR] verb root ends in a vowel, its [ATR] specification
spreads to the vowels of this suffix, as shown in (7a,b). This is likewise valid in cases where the vowel
extension following the reduplication of the root bears the [ATR] feature, as exemplified in (7c). The
presence of a voiced consonant, particularly a nasal, tends to ensure that the suffix retains its [+ATR]
specification as in examples (8a,c). This is attributed to the enlargement of the pharyngeal cavity by
tongue root advancement in the effort to maintain voicing (J. R. Westbury, 1977, 1983, personal
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communication). Stem-enlarging vowels added after reduplication, the specifications of which are tied
to the verb root, appear to erase this effect as shown in (7c) and in (8a,c). In addition, cases exist in
which the erosion of the final [n] of the frequentive or the ventive suffixes induces the laxing and even
de-voicing of the preceding vowel. Such a case is shown in (7e). Nevertheless, as shown in (7d), a
[ATR] verb root ending in a voiceless a consonant can still retain the [+ATR] feature in the suffix.
(7)
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
(8)
a.
b.
c.

infinitive

freq./ventive

gloss

ɑ́kɪ́-bʊ́
ɑ́kɪ́-dɔ́
ɑ́kɪ́-tʊ́pʊ́tʊ́pʊ́
ɑ́kɪ́-ɟɔ́k
ɑ́dɑ́ùn

ɑ́-bʊ-ʊ́n-ʊ̀n
ɑ́kɪ́-dɔ́
ɑ́kɪ́-tʊ̀pʊ́tʊ́pʊ́-ʊ́n-ʊ̀n
ɑ́-ɟɔ́k-ún-ùn
ɑ̀dɑ̀ʊ̥ ́

‘return’
‘snap one’s fingers’
‘follow repeatedly’
‘become good’
‘he finished’, ‘it is enough’

infinitive

freq./ventive

reduplicated form

gloss

ɑ́kɪ́-dɔ́ŋ
ɑ́kɪ́-sʊ́b
ɑ́kɪ̀-cʊ́m

ɑ́-dɔ́ŋ-ún-ùn
ɑ́kɪ́-sʊ́b-ún-ùn
ɑ́kɪ̀-cʊ́m-ún-ùn

ɑ́-dɔ́ŋ-ún-ùn
ɑ́kɪ́-sʊ́bʊ́sʊ́bʊ́-ʊ́n-ʊ̀n
ɑ́kɪ̀-cʊ́mʊ́cʊ́mʊ́-ʊ́n-ʊ̀n

‘pinch’
‘create’
‘pierce’

The third local effect is a dissimilation rule preserving featural information in a linguistic environment
historically prone to vowel mergers. When [−ATR] vowels [ɪ,ɛ,ɔ,ʊ] occur in stem-final position before
suffixes beginning with [ɑ], followed by consonants that are [+cor], their [ATR] values change to
those of the corresponding [+ATR] vowels [i,e,o,u]. Exceptions to this rule occur when the [-ɑn]
suffix is followed by the applicative suffix [-ɑkin]. The effects of this dissimilation rule can be seen in
(9), in which the affected vowels are shown underlined and in bold type.
(9)
a.
b.
c.
d.

infinitive

itive

freq./itive

gloss

ɑ́kɪ-́ rɛ́
ɑ́kɪ-́ dɔ́
ɑ́kɪ-́ bʊ́
ɑ́kɪ-́ mɔkɪ̥ ̀

ɑ́-ré-ɑ̀r
ɑ́-dó-ɑ̀r
ɑ́-bú-ɑ̀r
ɑ́-mokí-ɑ̀r

ɑ̀r é-ɑ́n-ɑ̀r
ɑ̀r ó-ɑ́n-ɑ̀r
ɑ̀r ú-ɑ́n-ɑ̀r
ɑ̀r okí-ɑ́n-ɑ̀r

‘put in a line’
‘snap one’s fingers’
‘return’
‘agree’

1.3 Morpheme status
Harmony processes in Karimojong are dependent upon the active or inactive status of each individual
morpheme. The active harmony domains presented above correspond to the first and second morphophonological levels respectively by their order of presentation. Inactive morphemes are affixed on the
third. They are said to be transparent in that they do not block spreading when encountered in the
midst of an active [ATR] domain. A number of the Level 3 morphemes presented in this section also
double as active Level 1 and Level 2 morphemes. This is consistent with the model of gradual
historical change, presented in Lesley-Neuman (2012), which also provides a guide to affixes in the
language by morpho-phonological level.
1.3.1 Non-alternating pronominal prefixes
The first type of neutral morpheme is the pronominal prefix, seen in (10). The [ATR] verb [-bɪ̀lɪbɪl]
in (10a) selects the recessive TMA marker [-ɑzí] to express the reflexive voice in future tense. The
third person plural pronominal prefix is [ɛ̀-]. In (10b), this pronominal prefix remains unchanged when
an active and dominant TMA marker [(i)jetè] is affixed, changing all of the remaining vowels in the
word to a [+ATR] specification.
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(10)

Non-alternating pronominal prefix
a.

ɛ̀- bɪ̀lɪbɪlɑzí
3p-send repeatedly-ACT.REFL.FUT
‘They sent themselves repeatedly’

b.

ɛ̀- bìlibilijetè
3p-send repeatedly-ACT.IND.FUT
‘They will send repeatedly’

A subset of narrative mood pronominal prefixes alternates with Level 1 and Level 2 processes,
manifesting an incipient process of phonological incorporation with the stem. Further examples and
discussion are found in Lesley-Neuman (2012: 139–140, 158–159). 
1.3.2 Non-alternating frequentives
The first inactive frequentive affix is [-eenen], considered to be an infix applied on Level 3 after Level
1 and 2 processes are completed. The examples in (11) show it retaining its [+ATR] specification
despite its presence in [−ATR] domains. In example (11a) TMA marker [-tɑ̀è] receives a [−ATR]
specification from the root, despite the intercalation of [eenen]. The bidirectional domain supplies the
[−ATR] specification of the causative prefix [-tɔ-]. Example (11b) shows this suffix remaining
unaffected when affixed to the infinitive form. Example (11c) shows the [−ATR] specification
spreading to the TMA marker [-ɑ̥ ̀ ] without interference.
(11) Frequentive infix [-éenén]
infinitive
a. ɑ́kɪd́ ɔ́ŋ
b. ɑ́kɪb̀ ʊ́
c. ɑ́kɪŕ ɛ́

frequentive form
ɛ-tɔ-dɔ́ŋ-éenéné-tɑ̀è
ɑ́-bʊ́-éenén
ɑ̀-rɛ̀-éenén-ɑ̥ ̀

gloss
‘He has frequently caused to pinch.’
‘to return frequently’
‘They frequently put (PST) in a line.’

The neutral frequentive TMA marker [-itit] appears to have arisen from the reduplication of the TMA
marker [-it], presented in §1.3.3. Novelli (1985: 214–215), shows it appearing in a restricted number
of verbs. It may occur in isolation or with other TMA markers. Its meaning is roughly equivalent to
‘used to (do)’ when functioning as a synthetic morpheme expressing tense in the present or past
perfect. Its phonological neutrality is shown in examples (12a,b) with [−ATR] verb roots remaining
unchanged. The affixation of a [+ATR] TMA marker in example (12d) triggers the changes in the
specifications the root vowel and the narrative mood pronominal prefixes to [+ATR].
(12) Frequentive suffix [-itit]
a.

ì-dɔŋ-itit
íjɔ̀ŋ
2s-pinch-ACT.IND.
2s
FREQ.PST.PRF
‘You had frequently pinched’

b.

kʔì-dɔŋ-itit
íjɔ̀ŋ
SUBJ.2s-pinch-ACT.
2s
FREQ.PST.PRF
‘that you had frequently pinched’

c.

ɛ̀-tijɑ-ítít
1s-do-FREQ.IMPF.
‘I used to do’

d.

òo-doŋ-itit-e
ɑ̀e̥ ɔ̀ŋ
NAR.1s-pinch-ACT.FUT
1s
‘…and I will frequently pinch’

1.3.3 Neutral TMA markers
The neutral TMA marker [it] alone marks the present perfect and past perfect tenses in singular and in
first person plural forms. In (13a), the [ATR] verb [-dɔŋ] ‘pinch’ does not change its [ATR]
specification upon affixation of this TMA marker; the subjunctive pronominal prefix is neutral and
does not alternate in the face of bidirectional root-controlled [ATR] spreading. In (13b),
phonologically active material is affixed as part of the TMA marker, triggering a [+ATR] spreading
process that changes the root vowel specification to a positive [ATR] value.
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(13) Neutral TMA marker [it]
a.

kʔíkí-dɔŋ-ìt
SUBJ.1p-pinch-ACT. PRS PRF
‘that we have pinched’

b.

kʔí-doŋ-itó
SUBJ.2p-pinch-ACT. PRS PRF
‘that you have pinched’

The second neutral TMA marker is [-ere], a Form B2 marker of present and past continuous aspect
which can appear as active. It is inactive in contexts where derivational suffixes intervene between the
marker and the root vowel. Since these suffixes do not act as harmony blockers in any other instances
other than when they are affixed with [-ere], the restrictions on spreading are attributed to the
weakness of the TMA marker rather than inherent blocking properties of the intervening morphemes.
Examples (14a-c) show inactive cases. The alternating pronominal prefix [ɔkɔ-] in (14c) retains its
[ATR] specification due to the inactivity of the [+ATR] TMA marker, while in all three examples,
the root vowel specification of the verb [-dɔŋ] also remains [ATR].
(14) Neutral and active forms with [-ere]
a.

ɑkɑ-dɔŋ-ɑkin-eré
1s-pinch-DAT-B.ACT.IND. PST PROG
‘I was pinching (for)’

b.

ɛ-dɔŋ-éenén-é-eré
3s-pinch-FREQ-B.ACT.IND FUT.
‘He will frequently pinch.’

c.

ɔ́kɔ-dɔŋ-ɑr-eré
NAR.1s-pinch-IT-B. ACT. NARR.PST PROG
‘…and I was pinching (away)’

d.

ɑki-doŋ-eré
1s-pinch-B.ACT.IND.PST PROG
‘I was pinching’

e.

kʔɑ́kɑ-doŋ-eré
SUBJ.1s-pinch-B.ACT.SUBJ. PST PROG
‘if I were pinching…’

f.

oko-doŋ-eré
NARR.1s-pinch-B.ACT.NARR.PST PROG
‘…and I was pinching’

The third type of neutral TMA marker marks the aorist past. The case in (15a), shows a voiceless
[+ATR] high front vowel, serving as a synthetic TMA marker of the indicative mood, passive voice
and aorist past tense. It does not spread its [+ATR] specification to the root vowel, which remains
[ATR]. A null case is shown in (15b). The TMA marker for the indicative mood, aorist past tense has
had its phonological substance completely eroded. The third case, presented for purposes of
comparison, is that of aorist past TMA marker [ʊ̥ ̀ ], a recessive voiceless vowel, which bears the [ATR]
specification of the root vowel under a Level 1 bidirectional spreading process.
(15) Aorist past TMA markers
a.

ɑ-dɔŋ-ì̥
3s-pinch-IND.PASS.PST
‘He was pinched.’

b.

ɑ̀-dɔ́ŋ
1s-pinch-PST
‘I pinched.’

c. ɑ̀-dɔ́ŋ-ʊ̥ ̀
1s-squeeze out-PST
‘I squeezed out.’

ɑ́e̥ ɔ̀ŋ
1s

1.4 Word formation and harmony
The model for Karimojong word formation that accounts for attested harmony patterns in surface
forms requires the inclusion of head-dependent asymmetries generated by the morphological structure,
hereafter M-structure, and the phonological structure, or P-structure. A phonological head for each
morpheme is marked and headmarking is a determinant of the P-structure. The phonological head is
connected to a Prosodic Word (PW) node that is part of what the PW word structure, which in
Karimojong, can be recursive. In the verb root, the phonological head is the leftmost vowel. In each
affix, it is the vowel closest to the root vowel. For suffixes, the phonological head is the vowel furthest
to the left, while for prefixes it is the vowel furthest to the right. When more than one vowel in a
morpheme participates in harmony, a branching from the phonological head of the morpheme to the
remaining vowels in the morpheme occurs. The [ATR] harmony domain is effected with the
2

Form B conjugations are those used when non-canonical word order is employed.
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percolation of an [ATR] feature from the head vowel in a privileged position to the PW node, and its
subsequent application to the phonological head in each morpheme connected to the PW node.
Nonetheless, another distinction must be drawn between the root-controlled and the suffixcontrolled processes. In the case of the former, the root vowel bears an underlying specification which
spreads and provides an [ATR] specification to the vowels in the affixes, which are underlyingly
underspecified. This is deemed a feature-filling process. In the latter, the recessive vowels already bear
specifications which are subsequently changed. This is referred to as a feature-changing operation.
An example with two instances of branching from the phonological head shows the case of the
TMA marker [-jɑtɑ], marking Tenses 1 and 2 of Form B, Passive Voice, shown in (16). The word [idɔ̀ŋ-ɑr-jɑtɑ̀] has two prosodic word nodes, one for the pronominal prefix [i-], which is affixed on
Level 3 and does not undergo any vowel harmony processes, and the other for the verb stem, which
does. In the latter case, the [ATR] feature percolates from the root vowel to the PW node, which is
linked to the phonological heads of the affixes to the right, which are underspecified for [ATR]. The
phonological head of [-jɑtɑ] has a branched connection leading to both the head vowel and the second
and final vowel of the suffix, both of which have the value [ɑ].
(16) Feature percolation and branching prosodic word nodes
PW
PW
[ATR]

•

•
/i-/ + /-dɔ̀ŋ-/ + /Ar/ + /jAtÀ/ →

•

•

•

i- dɔŋ- ɑr- jɑtɑ̀
2p-pinch-IT-B.IND.PASS. PST.PROG.2p
‘You were being pinched (away)’
(Novelli 1985: 293)

Where an affix contains one alternating vowel among a set of transparent ones, no branching occurs.
Transparent vowels have no connection to the PW node. In (17), the suffix [-tAe] has [-A-] linked to
the phonological head and the PW node. Transparent vowel [-e], shown in italics, has no such
connection, and does not receive the [ATR] specification from the root through the PW node.
Epenthetic vowel [-i-] does not undergo harmony, and is excluded from determining the phonological
head. Pronominal prefix [iki-] ‘you’, affixed on Level 3, has a separate prosodic word node through
which no feature percolation occurs.
(17) P-structure with transparent vowels
PW
PW
[ATR]

•

•
/iki-/ + /-dɔ́ŋ-/ + /-Ar-/ + /-tAe/ →

•

•

•

iki dɔ́ŋ- ɑr(í)tɑ̀è
2p- pinch-IT- A.IND.PASS.PRS.PRF.2p
‘You have been pinched (away)’
(Novelli 1985: 294)
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Inactive and transparent affixes are constituent parts of the prosodic word, but are linked to PW nodes
separate from those of active segments. They are affixed in Level 3 processes in which no feature
percolation occurs. For example, the transparent infix [-eenen] links to the PW node of the root, after
Level 1 and Level 2 processes have applied, but is embedded in a recursive PW structure. This process
and final configuration of the resulting word can be seen in (18).
(18) Suffix-controlled harmony: alternating pronominal prefix, neutral frequentive suffix
PW
[ATR]

•
UR

/-dɔŋ/
PW
[ATR]

•
Level 1:

/OO/

•
o

•

ɔɔ -

dɔŋ

PW
[+ATR]

• •
[ɔɔ-dɔŋ]

•

+ /-dɔŋ/

PW
[ATR]

Level 2:

PW
[ATR]

PW
[+ATR]

•
+

•
o

/-te/

oo-

•

•

doŋ-

tè

PW
[+ATR]

•
Level 3:

[oo-doŋ-te] +/-eenen-/ o

•

•

•

oodoŋeenen tè
1s.NAR.-pinch-FREQ-A.IND.NAR.PRF.PST
‘…and I had frequently/habitually pinched’

(Novelli 1985: 315)
2 Optimality theory
Optimality Theory was originally proposed to address phonological conspiracies. A conspiracy occurs
when a variety of phonological processes are effected to prevent the appearance of a prohibited form,
such as an unattested syllable structure or segmental sequence. This phenomenon cannot be captured
by the system of rewrite rules created by Chomsky and Halle (1968), which neglects to describe how
phonological processes fit together into a whole system.
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The solution proposed by Optimality Theory is an ordered ranking of filters, or violable constraints.
An input form acts as a starting point, and a series of candidates for the output or optimal form is
created by a system called GEN. The input is purported to be the result of the free combination of
linguistic primitives without any language-particular restriction, under a concept termed Richness of
the Base (ROTB). The candidates are evaluated under the ranked hierarchy of constraints under a
mechanism labeled EVAL which is represented in a tableau. The candidate that best satisfies the ranked
hierarchy of constraints is the output form, considered to be optimal. The ranking of constraints is
language or dialect-specific, and under the original model the output form is proposed to be produced
in one step, in which all of the phonological processes are purported to occur in parallel.
2.1 Pioneering optimality-theoretic proposals for addressing vowel harmony
Three proposals are presented below. The first, Optimal Domains Theory (ODT), concentrates on
using the constraints to define harmony domains and categorize them in terms of their scope. The
second, Featural Alignment, exploits the machinery of auto-segmental theory while addressing a
phenomenon common in African languages with [ATR] harmony: the expression of a morpheme
through the action of a dominant [ATR] from an eroded segment in which all other elements are
absent from the feature profile. The third proposal, the AGREE family of constraints, creates harmonic
domains relying on local agreement between adjacent segments with respect to a harmonizing feature.
It had been originally proposed to do away with constraint-based stipulations on the directionality of
feature spreading.
2.1.1 Optimal domains (Cole and Kisseberth, 1994)
Optimal Domains Theory (ODT) was proposed as an alternative due to dissatisfaction with
Autosegmental Theory (AT). It was felt at the time that AT did not provide a unified treatment of
vowel harmony phenomena due to conflicting patterns of opacity and transparency across systems.
Opacity is a situation in which an individual segment or morpheme blocks the directional spread of
features thereby limiting the extent of the harmony domain. Transparency occurs where an individual
segment or morpheme remains unchanged by the spreading domain, which appears to pass through it.
The authors propose a framework that accounts for opacity and transparency through different
rankings of the same set of constraints. They avail themselves of data from “Idealized Kinande” and
“Idealized Pulaar”. As with many early Optimality-Theoretic proposals, underspecification is done
away with by the stipulation of full underlying specification for all segments. The limits of a broader
harmony domain are established when the constraints of Wide Scope Alignment (WSA) are crucially
ranked over those of Basic Alignment (BA). BA stipulates that in a language without harmony, every
sponsoring anchor of [F] (Anchor-s), which corresponds to a harmony trigger, is aligned with the edge
of an [F]-domain. An anchor sponsors [F] if it is affiliated with [F] in the underlying representation.
Non-sponsoring anchors are those anchors that come to be affiliated with [F] in the mapping form
underlying to surface form by the operations of GEN. Sponsors may be X-slots or moras in the case of
linked features or morphological constituents for so-called floating or morpheme-level features. WSA
is the constraint governing the Principle of Extension, which extends the feature [F] over longer
stretches of sound to maximize perceptibility and stability of the articulators by minimizing
articulatory effort. However, these constraints alone do not force every vowel segment within the
domain limits to harmonize; this work is done by another independent constraint EXPRESSION,
which is defined in (19).
(19) EXPRESSION:

[F] must be affiliated with every anchor in an F-domain.

As noted by the authors, the harmony domain is established when WSA and EXPRESSION are crucially
ranked over prohibitions on the insertion of the feature [F], and no harmony domain exists when the
reverse is true. This is shown in (20).
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(20) Generation of harmony domains via constraint ranking
Harmony:
No harmony:

WSA, EXPRESSION

>> *Insert [F]
*Insert [F] >> WSA, EXPRESSION

Yet, there are cases where feature occurrence will be ranked above EXPRESSION, leaving vowel
segments within the defined domain unaffected by harmony. These are the cases of transparency and
opacity, the rankings of which are tentatively modeled in (21). I reproduce the tableaux in the original
notation of the authors.
(21) Transparency and opacity via constraint ranking
Transparency:
Opacity:

[F] Occurrence, WSA >> EXPRESSION
[F] Occurrence, EXPRESSION >> WSA

An additional constraint is proposed to address a common feature in [ATR] harmony systems in which
there is no longer a [+ATR] low vowel. This proposal can be stated for ODT as in (22).
(22) CLASH:

[+low] and [+ATR] do not co-occur in the feature profile of a single segment.

The opaque case is shown with the following tableaux of idealized Pulaar in (23). In both tableaux,
the sponsoring anchor is the rightmost vowel. Tableau 1 shows the case of the opaque vowel [ạ], while
Tableau 2 shows the standard harmony domain. CLASH, BA-rt, and EXPRESSION as a group dominate
constraints creating a domain aligning the [ATR] feature specification with the left edge, which are
nevertheless responsible for creating a [ATR] domain at the left edge. The opacity of the low vowel
is maintained through CLASH, which impedes the low vowel from assuming a [+ATR] feature.
(23)

Harmony and opacity with idealized Pulaar
1. UR: CṿC-ạ-Cv

CLASH

BA-rt

EXPRESSION

) a. CṿC-ạ-(Cv)
b. (CvC-a-Cv)
c. CṿC-ạ-Cṿ

WSA-lf

BA-lf

*
*!

*
*!

d. (CvC-ạ-Cv)

*
*!

*

2. UR: CṿC-v
) a. (CvC-v)
b. CṿC-ṿ
c. (CṿC-v)
d. CṿC-(v)

*
*!

*
*!
*!

In idealized Kinande, shown in (24), [ạ] is a transparent vowel. The transparent case is presented in the
upper tableau, while the regular harmony case appears in the lower tableau.
While progress was made in the modeling of harmony from an OT perspective, the strategies of
ODT do not meet the requirements of the Karimojong case. The above examples deal with idealized
data, because, as the authors explain, ‘the harmony systems of actual Pulaar and Kinande involve
additional complications’ that do not affect their argument. Such complications are part of the
grammars of these languages and should be theoretically accounted for. The surface irregularities in
Karimojong from local interactions and dissimilation rules go unaccounted for in this model.
Secondly, no effort is made to draw a distinction between feature-filling and feature-changing
processes, which in Karimojong accounts for the difference between [ɑ/o] alternation and the phonetic
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advancement of [ɑ] in [+ATR] domains. Thirdly, it utilizes CLASH across the board to account for
nine-vowel systems while not addressing phonetic advancement.
(24) Harmony and transparency with idealized Kinande
1. UR: CV-kạ-Cv

CLASH

BA-rt

WSA-lf

) a. (Cv-kạ-Cv)
b. (Cv-ka-Cv)

EXPRESSION

BA-lf

*

*

*!

c. Cṿ-kạ-Cṿ

*
*!

d. Cṿ-kạ-(Cv)

*
*!

2. UR: CV-Cv
) a. (Cv-Cv)

*

b. Cṿ-Cṿ

*!

c. Cṿ- (Cv)

*
*!

d. (Cṿ-Cv)

*!

*

2.1.2 Featural alignment (Akinlabi 1994)
One of the most highly productive constraint systems for [ATR] harmony has been Featural
Alignment, defined in (25).
(25) Featural alignment
ALIGN

(PFeat, GCat):

Any occurrence of a prosodic feature is aligned with some grammatical
category.

PFeat represents prosodic features that span grammatical categories, such as [ATR], pitch, nasality,
roundness, palatalization etc. Featural alignment aligns a free harmonic element with an edge of a
grammatical category, or with an entire grammatical category, as is the case of an [ATR] feature and
harmony trigger serving as a morpheme where the structure of the original segment has been eroded.
For purposes of illustration, an example from the analysis of Kalabari, a Niger-Congo language
with a nine-vowel harmony system, adapted from Akinlabi (1994:12)3 is shown in (30). The
constraints employed are defined in examples (26) through (29). In (26), *LO/ATR establishes the
nine-vowel harmony system by prohibiting segments that are [+low, +ATR]. Example (27) is a
requirement that the [+ATR] feature be parsed within the morpheme. Examples (28) and (29) govern
the [ATR] specifications of the vowels near the right and left edges of the stem.
(26) *LO/ATR:

If [+low] then not [+ATR].

(Archangeli & Pulleyblank 1994)

(27) PARSE [ATR]:

Underlying [+ATR] must be parsed within the morpheme.

(Akinlabi 1994)

(28) ALIGN-RIGHT: ALIGN
([+ATR], ROOT, R):

Any occurrence of [+ATR] must be aligned with
the right edge of the root.

(Akinlabi 1994)

(29) ALIGN-LEFT: ALIGN
([+ATR], STEM, L):

Any occurrence of [+ATR] must be aligned with
the left edge of the stem.

(Akinlabi 1994)

3
The tableau in (30) has some differences with Akinlabi’s analysis, namely, in the number of violation marks
assigned to ALIGN-RIGHT and ALIGN-LEFT for Candidate (a), as the unparsed [ATR] feature violates these two
constraints.
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The tableau in (30) presents the evaluation process for [dawo] ‘kola nut’, with an input consisting of a
root with underspecified vowels and a free [+ATR] feature to be parsed. Winning candidate (b),
simultaneously obeys the mandate to parse the [ATR] feature with rightward and leftward alignment,
and the highly ranked co-occurrence restriction on the features [+low] and [+ATR]. Candidate (a)
crucially violates the mandate to parse the [ATR] feature and thereby align the feature specifications
of the vowels, while the remaining two candidates crucially violate the highly ranked prohibition on
segments that are [+low] and [+ATR].
(30) [ATR] harmony with mid and low vowels in Kalabari
[dawo] ‘kola nut’
/dAwO /+/ATR/
a. dawɔ
) b. dawo
c. dæwɔ
d. dæwo

*LO/ATR

PARSE-ATR

*!
*!
*!

ALIGN-RIGHT

*

ALIGN-LEFT

*
*

*

This system of featural alignment has inherent assumptions that merit discussion. The first is that it
has retained from the generative framework use of the underlying form as the input under candidate
evaluation, while many OT practitioners at the time proposed doing away with this concept, as did
Cole and Kisseberth above. The analysis of Karimojong presented in this paper follows Akinlabi in
this respect. The second is that the [+ATR] feature is seen as the sole active feature in an [ATR]
specification, while a [ATR] feature is viewed as a default value. This view is common among
researchers that deal with [+ATR] dominant systems exclusively, but it cannot be adopted for the
analysis of Karimojong, where the [ATR] feature in bidirectional root-controlled harmony is active,
with even the low vowel [ɑ] functioning as a trigger, as shown in §1.1 example (2). Secondly,
Kalabari clearly has a suffix-dominant process, which some researchers have wished to posit as
universal. The Karimojong data shows that this is not the case; additional machinery is required to
evaluate forms in the language in which root-controlled and suffix-controlled processes act on one
form. That requirement is met by the positional faithfulness constraint hierarchy (Beckman 1997,
1999), which will be presented in §3.2. Overall, the featural alignment system addresses domains
characterized by exhaustive spreading within defined limits, but makes no provisions for the surface
irregularities seen §1.2 and §1.3. Addressing the Karimojong case requires proposing a constraint
system compatible with the existence of the intra-morphemic P-Structure in §1.4. To this end, the
present paper will propose an adaptation of the AGREE family of constraints (Bakovic 2000), presented
in the following sub-section.
2.1.3 AGREE (Bakovic, 2000, 2002)
The AGREE family of constraints assumes that the assimilation of features in harmony processes is
strictly local, and has the general format of the constraint in (31).
(31) General AGREE constraint
AGREE[F]:

Adjacent segments have the same value of [F].

(Bakovic 2000: 4)

AGREE constraints are assumed to be left-right symmetrical. In other words, regardless of the input
value of [F], there are always two candidates that will satisfy a given AGREE constraint: one where the
segments are both [+F], and one where they are both [F]. These cases of the former are shown in
(32a,b), while cases of constraint violation are presented in (32c,d). Whether both segments are [+F]
or [F] is irrelevant as far as the AGREE constraint is concerned, and which of the two forms is
ultimately the winner depends on the markedness and faithfulness constraints in the constraint
hierarchy.
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(32) Satisfaction and violation of AGREE[F]
a.
b.

Satisfies AGREE[F]
x
y
[+F] [+F]
x
[F]

c.

y
[F]

d.

Violates AGREE[F]
x
y
[F]
[+F]
x
[+F]

y
[F]

(Bakovic 2000: 6)

In the case of a VCV sequence, the two vowels share the same features within the harmony domain
only if the consonant likewise does. For a CVC sequence, in which consonantal features harmonize,
the outer consonantal segments share features only if the vowel likewise does. Under AGREE, the
reason for the relatively higher degree of incidence of vocalic as opposed to consonantal harmony
processes is that consonants can adopt vocalic features without losing their identity as consonants,
while vowels seldom adopt consonantal features without losing their identities as vowels.
Masaai and Turkana are the EN languages that Bakovic analyzes. He focuses on the [+ATR]
dominance and considers stem control to be residual, disregarding any possible insights to be drawn
from lexical phonology and the possibility of distinct morpho-phonological levels. In his analysis of
the [ɑ/o] alternation within a nine-vowel system, [ɑ] is considered to be re-paired with [o] in the
absence of a [+ATR] variant of the low vowel. Relying on Noske and Dimmendaal, Bakovic considers
the low vowel [ɑ] to be opaque; disharmonic forms are produced when a low vowel in the root is
subjected to a dominant [+ATR] suffix as a trigger. The sample tableau in (33) shows a basic case of
[ATR] spreading under his proposed constraint system. It analyzes the phonology under the
morphological concatenation of a [+ATR] root, the frequentive suffix [-aan-] and the ventive [-u]. The
AGREE[ATR] constraint is highly ranked, and the highest-ranked constraint, *[ɐ,ɤ] prevents these
[+ATR] vowels from surfacing within this [+ATR] domain; this is aided by the lower ranked identity
constraints at the right end of the tableau. A constraint conjunction between *[LO,ATR] and IDENTIO [ATR] is designed to penalize the appearance of [ʊ] in the output form, although this conjoined
constraint cannot apply across the board in the language as [ATR] vowels that are [low] appear
throughout the lexicon. The Principle of Globality in OT, which stipulates the global application of
constraints throughout the language is thus violated, indicating that the analysis requires further
improvement. Additionally, the regularity of spreading advanced by this constraint system makes no
allowances for the irregularities found in surface forms due to consonant-generated features and other
localized effects such as the [ATR] dissimilation rule seen in §1.2. To be able account for these
phenomena, a modification of the AGREE system is proposed in §3.1.
(33) /tur/ +/AAn/+/u/
a. turɑɑnu
b. turɐɐnu
c. turɤɤnu
) d. turoonu
e. turɑɑnʊ
f. tʊrɑɑnʊ

*[ɐ,ɤ]

AGREE
[ATR]

*[LO,ATR] &
IDENT-IO [ATR]

IDENTIO [ATR]

*
**!

**
**
**
*
**

IDENTIO [LO]

IDENT-IO

[round]

**!
**!
**!
*!

**
**

**

2.1.4 Headed spans (McCarthy, 2004)
The Headed Spans proposal attempts to describe spreading processes within Optimality Theory by
using faithfulness and markedness constraints. Accordingly, every harmonic span has a head segment
with a value α for a feature [F] that is shared by the other members of the span, which occur in a
contiguous string. Directionality is to be expressed through markedness constraints requiring the head
to lie on a certain edge of the span. Faithfulness constraints require [αF] segments heading spans in the
input to head them in the output. Substituting for ALIGN and AGREE constraints in OT are markedness
constraints that adjacent spans violate.

286

Diane Lesley-Neuman

The crucial element of the Headed Spans proposal that determines its applicability to the
Karimojong case is the principle that each type of harmony domain is defined by a unique constraint
ranking. Bidirectional root-controlled harmony would have a set of constraints which can be labeled
Constraint Ranking R. Suffix-controlled harmony would be governed by a Constraint Ranking S.
Demonstrating that this proposal cannot work for Karimojong is relatively straightforward.
In (34a), bidirectional root-controlled harmony, governed by Constrant Ranking R spreads the
[ATR] feature from the root so that the vowel [ɑ/o] of the suffix is realized as [ɑ]. In (34b), the same
suffixation process is carried out on a verb which would permit [+ATR] root controlled harmony. But
this is a case in which the consonant-generated [ATR] feature creates a mini-domain that spreads
bidirectionally leftward. This suffix-based process is governed by a different set of constraints 
Constraint Ranking S, and the result shows no exhaustive bidirectional spreading of the root [+ATR]
specification nor of the [ATR] feature of the suffix. The phonology of the same morphological
suffixation processes would have to be governed by two unique constraint hierarchies, which
contradicts the basic assumptions behind the proposal. The Karimojong case requires a common
constraint set that can accommodate both phenomena, such as will be seen in §3.5.
(34) a. ɑkɪ-́ dɔ́ŋ +/Ar/ o ɑ́-dɔ́ŋ-ɑ̀r
b. ɑkì-dó+/Ar/ o ɑkì-dɔ́-ɔ̀r

constraint ranking R
constraint ranking S

For its over-emphasis on the regularity of vowel harmony processes, Span Theory, as proposed,
cannot adequately account for the irregularities in the surface forms in Karimojong [ATR] harmony
data, which were found as the result of painstaking descriptive data collection.
2.2 Harmonic serialism
Works such as Idsardi (1998), Bermudez-Otero (1999), Kiparsky (2000) and the anthology of
Hermans and van Oostendorp (1999) highlight the problematic nature of the parallel derivation
concept in OT. As noted by McCarthy (2010), parallel OT is a direct mapping theory between
underlying and surface representations without any intermediate steps. Nevertheless, the OT process
of candidate evaluation under a hierarchy of ranked violable constraints does not necessarily need to
be linked to a direct mapping architecture but to one with indirect mapping—in other words, with
intermediate derivational steps. The version of indirect mapping proposed by McCarthy is called
Harmonic Serialism. Candidate evaluation is carried out multiple times to generate intermediate forms,
with the stipulation that each intermediate form generated constitutes a harmonic improvement over
the previous form. This is defined as a candidate incurring fewer violation marks than the previous
form, although there are still undefined questions regarding how gradually a derivation is to be
developed, given that the definition of the changes effected is based on theoretical artifacts.
Given the scope of the field of phonology, models similar in form are structured over different
bases. Derivation in the model presented here is morphologically based, in that the phonological
processes come packaged in the processes of affixation. The data result from reconstructed and
reconstructable historical changes. Given this connection to physical reality, the model presented in
this paper is considered to have explanatory power superior to that of Harmonic Serialism, and
detailed argumentation in support of the three morpho-phonological levels can be found in LesleyNeuman (2012). Since MP levels are verifiable through psycholinguistic experimentation, as in
Vannest & Boland (1999), no further attempt to model EN phonology through Harmonic Serialism
will be made.
3 Addressing Eastern Nilotic typological features
Cole (2009) argues that representational models of phonology, such as those seen in §2.1.1 through
§2.1.4, make faulty predictions about the degree of uniformity found in vowel harmony processes.
Under these models, assimilation spreads directionally and exhaustively from the harmony trigger to
the boundaries of the domain, due to a mandate to spread features or through the alignment of feature
structures with the edges of the domain. All segments are targeted and subject to feature compatibility
with no asymmetries within the domain, without any restrictions on the harmony process across the
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word. Such models, without additional machinery, cannot accommodate the variation in the [ATR]
statuses of segments found in surface forms of the Karimojong verbal complex as seen in §1.2 through
§1.4. Furthermore, two separate harmony domains cannot be accommodated within a one-step parallel
derivational process, first of all while remaining consistent and true to the historical-cognitive model
in which morpho-phonological levels are posited, and secondly because the fixes to parallelism fail to
provide adequate and plausible explanations, as will be shown in §3.6. It is the thesis of this paper that
only a descriptive but systematic approach to the target languages can provide the amount and quality
of data necessary to accurately formulate generalizations upon which theoretical analyses are based,
and to discover any exceptions and irregularities to be explained. Likewise, it is imperative that the
formulation of generalizations be driven by the data rather than by the artifacts and machinery of
theoretical models, so as to avoid mischaracterizations of inherently natural processes.
This whole-language approach to phonology permits the clarification of theoretical issues. Firstly,
the constraint systems and evaluation processes presented in §2.1.1 through §2.1.3 assumed differing
positions on one essential point: whether underspecification is required to adequately and accurately
present input-output relationships in an optimality-theoretic framework. For Eastern Nilotic, this
question was answered perhaps definitively by Manuela Noske (2000: 801–804), who first postulated
that the alternating suffixes, deemed Level 1 affixes in the present paper, were underspecified
underlyingly and received their specifications from the root as the dominant harmony trigger, while
domains effected by [+ATR] dominant suffixes, Level 2 processes in the present analysis, were
feature-changing operations. Such a conclusion can only be drawn while making sense of the Turkana
data as a whole.
Noske (2000) also provides a second example. Previous to its publication, standard theoretical
ortho-doxy postulated the dominance of feature specifications of the root over those of suffixes,
despite the exist-ence of ample evidence of suffix-based harmony processes in African languages.
McCarthy and Prince (1995) proposed as a linguistic universal in optimality-theoretic terms for root
faithfulness to out-rank suf-fix faithfulness. The [+ATR] suffix dominance in Turkana, as in
Karimojong, a language to which it is historically related, overrides root-controlled processes and even
root specifications, a fact that disproves this ill-conceived universal, and which is presented and
argued in theoretical terms.
Nonetheless, approaches to fieldwork and organization of the data do impact the ultimate analysis.
Eastern Nilotic languages, with potentially large, agglutinated verbal complexes that offer rich sources
of expression to accomplished speakers, provide ample data with respect to the phonological behavior
of affixes and multiply affixed forms. A position class analysis with as many positions as can be
elicited naturally from native speaker consultants (Doris Payne, p.c.) is imperative to properly
characterize this behavior and prevent faulty generalizations. Noske (2000), in the effort to argue
theoretical points, misses generalizations that could potentially have been made from the data, and
presents contradictions both in her analyses and with the data available from well-established sources,
some of which are cited in her article. In addition, a very small number of examples are employed to
illustrate her points, and some of these are repeated throughout the paper.
For example, her insightful observation regarding feature-filling versus feature-changing processes
goes unapplied in the case of the itive suffix [-Ar], which shows the classic [ɑ/o] recessive alternation
as a feature-filling process, with a variant in which the suffix [-ɔr] surfaces in some [+ATR] verbs as a
harmony trigger spreading a [ATR] feature bidirectionally. This is as opposed to the featurechanging processes on the next morpho-phonological level in which other vowels change their
specifications to [rATR] while the [ɑ] vowel remains unchanged in its basic identity or advances
slightly under a dominant [+ATR] process. That these facts are common to other Eastern Nilotic
languages, and even properly to Turkana, is seen in §1.2 of this present paper, the data for which was
taken from Novelli (1985); in Dimmendaal (1983: 110–112) with an additional voiceless vowel for
infinitive forms, and in Schroeder and Schroeder (1984) for Toposa. Acoustic evidence of tongue root
advancement for feature-changing [+ATR] processes is subsequently provided in Guión, Post and
Payne (2004), but the basic [ɑ/o] alternation for Masaai is described by Tucker and Mpaayei (1955).
This information is subsequently summarized in Dimmendaal (2002: 172) as part of an analysis of
Eastern Nilotic derivational suffixation, which is reproduced below in (35).
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(35)

Selected Eastern Nilotic derivational suffixes
Ventive
Itive
Dative

Bari
-u(n)
-ara, -ɑrɑ
-ki(n)

Maasai
-ʊ(n), -u(n)
-ɑ(ɑ), -o(o)
-kɪ(n), -ki(n)

Ateso
-ʊ(n), -u(n)
-ɑr, -ɔr, -or
-kɪ(n), -ki(n)

Toposa
-ʊ(n), -u(n)
-ɑr, -ɔr, -or
-kɪ(n), -ki(n)

Turkana
-ʊ(n), -u(n)
-ɑr, -ɔr, -or
-kɪ(n), -ki(n)4

Nonetheless, Noske (2000: 785) presents the itive suffix as alternating between [-ɑr] and [-ɔr] only,
without mentioning the fundamental difference between the two suffixes, i.e. the recessive nature of [ɑr] and the dominant nature of the exceptional [-ɔr], and appears to attribute the effects of this
exceptional suffix to characteristics inherent to the affected vowels rather than consider the role of
feature transfer from the consonants in the environment and its intersection with vowel mergers in
progress, as discussed in Hall and Creider (1998). That it cannot be attributed to the inherent
characteristics of the vowels can be shown in the analysis of other recessive [ɑ/o] suffixes for the same
set of verbs, as done for Karimojong in §1.2 example (5) and which can be postulated from careful
inspection of the Turkana data in Dimmendaal (1983: 111–117). That the final vowel [-ɪ̥ /-i̥ ] marking
infinitive forms of the dative is recessive and follows the [ATR] specification of the root is shown in
(36). Itive forms of [+ATR] verbs postulated from Noske’s stated rule appear in the second column in
(37). Dative forms are taken from Dimmendaal (1983: 116). There is also an ample supply of itive
forms of [+ATR] verbs employing the [-o] alternate of the itive [-or]. A sample is presented in (38);
those cases for which Noske presents a form with [-ɔr] are noted. As is the case with Karimojong and
other Eastern Nilotic languages, the behavior of the exceptional [ATR] suffix [-ɔr] appears from the
phonologization of the co-articulation effect of the rhotic on the vowel, rather than from any inherent
characteristic of the vowel across the language.
(36)

(37)

Infinitive dative and root forms in [rATR] verbs
root
-sʊb
-tjɑk

gloss
‘do’
‘divide’

infinitive dative
ɑ-sʊb-ɑkìn-ɪ̥
ɑ-tjɑk-ɑkìn-ɪ̥

gloss
‘do for’
‘share with’

-ìboj
-rem

‘sit’


ɑkì-boj-ikìn-i̥ 5
ɑ-rem-okìn-i̥

‘sit down somewhere’
‘hate’

Postulated itive with infinitive dative forms
root
-rem
(-bus)

postulated itive
-rɛm-ɔr
-bus-ɔr6

infinitive dative
ɑ-rem-okìn-i̥
ɑki-bus-okìn-i̥

gloss
‘hate’
‘drop’

(38) Itive forms of [+ATR] verbs
ɑ-limw-òri̥
ɑ-buk-òri̥ / ɑ-buk-ɔr
ɑ-ped-òri̥ / ɑ-pɛd-ɔr
ɑ-bon-oon-òri̥
ɑ-tik-oon-òri̥
ɑ-k-ìlik-òri̥ / ɑ-k-ilik-ɔr
ke-duk-òri̥
4

‘confess’
‘pour out’
‘pierce’
‘go to and fro’
‘rape, violate’
‘take down’
‘…that it had been built’

A printing error in Dimmendaal (2002) is corrected here.
Vowel deletions and substitutions frequently occur in dative forms, eliminating the [+ATR] characteristic
vowel [o] from the dative affix in this case.
6
The specification of the root vowel of this form does not change due to the resistance to [ATR] spreading of
the voiced consonant [b]+[+ATR] high vowel [u] in the root [-bus].
5
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Further comparison of the works of Noske and Dimmendaal confirms the validity of the LesleyNeuman’s (2012) historical model of suffix change in [ATR] harmony participation over time. For
example, the subjunctive suffix [-rɛ] appears in Dimmendaal (1983: 111–117) as a neutral affix
triggering no spreading of its [ATR] specification, as shown by the cases of [rATR] verbs in (39).
Examples drawn from Noske (2000: 780) in (40) present it as a dominant trigger for the creation of a
[ATR] domain, changing the [ATR] specifications of the root vowels of verb forms.
(39) Subjunctive forms of [rATR] verbs
[ATR]
a. ɑ-mʊk-ɑ̀-rɛ̀
b. ɑ-k-ɪr̀ ɪk-ɑ̀-rɛ̀

‘mix’
‘hunt’

c.
d.

[+ATR]
ɑ-bun-ì-ò-rɛ̀
ɑ-k-ì-pej-ò-rɛ̀

‘come’
‘welcome (someone)’

(40) Infinitive and subjunctive forms of [+ATR] verbs
a. ɑ-ki-rem
b. ɑ-ki-mor

‘to spear’
‘to insult’

ɛ-rɛm-ɛ-rɛ̀
ɛ-mɔr-ɛ-rɛ̀

‘(Why) is it speared?’
‘(Why) is he insulted?’

At issue is Noske’s treatment of neutral suffixes in her optimality-theoretic analysis. While declaring
neutral suffixes to be in the same prosodic word as the base of suffixation [786], she does not account
for their neutrality in her constraint rankings, and provides only a small number of relevant data points
in her presentation [781: 35]. This failing leaves unexplained neutral suffixes in other Turkana
varieties, such as those presented by Dimmendaal.
Nonetheless, an important issue to the analysis of Turkana is the behavior of low vowels. Both
Dimmendaal (1983: 297–299) and Noske (2000: 781) present the gerundive suffix [-e] as a [+ATR]
dominant suffix, the spreading of which is not effected where low vowels and low vowel derivational
suffixes intervene. Examples are seen in (41), (42) and (43). In (43a-d), the gerundive suffix [-e]
changes the root and other vowel specifications of all forms to [+ATR], and in some cases adding
consonantal gliding to the forms. In (41d) another vowel change is effected: [i] + [ɑ] o [e]. The
impersonal pronominal prefix [e-] of the gerundive in these examples is [+ATR]. Example (41e)
shows a case in which the low vowel [ɑ] of the reduplicated root appears to block [+ATR] spreading,
effecting no feature change. The pronominal prefix of this gerundive form is [ɛ-], which bears a
[ATR] specification. Example (41f) shows the root and gerundive forms of a [+ATR] verb, in which
all vowels, including that of the alternating pronominal prefix, bear a [+ATR] specification.
(41) Root and gerundive forms
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

root
-dɛk
-ɪm
̀ ʊɟ
-cɪl-ɪ-cɪl
-lɪ-ɪ-̀ ɑ̀-rɛ̀
-ɪ-̀ lɑm-ɑ-lɑm
-ìtu-tuk

gloss
‘be sick’
‘eat’
‘scratch’
‘crawl’
‘toss sandals’
‘advise’

gerundive
e-dek-e
e-k-imùɟ-e
e-k-cil-ì-cil-e
e-lij-è-je
ɛ-k-ɪ-lɑ̀m-ɑ-lɑm-e

e-k-itù-tuk-e

gloss
‘disease’
‘way of eating’
‘way of scratching’
‘way of crawling’
‘way of tossing sandals’
‘way of advising’

In (42a,b), the [+ATR] specification does not spread due to blocking of the low vowel alternates of the
itive and the dative. Note that even the high vowel [ɪ] of the dative suffix retains the [ATR]
specification. The alternating pronominal prefix assumes the [ATR] specification of the root. In
(42c), the [+ATR] specification of the gerundive suffix spreads to the dative suffix, endowing it with a
[+ATR] specification, while the low vowel in the root retains its [ATR] specification, which is also
supplied to the pronominal prefix. Example (42d) allows the spread of the [+ATR] feature through the
dative suffix and effects a change in the specification of the root vowel and the pronominal prefix.
Absent a low vowel, spreading is unobstructed. Examples (42e,f) are [+ATR] forms with [-un] ventive
suffixes; all vowels bear the same [+ATR] specification.
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(42) Root and gerundive forms with derivational suffixes of [rATR] verbs
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

root
-ɪ-̀ lɔt-ɑr
-ɪǹ ɔk-ɑkɪn
-nɑ-ɪ-kɪn
-ɛn
-wok-un
-ìdo-un

gloss
‘wash’
‘light’
‘give’
‘tie’
‘carry’
‘bear’

gerundive
ɛ-k-lɔt-ɑr-e
ɛ-k-ɪnɔ̀k-ɑkɪn-e
ɛ-nɑ-ìkin-e
en-ikin-e
e-wok-un-e
e-k-idò-un-e

gloss
‘way of washing’
‘way of lighting’
‘way of giving’
‘way of tying’
‘way of carrying’
‘way of bearing’

In examples (43a,b), the dominant [+ATR] specification from the gerundive suffix spreads to all of the
vowels in the word, and is not blocked by the [-Un] ventive, which contains a high vowel. In contrast,
the examples in (43c,d) present cases in which the [ɑ]-alternate of the dative suffix blocks spreading.
In the data presented by Noske, the high front vowel [i] of the dative suffix does alternate and assumes
the [+ATR] specification of the root, differing from the cases in examples (42a,b).
(43) Infinitive and gerundive forms of [ATR] verbs
a.
b.
c.
d.

infinitive
ɑgjɛl-ʊn
ɑkɪ-dɔk
ɑkɪ-lɪp
ɑkɪ-nɔk

gloss
‘to buy’
‘to climb’
‘to pray’
‘to light’

gerundive
e-gjel-un-e
e-dok-un-e
ɛ-k-ɪlɪp-ɑkin-e
ɛ-k-nɔk-ɑkin-e

gloss
‘way of buying’
‘way of climbing this way’
‘way of praying’
‘way of lighting’

From the disharmonic Turkana examples presented above, it is necessary for an optimality-theoretic
analysis to account for the role of low vowels in blocking [+ATR] spreading. Noske, following
previous researchers, does so through the application of the constraint *LO/ATR. Disharmonic forms
are accounted for by using two alignment constraints, ALIGN-R and ALIGN-L, as shown in (44)7. She
ensures dominance of the suffix [ATR] specification by assigning a high ranking to the constraint
IDENT-IO SUFFIX[ATR], crucially ranking it over IDENT-IO[ATR]. This is part of the machinery of a
positional faithfulness hierarchy, explained below in §3.3. The constraint IDENT-IOROOT[ATR]
likewise ensures root dominance in forms with recessive rather than dominant suffixes.
(44)

[ATR] [ATR][+ATR]
ɛ- rɑm - e
[+ATR]

IDENT-IO
SUFFIX
[ATR]

ALIGN-L
[DATR]

ALIGN-R
[DATR]

*!

a. e-ræm- e
) [ATR] [+ATR]

*

b. ɛ-rɑm- e
[ATR]
c. ɛ- rɑm- ɛ

*LO/ATR

*!

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[ATR]

IDENTIO
[ATR]

*

**

**
*

In addition to not accounting for neutral suffixes, Noske’s (2000) analysis presents other problems.
The first is the violation of the Principle of Globality in OT. The Principle of Globality states
essentially that a constraint ranking for a particular language variety must be applicable to all forms
throughout that variety. The second problem that arises is that irregularities stemming from consonantgenerated features remain unaccounted for.
7
I have corrected a tableau used for an intermediate step in Noske’s analysis to represent the final constraint
ranking in which ALIGN-L >> ALIGN-R. I have also corrected errors in the assignment of violation marks for
these two constraints, which force alignment with the [ATR] specifications that occur at the left and right edges
of the stem respectively, differing slightly from similar constraints proposed by Akinlabi above.
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The tableau in (45), taken from Noske (2000: 799) employs the high-ranking constraint *HI/RTR
to block feature change of a [+ATR] root vowel of the verb [ɑ-buk-ɔr] ‘to pour out’ under suffix
dominant [ATR] spreading. The proposed input form is unclear, and the suffixation of the itive is
proposed to be a feature-changing operation. Nonetheless, the constraint ranking produces the attested
form. In tableau (46), taken from Noske (2000: 801) the same constraint ranking is employed for the
ventive form [ɑ-dɔk-un] ‘to climb this way’. It is unable to produce the attested form. The constraint
*HI/RTR as posited, while expressing the opposition between raising the tongue in the production of
high vowels and retracting it for [ATR] feature, does not address the complex situation of historical
change and consonant-generated features in the case of the ventive suffix, as discussed in §1.2. This
indicates that the model is in need of revision. This present paper accounts for consonant-generated
features by proposing the DOMAIN C constraint family in §3.4. The variability of suffix participation
in harmony due to historical change is accounted for by a stratal optimality-theoretic model.
Advancing this model requires the modification of the AGREE constraint system, discussed in the
following section.
(45) Use of *HI/RTR under [ATR] suffix control
ɑ-buk-ɔr - to pour out
[+ATR][ATR]


ɑ-buk- ɔr
[ATR]



a. -bʊk-ɔr
[+ATR]
b. -buk-or
)[+ATR][ATR]

IDENT-IO
Suffix [ATR]

*HI/RTR

ALIGN-R
[DATR]

ALIGN-L
[DATR]

IDENT-IO
Root [ATR]

IDENT-IO
[ATR]

*

*

*!
*!

*
*

c. -buk - ɔr
(46)

ɑ-dɔk-un - to climb frequently



[ATR][+ATR]

ɑ-dɔk-un
[ATR]



a. -dɔk-ʊn
[+ATR]

IDENT-IO
Suffix [ATR]

*HI/RTR

*!

*

ALIGN-R
[DATR]

*

ALIGN-L
[DATR]

IDENT-IO
[ATR]

*
*

b. -dok-un
[ATR][+ATR]
c. -dɔk- un

IDENT-IO
Root [ATR]

*

*

*

3.1 Modification of the AGREE constraint system
Compliance with the Principle of Globality and the avoidance of ad hoc constraints requires the
establishment of a constraint system that is general in scope but adaptable to the special conditions
imposed by EN phonological data, such as that shown in §1.4 example (18). This system is based on
an addition to the AGREE constraint family to make allowances for the phonological structure internal
to the morpheme by enforcing agreement of the heads of prosodic word nodes within that structure.
This constraint is presented in (47).
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(47) PW head agreement
AGREE

[AATR, Hd, PW]:

The [ATR] specification of every phonological head has the same
value as its dominant PW node.

An illustration of its effects is shown in the Level 1 process in (48). The [ATR] specification has percolated from the head of the root vowel to the PW node. The [ATR] specifications of all the heads in
the PW must agree in value, and therefore must all be ATR. The resulting output is [tɔ-dɔŋ-ɑtɑ].
(48) Action of AGREE [αATRr, Hd, PW]
Level 1

PW
[ATR]

Ѝ

tɔ-dɔŋ-ɑtɑ

tA - dɔŋ -AtA
AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] is one of several violable constraints within a hierarchy that determines the final
shape of output forms. The ranking proposal continues below with the presentation of an additional
constraint required for a ranking tableau.
As shown in §1.1, a bidirectional root-controlled harmony domain results from the spreading of
[rATR] specification from the root vowel both to the left and right. The basic assumption of this OT
analysis is that the recessive affixes receive the [ATR] specification from the root vowel and are
underlyingly underspecified, while the harmony trigger is underlyingly specified. Spreading from the
root vowel follows from the AGREE constraint in (47), which stipulates agreement between the feature
[αATR] that percolates to the PW node and those of the phonological heads that determines surface
specification values. Any optimal candidate with harmony violates the low-ranking constraint IDENT
IO [αATR], defined in (49), when the unspecified alternating suffix input adopts the [αATR] feature of
the root, causing its output feature specification to be distinct from that of the underspecified input.
(49) IDENT-IO
[αATR]:

Let β be an output segment and γ the input correspondent of β. If β is
[αATR], then γ must be [αATR].

For this to be effected, AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] must be crucially ranked over IDENT-IO [αATR]. This is
seen in the ranking tableau in (50). Candidate (b) crucially violates AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] as the
[ATR] value of the head of the alternating prefix does not align with that of the PW node. Candidate
(a) is aligned, but violates IDENT-IO [αATR] as harmonizing the [ATR] value of the prefix with that of
the root, violating faithfulness to the input. It is, however, the winning candidate and attested form, as
it manifests root control of the [ATR] specification of the PW and spreading of the specification
leftward.
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(50) AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] >> IDENT-IO [αATR]
(50) AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] >> IDENT-IO [αATR]
PW
PW

/akI-doŋ/-to castrate
/akI-doŋ/-to
castrate
PW
[+PW
ATR]
[+ATR]
a.
a.

AGREE

[αATR
, Hd, PW]
AGREE
[αATR, Hd, PW]

IDENT-IO
[αATR-IO
]
IDENT
[αATR]

*
*

ɑki – doŋ
ɑkiPW
– doŋ
[+
ATR]
PW
[+ATR]

*!
*!

b. akI – doŋ
b. akI – doŋ
Vowels underspecified for [ATR] never appear in output forms of the Karimojong language, yet exist
in
input underspecified
values. Therefore,
there isnever
need appear
to positinaoutput
constraint
a tongue root
specification
to
Vowels
for [ATR]
formsrequiring
of the Karimojong
language,
yet exist
. That
constraintrequiring
is INTERPRETABILITY
and it to
is
ade-quately
represent
the process
in input values.
Therefore,
there iswithin
need E
toVAL
posit
a constraint
a tongue root [ATR]
specification
proposed
in represent
(51). It must
as within
a highlyEVAL
ranked
constraint
to block
underspecified vowels
. That
constraint
is INTERPRETABILITY
[ATR] from
and itthe
is
ade-quately
the exist
process
surface
form
and for
constraints
harmony
process
to have
proper effect.vowels
Its ranking
proposed
in (51).
It must
exist asgoverning
a highly the
ranked
constraint
to block
underspecified
fromover
the
GREE [αATR,
and IDENT
-IO [αATR]
is shownprocess
in the ranking
in (52).Its ranking over
A
surface
form andHd,
forPW]
constraints
governing
the harmony
to have tableau
proper effect.
AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] and IDENT-IO [αATR] is shown in the ranking tableau in (52).
(51) INTERPRETABILITY [ATR]: All vowels must bear a specification for tongue root position.
1997)
(51) INTERPRETABILITY [ATR]: (Pulleyblank
All vowels must
bear a specification for tongue root position.
(Pulleyblank 1997)
The ranking tableau in (52) presents the derivation of /akI-doŋ/ ‘to castrate’, in which the prefix vowel
is
underspecified.
The
attested
output
Candidate
(a) is indicated
to bein the
optimal
form vowel
when
The
ranking tableau
in (52)
presents
theform,
derivation
of /akI-doŋ/
‘to castrate’,
which
the prefix
[ATR]
is crucially
over AGREE
Hd, PW]
and
-IO [αATR],
as
IisNTERPRETABILITY
underspecified. The
attested
output ranked
form, Candidate
(a)[αATR,
is indicated
to be
theIDENT
optimal
form when
the
[ATR] specification
of is
thecrucially
prefix vowel
with
that
of the Hd,
dominant
PWInode.
Candidates
[ATR]
rankedagrees
over A
GREE
[αATR,
PW] and
DENT-IO
[αATR],(b)
as
INTERPRETABILITY
and
(c) crucially
violate of
this
as both
vowels
in the
form have
surfaced
unspecified
the [ATR]
specification
theconstraint,
prefix vowel
agrees
with that
of output
the dominant
PW node.
Candidates
(b)
[αATR]
would
otherwise
allow
unspecified
forms
for
Ranking
this constraint
belowasIDENT
and[ATR].
(c) crucially
violate
this constraint,
both -IO
vowels
in the
output
form have
surfaced
unspecified
[αATR,
Hd, PW],
in
to surface
the output.
(d) is disallowed
due to a would
violation
of A GREE
otherwise
allow
unspecified
forms
for
[ATR].inRanking
this Candidate
constraint below
IDENT-IO [αATR]
thatsurface
the [ATR]
of the(d)
prefix
vowel does
nottoagree
with the
of the
Hd,dominant
PW], in
to
in the specification
output. Candidate
is disallowed
due
a violation
ofspecification
A GREE [αATR,
. Candidate
(e)
PW
node.
Yet asspecification
a vowel specified
for [ATR],
is unaffected
by INTERPRETABILITY
that the
[ATR]
of the prefix
vowelitdoes
not agree with
the specification of
the dominant
changes
[ATR]
specification
of for
the[ATR],
root vowel
to [ATR],byand
surfaces with a .[ATR]
prefix
Candidate
(e)
PW node.theYet
as a vowel
specified
it is unaffected
INTERPRETABILITY
more than
(a), the
attested output
vowel,
twospecification
violations of of
IDENT
changesincurring
the [ATR]
the -IO
root[αATR],
vowel toone
[ATR],
andCandidate
surfaces with
a [ATR]
prefix
form. incurring two violations of IDENT-IO [αATR], one more than Candidate (a), the attested output
vowel,
form.
(52) INTERPRETABILITY [ATR] >> AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] >> IDENT-IO [αATR]
(52) INTERPRETABILITY [ATR] >> AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] >> IDENT-IO [αATR]
INTERPRET
AGREE
IDENT-IO
/ɑ́kÌ-dóŋ/ ‘to castrate’
[ATR]
[αATR
, Hd, PW]
[αATR-IO
]
INTERPRET
AGREE
IDENT
/ɑ́kÌ-dóŋ/ ‘to castrate’
[ATR]
[αATR, Hd, PW]
[αATR]
)
PW
[+
ATR]
)
PW
α
[+ATR]
*
α
*
a. ɑ́kì-dóŋ
a. ɑ́kì-dóŋ
PW
PW

b. ɑ́kI-dOŋ
b. ɑ́kI-dOŋ

**!
**!

*
*
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/ɑ́kÌ-dóŋ/ ‘to castrate’

INTERPRET
[ATR]

[αATR, Hd, PW ]

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

*!

*

AGREE

PW

[+ATR]
d. ɑ́kɪ-dóŋ
PW
[ATR]

**!
e. ɑ́kɪ-dɔŋ
3.2 Positional faithfulness (Beckman 1997)
In the analysis thus far, the alternation of prefix vowels has been explained through initial underlying
underspecification and subsequent agreement with the [ATR] specification of the dominant PW node,
which has percolated from the root. To effect a root-controlled process, the constraint ranking must
reflect that the identity of the root vowel of the output with respect to the input is maintained.
(53) IDENT-IOPosition [F]:

Let β be an output segment in a privileged position P and α (Beckman 1999)
the input correspondent of β. If β is [αF], then γ must be
[αF]. “Corresponding segments in a privyleged position
must have identical specifications for [F].”

The second of the two constraints is simply an IDENT constraint specific to the feature, as shown in
(54).
(54) IDENT-IO [F]:

Let β be an output segment and γ the input correspondent (McCarthy &
of β. If β is [αATR], then γ must be [αATR].
Prince 1995)

The positional faithfulness ranking schema, which effectively forces all other vowels in the harmony
domain to adhere to feature specification of the dominant position is as shown below in (55).
(55) Ranking schema for positional faithfulness
IDENT-IO-Position [F]

(Beckman 1999)

>> IDENT [F]

To deploy the constraints in the positional faithfulness hierarchy in (55) for the Karimojong case, the
constraints in (53) and (54) must have [ATR] as [F], and the privileged position should be indicated as
the root. Hence faithfulness to the input [ATR] value of the root vowel is more highly ranked than that
of any of the affix vowels, which, under this [ATR] harmony model are proposed to be underspecified. Hence the two constraints required for the Karimojong positional faithfulness hierarchy are
presented in (56) and (57).
(56) IDENT-IO ROOT [αATR]:

Let β be an output segment in a root and γ the input correspondent
of β. If β is [αATR], then γ must be [αATR].

(57) IDENT-IO [αATR]:

Let β be an output segment and γ the input correspondent of β. If β
is [αATR], then γ must be [αATR].

In any given optimal form with root-controlled harmony, the root vowel with its underlyingly
specified [αATR] value surfaces faithfully, while alternating segments, which are unspecified, violate
IDENT-IO [αATR] when they adopt the [αATR] feature of the root on the surface. Since IDENT-IO
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[αATR] is crucially ranked below IDENT-IO ROOT [αATR], the hierarchy indicates, the other
vowels assume the [ATR] specification of the root vowel. In (58) below, winning candidate (a) is the
one in which the vowel specification is dominant over those of the alternating affixes. The solution is a
positional faithfulness hierarchy (Beckman 1999), in which a highly ranked constraint defines a
privileged position with respect to other positions. A positional faithfulness hierarchy utilizes specific
formulations drawn from the IDENT family to posit two constraints, one dominant over the other, to
produce the desired effect. The first maintains the identity of a given feature of a segment in a
privileged between the input and the output, and is proposed as shown in (54). The proposal requires
the segment in the privileged position to be specified in the input.
(58) AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] >> IDENT-IO ROOT [αATR] >> IDENT-IO[αATR]
/ɑ́kI-dóŋ-An/-to
castrate frequently
)
PW
[+ATR]

AGREE

[αATR, Hd, PW]

IDENT-IO ROOT
[αATR]

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

**
a. ɑ́kì-dóŋ-on
PW

[ATR]
*!

***

b. ɑ́kɪ̀-dɔ́ŋ-ɑn
PW

[+ATR]

*!

**

c. ɑ́kɪ̀-dóŋ-on
3.3 Accounting for other harmony domains
As shown in §1.1, and in Lesley-Neuman (2012: 121–140), Karimojong has three morphophonological levels, all which are defined by distinct [ATR] harmony domains. Of the two active
domains, the first domain featuring bidirectional root-controlled [ATR] harmony, was successfully
captured in OT by the positional faithfulness hierarchy presented in §3.1. The question remains how
the presence of the second harmony domain, that of leftward-spreading [+ATR] suffix-controlled
harmony, should be represented. As discussed in §1.4, the two domains differ in that the bidirectional
root-controlled [ATR] spreading process is a feature-filling operation in which the [ATR] specification
of the suffix vowels is supplied by the specification of the root vowel, while the dominant [+ATR]
suffix-controlled process is a feature changing operation. These two processes are concurrently present
in Karimojong word formation (Lesley-Neuman 2007, 2012). Representation of this in an optimalitytheoretic framework builds upon the fact that segments acting as triggers are underlyingly specified.
Therefore a highly-ranked constraint with a suffix vowel with an [ATR] value underlyingly specified
must be posited to override the dominance of the root vowel specification within the positional
faithfulness hierarchy. This constraint appears in (59).
(59) IDENT-IO SPEC
SUFFIX [αATR]:

Let β be an output segment in an underlyingly specified suffix and γ the
input correspondent of β. If β is [αATR], then γ must be [αATR].

Hence, the following constraint hierarchy governs the dominant [+ATR] domain:
(60) Constraint hierarchy for [+ATR] domain
IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX [αATR]

>> AGREE [αATR,PW] >> IDENT-IO ROOT [αATR] >> IDENT-IO [αATR]
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This hierarchy is featured in (61) for the suffixation of the narrative mood present perfect tense
morpheme /tetei/ to [itɔ-dɔŋ] ‘and you pinch’ forming [ito-doŋ-tetei] ‘and you have pinched’. Winning
candidate (a) shows exhaustive agreement among all vowels in the word with the underlying specified
[+ATR] suffix /tetei/. This entails the alternation of the root vowel [ɔ] of [itɔ-dɔŋ]. As the head of the
prosodic word changed its specification owing to the dominance of the suffix specification, this
candidate does not violate the AGREE constraint. It does violate the constraint governing root
faithfulness IDENT-IO ROOT [αATR], and incurs two violations of the low-ranking identity
constraint governing input-output faithfulness of the [ATR] specifications at the word level. Neither of
these violations is crucial. Candidate (b) crucially violates AGREE [αATR,PW] by maintaining the
[ATR] specification of the prefix vowel. Like Candidate (a), it violates the root faithfulness
constraint with the alternation of the root vowel to agree with the specification of the suffix. Candidate
(c) crucially violates the highest-ranking constraint IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX [αATR] by allowing
the suffix vowel to alternate and adopt the original [ATR] specification of the root vowel. This also
incurs three violations of IDENT-IO [αATR], with no impact on candidate evaluation.
(61) [itɔ-dɔŋ]+ /tetei/
‘and you have pinched’
) PW
[+ATR]

IDENT-IO SPEC
SUFX [αATR]

AGREE

[αATR, PW]

IDENT-IO
ROOT [αATR]

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

*

**

*

*

a. ito-doŋ- tetei
PW
[+ATR]

*!
b. itɔ- doŋ-tetei
PW

[ATR]
*!

***

c. itɔ- dɔŋ-tɛtɛɪ
3.4 Localized effects and optimality theory
As noted in §1.2, forms such as [ɑ́kɪ̀-doŋ-ɔ̀r] and [ɑ́kì-dɔ́-ɔ̀r] represent exceptions to the binary [ɑ/o]
alternation frame, and are proposed to stem from the phonologization of a co-articulation effect of [r]
on mid and back vowels, also have an apparent relationship with a merger of [ɔ] and [ɑ̟] in progress.
Tongue retraction that occurs in the pronunciation of the rhotic consonant in the suffix [-Ar] produces
a [ATR] feature that overrides the [ATR] specification of the preceding vowel, if it had been
originally targeted to be [+ATR]. This anticipatory co-articulation effect has become phonologized to
the point where the speech community has generated a bidirectional [ATR] spreading process with
limitations on the domain, a maximum of two syllables to the left and to the right of the affected vowel
segment. A [ATR] feature specification is spread to mid and high vowels to the left, including that of
the root of [+ATR] verbs, and selects [ATR] TMA markers to the right in the cases of Form B
conjugations.
Effecting this [ATR] suffix-controlled spreading process, as shown in (5), requires the action of
two constraints. The first is IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX [αATR], introduced in (59), which overrides the
specification of the root vowel and launches a spreading domain. It should assume the form of
constraint mandating faithfulness to the [ATR] specification of the suffix vowel, which in this case is
[ATR] and is ranked more highly than root-specification faithfulness constraint. The second stems
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from a constraint family proposed in (62), DOMAIN C[F]. The specific constraint governing this
[ATR] is presented in (63).
(62) DOMAIN
C[F]:

The local domain D of a feature [F] from consonant C is N1syllables to the left
of the consonant trigger, and N2 syllables to the right of it, where N1 and N2
are elements of defined sets of natural numbers. The vowels immediately
adjacent to the consonant trigger are principally affected by the spread of the
feature.

(63) DOMAIN
[r]/[ATR]:

The local domain D of the [–ATR] feature generated by [r] is defined by the set
of natural numbers n ≤ 3, where n is the number of syllables to the left and to
the right of the head vowel.

That the spread of a consonant-generated feature is dictated by a natural number representative of the
strength of a co-articulatory effect and not any prosodic unit is indicated by forms from two verbs in
the Novelli data. These are the verbs [ɑ́kì-dó] ‘to produce a child’ and [ɑ́kì-dóŋ] ‘to castrate’. As
indicated by the underlined [ATR] vowels, examples of spreading to a maximum of three syllables
appear in (64a,b), although spreading is not required to extend to the limit of this domain.
(64) Maximum domain for DOMAIN [r]/[ATR]:
a.

ɑ́kì-do
‘to produce a child’
ɑkɪd
́ ɔ́-ɔ̀r
ɑ́ki-zi-dɔ́-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kidɔ́-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kizidɔ́-ɔ́nɔ̀r̀
ɑ́kidoídɔɔ-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kidoídɔ́-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kidoídɔ́-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r-jɑ́tɑ

(Novelli 1985: 225–226, 411)
b.

ɑ́kì-dóŋ
‘to castrate’
ɑ́kɪdɔ́ŋ-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kizidɔŋ-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kidɔ́ŋ-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kizidɔŋ-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kidoŋídɔ́ŋɔ-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kidoŋídɔ́ŋ-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r
ɑ́kidoŋídɔ́ŋ-ɔ́n-ɔ̀r-jɑ́tɑ

At this point of the analysis no ranking argument can be formulated that crucially ranks IDENT-IO
SPEC SUFFIX [αATR] over DOMAIN [r]/[ATR] or vice versa. The two constraints are ranked
above AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW], as shown in this ranking tableau of the derivation of /ɑ́kI-doŋ-An-ɔr/
‘to castrate frequently (away)’ in (65). For the itive suffix in this derivation the [ATR] specification
from the rhotic is considered the underlying [ATR] specification of the morpheme, and the [-Ar] suffix
is therefore represented as [-ɔr] in the input representation. Candidate (c) respects faithfulness to the
specification of the suffix but not the sti-pulated domain of the consonant-generated feature, therefore
showing a root-controlled spreading process with the itive suffix excluded. This also incurs multiple
violations of AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW], as the [ATR] specification in the dominant PW node does not
agree with the specifications of the heads of the root and its immediately adjacent affixes.
The itive suffix has a separate intermediate prosodic word node with its [ATR] feature, and the
remaining affixes share the same intermediate PW node with the root. The dominant PW node
receives percolation of the [ATR] feature. Candidate (b) allows the [+ATR] root specification to
percolate to the dominant PW node to override the [ATR] specification on the itive suffix, crucially
violating IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX [αATR] and showing exhaustive spreading through-out the PW. The
candidate therefore lacks violations of AGREE, and incurs one violation of IDENT-IO [αATR] through
the feature-filling process carried out in the frequentive suffix [-An]. The winning candidate and
attested form respects the [ATR] specification of the specification of the root, and remains so as it is
outside of the domain of the suffix-controlled [ATR] spreading process. The phonological head of
the itive suffix assumes a dominant position in the PW hierarchy, through which the [ATR] feature
percolates.
The C/[+ATR, hi] adjacency effect discussed in §1.2 examples (7) and (8), in which the [+ATR]
feature generated by supraglottal cavity enlargement for the prolongation of voicing, is governed by
the constraint proposed in (66) as part of the DOMAIN constraint family proposed in (63).
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(65) IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX [αATR], DOMAIN [r]/[ATR] >> AGREE [αATR,Hd,PW]
(65) IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX [αATR], DOMAIN [r]/[ATR] >> AGREE [αATR,Hd,PW]
/ɑ́kI-doŋ-An-ɔr/
IDENT-IO
DOMAIN
AGREE
IDENT-IO
/ɑ́kI-doŋ-An-ɔr/
IDENT
-IO
DOMAIN
AGREE
IDENT
-IO ]
‘to
castrate frequently
SPEC
SUFFIX
[r]/[
ATR]
[αATR
,Hd,PW] ROOT
[αATR
‘to castrate frequently
SPEC
SUFFIX
[r]/[ATR] [αATR,Hd,PW] ROOT[αATR]
[ATR
]
[ATR]
)
PW
)
PW ]
[ATR
[ATR]
*
*

a. aki-dɔŋ-ɔn-ɔr
a. aki-dɔŋ-ɔn-ɔr
PW
[+PW
ATR]
[+ATR]

*
*

****
****

*
*

IDENTIDENT
IO IO ]
[αATR
[αATR]

**
**

**
**

b.aki-doŋ-on-or
b.aki-doŋ-on-or
PW
[PW
ATR]
[ATR]
**!
**!

***
***

**
**

c. aki-doŋ-on-ɔr
c. aki-doŋ-on-ɔr
(66) Domain C/[+ATR, hi] adjacency effect
(66) Domain C/[+ATR, hi] adjacency effect
DOMAIN C/[+ATR, hi]:
The local domain D of the [+ATR] feature generated on the high vowel
DOMAIN C/[+ATR, hi]:
Thevoiced
local domain
D ofCthe
] feature generated
theright
high of
vowel
by
obstruent
is [+
NATR
phonological
heads toonthe
the
by voiced where
obstruent
C is N phonological heads to the right of the
consonant,
N {א1,2}.
consonant, where N {א1,2}.
This constraint is crucially ranked over DOMAIN[r]/[ATR] as it blocks the harmony domain of the
it blocks
harmony
domain
of the
This constraint is[ATR]
cruciallyfeature.
ranked This
over can
DOMAIN[r]/[ATR]
rhotic-generated
be seen in theas tableau
in the
(67).
Candidate
(a) shows
rhotic-generated
feature.
can ofbetheseen
in the tableau[ATR]
in (67).
Candidate
(a)[ATR]
shows
alternation
of all [ATR]
vowels within
theThis
domain
rhotic-generated
spreading
show
alternation
of allcrucially
vowels within
domain C/[+ATR,
of the rhotic-generated
[ATR]
spreading show
[ATR]
hi]. Candidate
(c) completely
overrides
the
values,
which
violatestheDOMAIN
C/[+ATR,
Candidate
completely
overrides
the
values,
crucially violates
DOMAIN
-IO SPEC
SUFFIX(c)
[αATR].
Winning
Candidate
[ATR] which
suffix specification
and crucially
violates
IDENThi].
-IO SPEC SUFFIX
[αATR].
Candidate
[ATR]
suffix
violates
IDENT
(b),
respects
thespecification
specificationand
of crucially
the [ATR]
suffix,
but overrides
the extension
of Winning
its domain
through
(b), action
respects
specification
the [ATR]
suffix,
overrides
the without
extension
its domain
through
the
of the
the C/[+ATR,
hi]of
adjacency
effect.
The but
tableau
is shown
theofprosodic
structure.
the The
action
of the C/[+ATR,
hi] adjacency
effect.
The tableau
is shown
without
the prosodic
structure.the
C/[+ATR,
hi] over
DOMAIN
[r]/[ATR]
explains
data showing
dominance
of DOMAIN
C/[+ATR,
hi] over of
DOMAIN
[r]/[ATR] explains
showing
the
The dominance
of DOMAIN
[+ATR]
causative morpheme
blocking
the spreading
the rhotic-generated
[ATR]data
feature.
As noted
[+ATR]
causative
morpheme
blocking the spreading
of causative
the rhotic-generated
feature.
As noted
by Novelli
(1985)
and Lesley-Neuman
(2007), the
morpheme[ATR]
/-tA-/ in
[+ATR]
verbs
by Novelli
(1985) with
and [+ATR]
Lesley-Neuman
(2007),
causative
morpheme
/-tA-/
[+ATR] verbs
appears
obligatorily
vowel [-i],
whichthe
appears
as well
with voicing
andinspirantization
of
appears
[+ATR]
[-i], which
voicing
spirantization
of
ൺ z . The with
an- terior
andvowel
markedly
higherappears
positionasofwell
thewith
tongue
usedand
to pronounce
these
the /t/: tobligatorily
z . Thecounters
an- terior
markedly
position
of the
usedand
to pronounce
these
the
/t/: t ൺsharply
segments
theand
lowered
and higher
retracted
position
of tongue
the rhotic,
of the [ATR]
segments from
sharply
the lowered
and retracted
of that
the rhotic,
and of
ofthe
theconsonant
[ATR]
spreading
the counters
phonologized
co-articulation
effect. It position
is proposed
the voicing
spreading
fromanthe
phonologized
co-articulation
It isthe
proposed
the voicing
of thethat
consonant
[z]
produces
additional
[+ATR]
feature thateffect.
blocks
[ATR]that
spreading
domain
would
[z] produces
an additional
otherwise
remain
unaffected.[+ATR] feature that blocks the [ATR] spreading domain that would
otherwise remain unaffected.
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(67) DOMAIN C/[+ATR, hi] >> DOMAIN [r]/[ATR]
(67) DOMAIN C/[+ATR, hi] >> DOMAIN [r]/[ATR]
/ɑkI-bu-ɔr /
IDENT-IO
DOMAIN C /
DOMAIN
AGREE
IDENT-IO
IDENT/ɑkI-bu-ɔr /
IDENT
-IO
DOMAIN
C/
DOMAIN
AGREE
IDENT
-IO
IDENT
SP SUFX
[+ATR,hi]
[r]/[
ATR]
[α
ATR,
ROOT
IO SP
SUFX
[+ATR,hi]
[r]/[ATR]
[αATR
ROOT
IO ]
[αATR
Hd,
]
PW,]
[α
ATR]
[αATR
[αATR
[αATR
[αATR]
Hd,PW]
a. ɑkɪ-bʊ-ɔr
*!
* ]
** ]
a. b.
ɑkɪ-bʊ-ɔr
*!
*
**
)
ɑki-bu-ɔr
**
*
*
)
b. ɑki-bu-ɔr
**
*
*
c. ɑki-bu-or
*!
c. ɑki-bu-or
*!
*
The tableau supporting this assertion appears in (68). Candidate (c) crucially violates the domain
The
tableau of
supporting
this assertion [ATR]
appears in
(68). Candidate
(c) crucially
violates theharmony.
domain
stipulations
the rhotic-generated
feature,
instead allowing
root-controlled
stipulations(b)ofallows
the rhotic-generated
feature,ofinstead
allowing root-controlled
harmony.
Candidate
the full expression[ATR]
of the domain
the rhotic-generated
[ATR] feature,
which
Candidate
allows the
full expression
of the domain
of the
[ATR]
feature,
which
violates
the(b)
constraint
DOMAIN
C/[+ATR,hi]
by allowing
therhotic-generated
vowel within the
causative
morpheme
violates
the constraint
DOMAIN
allowing
the vowel(a)within
the causative
to be [-ATR].
This form
is alsoC/[+ATR,hi]
unattested. by
Winning
candidate
accommodates
all morpheme
spreading
to be [-ATR].
This form
is also
unattested.
Winningand
candidate
(a) accommodates
all spreading
processes
and adjacency
effects
in their
proper domains,
is the attested
form.
processes
adjacency
effects in their
proper
domains, and
is theisattested
Anotherand
effect
to be accounted
for in
the constraint
ranking
that of form.
the dissimilation in [ATR]
Another effect
to central
be accounted
forvowels,
in the constraint
is that
of the
dissimilation
in [ATR]
specification
among
and back
which wasranking
discussed
in §1.2
example
(10). Before
[-ɑr]
specificationinamong
vowels,
which
was discussed
in §1.2
example
suffixation
[ATR]central
verbs,and
the back
central
and back
vowels
immediately
preceding
the (10).
suffixBefore
verbs [-ɑr]
raise
suffixation
[ATR]
verbs, the
centralVowel
and back
the suffix
verbs raise
slightly andinassume
a [+ATR]
feature.
[ʊ] vowels
becomesimmediately
[u], and [ɔ]preceding
becomes [o].
The constraint
in
slightly
and assume
a [+ATR]
feature.
Vowel
becomes
becomes
[o].
The constraint
in
(69) prohibits
a sequence
of [low]
central
and[ʊ]
back
vowels[u],
withand
the[ɔ]
same
[ATR]
specification
as the
(69) prohibits
sequence of [low] central and back vowels with the same [ATR] specification as the
following
low avowel.
following low vowel.
(68) C/[+ATR, hi] Adjacency effect in [+ATR] causative forms
(68) C/[+ATR, hi] Adjacency effect in [+ATR] causative forms
/ɑkI-zi-doŋ-ɔr/
IDENT-IO
DOMAIN
DOMAIN
AGREE
/ɑkI-zi-doŋ-ɔr/
IDENT
-IO C/[+
DOMAIN
DOMAIN
AGREE
SPEC
SUFX
ATR,hi] [r]/[
ATR]
[αATR
,Hd,PW]
SPEC
SUFX
C
/[+
ATR
,hi]
[r]/[

ATR
]
[α
ATR
,Hd,PW]
a. ɑki-zi-dɔŋ-ɔr
*
**
a. ɑki-zi-dɔŋ-ɔr
*
**
b. ɑki-zɪ-dɔŋ-ɔr
*!
*
b. ɑki-zɪ-dɔŋ-ɔr
*!
*
c. ɑki-zi-doŋ-or
**!
c. ɑki-zi-doŋ-or
**!
(69) [+back] [ATR] Dissimilation
(69) [+back] [ATR] Dissimilation
* V /___+ V C :
Vowels which are [low] and [ATR] at a morpheme boundary
* V /___+ V C :
Vowels which
are [low]
[ATR]
a morpheme
boundary
followed
by a vowel
that isand
[+low]
and at
[ATR]
are prohibited.
low
+low
followed by a vowel that is [+low] and [ATR] are prohibited.
low
+low
ATR
ATR
ATR
ATR
+back
+back
+back
+back
Ensuring the attested output form in Karimojong involves constraints on the various alternative proEnsuring
attested
output form
Karimojong
involves
alternative
processes
thatthe
may
be employed
by theinlanguage
in face
of the constraints
prohibition on
on the
the various
sequence.
Among them
cesses
that mayprohibited
be employed
byINEARITY
the language
in faceisofpresented
the prohibition
the sequence.
Among
them
-IO, which
in (70),on
deletion,
controlled
by M
AXare metathesis,
by L
-IO,
which
is presented
in (70),
by MAXinare in
metathesis,
bytoLINEARITY
DENT-IO controlled
[low], presented
IO
(71), andprohibited
faithfulness
the feature
[low]
which
is governed
by Ideletion,
presented
in
IO
in A(71),
and faithfulness
the feature
[low]
is governedto by
IDENT-IO
(72).
demonstration
of thetocombined
action
of which
these constraints
generate
this [low],
conspiracy
appears
(72).
demonstration
of the with
combined
action of
these constraints
to generate
this conspiracy appears
in theAtableau
in (73), though
the prosodic
structure
is omitted for
ease of exposition.
in the tableau in (73), though with the prosodic structure is omitted for ease of exposition.
(70) LINEARITY-IO:
The output reflects the precedence structure of the input
(Pater 1996)
(70) LINEARITY-IO:
The
outputand
reflects
the precedence structure of the input
(Pater 1996)
segments
vice-versa.
segments and vice-versa.
(71) MAX-IO:
Input segments must have output correspondents. (McCarthy & Prince 1995)
(71) MAX-IO:
Input segments must have output correspondents. (McCarthy & Prince 1995)
(72) IDENT-IO
Any correspondent of an input segment specified as
(Pater 1996)
(72) IDENT
Any
correspondent
an input
segment
(Pater 1996)
[low]:-IO
[+low]
must also beof[+low]
in the
output.specified as
[low]:
[+low] must also be [+low] in the output.
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Example (73) shows through the Level 1 the derivation of [ɑdoɑr] ‘to snap one’s fingers (itive), the
constraint conspiracy that permits the attested form. Candidate (d) crucially violates the back vowel
[ATR] dissimilation constraint. Candidate (a) avoids this violation through metathesis, but crucially
violates LIN-IO. Candidates (b) and (c) likewise avoid the violation through deletions that crucially
violate MAX-IO. Candidate (f) avoids the prohibited sequence through a change in the [+ATR] feature
of the suffix vowel, incurring a violation of AGREE [αATR,Hd, PW]. The height specification of the
first vowel in the sequence of Candidate (g) complies with this prohibition, but crucially violates the
faithfullness constraint IDENT-IO [low]. Winning Candidate (e) effects the vowel change from [ɔ] to
[o].
As Karimojong is a language with numerous vowel deletions and processes of coalescence, M AXIO and LINEARITY-IO must have rankings that are low in comparison with the constraints governing
moraic structure, the licensing of voiceless vowels and vowel sequences. Presentation of the relevant
constraints governing these processes, and analyses of them are beyond the scope of this discussion.
(73)

[+back]/ ATR Dissimilation effect
Level 1
/-dɔ-Ar/

LINIO

MAXIO

IDENTIO

[low]
a. -dɑɔr
b. -dor
c. -dɔr
d. -dɔɑr
)
e. doɑr
f. -dɔor
g.
dɑɑr

*V /___+ VC
low

+low
ATR ATR
+back +back

[αATR, Hd,
PW]

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[αATR]

*

*

AGREE

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

*!
*!
*!
*!

*!
*!

*
*

*

*

3.5 Constraint ranking by morpho-phonological level
The overall ranking of constraints governing [ATR] harmony processes and adjacency effects in
Karimojong under a stratal model is presented in (74). It can be noted that the number of constraints
decreases at the higher levels.
(74) Constraint hierarchy for [ATR] harmony in Karimojong
Level 1:

INTERPRETABILITY
IO[low]>>

[ATR] >> LIN-IO, MAX, IDENT- *V /
low
ATR
+back

IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX [ATR], DOMAIN [r]/[ATR]
IDENT-IO ROOT [αATR] >> IDENT-IO[αATR]

Level 2:

IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX[αATR]
IDENT-IO [αATR]

Level 3:

IDENT-IO [αATR]

__+ V C >>
+low
ATR
+back

>> AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] >>

>> AGREE [αATR, PW]>> IDENT-IO ROOT [αATR] >>

3.6 The failure parallelism and its alternatives
The failure of the simple parallel optimality-theoretic model can be demonstrated by the inclusion of a
variety of affixation processes, including for those affixes transparent to harmony, in a one-step inputoutput parallel tableau. This is shown in (75). The attested output form, Candidate (a), cannot be a
product of the application in parallel of all of the constraints in the hierarchy, as the [+ATR]
specification of the vowels in the rightmost morpheme do not agree with the specification on the
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dominant PW node, crucially violating the AGREE constraint. Candidate (b) crucially violates
INTERPRETABILITY by permitting a vowel segment unspecified for [ATR] to surface. Candidate
(c) incurs three violations of faithfulness to suffix vowel input specifications, in the input had [+ATR]
specifications and at the output [ATR] values. Winning candidate (d), in which a [+ATR] feature
spreads to every phonological head, is unattested.
This leads to the proposal that the parallel derivation model cannot account for Karimojong output
forms, an assertion remaining unproven until alternative parallel strategies have been analyzed and
eliminated from consideration. These strategies include Sympathy Theory, Output-Output
Correspondence, and Uniform Exponence, all of which are discussed in the sub-sections that follow.
3.6.1 Sympathy Theory
(75) Parallel model tableau
/ɑ́kI-tA-dɔŋ-eenen/

INTERP
[ATR]

IDENT-IO
SPEC SUFX
[αATR]

AGREE

[αATR, Hd,
PW]

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[αATR]

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

PW

[ATR]
***!

**

a. ɑ́kɪtɔdɔŋ-eenen
PW

[ATR]
*!
b. ɑ́kɪtOdɔŋ - eenen
PW

[ATR]
***!

****

c. ɑ́kɪtɔdɔŋ-eenen
PW

[+ATR]
*

***

d. ɑ́kitodoŋ-eenen
Sympathy Theory is employed where forms analyzed under serial derivation do not appear as winning
candidates in parallel tableaux. The idea behind it is that EVAL selects a sympathetic candidate that is
the most harmonic in obeying a specified constraint, called a Selector Constraint. Rankable constraints
require the output form to resemble the sympathetic candidate, which is available to influence the
output form. One or more sympathy constraints are used to determine the optimal candidate.
Sympathy constraints define faithfulness to a sympathy candidate, (marked with U in tableaux) which
is the optimal candidate obeying the selector constraint (marked with Õ). The standard version of this
constraint is one that was crucially violated by the attested output form under parallel derivation. This
higher ranking constraint allows the previously failed attested output form to be the winning
candidate. A Sympathy tableau based on the parallel derivation in (75) appears in (76).
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Sympathy Theory raises a series of concerns. The first among them is that when the theory is
applied in the present case, a markedness constraint must be employed as the selector. The theory had
been restricted to apply only to cases of input-output faithfulness under the principle of Selector
Confinement (McCarthy 1999: 339) presented in (77). For Sympathy to apply to the case shown in
(76), modifications to the original proposal must be made.
A second concern has been raised by Bermudez-Otero (2003), Green (2004), and Kiparsky (2007)
who point out that the generation of a sympathy candidate and its incorporation into the evaluation
process constitutes a derivational step, while a Sympathy Theory tableau, within the logic of its
formalism, claims otherwise. Bermudez-Otero (2003: 3), using the computation in (78), asserts that a
Sympathy process minimally mimics a derivational step.
(76) Sympathy theory approach to parallel derivation
/ɑkI-tA-dɔŋ-eenen/

ÕAGREE
[αATR, Hd, PW]

INTERP

IDENT-IO SPEC

AGREE [αATR,

IDENT-IO

IDENT-IO

[ATR]

SUFFIX [αATR]

Hd, PW]

ROOT [αATR]

[αATR]

PW
PW

PW

[ ATR] [+ATR]

***

**

***

*

a. ɑ́kɪtɔdɔŋ-eenen
PW
PW

PW

[ ATR] [+ATR]

*!

b. ɑ́kɪtAdɔŋeenen
PW [ATR]
***!

*****

c. ɑ́kɪtɔdɔŋ-ɛɛnɛn
PW [+ATR]
***!

*

***

d. ɑ́kitodoŋ-eenen
(77) Õ-Confinement
The selection of a sympathetic candidate must be confined to a subset of candidates that obey
an IO-faithfulness constraint F.
(78) Equivalence of parallel sympathy theory and serial derivation
I→a →O≈I→U→O
A third issue is the plausibility of claiming sympathy constraints to be part of the universal constraint
set, when they are so specifically tailored to the evaluation of individual forms. The number of cases
of opacity across the world’s languages is extensive, and no explanation has been made as to how
constraints simultaneously so specific, numerous and varied in type could be said to represent
universals, which are tendencies verified under careful investigation to occur cross-linguistically. The

Eastern Nilotic Vowel Harmony and Optimality Theory 303

ad hoc creation of constraints to explain cases of opacity is minimally a contradiction in methodology.
Nevertheless, no studies regarding the implications of Sympathy Theory for universals research have
been carried out. Such studies would have to calculate the number of constraints/universals that the
theory would potentially generate, a number anticipated to be so unreasonably large that some
rationalization or modification to the theory would necessarily be proposed.
This raises a fourth argument involving learnability. Every active input-output faithfulness
constraint can potentially be a selector constraint. A learner would contend with a large set of potential
U-candidates. Dinnson and colleagues (2000) invoke the Elsewhere Condition to propose that the
most specific candidate be chosen, but no description or algorithm defines how this would occur.
Bermudez-Otero (2003) maintains that stratal OT models offer a more coherent view of learnability;
this work is to be consulted for more detailed argument.
Given its equivalence to a derivational step, the specificity as opposed to the universality of its constraints, and the need to apply to markedness rather than faithfulness constraints to account for the
Karimojong data, Sympathy Theory presents an implausible argument in favor of parallel derivation.
As it resembles ad hoc and brute force argumentation, it has been for the most part abandoned as an
analytical strategy in defense of parallelism in OT.
3.6.2 Output-output correspondence and uniform exponence
Output-Output Correspondence (OOC) constraints are tightly focused on the relationship between the
base and the derived form, strictly adhering to the principle of the base including a smaller number of
features than the derived form. The formal definition of a base under OOC follows in (79).
(79) Base

(Kager 1999)

a. A base is a free-standing output form—a word.
b. The base contains a subset of grammatical features of the derived form.
OOC is effected in Karimojong through correspondence between the base and an affixed form, and
involves faithfulness to the [ATR] specifications of the base. This is requires the faithfulness
constraint proposed in (80).
(80) Base-affix identity in [ATR] specification
IDENT B-A [αATR]:

Let γ be a vowel in the base and β a correspondent in the affixed form. If γ
is [αATR], then β is [αATR].

The case of a verb form containing a pronominal prefix is shown in (81). The form [ɛ-ló-tére] ‘he has
been dried in the sun’ contains the neutral pronominal prefix [ɛ] ‘he’ underlyingly specified as
[ATR]. The input /ɛ-ló-tére/ has the root vowel /ɔ/ underlyingly specified as [ATR]. Dominant
TMA marker [-tére] has a [+ATR] specification. The base in this case, [ɛ-ló-ò] ‘he was drying in the
sun’ also has a dominant TMA marker, and shows the pronominal prefix maintaining its underlying
[ATR] specification. Under AGREE and IDENT I-O SPEC SUFX, the root vowel assumes the suffix
[ATR] value, and, in agreement with the base, the [ATR] specification of the pronominal prefix vowel
remains unchanged for optimal Candidate (a). Candidate (b) crucially violates the high-ranking OOC
constraint, IDENT-IO B-A [αATR], by maintaining faithfulness to the root as opposed to faithfulness to
the base. Candidate (c) also violates this high-ranking constraint by allowing the pronominal prefix to
harmonize with the [+ATR] suffix.
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Base-affix identity with neutral pronominal prefix
ɛ-ló-tére ‘He has been dried in the sun (indicative/subjunctive mood, form A)’
(Novelli 1985: 239)
Input: /ɛ-lɔ-térè/
Base: [ɛ-ló-ò]
)

IDENT-IO
B-A
[αATR]

IDENT-IO
SPEC SUFX
[αATR]

[αATR, Hd,
PW]

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[αATR]

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

*

*

*

AGREE

PW

PW PW
[ATR][+ATR]

a. ɛ-ló-tére
PW
[ATR]
*!

**

**

b. ɛ-lɔ́-tɛ́rɛ
PW
[+ATR]
*!

*

**

c. e-ló-tére
The example in (81) shows the most common case in Karimojong—that in which the pronominal
prefix is neutral to [ATR] harmony processes. If Output-Output Correspondence has validity, the
constraint ranking should follow the Principle of Globality—in that it should be valid for forms across
the language. However, quite different results are obtained in the Narrative Mood, where the
pronominal prefix is underlyingly underspecified. Example (82) shows the case of the Form A
Narrative Mood past perfect of [-dɔŋ] ‘pinch’, [íto-doŋ-itetèì], in which the dominant [+ATR] TMA
marker [-(i) tetèì] is affixed, but causes the pronominal prefix to alternate. The paradigm base of is the
simple past form [ítɔ-dɔŋ-ì], in which the [+ATR] TMA marker [-ì] remains neutral. Under a serial
model, the neutral TMA marker would be affixed on a separate level in which [ATR] harmony rules
do not apply. An OOC constraint ranking using this as the base form produces pathological results, as
Candidate (d), the attested output form with exhaustive [+ATR] spreading, violates the high-ranking
OOC constraint by not retaining the [ATR] values of the root and the prefix vowels of the base.
Candidate (a), allowing for suffix dominance and neutrality, and thereby representing the pattern of
the great majority of Karimojong forms, violates the OOC constraint. Candidate (c) crucially violates
suffix specification faithfulness, and the unattested optimal candidate is that which respects the [ATR]
values of the root and prefix of the base form and faithfulness to the suffix [ATR] specification.
Its inconsistency across paradigms and the stipulations of Principle of Globality eliminate OOC as a
explanation for affix neutrality. There is also no principled way to determine which of the more than
140 pronominal prefixes serves as the base model for the remaining non-alternating forms. Even if all
pronominal prefixes were neutral, an OOC argument at best would be circular: the suffix does not
alternate in construction Y because it does not alternate in construction X. It provides no explanation
for neutrality in construction X. This also holds for [-eenen], and the variable behavior of the TMA
marker [-ere].
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(82)

Base-affix identity with pronominal prefix alternation
[íto-doŋ-itetèì] ‘3s/pl had been pinched’ (form A)
Input:/ítA-dɔŋitetèì/
Base: [ítɔ-dɔŋ-ì]
PW
[+ATR]
PW PW
[ATR] [+ATR]

IDENT-IO BA
[αATR]

IDENT-IO
SPEC SUFFIX
[αATR]

*!

(Novelli 1985: 272)
AGREE

[αATR, Hd,
PW]

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[αATR]

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

*

a. ítɔ-doŋ-itetèì
0 PW
[+ATR]
PW PW
[ATR] [+ATR]

**

b. ítɔ-dɔŋ- itetèì
PW
[ATR]
***!

***

c. ítɔ-dɔŋ-itɛtɛ̀ɪ̀
/
PW
[+ATR]
*!

*

**

d. íto-doŋ-itetèì
Similar to OOC is the analytical framework of Uniform Exponence, which provides a more general
format that need not rely on the concept of a base. Its formal statement follows in (83).
(83) Uniform
(UE):

Exponence a lexical item (stem, affix, word) has the
same realization for property P in its various
contexts of occurrence.

(Kenstowicz 1996)

Applying UE to neutral affixes in Karimojong involves a constraint prohibiting the harmonic
alternation of pronominal prefixes, the [-eenen] frequentive, and neutral TMA markers. This Uniform
Exponence constraint is labeled UE [*Harmony]. The pronominal prefix case is exemplified in (84).
Optimal candidate (a) is the attested output form in which the principle of Uniform Exponence
mandates the non-alternation of pronominal prefix [ɛ-] under suffix-controlled [+ATR] spreading
governed by AGREE [αATR, Hd, PW] and IDENT-IO SPEC SUFFIX [αATR]. Candidate (b) crucially violates
the UE constraint by allowing the pronominal prefix to receive a [+ATR] specification. Here the UE
constraint assures the neutrality of the pronominal prefix. Under the Principle of Globality, this same
constraint set should yield attested output forms throughout the language.
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(84) Uniform Exponence and pronominal prefix neutrality
/ɛ-dɔŋ/ + /jo/

UE

[*Harmony]

IDENT-IO
SPEC SUFX

[αATR]
)

[αATR, Hd,
PW]

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[αATR]

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

*

*

*

*

**

AGREE

PW
[+ATR]

PW
PW
[ATR] [+ATR]

a. ɛ- doŋ - jo
PW
[+ATR]
*!
b. e-doŋ- jo
However, its application to a narrative mood derivation produces pathological results. In (85), the
attested output form, Candidate (a), which has a pronominal prefix alternating under suffix-controlled
[+ATR] harmony, crucially violates UE [*Harmony]. The optimal candidate is an unattested form that
maintains pronominal prefix neutrality under an otherwise dominant harmony process.
A similar phenomenon involves the continuous aspect marker [-ere] and dative suffix [-Akin]. In
(88), the input form /ɑkɑ-dɔ́ŋ-Akin-ere/ ‘I am pinching (for the purpose of)’ has a [ATR] root, a nonalternating pronominal prefix, the dative suffix [-Akin] with an underspecified head, and a [+ATR]
TMA marker. Stipulations of the highly-ranked UE constraint keep both the pro-nominal prefix and
the TMA marker inactive.
(85)

Uniform Exponence with the alternating pronominal prefix
itɔ-dɔŋ+/tetèì/
/

UE
[*Harmony]

IDENT-IO
SPEC SUFX
[αATR]

AGREE

[αATR, Hd,
PW]

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[αATR]

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

*

**

*

*

PW
[+ATR]
*!

a. ito-doŋ- tetèì
0
PW
[+ATR]
PW PW
[ATR][+ATR]

*

b. itɔ-doŋ-tetèì
The attested form, Candidate (a), is optimal. Candidate (c) crucially violates the UE constraint by
allowing [+ATR] spreading from the TMA marker and pronominal prefix alternation. Candidate (b)
does likewise by respecting UE for the prefix only. Candidate (d) violates UE and suffix specification
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faithfulness by altering the [ATR] specification of [-ere]. It incurs three violations of general [ATR]
specification faithfulness. Prosodic structure is not shown in the tableau for ease of exposition.
(86)

Uniform exponence and the continuous aspect
/ɑkɑ-dɔ́ŋ-Akin-ere/

UE
[*Harmony]

) a. ɑkɑ-dɔŋ-ɑ́kín-ere
b. ɑkɑ-doŋ-ókín-ere
c. ɑ̟kɑ̟-doŋ-ókín-ere
d. ɑkɑ-dɔŋ-ɑ́kín-ɛrɛ

**!
**!
*!

IDENT-IO
SPEC SUFX
[αATR]

AGREE

[αATR, Hd,
PW]
**
**

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[αATR]

IDENTIO
[αATR]

*
*

*
**
**
***

**

It could be argued the dative suffix [-Akin] blocks harmony. As across the language, this suffix has
never appeared as opaque in any other instance, so a UE constraint stipulating its opacity would
crucially fail. Nonetheless, it is shown in (87) that a UE constraint based on the neutrality of [-ere]
also fails, since it appears as an active suffix controlling [+ATR] spreading. The derivation of the input
form /ɑkɑ-dɔŋ-eré/ ‘I was pinching’ shows the attested form, Candidate (a), with a [+ATR] feature
spreading from the suffix, crucially violating UE. Optimal Candidate (b), allows neither spreading
from the TMA marker nor the alternation of the pronominal prefix. Candidate (c), by allowing both
dominant [+ATR] spreading and pronominal prefix alternation, crucially violates UE [*Harmony]
twice. In all forms, the UE constraint controls the neutrality of [-ere]. Hence, the variability in [ATR]
harmony participation of a single TMA marker shows that UE cannot apply to all output forms as the
Principle of Globality requires.
(87)

Pathological results with UE [*harmony]
/ɛkɛ-dɔ́ŋ-eré/
/ a. ɑkɑ-doŋ-eré
0 b. ɑkɑ-dɔŋ-eré
c. ɑ̟kɑ̟-doŋ-eré

UE
[*Harmony]
*!
***!

IDENT-IO
SPEC SUFX
[αATR]

AGREE

[αATR, Hd,
PW]
**
**

IDENT-IO
ROOT
[αATR]

*
*

IDENT-IO
[αATR]

*
**
**

As Output-Output Correspondence and Uniform Exponence cannot work as explanations for affix
neutrality, they likewise cannot justify a parallel optimality-theoretic model for Karimojong. Headed
Spans was eliminated in §2.1.4 as inviable. It is a stratal model of optimality-theoretic constraints that
best explains attested forms and historical change. Future research will determine how a historical
lexical phonology model corresponds to lexical storage and the physical processing of language.
5 Conclusions
Eastern Nilotic vowel harmony processes present a number of challenges to the optimality-theoretic
framework in phonology. The fact that these languages possess two active harmony domains and a
significant presence of neutral morphemes, while experiencing surface irregularities due to local
effects, nullifies the bases of most of the constraint systems that have been proposed thus far, in that
these stipulate domains of regular and exhaustive spreading. This paper has proposed a constraint
system that addresses phonological structure internal to the morpheme, as well as constraints that
handle local effects. This system meets the high standards set by the theoretical parameters of OT in
that it obeys the Principle of Globality: the constraints work for forms across the language. Further
work should focus on constructing a whole language phonological model which more clearly defines
the relationships between the constraints and the modules of the grammar and their interfaces that they
address.
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Abbreviations
Verb Form A
Active Voice
AGREE
Agree Constraint
ALIGN
Alignment
APPL
Applicative
ATR
Advanced Tongue Root
B
Verb Form B
BA
Basic Alignment
B-A
Base-Affix
CAUS
Causative
DOMAIN
Domain Constraint
EN
Eastern Nilotic
F
Feature
FREQ
Frequentive
FUT
Future
GCAT
Grammatical Category
HD
Head
HI
High
IDENT
Identity Constraint
IMPF
Imperfective Aspect
IND
Indicative
INF
Infinitive
INTERPRET Interpretability Constraint
IO
Input-Output
IT
Itive
A

L

ACT

LIN
LO
MAX
NARR
ODT
OOC
OT
PASS
PFEAT
PRF
PROG
PRS
PST
PW
R
REFL
RTR
SPEC
SUBJ
TMA
UE
VEN
WSA

Left
Linearity Constraint
Low
Maximality Constraint
Narrative Mood
Optimal Domains Theory
Output-Output Correspondence
Constraint
Optimality Theory
Passive Voice
Prosodic Feature
Perfect Aspect
Progressive
Present Tense
Past Tense
Prosodic Word
Right
Reflexive
Retracted Tongue Root
Specified
Subjunctive
Tense, Mood, Aspect
Uniform Exponence Constraint
Ventive
Wide Scope Alignment
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BERTA AND THE EAST JEBEL SUBFAMILY:
REINVESTIGATING A NILO-SAHARAN ISOLATE
Nate D. Bremer

1 Introduction: Berta in context
Since the revision of Greenberg’s (1963) “Chari-Nile” family, scholars have speculated Berta’s
relationship within the larger Nilo-Saharan phylum. Evans-Pritchard’s (1932) work is one of very few
to suggest a group of Berta languages, however his classification was later challenged and diffused by
Bender (1983, 1989). Bender’s reanalysis of Evans-Pritchard (1932), coupled with his own research,
led to the creation of the East Jebel (E4) subfamily of Eastern Sudanic. The grouping together of
Gaahmg, Aka, Kelo, Molo and later Beni-Sheko, subsequently led to Berta becoming an isolate.
While Bender’s classification still has merit, a recent dialect survey (Bremer, forthcoming) done in
Ethiopia in 2011, when combined with the historical Berta record reveals notable phonetic, lexical and
semantic similarities between Berta and the East Jebel (E4) languages. Research on Berta dialectal
variation has been a longstanding deficiency, evidenced by the fact that the majority of known Berta
typology has focused on a single variety, Maiyu. Beyond this populous dialect, however, prominent
lexical dissimilarities exist. This paper takes some of these features into consideration and revisits the
historical record and the case of Berta’s genetic affiliation with the East Jebel family. Commonalities
emerge between each language’s lexicon as well as a high percentage of Berta cognates with the larger
proto-Eastern Sudanic isoglosses. These findings suggest that the link between these languages is
perhaps stronger than once thought, and thus Berta’s inclusion within this family ought to be
reconsidered.
Section I examines Berta’s historical context, spotlighting existing literature useful for historical
reconstruction. Section II focuses on phonological, lexical and semantic shift in Berta. This section
begins with an investigation of the phonetic inventories of six different contemporary Berta dialects,
leading to a hypothesis about the proto-Berta inventory. Continuing the topic of language shift, lexical
and semantic variation are explored and isoglosses are noted. Section III extends beyond Berta and
explores some of the commonalities with the East Jebel languages which, among other structures,
includes negation, pronouns and interrogatives. Section IV examines the figures generated by
lexicostatistics and offers suggestions for further research. Section V concludes the paper.
1.1 Placement within the Nilo-Saharan phylum
Placing Berta [wti] in a genetic context is not easy. To quote the late Lionel Bender (1989: 271),
“Although great progress has been made in Nilo-Saharan studies since mid-century when Greenberg
began his break-through classificatory work, there are still many neglected languages and branches.
One of these is Berta.” Ever since Greenberg’s ground-breaking 1963 analysis in which he first
proposed the classification of what has become the four African phyla, Berta’s genetic relationship
amidst the wider Nilo-Saharan (N-S) phylum has always been puzzling. Although Greenberg’s
original proposal has largely withstood the test of time, a major amendment to his original proposal
has been the elimination of the family called “Chari-Nile”, and the subsequent promotion of its
members (Central Sudanic, Eastern Sudanic, Berta and Kunama) to families or isolates. Bender
proposed this change in 1976, and it is arguably the most widely accepted model today (c.f. Blench
2000). Where previously Berta was an isolate related to the now-dissolved Chari-Nile family, it
1
Berta is arguably not a true isolate since it typically falls within a classified super-family. For the purposes of
this paper, however, since it does not belong to a family, the term isolate is used in a generic sense.
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currently stands in isolation, genetically linked to the N-S phylum through what is labeled the
“Satellite-Core” group (for a visual depiction, compare Figure 1 with Figure 2 below). Greenberg was
not adverse to this new classification, and he “now considers Central and Eastern Sudanic to be
independent branches of N-S, with Berta and Kunama ‘closer to East Sudanic’” (Bender 1996: 60).
This paper seeks to reexamine the notion of Berta’s proximity to the Eastern Sudanic family and
propose that lexical and typological similarities suggest more than mere language contact, but actual
genetic relatedness. But first a quick look at the historical development of N-S classification is
warranted.
Figure 1: Greenberg’s (1963) Nilo-Saharan structure

Nilo-Saharan

Chari-Nile

Koman
Saharan

Songhay

Fur

Maban

Koman

Gumuz

Central Sudanic
Berta

Kunama

Eastern Sudanic

Juxtaposing two contemporary Nilo-Saharan family trees proposed by Bender (Figure 2) and Ehret
(Figure 3) visibly illustrates that scholars have radically divergent views concerning genetic
relatedness within the phylum. Berta’s hierarchical assignment within the tree differs greatly. As
mentioned above, Bender (1996) places Berta in the “Satellite Core”, grouped together with Maban,
Fur, Central Sudanic and Kunama. Christopher Ehret’s (2001) reconstruction has come under
significant scrutiny; however, his placement of Berta more closely reflects Greenberg’s inclination
than does Bender’s in that it shares genetic ties to Eastern Sudanic (see Figure 3). The suggestions of
this paper go beyond both, placing Berta specifically within the Eastern Sudanic sub-family of East
Jebel (E4), and thus returning to Evans-Pritchard’s (1932) original idea of Berta being related to the
languages of Aka, Kelo and Molo (AKM).
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Figure 2: Bender’s (1996) Nilo-Saharan structure
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Figure 3: Ehret’s (2001) Nilo-Saharan structure
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1.2 The historical record
There are four sources from the 19th Century which document Berta varieties. The first record that we
have available is from the French explorer, Frederic Cailliaud. His book, published in 1826, is based
on a four-year trip in eastern Africa from 1819–1822 in which he traveled along the White Nile and
recorded anthropological and linguistic data from that area. Most pertinent to the study at hand is the
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more than 200 item word list from a Berta area. The location of its elicitation is uncertain, but based
on the lexicostatistics it shows a high percentage of similarity to other Berta sources. A few decades
after him, Lorentz Tutschek (1850) collected stories as well as a large word list with over 1000
lexemes in Berta. This data was collected in Europe from a Berta slave, and although it is a valuable
resource, the caution about its having “great shortcomings” ought to be noted (Triulzi et al. 1976: 8).
In the early 1870’s, Ernst Marno (1874), a German explorer, collected word lists from a number of
people groups presently found near the Ethio-Sudan border. His word list shows some interesting
lexical disparity between the languages in that region, and due to the age of his sample, the section
pertaining to Berta remains an important resource for historical reconstructions. To close off the
century, Halevy (1874) provides us with a small word list of just 70 items.
Berta research in the first half of the 20th Century continued at a similar pace to the previous
century. Two Italians, Carlo Conti Rossini (1920) and Enrico Cerulli (1947), as well as the British
anthropologist Evans-Pritchard, provide the only published data. All three collected word lists, but
Cerulli breaks new ground by offering the first available grammar sketch of Berta. Additionally, he
demarcates three dialects found amongst the Berta people. Evans-Pritchard, who will be examined
more thoroughly later, is also significant since he is the first to suggest the genetic relatedness of other
languages with Berta. Notably, his training was as an anthropologist, not a linguist.
The second half of the century and the beginning of the next have shown a significant increase in
Berta research. During this period, Fleming documented new data from an isolated group of Berta he
terms “Gebeto” living in the Didessa Valley of Ethiopia, several hundred kilometers east of the
majority population.2 Sometime after him Bender compiled a lexicon of his personal elicitations. This
document included a few other sources, and delineates some of the regional differences amongst the
Berta, both in Ethiopia and Sudan. There are many entries where Bender (1989a) shows no dialectal
contrast but where Bremer (forthcoming) does. The absence of apparent contrast between Bender’s
“Mayu, Undu and Fadasi” is a likely factor for his conclusion that Berta shows “minor regional
variation” and is “clearly a single language” (1997: 62).3
Three independent surveys conclude the inventory of available Berta literature. All three are
exceptional in their own right. First, Siebert et al. (2002) put forward some intriguing data collected
from the Asosa area. This area is predominately inhabited by speakers of the Maiyu dialect, however
their word list contains extraordinary entries which are closer to varieties found in Sudan and Ethiopia.
This record, if deemed reflective of the linguistic landscape in and around Asosa, suggests a certain
amount of trans-regional borrowing and/or contact across dialectal regions. The second survey is
notable, since it does not presume to be a Berta survey at all. Krell (2007) surveyed a group located in
Yabus al-Ghaba, Sudan. In her report, this group she calls “Baruun be Magtole” were assessed to have
only 56% lexical similarity with Berta.4 However, as I examined a wider comparative sample it
revealed a clear affiliation with other Berta varieties and so Baruun be Magtole’s inclusion in this
comparative study is warranted. The last survey, Bremer (forthcoming), offers a comparative look at
six different Berta dialects. Several highlights are notable: included are two previously undescribed
communities, Wabosh and Metehara. Additionally, significant lexical contrast was discovered
between the dialects of Maiyu, Undulu and Faɗashi, giving cause to rethink Bender’s (1989a)
generous lexical similarity percentages. Finally, Bremer (forthcoming) suggests that low lexical
similarity percentages as well as low intelligibility levels between some Berta speech communities
may be an indication of multiple Berta languages, not merely dialects.5

2
Fleming made two trips to the Diddesa area, the first “in the 1960’s“ and the other in 1974 (Bender 1989b:
271). The information cited in this paper comes from Bender (1989b), and Bender’s own notation of G1 and G2
corresponds to each of Fleming’s respective trips.
3
Bender’s Mayu, Undu and Fadasi correspond to my Maiyu, Undulu and Faɗashi respectively. For more
information on names and their variations, see Appendix C.
4
Krell notes that this group is not listed as a Sudanese language in the Ethnologue, and so no ISO code is used to
identify it.
5
The categorization of languages and dialects is controversial and will not be focal in this paper. In this paper I
use the term “dialect” as a precaution which is more or less synonymous with “speech variety”.
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2 Evidence of language shift
2.1 Berta’s contemporary phonemic inventory: examining six Ethiopian varieties
For an understanding of the basic phonological behavior as well as the phonemic structure of Berta,
Andersen (1993: 55–67) and Bender (1997: 191–92) offer suitable introductions. Andersen’s treatment
is much more thorough and arguably more reliable than Bender’s but due to the phonetic differences
(of the phonemic inventory) found in the Sudanese variety he surveyed, Bender’s Ethiopian-Berta
analysis will be the primary point of comparison in this paper. My conclusions about the phonemic
inventory differ somewhat from Bender’s; each divergence will be treated independently as it arises.
Since the current research touches on half a dozen different dialects, noting the similarities and
differences across Berta speech communities offers a good starting point for later comparison.
Figure 4: Approximate location for 6 Berta dialects in Ethiopia


The six dialects of Maiyu, Metehara, Undulu, Faɗashi, Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye all have
contemporary phonemes rooted in the following 17 proto-consonants: *b, *ɓ, *m, *f, *d, *ɗ, *n, *r, *l,
*z, *ts, *s, *k, *g, *ŋ, *h and *ʔ.6 The Maiyu dialect has many observable nuances. For example, the
voiceless egressive stops [p], [t] and [k] are in free variation with their voiced counterparts [b], [d],
and [g]. Additionally, the voiced bilabial stop /b/ may often be pronounced as a bilabial fricative, [β],
but never the labio-dental fricative [v]. The velar stop /g/ is often realized as [ʒ] or [dʒ]
intervocalically or preceding a front vowel. The implosive /ɓ/ is most often realized as an ejective [p’]
6
Different dialects’ phonemic inventories have unique features and often have variant phonetic realizations of
the proto-consonant. Some contemporary varieties have more phonemes than the posited proto-inventory.
Namely, *t has merged with *l in Wabosh and BG and is therefore not amongst this list.
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in Maiyu, however frequency and preference depends on the speaker. The voiceless sibilant [s] is in
free variation with the voiced counterpart [z], although personal observation suggests that the voiced
variety seems to be preferred in Maiyu-speaking regions outside of Asosa. The ejective [k’] is in
complementary distribution with [tʃ’]; it, like other phones in Berta, is palatalized in environments
where it precedes a front vowel. Similarly, the velar [ŋ] and the palatal [ɲ] are allophones; the velar
nasal is realized as a palatal in environments preceding a front vowel. In addition to the list of 17
proto-consonants above, Maiyu has a number of additional phonemes which are not part of the
phonemic inventories of all other Berta dialects. These are the interdental fricative /θ/, the glide /j/ and
the bilabial glide /w/, bringing the total number of Maiyu consonant phonemes to 20.
Lexically and phonetically, Metehara most closely reflects the Maiyu variety.7 Phonetic differences
can be observed in the voiced sibilant /z/ which is most often realized as voiced, not voiceless.
Furthermore, in cognate forms the interdental fricative /θ/ found in Maiyu is consistently realized as [t]
in Metehara to the total absence of [θ]. In this regard, Metehara is the only variety surveyed which
shows no phonetic deviation from *t. Metehara has maintained phonemic contrast by disallowing free
variation between [t ~ d] as in Maiyu. In sum, the Metehara [t] corresponds to /θ/ in Maiyu, and [d]
corresponds to [t ~ d]. Interestingly, both the voiced and voiceless bilabial and velar stops are in free
variation in Metehara. Metehara does not seem to have a phonetic ejective [p’] like Maiyu, but rather
the corresponding phoneme /ɓ/ only surfaces as implosive [ɓ]. Like Maiyu, Metehara has a phonemic
/w/. The velar stop /g/, the ejective /k’/, as well as the velar /ŋ/ all undergo the previously described
allophonic palatalization under the same phonological conditioning as Maiyu.
Undulu speakers prefer the voiced sibilant [z] over the voiceless [s] in most cases, although records
suggest that there is free variation between [s ~ z]. Bremer (forthcoming) offers no record of phonetic
alternation between ejective [p’] and implosive [ɓ] in Undulu, but as in Metehara, the phoneme /ɓ/ is
consistently realized by the reflex [ɓ]. Importantly, this is not a neutralization of contrast, since no
known Berta dialects contrast [p’] and [ɓ], rather what is notable here is that not all varieties actually
have the phone [p’] in their inventory, and those that do only have it as an allophone of [ɓ]. As in
Maiyu, /θ/ is a phoneme and is contrastive to /t ~ d/, however the phonemic nature of [w] needs to be
researched further to determine whether or not it is a separate phoneme or in free variation with [f] as
is the case with other Berta dialects. The allophonic behavior of /g/, /k’/, and /ŋ/ are uniform in both
Maiyu and Metehara.
The consonant system of Faɗashi has little variance from the three previously described dialects;
however, there is one glaring exception: the interdental fricative [θ] is in free variation with the lateral
[l]. This alternation is intriguing, since the voicing and manner of articulation are different. Even more
surprising, /l/ is a phoneme in all Berta dialects, and so free variation between [θ ~ l] fails to preserve
phonemic contrast that exists in other Berta varieties. Due to the regularity of this sound
correspondence across dialects, this is almost certainly an example of merging in Faɗashi rather than
splitting elsewhere. The limited data make it difficult to predict the directionality of the [θ ~ l] sound
change, but speaker intuition suggests movement towards the interdental fricative. Like the varieties
examined thus far, it is clear that Faɗashi has free variation between voiced and voiceless sibilants and
stops, however Bremer (forthcoming) does not record any examples of a /p ~ b/ alternation; only [b] is
attested. More research is needed to determine whether or not free variation exists in this bilabial stop.
As with the other varieties treated thus far, the allophonic consonants /g/, /k’/ and /ŋ/ behave equally,
and /w/ is phonemic.

7
There are an estimated 1000 Berta living north of the town of Awash (close to the town of Metehara) about 300
kilometers east of Addis Ababa, and nearly 1000 kilometers from Asosa. Oral accounts suggest that these Berta
were resettled there around the turn of the 20th Century, where they lived in isolation from “western” Berta for
about 100 years. In 2005, a governmental initiative to return the Metehara Berta to their indigenous land around
Asosa was launched, however due to differences in climate and culture, many chose to return to Metehara. Most
Maiyu-speaking Berta living in Asosa are aware of the “Metehara” Berta, and most of them have a favorable
response to their speech variety.
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Table 1: Phonemic chart of six Berta dialects
Proto
Consonants
*b
*ɓ
*m
*f
*
*t
*l
*d
*ɗ
*n
*r
*z
*ts
*s
*
*k
*g
*ŋ
*h
*ʔ

Maiyu

Metehara

p~b~β
p’ ~ ɓ
m
f
w
θ
l
t~d
ɗ
n
r
s~z
s’
ʃ
j
[k’], [tʃ’]
[k ~ g],
[dʒ ~ ʒ]
[ɲ], [ŋ]
h
ʔ

p~b~β
ɓ
m
f
w
t
l
d
ɗ
n
r
s~z
s’
ʃ
j
[k’], [tʃ’]
[k ~ g],
[dʒ ~ ʒ]
[ɲ], [ŋ]
h
ʔ

Phonetic Realizations
Undulu
Faɗashi
Wabosh
p~b~β
ɓ
m
f
w
θ
l
t~d
ɗ
n
r
s~z
s’
ʃ
j
[k’], [tʃ’]
[k ~ g],
[dʒ ~ ʒ]
[ɲ], [ŋ]
h
ʔ

b~β
ɓ
m
f
w
θ~l
l
t~d
ɗ
n
r
s~z
s’
ʃ
[k’], [tʃ’]
[k ~ g],
[dʒ ~ ʒ]
[ɲ], [ŋ]
h
ʔ

Beleje Gonfoye

b~β
p’ ~ ɓ
m
f~w
l

b~β
p’ ~ ɓ
m
f~w
l

t~d
ɗ
n
r
dʒ
tʃ’
s~ʃ
k’
k~g

t~d
ɗ
n
r
dʒ
tʃ’
s~ʃ
k’
k~g

[ɲ], [ŋ]
h
ʔ

[ɲ], [ŋ]
h
ʔ

Due to significant similarity in their phonemic inventories and their phonetic realizations, the
Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye varieties will be treated together.9 Grammatically and phonologically,
these two dialects are the most unique of all the known Berta varieties of Ethiopia.10 Like Faɗashi,
there is no evidence that the voiced and voiceless bilabial stops, [b] and [p] are in free variation. In all
elicitations thus far, only [b] surfaces. Comparatively, although there is a record of free variation
between both [t] and [d] as well as [k] and [g], the voiced varieties are much more common, surfacing
in the majority of samples. There is notably no /w/ phoneme found in these geographically peripheral
dialects, but uniquely [f] and [w] are in free variation, again with the voiced variant being most
common. Additionally, there is no [θ] in either Wabosh or Beleje Gonfoye. In cognates, the /θ/ of
Maiyu and Undulu corresponds to [l]. Additionally, /l/ in Maiyu corresponds with /l/ in Wabosh and
Beleje Gonfoye, which means that the eastern varieties do not preserve phonemic contrast found in
8
Allophones are indicated with brackets [ ], and free variation with a tilde ~. In the case of *g, there is an
allophonic pair in which there is also free variation amongst the allophones. In most dialects surveyed,
allophones are typically conditioned by the successive vowel, i.e. they are the result of palatalization rules.
9
The Wabosh live in and around the small town of Daleti, located 42 kilometers north of the town of Mendi,
situated on the eastern periphery of the Berta language area. There are an estimated 3000 – 5000 Wabosh
speakers in that area, and a recent resettlement has brought them together from outer-lying areas. In recent years
the Wabosh have had increasing contact with Maiyu speakers; the town of Daleti belongs to a predominately
Maiyu-speaking woreda ‘county’, Oda, in the Benishangul-Gumuz region. Most Wabosh have heard of the
Beleje Gonfoye Berta living in the Didessa Valley, and many of them regard them as “Wabosh”. The historical
record is uncertain, but the linguistic record confirms a historical connection between these groups, suggesting
that the Beleje Gonfoye originated from the Daleti area. Slave raiding was an unfortunate reality in that area, and
this is believed to be the cause behind how the Beleje Gonfoye became displaced from the larger Berta
community. The Beleje Gonfoye Berta have had little to no contact with other Berta, living hundreds of
kilometers removed from the Berta speech area, about 30 kilometers northwest of the town of Arjo, nearby the
Didessa River. The Beleje Gonfoye surveyed in this study were from the small town of Fwafwate.
10
This statement is based on original research and personal observation and is currently not attested in any
literature.
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other Berta dialects. The phoneme /z/ in Maiyu, Undulu and Faɗashi is realized as an affricate, [dʒ],
and it is important to realize that this phoneme contrasts with another phoneme /ʃ/ which is realized as
[s ~ ʃ] in the eastern varieties. Furthermore, the allophonic relationship between [dʒ] and [g] found in
the other varieties does not exist in Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye. The ejective [s’] found in the
majority of Berta dialects is realized as a [tʃ’]. Similar to the behavior of the allophones [g] and [dʒ],
[tʃ’] does not share the same allophonic relationship with [k’] that other varieties have. Unlike other
varieties, the phonemic ejective /k’/ does not have any allophones regardless of the successive vowel,
and is always realized as [k’]. At this point in my research, the palatal [ɲ] and the velar [ŋ] are the only
observable allophones in Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye, and these pattern identically to the other Berta
varieties. In sum, there are just 17 consonant phonemes in Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye, making it the
most condensed system amongst the Ethiopian Berta dialects. For an overview of the phonemic
inventories, Table 1 below offers a comparison of the six dialects mentioned above and also includes a
hypothesis of proto-consonants which are treated more fully in section 2.2.
Comparison with Andersen and Bender
Based on research conducted on a Sudanese variety in Abeegu, Andersen (1993: 56) lists 13 phonemic
consonants which are “unproblematic”. The majority of these phonemes are stable in Ethiopian Berta
varieties as well. Metehara’s phonological inventory most closely reflects Andersen’s “unproblematic”
list. Indeed, of those consonants listed, only the /b/ has multiple surface forms in Metehara, being the
result of free variation. Of the allophonic pairs listed, only [ɲ ŋ] and [ɟ g] have been observed in
Ethiopia. The uvular stop [q] and the palatal ejective [c’], as well as the fricatives [ħ] and [χ] have not
been recorded east of the Sudanese border. Andersen (1993: 59) notes that his own data seems to
indicate a dialectal correspondence between the Sudanese [q c’] allophones and the Ethiopian /k’/, and
the Ethiopian dialects surveyed thus far attest to the credibility of his assessment. Likewise,
Andersen’s description of the glides [j] and [w] shows identical patterning amongst all the varieties
surveyed. The voiceless pharyngealized dental stop [tˀ] and the [v] described by Andersen remain
unattested in Ethiopian research.
Bender (1997: 191) lists 26 consonantal phonemes, however this number is presumably inflated.
Bender does not note free variation between [s ~ z] or the allophones [ɲ ŋ] and [g dʒ], but rather lists
each of these surface forms as separate phonemes. Additionally, differences in analysis have led to
varying interpretations of prenasalized stops as phonemes, namely Bender’s /mb/, /nd/ and /ŋg/.11 He
lists these as phonemes, thus parsing them as units, however Andersen’s (1993: 55) consonantal
inventory as well as the phonological analysis employed in the standardized Berta orthography
suggests that they can be understood sequentially.12 As we will see later, nasal-stop sequences are
common throughout all Ethiopian Berta varieties but are rare in the East Jebel languages. This regional
and genetic distribution of nasal-stop sequences provides some important clues about the historical
development of Berta and the East Jebel subfamily.
2.2 Historical and contemporary lexical variation
Appendix A offers an extensive comparative list of both regular and irregular sound correspondences
observed in contemporary and historical Berta word lists. Much of the observable phenomena found
are further described in the sections which follow. Recognizing the range of sound behavior within the
Berta language offers a baseline for extra-Berta comparisons. Only when the entire corpus is
considered can appropriate generalizations about phonetic patterns and language shift be made. The
next sections are structured according to current phonological inventories in most Berta speech
varieties. Within each of these sections (Stops, Fricatives, Nasals, Glottalics, Liquids and Glides)
historical phonal distribution will be examined, and from this data I offer a hypothesis of Berta’s

11
Andersen (1993: 44) says “It is not clear, however, whether the initial nasal constitutes a syllable N by itself,
or whether we are dealing with a NCV syllable, which contains an initial consonant cluster. On the one hand the
nasal seems to carry its own tone, as does any vowel, but on the other hand the articulatory energy of the nasal
seems to be rather weak.”
12
Cross-reference to A. and S. Neudorf’s Bertha-English-Amharic Dictionary (2007).
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proto-consonantal inventory. Each section offers a table which juxtaposes sound correspondence, with
a complete proto-Berta phonological inventory offered at the end in Table 8.
2.2.1 Stops
Amongst cognates, stops have a wide range of alternation across Berta speech varieties which is often
unpredictable. Assuming that free variation between voiced and voiceless phones of the same place of
articulation (POA) is an old feature of Berta (at least 200 years), a relatively high frequency of wordinitial and word-medial alternation exists between *b, *d and *g.13 Looking beyond the distribution of
these three egressive stops, we see that both ejectives and implosives have infrequent alternation, but
importantly such examples are irregular. Both ejectives and implosives will be treated separately in
section 2.2.4.
The glottal stop is a curious phoneme in Berta, and its evolution is largely indeterminable.
Complicating analysis, the oldest records seldom record word-initial or word-final glottals, if at all.
Cailliaud (1826), whose transcriptions rely heavily upon the French orthography, is the only source
who uses [h] in places where a phonetic glottal [ʔ] would be expected. Examples include ohon ‘meat’,
horgodit ‘clothes’ and hier ‘milk’. In places where a glottal stop was likely present, Tutschek (1850)
often records successive vowels, omitting any kind of further indication of a present glottal stop.
Because of diphthongs and other phonetic variation, these too can be difficult to interpret, however the
following cases are presumed to have had intervocalic glottal stops: oong ‘meat’ and oo
‘grandmother’. In contemporary Berta varieties, the glottal stop is rarely seen in nouns, however it is
common as a verbal morpheme in cases like 1.SG.SUB ʔáʔ- as well as the non-past tense/aspect
marker -ʔí.

Proto consonants

Cailliaud

Tutschek, Marno,
Halevy

EP

Maiyu, Undulu,
Faɗashi, BG,
Wabosh

CerK, CerR

CerDS

S & W, BBM

Table 2: Berta stops and their historical distribution

*b
*d
*g
*ʔ

p~b
t~d
k~g
h

b
t~d
k~g
-

b
d (t)14
k~g
‘

p~b~β
t~d
k~g
ʔ

b
d
k~g
-

p~b
t~d
k~g
-

b
t~d
k~g
ʔ

2.2.2 Fricatives
Historical behavior amongst Berta fricatives displays extreme dissimilarity. As observed above, most
contemporary dialects have contrastive phonemes /f/ and /w/, but the eastern-most varieties do not
preserve this contrast, showing free variation between /f ~ w/ (with a preference towards a surface
[w]). Examining the oldest Berta records offers some possible clues regarding the catalyst behind this
development. Cailliaud does not record any instances of [w], however some of his multi-vowel
sequences suggest that [w] is a phonologically conditioned semi-vowel.15 In his data, the consonant /f/,
on the other hand, appears word-initially, -medially and -finally, before any vowel. Marno’s (1874)
13
The standardized Berta orthography (based on Maiyu) represents [p ~ b], [t ~ d] and [k ~ g] by the voiced
variants, /b/, /d/ and /g/.
14
It seems as though [t] surfaces only in the word-final position in Evans-Pritchard’s data. Data in this regard is
limited, but a phonological rule of this type has not been observed elsewhere amongst Berta dialects.
15
Cailliaud, noticeably more than others, transcribes Berta in a manner which closely reflects his language-oforigin, French. Examples of consecutive vowels include but are not limited to: areguio “afternoon”, gouacheye
“sing”, aouatichy “sneeze” and ouara “tendon”. Notably, in the case of [w], neither the French nor the German
orthographies treat this letter as a labio-velar semi-vowel, so it is also plausible that their respective phonemic
biases could have altered their recordings of this sound.
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data matches Cailliaud’s, having no instances of [w] but rather [f] occurring in all environments.
Tutschek differs markedly from these two. He is the first to record examples of /w/, found in just three
words: word-initially in wao ‘abandoned, widow’ and wala ‘not’, as well as word-medially in zawuta
‘shoot’. The origin of wao is uncertain, but the other two lexemes are Arabic loan words, suggesting
that /w/ is a borrowed phone, probably adopted into most Berta dialects’ phonemic inventories about
200 years ago.
An interesting twist to the variety that Tutschek surveyed is that the fricative /f/ never appears
before a back vowel. This phonological restriction cannot be found elsewhere in other Berta varieties,
historical or contemporary. Comparative analysis reveals an unexpected dialectal sound
correspondence between [f] and Tutschek’s [h]. In many contemporary cognate examples where /f/
precedes a back vowel, this /f/ is transcribed as [h] by Tutschek. This correspondence may suggest an
allophonic relationship between [f] and [h] in Tutschek’s data, which would be unique. Further
observation shows that Tutschek’s [f] and [h] both regularly appear before the low vowel [a]. Second,
[h] seems to be in complementary distribution with another allophone in Tutschek’s speech variety.
He has multiple entries in which he transcribes a rare sound with the digraph “gh”. These words are
ghinga ‘eat’, ghiba ‘fear’, ghio ‘inside’, ghima ‘squeeze’ and gighe ‘yesterday’. One can only
speculate about the precise phonetic quality of this sound, but [ɣ] or [χ] are plausible deductions. In
the five examples found in Tutschek, this phone occurs only before a front vowel, and also fits nicely
as an allophone of [h] which often surfaces before a back or low vowel.16
Why then is there a regular sound correspondence between [f] and [h], which can be observed
primarily in Tutschek but also in other varieties?17 There is strong likelihood that these cases involving
[h] are an example of overlapping sound correspondence sets. Furthermore, apart from Tutschek’s
data there is little justification for not including both *f and *h in a proto-Berta inventory. Tutschek’s
examples above suggest a possible split between these two phones which may eventually lead one to
discount the incorporation of both *f and *h in the proto-inventory, but until more evidence is
established, the inclusion of both seems warranted.
Further complicating matters, by the time of Tutschek, another proto phoneme, *t had also
undergone a shift. In the variety that Tutschek surveyed, *t, like /f/ in certain environments, had nearly
dissolved into /h/. Elsewhere in other Berta dialects, this *t maintained its phonemic nature but went
on to have a very exotic development.18 The proto-stop *t surfaces as an interdental fricative [θ] in
Maiyu, and is the most variant phone in Berta’s sound system. In contemporary dialects, this surfaces
predictably as [t], [ð], [θ] and [l], but older records regularly transcribe it as [t], [h] or [ɣ].19 Cailliaud,
Tutschek and Marno all lack the phone [θ] that is present in contemporary Maiyu and Undulu
varieties. Presumably using the French orthography as a base, Cailliaud transcribes this sound as [r]. In
the vast majority of Tutschek’s cognates, this interdental fricative surfaces as [h], however it also
corresponds at times with “gh". Maiyu words θiŋa ‘eat’ and θa…iyu ‘inside’ correspond nicely to
Tutschek’s ghinga and ghio. Complicating matters slightly, ghiba and gighe have contemporary
correspondences of hiba and gihe, corresponding with [h] rather than the [θ] seen elsewhere.20 Marno,
on the other hand, regularly records *t as [t]. Just like in Metehara, this adjustment has not resulted in
a lack of contrast, since [t] and [d] are not in free variation. Therefore, the [t] of Marno and Metehara
corresponds to *t, and [d] corresponds to *d, showing no digression from the proto-consonants. Some
of the varieties surveyed have merged *t with another phoneme, no longer maintaining protophonemic contrast. Cases where phonemic contrast are no longer maintained are represented by
shading in Table 3.

16

One exception to this is hiri “under”.
Contemporary elicitations from Faɗashi also indicate alternation between [f] and [h] (as seen in words
fɔdi/hodi “white” as well as fuːda/hoːda “gold”).
18
Andersen (1993: 60) notes that a voiceless uvular fricative [χ] can still be found in certain Sudanese speech
varieties and is an allophone of ħ. This [χ] corresponds to [k’] in most Ethiopian dialects and is therefore
representative of a different proto-consonant altogether and must not be confused with *t. Andersen’s (1993,
1995) data, like Metehara, has a correspondent [t] to the Maiyu/Undulu [θ].
19
None of the older documents use the icon [ɣ], however this is my interpretation of Tutschek’s [gh] and
Cailliaud’s [r].
20
The historical record offers no cognates with ghima
17
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In contrast to the fricatives observed so far, the sibilants *z and *s show regular correspondence in
Berta. Both phonemes undergo free variation in certain varieties although not in all dialects. The
voiced *z has a relatively consistent geographic distribution, wherein those varieties north and west of
Asosa tend to use the voiced [z], but those regions in Asosa and east of Asosa tend towards a surface
[s]. The *s is realized as [ʃ] in all varieties except Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye where [s ~ ʃ] is
normative. This proto-consonant, like other sibilants and stops in Berta, has undergone palatalization.
Free variation between [s ~ ʃ] in Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye is made possible by a phonetic shift in
*z to [dʒ]. A more detailed description about this historical process is provided in Section IV.

Marno

Halevy

EP

Maiyu

Undulu,
CerK, CerR,

CerDs

Faɗashi

f

f

f

f

f

f

f

f

*z
*s
*t

s~z
“ch”
“r”

z
sh
gh, h

s
“sch”
t, d

s
s
t, d

z
sh
t

s~z
ʃ
θ

z
ʃ
θ

z
ʃ
θ, ð

s~z
ʃ
θ~l

*h
*

h
-

h
w

h
-

h
w

h
-

h
w

h
w

h
-

h
w

*l
*d22

l
d

l
d

l
d

l
t (?)

l
d

l
t~d

l
t~d

l
d

l
t~d

S&W

Tutschek

f

BBM

Cailliaud

*f

Wabosh and
BG, Rossini

Proto
consonants

Table 3: Berta fricatives and their historical distribution

f~
w
dʒ
s~ʃ
l

p~f

f

z
ʃ
t

h
f~
w
l
t~d

h
w

s~z
ʃ
θ, t,
ð, h,
z, t̪ , d̪
h
β, w

l
t~d

l
d, l

2.2.3 Nasals
Nasals are the most stable phones in the Berta sound system. Historically there is very little observable
alternation, and all varieties show phonemic evidence of the three nasals /m/, /n/, and /ŋ/. The precise
nature of the palatal [ɲ] is debatable, and it may be different amongst different speech varieties. As
described in Section 2.1 (and illustrated in Table 1), the palatal [ɲ] is an allophone of the velar /ŋ/ in
most varieties, however some contemporary word lists hint at a possible shift occurring. Siebert et al.
(2002) record bɛŋɛni ‘red’, s’ur(i)ŋi ‘long, far’ and diːŋi ‘louse’. These examples unexpectedly show
the velar nasal [ŋ] occurring before a front vowel where a palatal [ɲ] would be expected. Elsewhere,
‘flower’ is transcribed duːdu bɛɲɛni (lit. ‘red leaf’) using the palatal [ɲ]. This together with their
transcription niŋɛ and niɲe ‘woman’, seems to discount any type of phonological predictability and
may indicate free variation between [ɲ ~ ŋ].
Krell (2007) also presents evidence which disrupts the theory of a trans-Berta [ɲ ŋ] allophonic
relationship. Examples of an unexpected velar nasal include ɗuŋi ‘big’, tusaŋi ‘burn’, soriŋi ‘long, far’
and busiŋe ‘teach’, however this distribution does not eliminate the presence of a phonetic palatal [ɲ]
which appears elsewhere in words like ɲara ‘grass’, ɲinsi ‘heavy’ and diːɲi ‘louse’. Assuming the
reliability of Krell’s transcriptions, at least two possible explanations exist. First, in Baruun be
Magtole, the allophonic relationship between [ɲ ŋ] may have dissolved (or more likely, be dissolving),
leading to two separate phonemes, /ɲ/ and /ŋ/. If this is what is happening, it is still in the early stages,
since her data shows no examples of a palatal [ɲ] appearing before a back vowel. There is also a
conceivable second option: while [ɲ] and [ŋ] evidence a previous allophonic relationship, they may be
21

Shading indicates lack of phonemic contrast.
Cailliaud sometimes records a [t], but this doesn’t surface in words that have a cognate [d]. Marno’s [t] most
often surfaces in cognates where there is a Maiyu [θ], but “elephant tusk” is an exception to this pattern. EvansPritchard frequently records [d] for /d/ except when it is in the word-final position, it tends towards [t]. This may
be coincidental or it may be due to a phonological pattern of word-final devoicing.
22
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shifting towards free variation (similar to what can be observed in Siebert et al. (2002)). In this regard,
Krell’s own data offers a possible clue. Her word duɲi ‘many, much’ corresponds semantically with
ɗuŋi ‘big’ found in the Ethiopian varieties. In fact, this is the same (historical) lexeme, but is
transcribed differently in each elicitation. This example could be used to support either option: In the
first regard semantic disambiguation would be the catalyst towards the creation of a new phoneme /ɲ/,
in the second it still is the same lexeme with two different surface forms, the result of free variation.
Cailliaud and Tutschek as well as my data from Wabosh all offer historical evidence of the semantic
correspondence between ‘big’ and ‘many’.
Nasal-stop sequences are a common characteristic that all Berta varieties share. In such cases, the
nasal matches the POA of the subsequent stop. As we will see later, the East Jebel languages do not
have nasal-stop sequences as regularly as Berta, but in cognate forms the E4 languages typically
preserve either the nasal or the stop. This development suggests that the nasal-stop combination is old
and that Berta has preserved it despite its erosion elsewhere in the East Jebel family.

Tutschek

Marno

Evans Pr

CerR

CerDs, CerK

Maiyu,
Undulu,
Faɗashi, BG,
Wabosh, Ros.

m
n

m
n

m
n

m
n

m
n

m
n

m
n

*ŋ23

[gn ng]

[ñ ng]

[nj ng]

[ni ng]

ny, ŋ

ŋ

[ɲ ŋ]

m
n
ɲ
ŋ

S&W

Cailliaud

*m
*n

Baruun BM

Proto
consonants

Table 4: Berta nasals and their historical distribution

m
n
ɲ~ŋ

2.2.4 Glottalics: ejectives and implosives
Some of the older records attest the presence of both implosive and ejective stops, however the
phonetic representations used in these transcriptions vary. Those instances which lack differentiation
are likely due to the fact that early researchers did not have linguistic training, rather than assuming
that ejective and implosive stops are recent innovations in Berta. Cailliaud appears to use the digraph
[ts] to record [s’], as in mitsa ‘chicken’, and [qu] for [k’] as in quiedit ‘laugh’ and asisique ‘sand’. His
transcriptions do not differentiate between ejective and implosive stops. Conversely, Tutschek uses the
apostrophe [‘] to denote implosive consonants [ɓ] and [ɗ], but does not record any ejectives. Notably,
Tutschek’s [dʒ] regularly corresponds to the [k’] found in contemporary dialects. Neither Marno nor
Halevy offer any evidence of ejective or implosive stops, however, their data samples are much
smaller than either Cailliaud’s or Tutschek’s.
All contemporary word lists sampled in Ethiopia attest both implosives and ejectives. Krell’s
(2007) Sudanese survey on Baruun be Magtole does not record any ejective stops, but does have a [ɗ]
in ɗoŋ ‘axe’ and ɗuŋi ‘big’. Bender’s (1989) Al Azharia, also sampled in Sudan, has an ejective [k’] as
in k’aβa ‘blood’ and mank’ura ‘pot’ but no other implosives or ejectives are evidenced in these two
varieties. Bender (1997: 192) is probably correct when he writes, “given that glottalics are found in
Berta but generally not in the related Eastern Sudanic family, one may wonder whether Berta gained
them from neighboring Koman or Afrasian languages (notably Oromo and Amharic).” In Ethiopia,
both Amharic and Oromo are languages of wider communication (LWC) in most Berta-speaking
areas. The LWC’s impact on Berta glottalics is plausible, however it is not possible to determine at
what point in history this shift would have occurred. Based on anthropological estimates on Berta
migration, a proto-Berta inventory without glottalics would necessitate a reconstruction which
23
Marno also seems to use “gn” for [ŋ], however its use is unpredictable and may not be significant. The only
example of “ni” in Evans-Pritchard is for the word nieri „grass", but this may be a way of transcribing the palatal
[ɲ]. Although not attested elsewhere, it is possible that the allophonic palatal [ɲ] in contemporary Berta dialects
may have arisen from a phonological assimilation of the vowel into the nasal in order to avoid vowel hiatus. For
reasons cited in section 2.2.3 above, both Krell’s (2007) data on Baruun be Magtole and Siebert et al. (2002)
present data which disrupts the widespread distribution of an allophonic pair [ɲ ŋ].

Berta and the East Jebel Subfamily 323

predates 1600 AD. Triulzi (1981) suggests that the Berta people immigrated to the Ethiopian plateau
approximately 400 years ago, which would be a likely estimate for the time when Berta acquired
glottalics (assuming they didn’t have them before then).

Proto consonants

Cailliaud

Tutschek

Marno, Halevy

EP

Maiyu , Jebel Ura

CerDs, CerR

CerK

Rossini

Undulu, Faɗashi,
Metehara

Wabosh and BG

BBM

S&W

Table 5: Berta glottalized consonants and their historical distribution

*ɓ
*ɗ
*ts
*k

d
s, ts
qu

b’
d’
dʒ

d
-

s
q

p’ ~ ɓ
ɗ
s’
[k’ tʃ’]

ɖ, ɗ24
ts’
c’, k’

c’
k’

s’
-

ɓ
ɗ
s’
[k’ tʃ’]

p’ ~ ɓ
ɗ
tʃ’
k’

ɗ
s
-

p’
ɗ
s’
k’, tʃ’

2.2.5 Liquids
Liquids in Berta seldom show variation; both the historical and contemporary records provide
persuasive evidence that both *l and *r were part of proto-Berta’s inventory. Words containing /l/ like
mili ‘black’ and ʃuli ‘house’ exhibit little to no variation, similar to words with /r/ like are ‘eye’ and
ʃiɲir ‘donkey’. Rare alternation between /l/ and /r/ can be found in a few examples like agulgulu and
adurdur ‘whirlwind’ (Metehara and Undulu respectively) and also Tutschek’s double entry bele and
bar ‘stone’. All varieties have contrastive /l/ and /r/ and these often correspond regularly in cognates.
Notably, Cailliaud uses the same symbol “r” to record both *t and *r.

Proto
consonants

Cailliaud

Tutschek

Marno

Halevy

EP

Maiyu,
Undulu,
CerK, CerR

CerDs

Faɗashi

Wabosh and
BG, Rossini

BBM

S&W

Table 6: Berta liquids and their historical distribution

*l
*r

l
r

l
r

l
r

l
r

l
r

l
r

l
r

l
r

l
r

l
r

l
r

2.2.6 Glides
Glides in Berta are difficult to reconstruct. Indeed, even in contemporary dialects their behavior can be
difficult to analyze. Andersen (1993: 60) puts it succinctly, saying “the phonemic status of the glides
[j] and [w] is somewhat problematic.” My analysis suggests that glides in Berta which are
phonologically conditioned in vowel sequences (see example 57 in Andersen 1993) should not be
interpreted phonemically, but those examples which lack phonological conditioning are phonemic.
Phenomena such as compounding and borrowing have begun to alter predictable phonological
behavior and are likely leading to splits in the phonemic inventories of some Berta varieties.25 In
current Berta speech varieties, both [j] and [w] appear word-initially in unmotivated cases, but their
presence in proto-Berta is doubtful.
24
Cerulli is the only author to record a retroflex [ɖ] but interestingly also uses an implosive [ɗ] for his phonetic
transcriptions as in hos’aɗaa “today”, iŋgoɗee “tree”, buɗu “bull”.
25
A good example of the effect nominal and verbal compounding have on glides can be seen in Andersen (1993:
60) example 58. The first item, tàayú, is a compound of ta + iyu, meaning “at stomach”, or “at inside”. This
compound has become lexicalized and is now used only within the semantic range of “at home”. The
phonologically predictable glide of iʲu has been preserved, despite the elision of the preceding vowel. Shifts such
as this do indeed make the phonemic status of glides “problematic”.
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Please refer to Section 2.2.2 above for treatment on the glide [w]. The glide [j], like [w], is difficult
to reconstruct since it rarely appears in phonologically unmotivated cases. Word-initially, there are
only a handful of cases where a [j] can be found. The glide in Wabosh jeho ‘salt’ corresponds to [h] in
Bender’s (1989) he’he(y)o and Fleming’s hehe, heehɔ. Furthermore, the two examples, yagut ‘fish’
and yamut ‘mosquito’ listed in Andersen (1993: 60) are no less problematic, since they also find both
historical and contemporary correspondence in ɪgut26 and ʊmuθ respectively. There are therefore very
few examples of either glides [j] or [w] appearing in phonologically unmotivated environments. The
glides appear to be the result of phonemic splits, wherein most contemporary speech varieties are
adopting both glides into their phonemic inventories.

Proto
consonants

Phonemes

Cailliaud,
Marno

Tutschek,
Halevy

Evans Pr

Maiyu,
Undulu,
Metehara

CerK, CerR,
CerDs

Faɗashi

Wabosh, BG

BBM

S&W

Table 7: Berta glides and their historical distribution

*
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/w/
/j/

-

w
-

-

w
j

-

w
?

f~w
j (?)

w
-

β, w
j

2.2.7 Summary
Berta’s consonantal inventory looks very different depending upon the variety surveyed, but regular
sound correspondences provide a window into sound change. Berta speech communities,
contemporary as well as historical, all have between seventeen and twenty phonemes. I suggest that
the glides that are clearly not the result of phonological conditioning are borrowed phones and were
not part of proto-Berta’s inventory. Both are phonetically present in Berta’s sound inventory as
phonologically conditioned semi-vowels, however due to their rarity and also the lack of predictable
sound correspondence, neither are presumed to have belonged to proto-Berta. Table 8 below lists the
18 phonemes of proto-Berta:
Table 8: Proto-Berta phonological inventory
Labial
Stops:
Fricatives
Nasals
Liquids

b
ɓ
f
m

Alveolar
t, ts
d
ɗ
s
z
n
l, r

Velar
k
g

Laryngeal
ʔ
h

ŋ

2.3 Lexical and semantic shift: Exploring polysemy and diachronic semantics
In this section and the next, certain Berta semantic categories will be investigated to show isoglossic
trends and threads of relatedness within Berta and beyond. In the first case, Berta numerical systems
will be treated, and observations on an east-west isoglossic distribution will follow. The section
concludes by broadening the scope of the survey to include the East Jebel languages, noting evidence
of historical semantic shift.
Not many of the older Berta sources have left behind traceable information, allowing for the
precise identification of survey locations. Thus, one can only deduce approximate regions for the
Cailliaud, Marno and Rossini surveys. Furthermore, due to political instability and multiple wars that
have affected this region in the last half century, resettlement and geographic movements are expected.
The table in Appendix C provides a list of known information about each source’s origins, and this
26
27

There are many variants to this word, including nəgu and d’ågul.
My records do not indicate the presence of a glide [j] in Faɗashi, however Bender (1989) suggests it.
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information has been plotted on Figure 5 below, as best as possible.28 Generally speaking, the
distribution of Berta lexemes reveals a conservative periphery with a more innovative core, but there
are exceptions which will be noted.
Plotting the geographical distribution of cognate lexemes reveals some interesting patterns. Certain
words in the Berta lexicon are highly stable throughout recorded history, retaining homogenous
regional distribution. Body part lexemes as well as high frequency verbs for example, show very little
alteration throughout time. Other words are surprisingly variable. A number of animals have an eastwest isoglossic split, with Faɗashi, Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye often sharing cognate forms, and
Maiyu and Metehara forming a separate group. These are illustrated on the map in Figure 6.
2.3.1 Numerals
There are multiple numeral systems in Berta which, like other lexemes, follow an east-west
distribution. Actually, there are not two, but three systems currently in use within the Berta speech
area, when the borrowed Arabic system is taken into account. Neither Gaahmg nor the AKM
languages share any of these systems, nor do they share each other’s. After the number ‘two’, Maiyu
and Metehara have borrowed their numerals from Arabic. Lexemes for the numbers ‘one’ and ‘two’
are closer to the western Berta variety than to the eastern, a probable indication of a closer historical
relationship rather than contact.
The number ‘one’, in Maiyu and Metehara is ɗuk’unu. This is phonetically very close to Cailliaud,
Evans-Pritchard and Siebert et al., as well as the word lists collected from Baruun be Magtole and
Jebel Ura. Most eastern Berta varieties use məneŋku or some close variant for ‘one’.29 Interestingly,
Tutschek’s and Rossini’s word lists offer items which strike middle ground between the eastern and
western numerals. Their words for ‘one’, mod’ogono and midiku respectively, preserve the copula
prefix found in the eastern varieties, but also have the post-copula alveolar stop which characterizes
the western varieties, as opposed to the nasal of the eastern varieties. It is possible that these
elicitations are the missing links between Berta’s eastern and western numerical systems.
Turning to the number ‘two’, similar patterning can be observed. The eastern varieties have some
form resembling məhɔle, and true of every number in the eastern dialects, has incorporated the wordinitial ma. This is contrastive to the western variety, hɔlɔŋɔniŋ, which, like ‘one’, does not have the
ma- prefix. Here again Tutschek offers what may be a missing piece to the puzzle: madʒåling. Once
again ma is present in Tutschek’s phonetic transcription. As in the western varieties, his grapheme
concludes with a word-final nasal. From ‘three’ to ‘ten’, the western dialects’ numeral records (Jebel
Ura and Baruun be Magtole) all end either with a word-final nasal N or a word-final syllable NV. This
may merely be coincidental, or it may be an indication of some morphological component which is not
found in the eastern varieties.
Table 9: Representative numerical systems for five isoglossic regions
one
two
three
four
five

Gaahmg
taman
dhaag
ɔɬɔ
yaahsah
asaman

AKM
ligidi
waasi
eedɛ
laala
kamuuje

Western Berta
duguni
koleni
zitigini
sogon
asing

Asosa
ɗuk’unuŋ
holoŋoniŋ
talata
arba
hamsa

Eastern Berta
məneŋku
mahɔːle
mɔːte
manːamu
maːkʊʃu

28
The abbreviations of each researcher correspond to the abbreviations found in Appendices A and B. Those
researchers with a circle around them are approximate, whereas the un-circled names are believed to be reliably
positioned. Halevy has been omitted from the map due to an insufficient amount of comparative data.
29
From a philological perspective, məneŋku was likely a compound, consisting of the copula ma, the third
person subject agreement marker -ne and the first person possessive marker -ŋko. In other words, the number one
has become lexicalized from “it is mine!”. Still today, the first person possessive, “mine”, in Maiyu is məŋk’o.
30
The sources for each of the five isoglosses are: Gaahmg (Madal et al. (2004), the number three Bender et al.
(1980)), AKM (Aka, Bender (1997)), Western Berta (Dul, Evans-Pritchard (1932)), Asosa (Maiyu, Bremer
(forthcoming)), Eastern Berta (Wabosh, Bremer (forthcoming)).

326

Nate D. Bremer

Figure 5: Numerical Systems of Berta and East Jebel languages


2.3.2 Naturalia
Most animals, especially the domesticated ones, show no lexical alteration in Berta. For instance, the
words for animals such as ‘buffalo’, ‘chicken’, ‘cow’, ‘dog’, ‘donkey’, ‘goat’, ‘horse’, ‘pig’,
‘porcupine’, ‘rabbit’, ‘ratel’, ‘scorpion’, ‘snail’, ‘spider’, ‘termite’, ‘tick’ and ‘turtle’ are homogenous
throughout Berta dialects, but these examples show no predictable regular sound correspondence when
compared with the East Jebel languages.31 Lexical items referring to other animals, however, like
‘elephant’, ‘fish’ and ‘lion’ exhibit trans-Berta variation.32 None of these three lexemes show identical
geographic distribution, but a general east-west trend is observable. Comparison with the East Jebel
languages makes these lexemes especially intriguing, since sometimes an eastern Berta lexeme is
cognate with Gaahmg and other times it is not. Their distribution can be seen on the map below.

31
The lexemes for ‘buffalo’, ‘pig’, ‘scorpion’, ‘termite’ and ‘tick’ are not cognate with Gaahmg and are
unattested in AKM. ‘Dog’ and ‘donkey’ are cognate with AKM, but not Gaahmg. ‘Chicken’ and less likely
‘rabbit’ are cognate with both AKM and Gaahmg. ‘Goat’ is cognate with Gaahmg, but not AKM. ‘Horse’,
‘porcupine’ and ‘spider’ are cognate with Gaahmg but unattested in AKM. ‘Cow’ and ‘turtle’ are not cognate
between Berta, AKM and Gaahmg. ‘Ratel’ and ‘snail’ are unattested outside of Berta.
32
The lexeme ‘elephant’ shows a nearly perfect east-west divide, but there is discrepancy between EvansPritchard’s (1932) Tornasi/Kelo elicitation and Bender’s (1997b). Otherwise, western Berta, AKM and Gaahmg
are cognate, and the eastern Berta varieties are cognate. ‘Fish’ is difficult to pin down definitively, but there is an
east-west tendency. The northern varieties, Gaahmg and Tutschek are tough to place, but they lack the wordinitial nasal that characterizes the eastern dialects, and a case for similarity can be made with the western
varieties. ‘Lion’ is interesting, since western Berta and Gaahmg are cognate, and eastern Berta and AKM are
cognate.
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Figure 6: Elephant, fish and lion


‘Tree’ is an interesting word in Berta, since it typifies a whole class of words which have undergone
semantic shift due to polysemy. Amongst the Ethiopian dialects, elicitation of the English word ‘tree’
will often yield a response similar in form to either s’ɪs’iʲa or iŋgole, depending on the isoglossic
region. This is a clear example of semantic shift, and Marno provides a good clue of how it likely
happened. Marno’s ‘tree’ is glossed angole, but ‘wood’ is sisia. Presently, in the Maiyu region, s’is’iʲa
has come to define any generic tree, but ɪŋgɔle is a specific type of tree.
Analogy is another catalyst behind other similar examples of metonymy like ‘wealth’ and ‘chair’.
The lexeme ʃɪmbil has come to mean ‘wealth’ in the western dialects, but is only used for ‘cattle’ in
the far eastern varieties. From a pastoralist perspective, it is easy to see how these two categories are
related. Similarly, ‘saddle’ and ‘chair’ are undifferentiated in eastern dialects, whereas western
varieties have borrowed ‘chair’ from Arabic and differentiate it from a saddle. The same is true of
‘cup’ and ‘gourd’, where exposure to Arabic categorization has prompted Maiyu and other dialects
nearby to borrow such words.
The verb ‘eat’ also shows some evidence of shift, but not in the same fashion as those examples
above. In Maiyu there are four different verbs used for eating (θiŋa, k’ɔla, k’aː and s’ɛk’ɛla),
depending upon the physical nature of the object being eaten. Contrastively, most non-Maiyu dialects
have just two or three of these in their lexicons: θiŋa, s’ɛkɛla and k’ɔla. K’ɔla is almost certainly
derived from the verb k’ula ‘to break’, and makes sense why it is reserved for harder objects like meat
(often eaten together with the bones). Since the eastern varieties do not have a cognate for θiŋa, it
seems plausible that s’ɛkɛla could be the oldest word for in Berta’s inventory for ‘eat’. Cailliaud’s
unique elicitation, nangaly, complicates this analysis but adds a further wrinkle to the enigma.
Nangaly is significant since it provides a hint that Berta may once had a verb ‘to eat’ which is similar
to the East Jebel verb ɲaam. It is impossible to say for certain, but probably Cailliaud’s lexeme has a
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tense/aspect suffix -li, affixed to the verb root, signifying a completed action by a first person actor. 33
Reconstructing this leaves a verb root *naŋ(a), which is quite similar to the East Jebel ɲaam.
2.3.3 Polysemy and semantic shift between Berta and East Jebel
Looking beyond the low lexical similarity percentages, other comparable points are available which
suggest a genetic relationship between Berta and the East Jebel languages. When the geographical
scope is extended to include the East Jebel languages, certain diachronic processes are easier to see.
Table 10 below juxtaposes a number of comparable lexemes between Aka, Kelo, Molo and BeniSheko with selections from the Berta dialects.
Table 10: Semantic shift between AKM, B-S and Berta
AKM
pɔŋgɔr, bɔŋɔrɔ
kɔkɔɔne
ɓiːdi, bidːi
podur
abɛri, abɛra
pɔrdɔra, fɔdɔra
imili, amilu
-gɔre
-miki

Gloss
shield
skin (n)
sun
star
girl
weak (ADJ)
person (SG)
MASC.SG
FEM.PL

Berta
bɔŋor
k’ɔkɔna
bɛɗi, bəɗi
bʊruru
ɓeːre
NEG.paɗeʔe
mili
gure
mihi

Gloss
soldier/boy
scratch (oneself) (v)
hot
planet/Venus
child
not strong
black
penis
women/wives

2.4 Summary
The six Berta varieties found within the current political borders of Ethiopia show significant phonetic, lexical and semantic variation. The phonological inventories of each dialect are unique (except
for Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye), and their lexicons also reflect historical drift. Nevertheless, each
community included in this survey ascribes to a “Berta” ethnic identity and the historical records also
point towards a common lineage. Furthermore, the historical linguistic record suggests an east-west
isoglossic divide in Berta, with Maiyu and Metehara patterning closer to those Berta varieties found in
Sudan, but Undulu, Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye showing more similarity to Faɗashi. This geographical delineation is not clearly visible via lexicostatistics alone, but rather in the synthesis of linguistic
and socio-linguistic records. The east-west division is probably reflective of conservative versus
innovative tendencies, with those varieties in the east being more conservative than those in the west.
3 Beyond Berta: Cross-lingual comparison with the East Jebel languages
This paper suggests that Berta and the East Jebel languages share a deeper genetic affiliation than
originally thought. The data presented herein has been selected in order to pique the interest of those
Nilo-Saharanists interested in historical reconstruction, but further research (i.e. a syntactic and
grammatical comparison of Berta and the East Jebel languages, shared irregularities within paradigms,
etc.) ought to be conducted to either support or diffuse this proposed merger of Berta and the East
Jebel subfamily.
The topics of negation, pronouns and interrogatives have been chosen specifically because Bender
(1989: 160ff.) highlights them to illustrate the disparity between Berta and East Jebel. Reopening this
case is not in any way meant to defame or discredit the enormous legacy that Bender has left to NiloSaharan linguistics, but it is rather meant to supplement a linguistic gap with more data and fresh
stimulus. Bender himself saw that Berta’s need for dialect research was desperate, saying “[i]n view of
its wide geographical extent and the difference among Andersen’s (1993), Wedekind et al.’s (1993),
and my (1989a) descriptions, it appears that Berta is a language badly in need of a dialect survey”
(Bender 1997: 191). Based on Bender’s regular juxtaposition of Berta and East Jebel in his writings, it
seems as though he was unwilling to completely discount Berta’s potential inclusion within the
33

In Maiyu, ‘I have eaten’ is expressed θiŋali.
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subfamily. In an article describing the phonology of East Jebel languages, he includes a description
saying that, “Berta is a neighboring Nilo-Saharan language which is close geographically to E.J. [East
Jebel] and genetically to East Sudanic.” (italics mine, Bender 1997b: 189). Taken alone, this is little
more than a restatement of Greenberg’s own conviction. However, Bender goes a step further by
recurrently juxtaposing Berta with his East Jebel comparisons.34
Use of computer programs like WordSurv 7 has greatly enhanced our ability to compare and
contrast lexemes from different speech varieties. For this paper I compiled eighteen historical Berta
sources and nine East Jebel sources together with my own data on six Berta dialects (for more
information, consult Appendices A and B). WordSurv 7 allows for easy comparison of data which
represents a historical span of nearly 200 years. While my own data has added to the Berta dialect
corpus, the record remains incomplete and even inadequate in some places. Word lists from Undulu
and Faɗashi need to be expanded and more importantly, a survey focusing on the grammatical and
syntactic structures of each speech variety ought to be conducted in both Ethiopia and Sudan.
Furthermore, the geographical distribution of Berta needs to be researched, specifically the northern
regions of the Berta language area (in Ethiopia) stretching from Kurmuk to Guba, as well as the
Faɗashi variety spoken around Begi and Mendi.35 Despite the gaps in contemporary records, the
existing corpus is sufficient enough for a preliminary comparative analysis.
3.1 Negation
Negation varies considerably within Berta, and shows only partial commonality with East Jebel
negation. Sudanese Arabic has left an indelible mark on both Berta and the East Jebel’s negation
structures, but what remains unaffected shows some intriguing resemblances.36 The eastern varieties of
Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye exhibit a unique negation form, namely an sV(r) affix. This is most likely
a grammaticalized affix from the negative verb of existence, ʃar-i. No other known Berta varieties
share this negative affix, and it is a defining innovation of the Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye dialects.
The sV(r) affix of Wabosh and Beleje Gonfoye may be related to Gaahmg’s postponed wa. In order
for a relation to be established, then a process involving the elision of [s] and the subsequent addition
of a word-initial glide [w] would need to have occurred. Correspondence between the innovative Berta
affix sV(r) and Aka’s iisɛn is also possible. Even more reliable correspondence exists in the negated
imperative between the Gaahmg ar- prefix and Undulu’s ari, in which case Gaahmg’s affix would be
the more innovative form. It is also possible that Faɗashi’s negated interrogative ala shares a common
source to Undulu’s ari. If cog-nate, then their variant grammatical functions (imperative vs.
interrogative) would be the result of diachronic grammatical shift. Adding to the puzzle, the origin of
the negative imperative marker baka is unknown, although it may be related to the Amharic bɛk’a
‘enough’. Regardless, it does not appear to have a cognate in any of the East Jebel languages, although
notably the data for the East Jebel negation table is incomplete.
Table 11: Negation in Berta and East Jebel

34

Gaahmg

Declarative
Postposed “wa”

Aka
Kelo
Molo
Maiyu
Faɗashi
Undulu
BG/Wabosh

suffixes -tu, -tɔ, -ðo, etc.
aa
(i)nwɛla
wɛla
wɛla
-sa

Imperative
“ar-” prefix
+postposed “wa”
wəl
iisɛn
wəl
baka
bəka
ari
-se

Interrogative

Existence

?

?

?
?
?
wɛla
ala
wɛlːa
sɪ(r)-, sa(r) -

?
wəla
iito (?)
ʃari
ʃari
?
sari, ʃari

Other publications from 1983, 1989, 1998 all juxtapose Berta with the East Jebel languages.
I have personally never been in this northern area, but I have recently heard reports of a unique Berta dialect
spoken by those Berta residents living in Guba.
36
Specifically, the negation lexeme wɛla is borrowed from Arabic (c.f. Bender 1989a: 169)
35
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3.2 Pronouns
Comparing Berta and the East Jebel subject pronouns shows potential for genetic relatedness in most
cases. Alternatively, Bender came to the opposite conclusion, firmly stating that “examination of these
pronouns would surely have modified Evans-Pritchard’s thinking about the classification of the
Eastern Jebel languages” (Bender 1989: 159). Bender’s comparative selection of “Berta” pronouns
includes only the innovative Maiyu variety, and is therefore an incomplete comparison. Table 12
below lists all known subject pronouns found in historical and contemporary varieties. It often reveals
not only vocalic variation, but even consonantal variation in most environments.
Table 12: Subject pronouns in Berta and East Jebel37
Gaahmg

Bender (1989: 160)
Aka
Kelo
Molo

Comparative Word list
BeniBerta Variation
Sheko
iŋgi
ali, ɛlli, ali ide, ʔɛliʔ
iho, ŋk’o, ŋgo, əŋgoʔ, ɲho,
ɪni
ɪnkɔ
inːe, ŋine, ine, ɲine, ɪnːe,
?
hine

1SG

aan

ee

ə̈ŋ

ɔŋ

Bender’s
Berta
ali

2SG

oon

ɪn, ni

iŋ

ɪŋ

ŋgo

3SG

een

ɛnə, ɛɛne

ɛɛnɛ

een

ŋine

1PL

a’gan

ɛge, ɛɛgi

ə̈y

ɔy

haθaŋ

iije

həni, hado, ado, haðaan,
ngani, haθaŋ, ŋaʔ, inːka

2PL

o’gon

ɛgu,
ɛɛgu

uu

uu

haθu

uusu

halu, dora, haθu, hau,
haðu, hallu, hallo, hatu,
hazu

3PL

egɛn

ɛge

igeegə
(?)

?

mɛre

?

mare, mɛre, meeree,
məree, mɛrɛʔ

The 1.SG subject pronoun has an intervocalic [l] in all Berta dialects. There are no East Jebel cases
which have a lateral, but rather a nasal in four out of five cases. Looking at Appendix A, there are
multiple examples exhibiting alternation between a nasal [N] and a lateral [l] in Berta, and further
examples exist between East Jebel and Berta.38
The 2.SG pronoun shows considerable variation in Berta. In most cases there is a nasal, either velar
or palatal, but not in all cases. Bender (1989: 160) notes that “Berta” is unique since it includes a velar
-g in the 2.SG. First, this observation does not apply to all cases of Berta, although I would concede
that the proto-East Jebel pronoun expectedly had a velar stop. Assuming a form like *igo or *iko in
proto-East Jebel, then a plausible sequential development could be that the nasal seen in the East Jebel
languages was incipient, and the stop subsequently was elided. As is common in Aka, Kelo and Molo,
the final syllable was elided. The 3.SG subject pronoun is the easiest of all to see the correlation
between the E4 pronouns and Berta. Like the E4 pronouns, most Berta cases also lack the word-initial
nasal found in Maiyu. Indeed, the majority of Berta 3.SG pronouns look just like what is found in Aka
and Kelo, and are not far from Gaahmg or Molo either.
Berta plural pronouns are harder than the singular pronouns to reconcile with E4, however some
important observations can be made. First, the plural pronouns in both Gaahmg and Aka all have an
37

This table expands upon Bender’s (1989ː 160) table which juxtaposed the East Jebel languages of Gaahmg,
Aka, Kelo and Molo with “Berta”. The right section of this table adds Bender’s data on Beni-Sheko (the fifth
East Jebel language, not originally appearing in his (1989: 160) table) as well as known Berta variants, both
historical and contemporary.
38
Examples include but are not limited to “blow” (v) fiina, fiino, piiŋ (A, M, K) and fʊla (B), “grain” aajjɛne,
addɪni, aajjɛne, ajjɛne (A, M, K, BS) and dʒɛle, zili (B), “hunger” kɔna, kɔna, kun (A, M, G) and hulaʔ, hulaŋ,
huluŋ (B), “push” (v) ganna, gɛnə (A, M) and ɗɛlaʔ, ɛːlaʰ (B), “say” jəgənna (A) and k’alːa (B), “who?” ŋa, inu,
na.ŋai, ŋai (A, M, K, BS) and alo, dala (B), and “yawn” haamʊn, tahaamne, təʔamudən (A, K, M) and hamula
(B).
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intervocalic [g], whereas Kelo and Molo do not. In Gaahmg, “nearly all plural marking involves the
segment gg,” which is likely the origin of the [g] in these plural pronouns (Stirtz 2011: 99). Notably,
the gg segment nearly always takes the slot of a suffix in contemporary Gaahmg, but in the case of the
pronouns, it was likely a prefix that underwent vowel metathesis to become intervocalic. This plural
marker is thought to correspond to the [y] in Aka 1.PL, and the [h] of the Berta 1.PL and 2.PL.
Additionally, most of the Berta 1.PL and 2.PL pronouns still have what is likely a corresponding plural
prefix *hat- which matches the placement of Gaahmg’s plural pronoun prefix.39 The *hat- prefix is
clearly seen in the Berta 2.PL, with nearly all varieties maintaining a correspondent form of *t. The
Berta 1.PL shows the same geographical isoglossic distribution seen before, having a clear east-west
divide.40
The 2.PL is less difficult to reconstruct than the 1.PL, since it shows regular correspondence in Berta.
The E4 languages once again show extreme reductionism in AKM, B-S. For Berta, a proto-2.PL which
incorporates a *hat- plural prefix with the 2.SG pronoun fits all varieties (except Cerulli’s Wadashi,
dora) nicely. All varieties reduced the first syllable of the 2.SG pronoun but preserved the vowel [u].
Turning to the 3.PL pronoun, there is little that can be offered to reconcile Berta with E4. The 3.PL
pronoun lacks the *hat- prefix found in 1.PL and 2.PL, and may be borrowed. In neighboring Gumuz,
there is a ma- plural prefix that affixes to the 3.PL pronominal. Furthermore, marra meaning ‘many’ in
Gumuz may offer a clue of contact or distant relatedness to the Berta 3.PL pronoun.
Figure 7: 1.PL subject pronoun isoglosses41


39
Not treated elsewhere in this paper, Berta plurals can be marked with a suffix -gu which is thought to
correspond with Gaahmg’s gg segment. Interestingly, in Wabosh, the plural suffix is -gule, which like the plural
pronoun prefix *hat, maintains a correspondent form of *t, thus offering further evidence of a *hVt/*gVt plural
affix in Berta.
40
Just as in the case of ‘fish’, the eastern varieties contain a nasal, [n], but the western varieties do not.
41
These distributions are perhaps controversial, but they are based on syllable structures and phonological makeup. Gaahmg (aga), Aka (ɛːgi) and Beni-Sheko (iːdʒe) all have VCV, where the C is either a [g] or a [dʒ]. Molo
(ɔy) and Kelo (ə̈y) are Vy, the western Berta varieties mostly resemble haθaŋ (hado, haðaŋ, aːdaŋ), and the
eastern varieties show the most variation, but all have a word-initial or word-medial nasal. Most examples are
close to a (CV)NV structure (ŋani, ŋa, həni), but Undulu looks different: (ɪnːka).
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3.3 Interrogatives
Interrogatives, like pronouns and negation, show significant dissimilarity in Berta. Unfortunately, few
interrogatives were collected for my dialect word list; my own data is incomplete for Undulu, Faɗashi,
Metehara and Beleje Gonfoye. Apart from ‘who?’, Bender (1989) shows no variation between Maiyu,
Faɗashi and Undulu. While Bender’s data shows little or no variation among dialects, my data (where
available) exhibits significant variation. Furthermore, samples which I have taken from Maiyu and
Wabosh suggest a similar east-west isogloss to what has been observed before. Admittedly, more
research is needed to determine the range of their distribution within the Berta community. The table
below lists five interrogatives and a question particle, and juxtaposes the four E4 languages of
Gaahmg, Aka, Kelo and Molo with Berta. As before, Bender’s comparative sample is juxtaposed with
known variants (both historical and contemporary).
Table 13: Interrogatives in Berta and East Jebel
Comparative
Word list

Bender (1989: 170)
Gaahmg

Aka

Kelo

Molo

Bender’s
Berta

Berta Variation

who?

nai

ŋa/
ŋaaga

(na)ŋai/
(ka)ŋai

ɪnu/
iku

ndolo

alo, ambala, dala,
mbolo, nda, ndɛlɔʔ

what?

ɲiin/
ɲiigin

iɲi/
ɲigɛ

ɲi/
ɲani

ni/
sini (?)

naano

ɛn, mbola, naŋ

when?

dəi

ʊru

wɛyu

ʊru

awune

alaro, alal, amune,
ɪneːne

where?

da

-tu

ɪnda

inde

waane

whence?
Q
(Particle)

?

bidi, widi

?

inde

?

nda, ndasin, ŋwo,
ŋo, ŋwane
min waːne

-bɛ

-ra

ʔi (?)

--

-(y)a

-ʲa/-ʷa, tone

The table above reveals a significant amount of variation not only amongst the Berta varieties, but also
between the E4 languages. Bender (1989: 169) writes that “[i]nterrogatives are more uniform in the
Eastern Jebel languages than negatives. Still, a fair amount of variation exists.” Generally, ‘who?’,
‘where?’ and ‘what?’ are more homogenous in form in E4 than other interrogatives. Looking at these
three first, we see that despite E4 homogeneity, there is considerable variation in Berta, some of which
more closely resemble E4 constructions than others.
The interrogative ‘where?’ adds a further mystery to the lexical development of ‘who?’. Wabosh
and Beleje Gonfoye have respective lexemes nda and ndasin for ‘where?’, which are possibly similar
to the E4 ‘where?’. Whether or not ‘where?’ and ‘who?’ became semantically crossed in Berta is a
valid question, but the likelihood of the Eastern Berta varieties’ ‘where?’ and the E4 languages’
‘where?’ being cognate is better interpreted as further evidence that the conservative Berta varieties lie
in the outer peripheries. Unfortunately there are too many gaps in both the historical and the
contemporary records to pin down definitive isoglosses, but the figure 8 below gives a rough
projection of what is currently known.
Finally, the interrogative ‘what?’ shows regular sound correspondence between Berta and the East
Jebel languages. In nearly all cases, some remnant of a NVNV lexeme exists. Fleming’s G1 and G2
are exceptions and are most likely correspondent to nɛŋ mba-lo in Maiyu. This common question in
Maiyu combines a question word with a relative pronoun and a demonstrative to mean “What (is) it
that that (is)?” It is possible that this high frequency phrase has become grammaticalized in Beleje
Gonfoye, morphing into merely mbola as Fleming suggests, but more research is needed to determine
this.
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Figure 8: Distribution of the interrogative ‘where?’42


4 Statistical analysis
Lexicostatistics is a controversial tool used to hypothesize possible relatedness of languages and
language families. Bender (1983: 53) uses lexicostatical percentages to fortify his claim that Berta is
not related to the East Jebel languages. His statistics are juxtaposed with my own in the table below,
and the sections which follow elucidate some of the possible ways in which the different statistical
figures were generated. Largely speaking, my own percentages are very close to Bender’s for the
AKM languages as well as AKM against Gaahmg, however AKM against Berta and Gaahmg against
Berta show considerable variation. These topics and others are discussed more thoroughly in the
sections which follow.

42

Records for the western Berta varieties show some discrepancies. Bender (1989) lists Maiyu, Undulu and
Faɗashi as identical, uniformly using waane, wa-θaane, whereas Cerulli (1947) presents alternatives ŋo and ŋwo
for similar regions. I can confirm Bender’s Maiyu as waane, but I have no records from Undulu or Faɗashi.
Cerulli’s word-initial nasal can also be seen in Baruun be Magtole’s ŋwane, and could be another isogloss used
to further delineate the western Berta varieties.
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Table 14: Comparative lexicostatistics43

AKM among
themselves
AKM against Gaahmg
AKM against Berta
Gaahmg against Berta

Bender’s (1983: 53) lexical
similarity percentages

my lexical similarity percentages
(with 50+ items)

63%

Bender avg: 63.7%,
Evans-Pritchard (EP) avg: 65%

34%

Bender avg: 30.5%,
EP avg: 31.7%

17%

Bender avg: 31.1%,
Berta WL 31.9%

14%

Bender avg: 24.5%,
Berta WL 24.6%

4.1 Berta lexicostatistics
Lexical similarity levels amongst the Berta speech varieties are surprisingly low and may therefore
generate more questions than answers. My lexicostatistics between Berta and the E4 languages vary
considerably from Bender’s, so before delving into the figures themselves a brief explanation is
warranted. The primary difference between Bender’s results and my own can be observed at a local
level amongst the three primary Berta dialects: Maiyu, Undulu and Faɗashi. Bender’s (1989) lexicon
suggests a very high percentage of lexical similarity (in most cases these three varieties have identical
lexemes in Berta lexicon), yielding figures that are 96% and above. The comparative percentages for
Bender’s Jebel Ura shows a level of variation which is more consistent with what I have observed
between Berta speech communities.
It is uncertain, but one reason for Bender’s uniform data may be due to the linguistic conditioning
of his informants. In the case of both Undulu and Faɗashi, it does not appear as though these dialects
were elicited in each respective area. Rather, these were likely speakers who were found around Asosa
and who had therefore had significant exposure to Maiyu. If this is so, then it is not unlikely that their
responses were often Maiyu lexemes. Peer pressure can be a significant social force which
dramatically affects word list elicitations, and if Bender’s data collection occurred in a Maiyu area,
there would plausibly be Maiyu speakers present during field work who may have impacted
elicitations. Another theory about why Bender’s word list is so uniform and my own so disparate, may
be due to a time-tested technique commonly referred to as “cognate fishing”. His ‘guts, intestines’
example suggests this, since his Maiyu, Undulu and Faɗashi records are all cognate forms of
afɔːnfɔros’ ‘lung’ and not the expected iʲu k’aːsi ‘guts, intestines’. That three speakers would
independently offer the same inaccurate reply is unlikely.

43
The statistics found in the “My Lexical Similarity Percentages” column are my calculations for the data I used
for my lexicostatistical analysis. Most of these figures reflect my scoring of other people’s data for cognates
between different language groups. The figures given for “Bender avg” were calculated by taking the data he
published (Bender 1997: 204–214) and then comparing those AKM icons which have comparable points and
averaging them against one another. I have a significant amount of data: 250 Aka icons, 230 for Molo and 242
for Kelo. Averaging the lexical similarity percentages yields a figure of 63.7% average lexical similarity within
AKM, which is nearly identical to Bender’s own assessment of his own data. The same procedure was also done
with Evans-Pritchard’s data for Sillok, Malkan and Tornasi, which also yielded a very similar figure (65%) to the
number generated from Bender’s data. The same AKM data was then compared to Gaahmg (the average of both
Bender (1980) and Madal et al. (2004) was taken), and in this case my “Bender data” yielded a figure of 30.5%
whereas Evans-Pritchard’s data was slightly higher, registering a number of 31.7%. Both samples are slightly
lower than Bender’s own figure of 34% similarity, but neither differnce is stastically significant. The next two
rows show sharp contrast between my figures for Bender’s data and his own calculations. In the case of the
AKM and Berta comparison as well as the Gaahmg and Berta comparisons, my statistics with Bender’s data is
very close to the percentages generated from the entire Berta historical word list (which is a compiled average of
more than a dozen different sources). Theories about how and why my calculations are so different than
Bender’s are explored in Section 4.1.
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Due to the small comparative samples that I collected in some cases, my own lexical statistics are
arguably lower than what may be generated from a larger sample. However, there is reason to believe
that my statistics are credible within 5%.44 Of further note, my informants for the Undulu and Faɗashi
word lists were elders (each over 60 years old), and their elicitations are not necessarily representative
of contemporary speech, but rather that of previous generations. Indeed, the Undulu of my word list is
thought to be endangered, and more research should be conducted soon before a more extensive record
of this dying variety is lost entirely. Maiyu and the eastern-most varieties of Wabosh and Beleje
Gonfoye show the most dissimilarity, but the higher percentages of these communities with the
western varieties suggests a more conservative periphery (east and west) and an innovative core.

75
73

Wabosh

83
68

Beleje Gonfoye

Baruun be Magtole
100
73
73
87

Metehara

63

100
69
83
77
91

Bremer Fadashi

100
82
74
82

Siebert and
Wedekind

100
79
86
78
79
78
91
87
82
70

Bender Jebel Ura

100
98
84
86
77
80
80
90
89
82
69

Bremer Undulu

83

100
98
96
90
86
77
82
72
88
91
78
70

Bremer Maiyu

80

Bender Fadasi

61

100
76
80
82
60
76
77
73

Bender Undu

100
94
62
71
70

Bender Mayu

G1
G2
BeM
BeU
BeF
BeJ
S&W
BBM
BrM
BrU
BrF
Met
BG
Wab

Fleming G2

Fleming G1

Table 15: Berta lexical similarity percentages45

100
68
81
85
62
63

100
77
68
64
62

100
82
68
69

100
64
62

100
76

100

4.2 East Jebel lexicostatistics
This section offers a cursory treatment of the East Jebel languages, since my own figures closely
mirror Bender’s. For a thorough reference, Bender (1997, 1998) offers a convincing discussion of
lexical similarity between Aka, Kelo, Molo, Beni-Sheko, and Gaahmg. Additionally, EvansPritchard’s data is more-or-less lexically consistent with Bender’s, but due to minor variation as well
as additional lexemic input, his data is included for a wider comparative analysis. Evans-Pritchard’s
Aka sample has complete lexical similarity with Bender’s, Molo agrees 9 out 10 times, but Kelo
shows the most variation with just over 80% lexical similarity. Both Bender and Evans-Pritchard have
an average right around 64% lexical similarity within the AKM languages.
Just two comparative sources were used for Gaahmg, and these show noteworthy variation. In this
study, these two sources had a total of 236 common lexemes which have a comparative 79% lexical
similarity. This number is surprisingly lower than expected, however literature on Gaahmg does make
reference to multiple dialects which may accommodate for the lower figures. It is uncertain whether or
44
My lexicostatistics between Maiyu and Wabosh changed only 3% when I increased the sample size from 200
words to 663 words. These same 200 words were sampled for Undulu, Faɗashi and Beleje Gonfoye, but
Metehara has 353 words.
45
For this and the tables which follow, cells which have less than 50 comparable items are left blank.
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not the sources selected for this research reflect dialectal variation, or whether they rather manifest
semantic variation between the source language (presumably English or Arabic) and Gaahmg. The
table below lists the lexical similarity percentages of the five East Jebel languages, with two sources
each for Gaahmg, Aka, Kelo and Molo, and one source for Beni-Sheko.

81

Beni-Sheko

100
72
70
81

Kelo

100
63
81
90
80

Molo

100
74
59
100

Aka

Pritchard Tornasi (Kelo)

100
39
33
30
33
29
28
34

Pritchard Malkan (Molo)

100
79
35
33
27
33
29
31
32

Pritchard Sillok (Aka)

Gaam 1979

Gaahmg
Gaam 1979
Pritchard Sillok (Aka)
Pritchard Malkan (Molo)
Pritchard Tornasi (Kelo)
Aka
Molo
Kelo
Beni-Sheko

Gaahmg

Table 16: E4 lexical similarity percentages

100
67
64
67

100
61
64

100
85

100

4.3 Berta and East Jebel comparative lexicostatistics
Broadening our scope to compare known Berta speech varieties and the East Jebel languages, we see
that although lexical similarity percentages between Berta and E4 are low, the percentage is higher
than once presumed and this increase is statistically relevant. Although the genetic affiliation between
these languages is limited, my comparative statistics approach a figure similar to Bender’s AKM and
Gaahmg (34%), which was deemed high enough to warrant these five languages being lumped
together to form the East Jebel sub-family of Eastern Sudanic. Furthermore, while my own lexical
similarity percentages are higher between Berta and E4, my analysis for AKM and Gaahmg is actually
slightly lower than Bender’s. According to my statistics, Berta shares a higher similarity percentage to
AKM than Gaahmg does (although not statistically relevant), and Berta and Gaahmg display the most
dissimilarity of all.
The reason for these disparate figures can only be speculated since no published records exist
which show Bender’s comparative samples. While I have used Bender’s own data to compute my
percentages, it must be clearly stated that I did not use the same list that Bender used, and this is
almost certainly the primary reason for our different figures. Contrastively, I have drawn on numerous
different sources available from both the E4 languages and Berta, and have compiled these into a
single database. This approach generated an output in which some comparisons had many hundred
comparable points, and others only 20 or 30. For this reason, discretion is required when examining
the percentages of similarity, since the ratios underlying the percentages are different in all cases. In an
attempt to weed out extraneous data, I have limited the tables found in Appendix D to only those
comparisons which have a minimum of 50 and 100 comparative points. Unfortunately, this criteria
discounts most of the older word lists which have less than 50 comparable items, and therefore
generate an erroneous figure which must be discarded. Table 17 below depicts a condensed diagram of
Berta and the E4 languages, showing some of the general cross-linguistic trends.
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64

85

20

33

26

34

30

34

34

28
22
17
19
17
17
19

35
32
23
34
29
30
30

29
27
22
25
26
22
27

36
32
28
31
30
30
31

39
39

Wabosh

67

Beleje Gonfoye

34

Metehara

100

Beni-Sheko
Pritchard Berta
(Dul)
Siebert and
Wedekind
Baruun be
Magtole
Bremer Maiyu
Bremer Undulu
Bremer Faɗashi
Metehara
Beleje Gonfoye
Wabosh

Bremer Faɗashi

100
61

Bremer Undulu

Kelo

100
67
64

Bremer Maiyu

Molo

100
33
29
28

Baruun be Magtole

Aka

Gaam 1979
Aka
Molo
Kelo

Pritchard Berta
(Dul)
Siebert and
Wedekind

Gaam 1979

Beni-Sheko

Table 17: Berta and E4 lexical similarity percentages (with 50+ items)

100
68
81
85
62
63

100
77
68
64
62

100
82
68
69

100
64
62

100
76

100

100

37

100
100

86

69
83
77
91

100
73
73
87

83
68

75
73

35
41

66

Lexical statistics cannot inform decisions about genetic relatedness and must therefore be held lightly.
To glean a more accurate understanding of the potential for historical relatedness between Berta and
the E4 languages, the comparative method, balanced with dialectology, offer solid comparable points.
The historical story takes shape somewhere in the middle of these two poles. Furthermore, as I was
scouring the many lexemes for cognates, my interest was piqued by the high frequency of isolated
cognate examples. That is to say, there are many times that just one of the four languages of Aka,
Kelo, Molo and Beni-Sheko have a cognate with either Berta or Gaahmg. Appendix E lists these
isolated examples, and Table 18 presents my findings. Both offer a fresh vantage point about the
possible shared histories of these languages, which arguably extends beyond borrowing. When AKM,
B-S is compared with Berta, a surprisingly high percentage (just over half) of cases have at least one
AKM lexemes which is similar with Berta. If the semantic shift examples found in Table 9 are
combined with the statistics below, a staggering figure of 56% of the glosses surveyed have
comparative similarity (either lexical or semantic) with Berta. Again, this number should not taken in
isolation, but concurrently with other data.
Table 18: Combined AKM, B-S statistics

Total
Percentage

not similar with
Berta or Gaahmg
99
99/271
36.5%

any selection from AKM, B-S
similar to Berta &
similar to Berta
Gaahmg
71
70
141/271
70/271
52.0%
25.8%

similar to
Gaahmg
31
101/271
37.3%
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5 Conclusion
Berta’s placement in the Nilo-Saharan phylum has baffled scholars for decades. However an extensive
linguistic record spanning nearly 200 years of history is not entirely void of clues useful for
reconstruction. Evans-Pritchard, the first to suggest related groups (he referred to them as “Group A”
and “Group B”) of Berta languages, correctly identified the presence of Berta words in some of the
East Jebel languages’ lexicons. Years later, Bender expounded upon that theory, agreeing that such
words had Berta origins, but re-labeling them as “loanwords” and deciding against Berta’s relationship
with the East Jebel family. Bender’s postulation remains normative still today, and the general dearth
of linguistic data has been the primary hindrance against placing Berta in any genetic context. While
this encumbrance still continues, more information about Berta dialects is now available and allows
for a fresh examination into the origins of these speech communities.
In my opinion, this data, coupled with a reexamination of the historical record, suggests a genetic
relationship between Berta and the East Jebel languages. The frequency of lexical similarities between
Berta and E4 hints of a shared history that extends beyond mere contact. More research is needed
before an authoritative claim can be made, however based on the current information available, my
hypothesis about these languages is that they should be categorized together.
Abbreviations
A
AKM
AKM,B-S
Avg
Azh
BBM
BeM
BeU
BeF
BeJ
BG
BrF
BrM
BrU
BS
Cai
CerK
CerDs
CerR
E4
EP
G
Ghm
G1
G2
Ha
K
LWC
M
Ma

Bender’s “Aka” language data
The 3 Jebel languages of Aka, Kelo and Molo
The 4 Jebel languages of Aka, Kelo, Molo and Beni-Sheko
Average
Al Azharia’s Berta language data
Krell’s “Baruun be Magtole” language data
Bender’s “Mayu” language data
Bender’s “Undu” language data
Bender’s “Fadasi” language data
Bender’s “Jebel Ura” language data
Bremer’s “Beleje Gonfoye” language data
Bremer’s “Faɗashi” language data
Bremer’s “Maiyu” language data
Bremer’s “Undulu” language data
Bender’s “Beni-Sheko” language data
Caillaiud’s language data
Cerulli’s “Wa-Kosho” language data
Cerulli’s “Wa-Dashi” language data
Cerulli’s “Rikabiyyah” langauge data
East Jebel Language Family, including the five languages of Aka,
Kelo, Molo, Beni-Sheko and Gaahmg
Evans-Pritchard’s “Dul” language data
Lexemes collected from the Gaam 1979 Dictionary
Lexemes collected from the Gaahmg 2004 Dictionary
Fleming’s “Gebeto 1” language data
Fleming’s “Gebeto 2” language data
Halevy’s language data
Bender’s “Kelo” language data
Language of Wider Communication
Bender’s “Molo” language data
Evans-Pritchard’s “Malkan” language data
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Mar
Met
N-S
POA
Ro
S
S&W
T
Tut
Wab

Marno’s language data
Bremer’s “Metehara” language data
Nilo-Saharan
Place of Articulation
Rossini’s language data
Evans-Pritchard’s “Sillok” language data
Siebert et al.’s language data
Evans-Pritchard’s “Tornasi” language data
Tutschek’s language data
Bremer’s “Wabosh” language data
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Appendix A: Historical and contemporary Berta sound correspondences
Sources Cited
Source

Bender, Lionel 1989a

Bremer, Nate forthcoming
Cailliaud, Frédéric 1826 (French)

Cerulli, Enrico 1947
Krell, Amy 2011
Marno, Ernst 1874 (German)
Evans-Pritchard 1932
Rossini, Carlo Conti 1920 (Italian)
Siebert, Siebert and Wedekind 2002
Tutschek, Lorentz 1850

Elicitation
Date

Abr. Form

Meaning

Azh
BeM
BeU
BeF
BeJ
G1
G2
BG
Met
BrM
BrU
BrF
Wab
Cai
CerK
CerDs
CerR
Ha
BBM
Mar
EP
Ro
S&W
Tut

Al Azharia
Bender, Mayu
Bender, Undu
Bender, Fadasi
Bender, Jebel Ura
Fleming Gebeto 1
Fleming Gebeto 2
Beleje Gonfoye
Metehara
Bremer, Maiyu
Bremer, Undulu
Bremer, Faɗashi
Wabosh
Cailliaud
Cerulli Wa-Kosho
Cerulli, Wa-Dashi
Cerulli, Rikabiyyah
Halevy
Baruun be Magtole
Marno
Evans-Pritchard Dul
Rossini
Sieberts and Wedekind
Tutschek

1974–1979
1960’s
1974

2011
2013
1819–1822
1928
1874(?)
2007
1869–1873
1926
1920 (?)
1993
1844

The following examples aim to illustrate both the predictable and unpredictable variation which exists
within Berta speech varieties. The examples below reflect both regular sound correspondences as well
as less-frequent alternation between cognate forms.
The examples are clustered together to show alteration, while also noting known sound patterns in
contemporary varieties. In the emboldened section, commas (,) signify free variation, slashes (/)
denote phonemes in most Berta varieties, and the tilde (~) represents alteration between these phonetic
sounds. Tone has been omitted.

p,b ~ d/ɗ ~ g,k/k’
p/g

1. tie loosely

BeMUF lip(i)s’a

Tut lagᵃza

b/d/g

2. dirty

BBM badi

BeMUF, BRM diɗi

S&W gɪdi

3. morning

Wab nabusi

BG maːbus

BrF menɗɛʃi

b/k’/k

4. spit

BeMUF bus’a

Wab k’utʃ’a olo

BBM koze

b/g,k

5. frog

BrMF boŋoʃ

Tut gånggåss

BG koŋosi

6. send

Wab hɛbina

BG ʲebɛne

BeUF aagena

7. stir

Tut bera

Wab gʊra

8. false banana

BeF baθɛ

Wab k’əla

BrM gaːɗe

9. know

BeUF moːda

BBM maːdine

Tut måaga

10. dish

BrM daʔhe

Wab giːhe

BeMU gəi

d/g

BeF giheʔ
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d ~ mb

1. many, much

G2 dugura, mbogura

mb ~ nd

1. which?

BrM mba

Wab, BeU nde

BeM ande

2. who (rel)

Wab mba

BeU mbə, mba

BrM nda

1. false

BrM pus’aŋ

Tut gudzaŋ

Wab wutʃaŋ

p~g~w

BeJ andi

β/b ~ f ~ h ~ w
β/f/w

1. blood

BeMUF kaβa

CerR k’aafa

BrMUF kafa

b/f/w

2. kill

G2 biyeetəŋo

BeMUF fiya

Wab wii dɔŋɔ

G1, G2 kawa

3. water

S&W baɗi

Tut feri, ferio

BeMUF firi

G2 fɪre, wɛre

b/f

4. sweep

Wab beka alo

Tut fea

BBM fejɛtaŋ

S&W fɛːða(na)

b/h

5. blow

Wab bɔla

Tut hula

6. full

Tut båralo

Wab hɔrolo

7. pour

Tut b’oda; hod’a

8. bark of tree

BeM fahaʃu

G2 hohaasa

9. dance, play

BBM fʷazi

Wab hɔhɔʒi

10. dig

BeMUF fuɗa

Tut, BeJ huda

11. money

BrM fuːda

Tut, BrF hoda

Wab wuda

12. rabbit

BrMU fuːfur

Tut hodʒorr

BeF hɔhɔr

BG awori

Wab awowuri

13. white

BeMU fuudi

BrM fudi

BBM foːdi

Tut hoti

Wab wʊdi

14. stick

BeMUFJ hodiya

Mar hodio

S&W wɔdiːʲa

15. tendon

Tut hoara

Wab waːraʔ

16. twist (v)

BeMUF hɔrhɔs’a

Wab wɔrhosa

f/h

f/h/w

h/w

Wab wɛri

BeMUF hɔri

Tut håssa

d,t,t̠ ~ ð,θ,l/h ~ ʲ ~ r
t/l

1. bow

G1 tia, lia

d/l

2. straight

S&W gadi, goːli

ɗ,d/l

3. saddle

BrM amaɗi

BeMUF amədiʔ

BGː aːmele

d,t,t̠ /θ,l/h/r

4. hand

Ha deba

CerDs tabaa

EP tuba

Wab, G1, G2 ləba

Tut habba

Cai raba

G1 moudiʔ

Wab mɔːte

CerK mooθe

BeU muuθe

Mar dagn

Ha taŋ

d,t/ð,θ/r
d,t/θ,l/h

5. three
6. cow

Wab, BG, G1,2, Ro laɲi
θ,l

S&W t̠ aba

CerK,CerR θabaa

Tut mote

G2 mɔɔte

CerDS muuði

BeF mɔɔθe

Cai more

EP tung

CerK, CerDs θaaŋ

Tut haŋ

7. cut

BeMUF k’iiθa

Wab, BG k’ɪli

8. mosquito

BrF umuθ

BrMU jamuθ

l/h

9. under, below

Wab liri

Tut hiri

ð,θ,l/h

10. finger

CerDs ðabaloo

CerK,CerR θab
olo

Wab ləbɔlɔ

θ,l/h

11. home

BeMUF θaayu

Wab leʔɔʷ

Tut haoai

ð,θ,l/ʲ

12. rise, stand up

CerDs að

BeMUF a’haθa

Wab ahala

h/r

13. antelope

Met bohos’

BeMUF bɔrɔs’

Wab umuli
Tut habbalo

Tut haya

θ,l ~ dʒ/s,z/tʃ’ ~ k’/k,g
θ/dʒ/s,z

1. rat

S&W amaθiŋ

Wab amadʒi

BeUF amasiŋ

BrF amaziɲ

l/k’,g

2. drop

Tut d’ala

BeMUF daak’a

BBM dage

Wab ɗak’a

BrU amazi
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ɗ/tʃ’/k/k’

3. all

Tut ɗill

S&W tʃ’il:iŋ

θ ~ gh

1. eat

BeMUF θiŋa

Tut ghinga

2. squeeze

BeMUF θɔɔra

Tut ghima

1. rainbow

Wab amʊgaoʷ

BrU mogol

BeM mozolo

BrF mozol

g ~ s,z

BBM kiliŋ

BeMUF
k’illiŋ

BG amuʷgaʔo

Tut
måsså’ll

BrM amuzalo

k,g ~ k’ ~ dʒ,dz
g/k’

1. cut

Tut geda,gya

BeMUF k’iira

G2 k’ila

BBM kere

g/k’

2. wash/bathe

Wab gitʃ’a

Tut gidza

BeUFJ gis’a

BrM gis’a, k’is’a

k,g/k’

3. elbow

BeJ kʷɔnkʷɔlɔŋ

Tut gongdʒåleng

EP kongkolong

BeMUF k’oŋk’oloŋ

CerR k’oŋɣolo
g/k’/dʒ

4. bone

BBM gara

BeMUF, G2, BrM k’aara

g/dʒ

5. thing

BeUF,G1 gin

BeM jin

k,g/dʒ

6. yesterday

CerDS kiye

Wab giːhe

S&W giːdi

BrM, BBM dʒiːdi

7. peel

Wab k’enalo

BeMUF k’eena

8. bitter

BrMF, Met k’asi

Tut dʒassi

9. blood

Mar gafa

BG

1. whistle

Wab fɛnːtɪna

BG wɛnteɲe

BrF, Met fɛnsiŋa

Tut fedzinga

Met handir

BG haɲgiri

CerDs, R, BeMUF hanjir

G1 haiyiri

Wab haʔhiri

BrU haŋːhir

g/k’/dz

t ~ s ~ dz

Tut gighe

k’awa

Tut dʒare
BrF giːje

BrU gɪfe

Tut dzira
BrM k’afa

Tut dʒaua

d ~ k,g ~ dʒ ~ ʲ ~ h
d/g/dʒ/ʲ/h

1. knife

g/ʲ

2. snail

Tut mashgo

Wab maʃiʲo

g/h

3. snore

BrU goroɗi

BrF haroɗi

k/h

4. brain

Met afutek

BrM afuθah

5. flower

BBM kundunduluŋ

6. dwarf

Met fatɛŋkɪʃu

k/h/l

Wab aʷolɛhi
Met hudundulu

BrM faθiŋhiʃo

Wab wəlilisu

ɗ/d/dʒ,dz/ʒ ~ s,z/ʃ ~ s’,tʃ’/ts’,ts/c’
dz/s,z/s’,tʃ’/ts’/c’

dz/tʃ’,s’

1. earth

Tut dzadʒa

BeM
s’ak’a

zak’a,

BBM saka

G1 tsagaʔ

G2
c’yək’a

cək’a;

CerK c’aak’aa

2. guest

Tut dzidze

Wab atʃ’itʃ’e

BrMUF as’is’i

Wab atʃ’ikɛle

BeMUF as’ɛk’ale

3. rainy season

Tut adzadʒå

dʒ/s,z

4. moon/month

Wab, BG, G1
dʒigi

ʒ/ʃ

5. dry

S&W hʊʒɛdɪ, hɔʃɛdi

s,z/ʃ

6. die

Wab, G2 muse

Tut muze

BBM muʃe

7. bad

G2 dɔgɔsi

Tut dagoazi

BeMUF dɔgɔʃi

BeUF sigi

Wab
tʃ’ɛk’a

Tut, BeM, BrMU, Met zigi

S&W muʃɛ

CerDs
ts’aak’aa
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s/ʃ/z

8. claw, nail

Wab maʃiʃo; masiso

BrU mənʃo

z/ʃ

9. knee

Tut guzuŋ

Wab guʃu

BeMUFJ
gʊʃʊŋ

Tut mazo

dz/z/s’,tʃ’

10. dew

Tut gadzia

S&W kəziːjaʔ

BrMUF gas’ia

dz/s/s’

11. earth

Tut dzadʒa

Mar saga

BeMUF, BrMUF s’ak’a

12. body

Tut budzege

BrU bɪsk’e

BeMUF bus’(u)k’e

dʒ/tʃ’/s,z

13. village

Wab heːdʒa

BG heːtʃ’a

BeU heesa

BeM heeza

dʒ/ts’/s,z

14. grain

Wab, Ro dʒɛle

CerDs ts’eelee

CerK zeelee

BeUF sili

dʒ/s,z

15. lazy

Wab, BG dʒɔdʒɔ

BrF soːsoʔ

Tut zåzå

ɗ/ts’/s/s’/tʃ

16. heavy

Tut ñeɗi

S&W mʲɛts’i

BBM ɲinsi

ɗ/dʒ/ʃ/c

17. sit

BrF,Met ɗoŋoʃa

BBM ɗawaʃe

Wab dʒəhoːla

Wab
gɛtʃ’iʲa

BeUF
ɲyɛɛs’i
BrU
ʃəŋoːθa

BeM zili
Wab nɛtʃi
G2 coholə

ɗ/d,t,θ ~ ɲ/n/ŋ ~ g ~ h ~ ʲ
ɗ/n/ʲ

1. fish

Tut d’ågul

Wab, BrF, BG nɛgu

d,t,θ/ɲ

2. sleep (v)

BeJ dirʃa

BBM tarʃine

d/n

3. count (v)

BrM idda

BeMUF iina

h/ʲ

4. hyena

CerR aliliha

CerDs liliya

5. salt

BeMUF he’heʔ(y)o

n/h/ʲ/ø

6. send

Tut, BrF ne’bena

Wab hebina

BrU heːbena

BG yebɛne

h/ʲ/ø

7. star

Wab hiːtʃ’o

BrM hiːs’u

BBM jiːso

BeMUF is’u

ŋ/h

8. door

BeMUF handuŋ

Wab handuh

9. 2.SG

CerDs,CerR, BeU, BG ŋgo

CerK ŋk’o

Wab iho

10. meet (v)

Wab ŋolu woleliʲa

BeJ huluθaŋ

BrM hulu

ŋ/h/ø

11. 3.SG

CerR, BeUJ ŋine

BrFM ɲine

BBM hine

Wab inːe

ɲ/n/g/h

12. snore

BG ɲarɗoɗe

Wab narɗoɗa

BrU goroɗi

BrF haroɗi

ŋ/g

13. throat

Tut ngallo

BrM ŋalu

Mar gualu

ɓ/p’ ~ m

1. keep away

Wab ɓadɛne

BrM p’aːrane

BrFU məriɛne

b~l

1. darken

BrU amːbuwe

Wab ami:loʷe

BG aŋːa miloʷe

2. python

BeF habali

BrM halali

l/ɲ/ŋ

1. donkey

Tut ʃilerr

BrMUF ʃiɲir

BeMUF ʃiŋir

l/n

2. hear

Wab hale liʲo

BeMUFJ haala

BBM haːnio

3. four

Ro malamu

CerK,CerDs mannamu

BeU mənəmu

Tut manamo

4. blow

Wab bɔːla

BeMUF, BrM fʊla

Tut hula, håna

Bar fune

l/n/ŋ

5. horn

Tut balulo

BeJ bulunj

BeMUF bʊlʊŋ

ɲ/n/ŋ

6. be pregnant

BrFM olgiɲi

Wab wɔlgine

BrU woldʒiŋʔi

7. red

BeMU beɲɛni

Tut bene, beni

BrF bɪni

1. lamb

BeMU k’ɛlme

BeF k’əmbe

BrU mendʒef

BG maːbus

G2 hehe, heehɔ

BeMUJ yu’guθ
BeUF θirʃa

Wab ɲirʃa

Wab jeho
BrM agena

l~ɲ~n~ŋ

l~m

Wab beŋaʔi

m~ɲ~n~ŋ
m/n

1. morning

BrF menɗɛʃi

Wab nabusi

S&W beŋɛniʔ
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m/ŋ

2. return

BeMUF mooða

BrF moliaʔi

BrM mɛθa

Wab
ŋoloʔe

Tut ŋoa

m/ŋ/ø

3. suckle

Wab tʃ’umɓina

BeMUF s’uŋθiŋa

Tut dzabita

m/n/ŋ

4. vomit

S&W gʊgʊma

Wab guguna

ɲ/n/ŋ

5. whistle

BG wɛnteɲe

Wab fɛnːtɪna

Tut guinga

BeMUF

guu’guuŋa

Tut fedzinga

BrF, Met fɛnsiŋa

m/n/w

1. when?

BrM amune

ŋ/w

2. sit

Met ɗoŋoʃa

BBM ɪneːne

S&W awunɛʔ

BeMUFJ awɪne

BeMUF ɗɔŋɔɔʃa

BBM ɗawaʃe

d~r

1. cut

Tut geda

BeMUF k’iira

BBM kere

2. keep away

Wab ɓadɛne

BrM p’aːrane

BrFU məriɛne

3. sweat (n)

Wab bədeŋga

S&W bəruwəŋ

4. water

S&W baɗi

Wab wɛri

Tut feri, ferio

5. eight

CerDs θaboode

CerK θaboore

BeUF θaboore, θabooθe

6. pull

Tut fida, fira

b~r

1. night

Wab habʊle

Tut habien

BeM habiθəŋ

s,ʃ ~ r

1. testicle

Tut dosi, dori

BrM θɔri’

EP turi

2. Venus

BeF busura

Wab bʊrʊrʊ

l,θ,t/r

1. smoke

Wab, BG ɗula

BeMU ɗuuθa

l/r

1. stone

Tut bele, bar

2. thunder

Wab rɔɓale

BeMUF
buluŋ

3. when?

BeMUF alal

Wab alaro

4. whirlwind

Met agulgulu

BrU adurdur

n/r/ø

1. excrement

BeU ŋgun

BeM ŋgu

n/r

2. peel (v)

BeMUF k’eena

Tut dzira

3. bad, ugly

Tut zuni

BrM, S&W ʃuni

Mar schurai

1. cough (v)

Wab hohona

BeJ hohoŋa

Tut hosiŋa

h/k’

1. liver

Wab aːnəhe

Tut nehe

BBM nanaheʔ

h/k

2. tongue

Wab, BeF, G1 hale

h~r~x

1. exit

BeMUF huha

Wab hɔra

BeJ xooxʷa

ʔ~ɗ

1. louse

Wab aʔiːni

G2 aini olo

Tut ɗiɲi

ʔ~ʃ

1. no

Wab iʔi

BeMUF eʔee, ee’yo, eʔeeyo

m ~ n/ŋ ~ w

BeMUF firi

G2 fɪre, wɛre

Mar naharale

l,θ,t ~ r
BeF
ɗola
roo

ɗuuθa,

Tut bare

BBM duːta

S&W uːraʔ

BBM rober

n~r

h~s

BeF ŋgu

h ~ k/k’
BeJ kala

BeMUF nɛk’ei

EP kula

BeMUF ɗiinʸi
Mar ischu
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Appendix B: Sound correspondences within AKM, B-S and Gaahmg
Sources Cited
Abbreviated Form
G
A
M
K
BS
S
Ma
T

Source
Bender and Malik 1979

Bender, Lionel 1997b

Evans-Pritchard 1932
Madal, Yousif, Ateeb and Yasin
2004

Ghm

Meaning
Gaam 1979 Dictionary
Aka
Molo
Kelo
Beni-Sheko
Sillok
Malkan
Tornasi
Gaahmg 2004
Dictionary

b~ɓ

1. sun

A, M biidi

K, BS ɓiidi

b~d~g

1. ashes

AMK tɔdɔ

G, Ghm duug

2. bark of tree

A bəəba

G baga

M gəga

3. ear

BS si

K siidi

A sigii, sigiide

M sigi

4. field

M əddəfa

K aagewi

G gəfa

Ghm gaffa

5. fish

M uudo

A ʊʊgu

6. friend

K mərde

A mərgəna

7. scratch

A abbɔbaano

K ɗʸeɗʸɛne

8. shoulder

M bʊreda

A pɔrga

9. smooth

A darbəde

M dərgəje

1. drink (v)

A mɛɛtu

M mootu

2. fall (v)

A bɛtɛse

K bʊdia, pʊdia

1. full

M tɔtuudu

A tɔkɔjaw

2. leaf

K kəca siiti

A kəc.a.sigi

M kəs.a sigi

3. lion

A tɔkʷe

K tʊgu, ɗʊkʊ

BS tuuke

4. liver

BS tee

K teete

A tɔgi

5. push (v)

K tɛgɛnə

A gəganna

6. want

M tɔli

K dɔ̈ɔ̈y

1. alive

K beebea

M feefere

2. blood

K gʸeeba

A, BS gʲefa

3. clean

G bɛr

M waari

4. field

A kəfa

M əddəfa

K aagewi

5. mountain

A peela

K bela

BS beela, bɛla

6. blow (v)

K piiᵑ

A fiina

M fiino

7. donkey

A pɪldi

M filiir

8. feather

A pəta

K pɔtɔ

BS pɔɔdo

M fəəta

9. smoke (n)

A pʊru

K pʊyu

BS bʊru

M furƍ

1. black

A ɔrɔɔga

M, BS ɔr(ɔ)wa

t ~ ɗ/d

t ~ k/g

p/b ~ f ~ w

k/g ~ w ~ ʔ

A kəfa

M gΉʸΊeegero

K məɗea

BS mɪdi

M kɔdu

A ɔgɔle

M gʸeewa

M fela

G, Ghm fiid
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2. fear (v)

A lɛɛgɛdi

K ləwdi

3. goat

A lago

M ləw

K laawo

4. good

A. kɔrrɔ

M ware

K wəədi

BS waar

5. long, far

A fuluuge

M fʊluugo

BS uuluwe

K ɔluʔʊ

6. lose, hide

A dugi

M d(u)woo

7. night

A ɔrga

K ɔrrɔ, ɔyyɔwa

BS ɔɔrɔ

f~w

1. chief, king

A fɛnɛdi

Ma fonodi

G wɛɛda(n)

b~s

1. bark of tree

A bəəba

K səba

d ~ s,z

1. horn

M kʊdul

A kɔsuli.ge

K kʊsʊl.tə

2. kill, punish

M fɔɔdu

BS bɔɔsi

K pɔɔzi, bɔɔzi

3. knee

Ma kudu

M kʊdu

S kusu

4. knife

M kidəm

A kisəm

K kesa

5. two

M, K waadi

BS wadi

A waasi

6. sand

M ɔdəəla

A assɛssɛl

d ~ dʒ ~ s ~ k,c

A, K, BS kʊsu

K ɛɛje

BS gɛje

M gu’sɔi

2. be green

K jeriyə

M seeʸro

BS eekeerə

3. hand

M sɔro

BS cɔro, sɔrɔ

A carga

4. heavy

K lijə

M liiso

A liice

5. how?

A jaani

M sɛɛn

K kyɛᵑ

6. star

M mideero

K maaju w(ey)a

BS maceera

7. tooth

K ɲiidi

BS ɲidi

M ɲisu

A ɲiice

8. tree

K kəja

M kəsa

BS kəca

A kəca

1. crop, grain

M addɪni

A, K, BS aajjɛne

2. full

M tɔtuudu

A tɔkɔjaw

3. rub (v)

M ebeedo

A efeje

4. smooth

A darbəde

M dərgəje

5. urine

K (d)jəw

A jaa

6. star

A podur

G, Ghm pajɔ

A gɛnɛ

M giɲɔ

G, Ghm jiŋd

2. meat

K kɔɔkɔ

A oʔo

BS ɔʔɔ

3. moon

A, M aguwa

K aʔʊwa

BS aqa

4. thorn

A kiigi

M jiiji

K kiiʔi

5. rainy season

A məkase

M mukɔm

K mɔʔɔse

6. stab, pierce

A kaageno

G kən

M jeeno

d~l

1. one

M deedi

A, S ligidi

Ma ledi

f~s

1. swell (v)

A affai

K ɛssəi

d ~ dʒ

k/g ~ dʒ ~
ʔ,q

1. fly (n)

BS gʊsuuli

1. louse

K abbɛje
M jɔɔ

A geece
K cɔyə

G, Ghm kusumi
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s~z

1. all

M tɪbbɪsi

A təb’bizi

2. sit down

A abbɛse

K ɛbbɛ’si

1. brain

Ghm laaza

G laɬa

2. full

Ghm parras

G pərɬ

3. grandmother

Ghm taaz

G taaɬ

4. shadow

Ghm kuuz

G kuuɬ

s~c~g

1. manure

M sɔɔ

A cɔɔgo

t/d ~ r ~ ʲ

1. donkey

A pɪldi

M filiir

2. down, low

G, Ghm taad

3. eye

K ɛɛdi

4. good

s,z ~ ɬ

BS aabbizi

K cəədi

G gɔɔd

A taarga

M taara

K taaya

G ɛd

Ghm ed

A ɛre

M eri

K wəədi

G wɛɛda(n)

A kɔrrɔ

M ware

BS waar

5. hard

A pɪrgɪdi

M dɪmgɛri

6. rabbit

M bəta

A cɔbɔrɔ

K cəbɔyə

7. spear

K wɛɛda

A weere

M wərᵘ

1. back, spine

A arra

K ɔɔyə

2. bad, ugly

A wara

K wəya

3. down, low

A taarga

M taara

K taaya

4. earth, land

A kɔrɔ

M kala

K kɔyɔ

5. be green

BS eekeerə

M seeʸro

K jeriyə

6. hand

A carga

M sɔro

BS cɔro, sɔrɔ

7. honey

A keerdi

M kɔrrdi

K kɛydi, kɛydimo

8. know

BS kɔɔrmi

K kʷɔyə

9. new

A araaya

M araaya

10. ten

A caraare

K kʸeeraali

11. turtle

A pɔrɔŋa

K bɔyɔɔŋa

1. big, large

BS yaamədɛli

2. blow (v)

G bɛl

3. stick (n)

Ma loro

M ŋəra

l~m

1. person

A ele.gora

M ulisəkəlo

m~b

1. crooked

M kamnu

A kəəbino

2. drop

M mijiro

A bijinna

ŋ~d

1. cry, mourn

A ɔɔŋa

M aado

ŋ ~ k/g

1. come

K laaŋ

A, M laako

2. hair

BS jʔəŋge

A jɛke

3. near

K leeŋᵓ

A lɛɛgi

M loogi

1. food

T nyuma

Ma ngam

G, Ghm namɛs

r~l~ʲ

l ~ n, ŋ

ɲ~ŋ~n

K cɔyə

BS aayara

K ayaya

Ghm dhomol

K amadenə

G mədə(n)

A fiina

M fiino

K piiᵑ

K amɔlɔra

BS amoolorɔŋ

BS laago
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ŋ~s

1. enoughǃ

M mɔŋane

K məs’səne

m~s

2. rainy season

M mukɔm

K mɔʔɔse

A məkase

n~r

1. scratch

A abbɔbaano

K ɗʸeɗʸɛne

M gΉʸΊeegero

2. drop

A bijinna

M mijiro

3. run

A daan

M dɔɔni, dɔɔŋi

ŋ~ʲ

1. break

K bɔ’gɔŋgo

A bəgɔyɔ

h~g

1. tomorrow

M mər(u)hudɔ

A margude

h~ʔ

1. yawn

A haamʊn

M tahaamne

K təʔamudən

r~ʔ

1. breathe

A saar

M saari

K sɔɔʔi

ʲ~ʔ

1. basket

K gədaiyə

A gətaʔa

K ɓeeri, bɛria

Appendix C: Locations and dates of sources
Publication
Bender 1997b

Language
(variety) name
and abbreviation
Aka, A

Molo, M
Kelo, K

Beni-Sheko, BS
Cerulli 1947

Wa-Kosho, CerK
Wa-Dashi, CerDs
Rikabiyyah, CerR

Tutschek 1850

Fazoglo, Tut

Informant info, locations and notes
This is the same as Evans-Pritchard’s Sillok “found around
several Jebels (hills) in eastern Sudan south of the Ingessana
Hills in Blue Nile Province” (Bender 1997: 189). Specifically,
“Aka is spoken around Jebel Silak, south of the Ingessana Hills,
west of Keli (11.10 N 33.45E)” (Bender 1997: 190).
E-P’s Malkan “Molo is spoken at Jebel Malkan, south of Jebel
Silak (10.50 N, 33.45 E).” (Bender 1997: 190)
E-P’s Tornasi “spoken in and around the village of Keli, on the
main road south of the Ingessana Hills in east-central SudanC
(10.50N, 34.20 E) (Bender 1997: 190)
This language is located on Jebel Beni Sheko, “a striking
‘Inselberg’ on the main road north of Keli” (Bender 1997: 190).
Cerulli describes the linguistic area in general terms, saying that
the Berta “…inhabit the region south of the Blue Nile and east of
the former Sudan province of Dar Fung. Their eastern limit in
Ethiopian territory is usually indicated as the River Dabus (or
Yabus); but some scattered groups of Negro tribes, probably akin
to the Beni Shangul, live east of the Dabus as far as the
confluence of the River Didessa with the Blue Nile.” (Cerulli
1947: 157). Although he provides a map (158), he does not give
details of where the three dialects of Wa-Kosho, Wa-Dashi and
Rikabiyyah are located, only that they are “spoken by different
tribes in the Beni Shangul area” (Cerulli 1947: 157).
Tutschek’s word list “was collected from a boy born at Hobila, in
the south of the Fazoglo country, purchased out of slavery at
Alexandria by the Duke Maximilian.” (Tutschek 1850: 139).
Unfortunately I have not been able to indentify Hobila on any
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Bender 1989b

Mayu, BeM
Undu, BeU
Fadasi, BeF
Sudan (Jebel Ura),
BeJ

Al Azharia Jahn
1970, in Bender
1989b
Fleming 1960s, in
Bender 1989b
Fleming 1974, in
Bender 1989b
Bremer
(forthcoming)

J: Sudan, Azh

G1 Gebeto
G2 Gebeto
Faɗashi, BrF
Undulu, BrU
Metehara, Met
Beleje Gonfoye,
BG
Wabash, Wab
Maiyu, BrM

Krell, 2011

Baruun be
Magtole, BBM

Siebert, Siebert
and Wedekind
2002

Berta (Asosa),
S&W

Halevy 1874, in
Cerulli 1947
Marno 1874 (481–
495), 132 words

?, Ha
Bertat, Mar

maps, and so I placed Tutschek’s source not far from the town of
Fazughli (based on the language name).
“The Arabized Berta of town-dwellers around Asosa.” (Bender
1989b: 271)
“The ‘pure’ rural Berta… found in the area north of Asosa,
western Wellegga Province, Ethiopia” (Bender 1989b: 271)
“The Berta of the Bambeshi (Fadasi) area, southeast of Asosa.”
(Bender 1989b: 271)
“Collected in Khartoum from a speaker of the Jebel Ura area,
near Kurmuk. Numerals collected at Jurut, near Kurmuk”
(Bender 1989b: 271)
Collected in Sudan by “Samia Al Azharia Jahn in the 1970’s; her
main concern was with ritual and ethnomusic.” (Bender 1989b:
271)
“Gebeto of the Diddesa bridge area, western Wellegga” (Bender
1989b: 271)
“Gebeto of the Diddesa bridge area, Dimtu village, forty kms.
west of Gimbi” (Bender 1989b: 271). 46
A Faɗashi village, 13 kilometers north of the town of Bambassi.
The town of Undulu, northeast of Asosa.
The displaced Berta living nearby the towns of Metehara and
Awash, approximately 250 kilometers east of Addis Ababa.
Speakers located in the small town of Fwafwate, about 30
kilometers north of the town of Arjo and likely about as far from
where Fleming did his surveys.
Those Berta living in and around the town of Daleti, 42
kilometers north on the road taken from the town of Mendi.
Those Berta living in and around the main towns of Asosa,
Menge and Kurmuk.
This survey was collected in a village called Yabus al-Ghaba,
located in the Blue Nile Region of Sudan, not far from the town
of Yabus.
This word list “was provided by Asherif Ahmed (21 yrs.), who is
a citizen of Asosa; he also speaks Arabic, Amharic, and English.
The word list was transcribed and recorded by K. Wedekind.”
(Siebert, Siebert and Wedekind 2002ː 17).
?
Marno’s first journey took him from Cairo, Egypt to Bambasi,
Ethiopia. His journey, recorded in German, notes his travels
through “Dar Bertat”, which began from Fassoql, went through
Famaka, into “Beni Schanqol” and ending at Bämbäschi. In his
description, he distinguishes between what seems to be a general
“Bertat”, and specific Berta peoples “Fossoql” and “Bämbäschi”.
Also, his map seems to suggest that Beni Schanqol is a synonym
for modern-day Asosa. The language described in his word list is
“Bertat”, which could easily have been elicited anywhere
between Fassoql and Bambasi, and could reflect any of the
dialects found therein: Maiyu, Faɗashi or Undulu.

46
This is almost certainly a mistake; it should read “east” of Gimbi. To my knowledge, there are no Berta living
40 kilometers west of Gimbi, and the Didessa Bridge is indeed east of Gimbi.
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Rossini 1920

Gamila, Dabus
River, Ro

Evans-Pritchard
1932

“Dul”, EP

Cailliaud

?, Cai

This word list was elicited by Gimiri Arar, a captured slave.
Rossini’s document suggests that Gimiri believed his language to
be different from “the Fazoklo and Barta” (Rossini 1920: 319).
Evans-Pritchard, like Marno, travelled extensively amidst
multiple people groups living nearby the present Sudan-Ethiopia
border. He refers to this area as “Dar-Fung” and to the Berta as
“Dul”. Although the town of Dul was not included on my map, it
is in close proximity to Kurmuk, so 15 miles southeast, but it’s
not certain that this was the location for Evans-Pritchard’s
wordlist.
?
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Appendix E: Rare Berta lexemes that have similarities with some E4 lexemes
Appendix E: Rare Berta lexemes that have similarities with some E4 lexemes
Gloss
Gloss
basket
basket
break (v)
break (v)
centipede
centipede
fat, thick
fat, thick
near, close
near, close
forget
forget
frog
frog
give
give
thin
thin
touch
touch
good
good
pour (v)
pour (v)
rat
rat
there
there
belly, abdomen
belly, abdomen
sister
sister
elephant
elephant
girl
girl
hot
hot
new
new
seed
seed
lick
lick
down, low
down, low
field, pasture
field, pasture
want, hunt
want, hunt
beard
beard
hyena
hyena
cry, mourn
cry, mourn
mountain
mountain
deaf
deaf
jump
jump
few
few
love, like
love, like
why
why
monkey
monkey
where
where
star
star
throwing stick
throwing stick
taste (v)
taste (v)
friend
friend
person, man
person, man

Source
Source
Tut
Tut

Tut, BrM
Tut, BrM
Mar
Mar
Ros
Ros
Mar, Ros
Mar, Ros
G1
G1
G2
G2
BeJ, BrM
BeJ, BrM
BrM
BrM

BrM, BBM
BrM, BBM
BrF
BrF
BrU, BrF
BrU, BrF
Wab
Wab

Wab, G1
Wab, G1
BG
BG
Azh
Azh
BeM
BeM
BeMUF
BeMUF
Cai
Cai

Berta
Berta

Lexeme
Lexeme
ngånde
ngånde
bezoa
bezoa
dagalgazang
dagalgazang
dundulung
dundulung
nidze
nidze
d’odʒoinga
d’odʒoinga
gånggåss
gånggåss
dia
dia
d’afet
d’afet
båaza,bådza
båaza,bådza
dzab
dzab
b’oda, p’uːda
b’oda, p’uːda
doroa
doroa
ati
ati
ile
ile
mbune
mbune
un, oɲi
un, oɲi
bere, beri
bere, beri
huluʔ
huluʔ
hara
hara
bɛcɛri
bɛcɛri
raaθa, raθa
raaθa, raθa
θiri
θiri
gafa
gafa
k’aba
k’aba
adigiŋ
adigiŋ
bʊŋu
bʊŋu
hoona
hoona
bɛle, bele
bɛle, bele
maːla
maːla
hoːre, guːɗɛ
hoːre, guːɗɛ
neŋːgɛlːe
neŋːgɛlːe
gɔdi lːare
gɔdi lːare
maluʷa,
maluʷa,
ʊri
ʊri
nda, ndasin
nda, ndasin
bəruru
bəruru
hankol
hankol
geena
geena
amɛdɛl
amɛdɛl
meloko
meloko

Source
Source

Kelo
Kelo
Aka
Aka
Gaahmg
Gaahmg
Aka, Kelo
Aka, Kelo
Aka, Molo
Aka, Molo
Kelo
Kelo
Aka
Aka
Beni-Sheko
Beni-Sheko
Beni-Sheko
Beni-Sheko
Kelo
Kelo
Gaahmg
Gaahmg
Aka
Aka
E4
E4
Aka, Molo, Kelo
Aka, Molo, Kelo
E4
E4
Aka, Molo, Kelo
Aka, Molo, Kelo
E4
E4
Aka, Kelo
Aka, Kelo
E4
E4
E4
E4
Aka, Molo
Aka, Molo
Aka
Aka
E4
E4
E4
E4
Kelo
Kelo
EPT
EPT
EPT
EPT
Aka
Aka
Aka, Molo, Kelo,
Aka, Molo, Kelo,
BS
BS
Molo
Molo
Aka
Aka
Kelo
Kelo
Molo
Molo
Aka, Molo
Aka, Molo
Aka, Kelo
Aka, Kelo
E4
E4
Aka
Aka
Aka, Kelo
Aka, Kelo
Aka
Aka
Aka, Kelo
Aka, Kelo
Kelo, BS
Kelo, BS

East Jebel
East Jebel

Lexeme
Lexeme
gə’daiyə
gə’daiyə
begɔyɔ
begɔyɔ
dongol
dongol
dɔŋgɔl
dɔŋgɔl
lɛɛgi, loogi
lɛɛgi, loogi
yiziŋa
yiziŋa
gaage
gaage
bi
bi
ɗeeɗe
ɗeeɗe
ɓə’ɓəsəna
ɓə’ɓəsəna
jerrad
jerrad
peegɔ
peegɔ
dii, tii, tia
dii, tii, tia
tiiti, tiide, tii
tiiti, tiide, tii
eːlg, ɛlle, ɪlli, ɛle
eːlg, ɛlle, ɪlli, ɛle
moguna, muuna, mɔɔne
moguna, muuna, mɔɔne
ange, rrɔŋɔ, krɔŋo, ɔɔŋɔ
ange, rrɔŋɔ, krɔŋo, ɔɔŋɔ
abɛri, abɛra
abɛri, abɛra
luuɬun, luuge, luu(wa), lua
luuɬun, luuge, luu(wa), lua
yaa, araaya, ayaya, aayara
yaa, araaya, ayaya, aayara
wiico, wɔɔso
wiico, wɔɔso
rɛɛðe
rɛɛðe
taad, taarga, taara, taaya
taad, taarga, taara, taaya
gaffa, kəfa, əddəfa, aagewi
gaffa, kəfa, əddəfa, aagewi
kəbəneʔ
kəbəneʔ
andiginbuna
andiginbuna
bungu
bungu
ɔɔŋa
ɔɔŋa
peela, fela, bela, beela
peela, fela, bela, beela
miɲi
miɲi
peede
peede
kɛɗɛɲɛle
kɛɗɛɲɛle
taaridiade
taaridiade
aal, aali
aal, aali
teeri, tɔi
teeri, tɔi
daa, tuu, ɪnde, intə, inda
daa, tuu, ɪnde, intə, inda
podur
podur
kooda
kooda
duugənə
duugənə
mərgəna, mərde
mərgəna, mərde
amɔlɔra, amoolorɔŋ
amɔlɔra, amoolorɔŋ
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Appendix F: Rare E4 lexemes that have similarities to Berta lexemes
East Jebel

Gloss
bite (v)
dirty
gourd
say, answer
see
shadow
short
rub (v)
sand
wait
smooth, soft
beer
bone
cloud
come
granary
river
sky
stick
strong
yesterday
big, large
clean (adj)
skin
crocodile1
crocodile2
grain
lion
hyena



Source
Aka

Aka, Gaahmg
Aka, Kelo
Aka, Molo
Aka, Molo, Gaahmg
Kelo

Kelo,
Beni-Sheko,
Gaahmg
Molo
Beni-Sheko
Gaahmg

EPT

Lexeme
gʊrri
doogade
ææbo, abo
jɛgɛsi, jəgənna
gəlləko
kɔrre
lɛdʊr
ɔɔgɔ, guur
assɛssɛl, sassa
tiŋano, ɗiŋtasi
darbəde, dərgəje
baago, bawʊdi, saa
ora
aaguuyu
ɔya
luuba
teeli
yʊmbʊm
kɔdia
bəəde, bɔɔde
dʸ
amadenə, yaamədɛl,
dhomol
waari
səəba
dhagar
naaŋ
jer
bahrd, bərd
bungu

Berta
Lexeme
gora, k’ɔra
diɗi, doŋgoŋ, gɪdaŋga, mili dokochi
abube, agʊ
dʒalla, dzedzarna, k’ala
gaaŋɛla
agɪʃiɲkɛri, aŋgɪʃir, aːʃoren, asori
lihidi, ɗuguri, k’ɪdere
guʷa
aseːsege, ʃeːk’e
ɗiŋa
ɗaaɗas’i, ɗeːɗeːsi
baːtʃ’a, baaca, baːs’a
k’ara, gara
aŋgʊru, a’gʊru
adɔ
luːbe, luuba
dale, θɛle, deli
rump’uŋ, rumbun
hodiya, hodio, wɔdiːʲa
baɗiya, ɓɛɗiʔi
giːhe, gife, giːdi
ɗuŋːi, ɗaaŋi, ɗaŋi
s’ari, s’ara
ʃɛwa, ʃaβa, ʃɛfa, zafa
dabro, daburu,
nagu
dʒele, sili, zili
bɔɔrid, purɪd
bumuʔ, bʊːŋu

THE DIACHRONIC DEVELOPMENTS OF KI CONSTRUCTIONS
IN THE LUO AND KOMAN FAMILIES
Richard Griscom
1 Diachronic syntax: The comparative method, grammaticalization, and construction grammar
The field of diachronic syntax has its roots in the comparative method, a means of determining
language relationship and change through the comparison of individual features across different
languages. The comparative method has been in use in various ways since antiquity, but was first
refined and standardized during the 19th century by Rasmus Rask, Karl Verner, Jacob Grimm and the
neogrammarians following Sir William Jones’ observations of the similarities between Sanskrit, Latin,
and Greek in 1786. Schleichter (1874) was the first to posit reconstructed forms for a proto-language
based on sound correspondences between Indo-European languages. Despite recent critique of its
limitations, the comparative method stands out as the most capable approach of determining genetic
relationships between languages (Cambell & Poser 2008).
Until the 20th century, the field of historical linguistics was primarily focused on the comparison
and internal reconstruction of phonological features and cognate morphological and lexical elements.
The reconstruction of syntactic structures was not seen as a worthwhile endeavor by the
neogrammarians, and it was not until 1912 when Meillet first proposed grammaticalization as a
process through which lexical items become integral to the grammatical system (DeLancey 2004).
Since the 1970’s, grammaticalization has been extensively researched both cross-linguistically and
within individual languages (Heine & Reh 1984; Traugott & Heine 1991; Hopper & Traugott 1993).
More recently, the development of theories of construction grammar has had a significant impact
on approaches to diachronic syntax. Authors including Goldberg (1995) and Croft (2001) have argued
that the symbolic units of language must necessarily include compositional schemas, rather than
merely atomic units, and that these schemas must be meaning-bearing units in their own right. The
relationship between diachronic construction grammar and grammaticalization remains to be clarified
(Noël 2007), but within the past decade diachronic construction grammar has won increasing
recognition as a viable means of reconstructing the syntactic structures of proto-languages and the
stages of development that lead to synchronic syntactic patterns. The present study takes such an
approach in order to further understand the relationships between grammatical constructions in two
language families: Luo and Koman.
2 Language background
The Luo family is one of the three primary families of Western Nilotic (Dinka-Nuer, Burun, Luo), and
itself is divided into two groupsː Northern Luo, and Southern Luo (Storch 2005). The Northern Luo
languages are spoken primarily in South Sudan and on the Sudan-Ethiopia border and include Shilluk,
Belanda Bor, Thuri, Luwo, Anywa, and Päri. The Southern Luo languages are spoken mostly in
Northern Uganda and Western Kenya, and include Adhola, Kumam, Dholuo, Alur, Lango, Acholi, and
Labwor. The categorization of the Northern Luo and Southern Luo languages within the Nilotic family
is presented in Figure 1.
The Koman family consists of 5 languages (Uduk, Kwama, Komo, Opuuo, and Gule), spoken near
the border of South Sudan and Ethiopia. The Koman family has been both included (Greenberg 1963;
Bender 2000; Ehret 2001; Blench 2012) and excluded (Dimmendaal 2008) from the Nilo-Saharan
phylum by various scholars due to the lack of regular correspondences and limited data. When it has
been included in the phylum, it has most often been described as an early offshoot from the other NiloSaharan languages (Greenberg 1963; Ehret 2001; Blench 2013). The relationship between the Koman
languages and the Luo languages is thus distant at a minimum. The Koman languages are, however,
spoken in an area that is adjacent to the areas in which the Western Nilotic languages are spoken. Map
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1 shows the areas inhabited by the speakers of each of the Western Nilotic languages with the area
inhabited by the speakers of the Koman languages indicated.
Figure 1: The classification of the Luo languages with reference to the Nilotic family.
Nilotic
W. Nilotic

Luo
Northern Luo

Dinka-Nuer

E. Nilotic

S. Nilotic

Burun

Southern Luo

Map 1: The Western Nilotic languages (Storch 2005), with the area of the Koman languages.

3 KI Constructions
Within both the Luo and Koman families, there are numerous constructions that include a preposition
kV (most commonly /ki/, /kɪ/, /gi/, /gɪ/, or /ke/), which in some languages reduces to a cliticized form
k= before constituents that begin with a vowel segment. The three constructions that will be discussed
in this paper include:
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Basic KI Construction
Coordinate NP KI Construction
Verbal complementation KI Construction

The Basic KI Construction is the most pervasive of these constructions and most often appears postverbally. It contains a noun phrase that codes numerous semantic roles and functions, including
Instrument, Manner, Time, and the Theme of antipassive constructions. This construction is
represented using the structural schema in Figure 2.
Figure 2: The Basic KI Construction.

[KI NP]
Although the Basic KI Construction is present in all of the languages described in this study, some of
the semantic properties mentioned above are restricted to certain language groups. In the examples
below, the various functions of the Basic KI Construction are discussed with reference to both the Luo
and Koman families. The labels S, A, O, and KI are used for the single participant of an intransitive
clause (including antipassive constructions), the most active argument of transitive clauses, the least
active argument of transitive clauses, and the preposition taking the form kV, respectively (Dixon
1994; Comrie 1981). R and T refer to the Recipient and Theme of ditransitive clauses. It should be
noted that these labels are not intended to reflect crosslinguistic categories, as argued by Dryer (1997).
Instrument 1
In these examples, the Basic KI Construction is used in both intransitive and transitive clauses to code
the Instrument with which an action is completed.
Anywa (Northern Luo)
A
O
V
[KI NP]
(1) ōbúrré
rìŋó ā-cám-gɪ́
kī lwɛ̄t-gɪ́
children meat PST-eat-3.PL OBL fingerːPLːmN-3P
‘The children ate the meat with their fingers.’ (Reh 1996: 320)
Päri (Northern Luo)
O
V
A
[KI
NP]
(2) thìir
á-tiic
cícʊ̀-ɛ̂
kí
pál -̀ à [sic]
spear.shaft C-make man-ERG PREP knife
‘The man made the spear shaft with a knife.’ (Andersen 1988: 303)
Dholuo (Southern Luo)
A
V
O [KI NP]
(3) Oloo kunyo bur gi
beti
Oloo dig-IMP hole with machete
‘Oloo is digging a hole with a machete.’ (Okombo 1997: 52)
Acholi (Southern Luo)
V
[KI NP]
(4) aŋolo ki
pala
I.cut with knife
‘I cut with the knife.’ (Malandra 1955: 151)

1
Some glosses have been slightly altered for ease of comprehension. A full list of abbreviations is included at
the end. Original glosses for KI prepositions is retained.
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Kwama (Koman)
S
V
[KI NP]
(5) mà
ʃɛ́
kwɛ̀y ʃáʃ-mì
gì
gàáʃá mà-bàbá
1.PL.EX.SBJ also hoe
eat-1.PL.EX.SBJ.PFV with hoe
PL-father
‘We also hoe in order to eat [lit. we also hoe and eat] with a hoe (like our) fathers.’ (Kievit &
Robertson 2011: 39)
Uduk (Koman)
[
]-A V
O
[KI [NP
]]
(6) tādā-m
pɩ̄ ní
thɩ́pʰ
ɛ́
kɩ̄
tō
pābǎ-m
pīnɩ́
mother-LNK POSS.2.SG care.for 2.SG KI
thing father-LNK POS.2SG
‘Your mother rears you with your father’s things.’ (Killian, p.c.)
Komo (Koman)
V-S
[KI
NP]
(7) kɪś ʼ-ɪ-́ r-ɪ
gɪ̀
watʼí
light-ITV-3.SG.M-3.SG.N INST fire
‘He lit it with fire.’ (Otero, p.c.)
Opuuo (Koman)
A
V
O
[KI-NP]
(8) uteni kaay- yep-a
buwaa-chaá go-wuy
he
PERV- cut-PST PL-tree
INSTR-axe
‘He cut down trees with an axe.’ (Kebebw 2010: 20)
Manner
In these examples, the Basic KI Construction is used in intransitive clauses to code Manner with
which an action is completed. This function appears to be infrequent but has been attested outside of
Luo and Koman (see Section V below).
Anywa (Northern Luo)
[KI NP]
S-V
(9) ɛ̄n-ā-ríiŋó
kɪ̄
ŋɛ̄ɛc
3.SG-PST-run OBL speed
‘S/he ran fast.’ (Reh 1996: 320)
Dholuo (Southern Luo)
S
V
[KI NP]
(10) adhi
sikul gi tienda
1SG-go-IMP school by foot
‘I go to school on foot.’ (Okombo 1997: 46)
Time
In these examples, the Basic KI Construction is used to code the Time of an event, most often using
words that refer to times of the day (e.g. morning, night). In Anywa, the Basic KI Construction can
appear pre-verbally when coding Time (see 12).
Anywa (Northern Luo)
[KI
NP]
S-V
(11) gɪ̄ -cʌ́mó
kɪ̄
wʌ̀ʌ́r
3.PL-eatːANTI OBL
night
‘They eat at night.’ (Reh 1996: 320)
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Anywa (Northern Luo)
[KI NP]
V-S
(12) kɪ̄
wʌ́ʌr rɛ́ɛ
ā-kwál-ɛ́
KI
night RFLː3.SG PST-steal-3.SG
‘He stole away at night.’ (lit. ‘He stole himself at night.’) (Reh 1996: 502)
Päri (Northern Luo)
S
V
[KI NP]
(13) lwàak bùt -̀ ò
kí
wʌ́ʌr ̀
people sleep-SUF PREP night
‘People sleep at night.’ (Andersen 1988: 304)
Shilluk (Northern Luo)
S
V
[KI [NP
]]
(14) gɛ́ á-bēēd
kɪ̄
cyʌ̂ŋ mɔ̄
gíìr
3.PL PSTːE-stayː1.SG KI
day RELːPL many
‘They remained many days (like this)...’ (Miller & Gilley 2001: 61)
Kwama (Koman)
V-S
[KI NP]
(15) sɔ́-ní-ɡɛ́
ɡì
sùgùn
spear-1.SG.SBJ.PERVV-3.M.SG.OBJ at
night
‘I spear it (the pig) at night.’ (Kievit & Robertson 2011: 39)
Comitative
In these examples, the Basic KI Construction is used in both intransitive and transitive clauses to code
an animate or inanimate Accompaniment. This may be an Accompaniment of the S, A, or O argument.
Anywa (Northern Luo)
O
V-A
[KI NP]
(16) jáath ā-kág-wá
ki
cókwā
tree PST-splitOBL brotherːour
1.PL.EX
‘My brother and I split the tree.’ (Reh 1996: 320)
Päri (Northern Luo)
[
]O V-S
[KI [NP
]]
(17) cʊ̀ɔw árìɔ́ á-nɛ̀ɛn-á
kí
dháagɔ̀ ácɪɛ̀ lɔ́
men two C-see-1.SG PREP woman one
‘I saw two men and one woman.’ (Andersen 1988: 303)
Anywa (Northern Luo)
V
O
[KI-NP ]
[KI NP ]
(18) òo kíth cɛ̀ŋŋ-ɛ́
k-óogùudì
[kɪ̄
tɪ̄ ɛt-ɛ̄]
and put hands-3.SG KI-bracelets KI
feet-3.SG
‘(and he) put bracelets on his hands and feet.’ (Reh 1996: 525)
Labwor (Southern Luo)
S
V
[KI NP]
(19) ɛ́n tíyó
kɪ̀
món
3.SG work.IMV PREP women
‘He works with the women.’ (Heine & König 2010: 76)
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Alur (Southern Luo)
S
V
[KI [NP ]]
(20) ledit
obino
kʊ ter aryo
person.old 3sg.come with load two
‘The elder came with two luggages.’ (Ringe 1949: 37)
Kumam (Southern Luo)
O
[KI NP]
S-V
(21) a=nɛ́ǃnɔ́
ɪɔʊ́ɔ a
ɔʊdɔ tye ɪ
jɛ́ǃrá mwáǃkácá kede mɔ́tɔka
1SG=PERV:see man REL PST be in jail last year with car
‘I saw the man with a car who was in jail last year.’ (Hieda 2011: 80)
Theme of ditransitive
Notably, the Basic KI Construction does not mark the Recipient in ditransitive constructions (or the
Goal of movement constructions) in any of the Luo languages or the Koman languages. It is
occasionally used to mark the Theme in ditransitive constructions, as seen in (22).2 In many of the Luo
languages, a separate preposition is used for the Recipient in ditransitive constructions (see 23).
Luwo (Northern Luo)
R
V
A
[KI T]
(22) ɲɔ́gɛ́ à-mwɔ̀j
dɪ̀m-é
ké rìŋ-ɔ̀
people PERV-give.TR Dimo-ERG OBL meat.SGV
‘Dimo gave a piece of meat to the people…’ (Storch 2010: 6)
Anywa (Northern Luo) (NOTE: No KI Construction!)3
V-IMP
T
R
(23) cɪɪ́
óo cìpı̊
thɪ̄ ɪŕ jì wʌ̀ʌrú
nɛ́ɛ
jɪɛ́ dh-ɛ́
go:IMP.SG and give:IMP.SG stick to father:mN:2.PL PURP sharpen-3.SG
‘Go and give the stick to your father to sharpen itǃ’ (Reh 1996: 526)
Theme of antipassive
In these examples, the Basic KI Construction is used with verbs in an antipassive form to code the
Theme. This function appears to be restricted to Northern Luo, although some evidence suggests that
it is possible in Koman languages (Killian, p.c.).
Anywa (Northern Luo)
[KI NP]
S-V:ANTI
(24) ɛ̄n-ā-còobó
kɪ̄ dɪ̄ ɛl
3.SG-PSTOBL goat
spearːANTI
‘S/he was spearing a goat.’(Reh 1996: 320)
Päri (Northern Luo)
[KI NP]
S-V:ANTI
(25) á-póod -̀ ò
kí
ɲìkɔ̀th
1.SG-beat:M:ANTI-SUF PREP nyikoth
‘I am beating Nyikoth.’ (Andersen 1988: 303)

2
Luwo and Shilluk (Northern Luo) have been reported to show some use of the Basic KI Construction to code
Location (Storch 2010ː 14; Miller & Gilley 2001ː 43).
3
The preposition jì is used in Anywa to code the Recipient of ditransitive clauses.
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Shilluk (Northern Luo)
S
V:ANTI
[KI NP]
(26) jāl-ánɪ́
á-yēt
kɪ̄ wúnɔ̄
man-REF PSTːE-TWISTːANTI KI rope
‘The man twisted some rope.’ (Miller & Gilley 2001: 43)
Luwo (Northern Luo)
V:ANTI
[KI NP]
(27) ø-à-tɛɛdɔ̀
ké
kádò
3.SG-PERV-cook:ANTI OBL broth.SG
‘S/he cooked some broth.’ (Storch 2010: 9)
The Coordinate NP KI Construction
The Coordinate NP KI Construction is used for the coordination of two NPs, including the
coordination of numerals for some counting systems. Instances of this construction can also be nested
within each other to create a long string of coordinate constituents (see 28). The structure of this
construction is represented by the schema in Figure 3. Below are examples of the Coordinate NP KI
Construction in the Luo and Koman families.
Figure 3: The Coordinate NP KI Construction.

[NP

KI

NP]

Anywa (Northern Luo)
[NP KI NP KI NP]-S V
(28) mɔ̀ɔ́ kɪ̄ rɪɪ́ dɔ́ kɪ̄ thɔ́mmɔ́ dɪ-̀ jʌ́ʌbó
nāacɪ́ɛl
flour KI wort KI yeast
DEO-mix.PASS together
‘The flour, wort, and yeast are mixed together.’ (Reh 1996: 547)
Anywa (Northern Luo)
[KINP]
(29) gɛ̄n-ārɔ́ɲ
k-ōobúurè
3.PL-PST-dive OBL-children
‘He and the child dived.’ (Reh 1996: 536)
Belanda Boor (Northern Luo)
[NP KI NP]
(30) yɔmɔ ki gifi mu ndingili
wind KI thing REL round
‘tornado’ (von Heyking 2010: 51)
Dholuo (Southern Luo)
[NP
KI NP]A
V
O
(31) otieno gi wuon
gero ot
Otieno and father:POSS build house
‘Otieno and his father are building a house.’ (Okombo 1997: 64)
Alur (Southern Luo)
V-IMP [NP
KI NP]-O
(32) cɪdh ilwoŋ Bonifasiyo kʊ Leonardo
go.IMP and.call B.
and L.
‘Go call Boniface and Leonard.’ (Ringe 1949: 38)
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Labwor (Southern Luo)
[NP
KI NP
]S
V
4
(33) [ɛ̀cʊ́ɔ̀ [gɪn
gɪǹ ɪ̀ jáàbùòr
́ kí ] dhákɔ́ dúcú] òbèdò
man and
woman all
3.be.PERV 3.PL Labwor
‘The man and the woman both are Labwor.’ (Heine & König 2010: 98)
Kwama (Koman)
V-S
[[NP
[NP
] KI NP]-O
(34) tótót kàp-ní
úg
tam̀
á-sɛ̀ɛ̀n ɡì ɡìsɛ
return take-3.M.SG.SBJ.PERV container honey ?-one and goat
‘He returns and takes one container of honey and a goat.’ (Kievit & Robertson 2011: 39)
Komo (Koman)
[NP
KI NP]A
V
O
(35) Àdòʃar gɪ̀ Bapíʃapʼ uʃ-i-n
gɔ̀gúʃ
Adoshar and Bapishap eat.PL-ITV-3.PL gɔ̀gúʃ
‘Adoshar and Bapishap eat gogush.’ (Otero, p.c.)
Opuuo (Koman)
[NP
KI NP]S
V
(36) appaje gu aga mana kaːj-pacʼ
Appaye and I
laugh PERV- laugh
‘Appaye and I laughed.’ (Kebebw 2010: 31).
Verbal Complementation KI Construction
The Verbal Complementation KI Construction includes a verbal complement in place of the O
argument, occasionally appearing with nominalization morphology. It is limited to the Northern Luo
and Koman languages, and appears to involve different lexical restrictions for each language group. In
Northern Luo, this construction is most common with the verbs ‘finish’, ‘start’, ‘resume’, ‘agree’, and
‘refuse’, and in the Koman languages it is used with the verbs ‘say’, ‘respond’, ‘ask’, ‘hope’, ‘believe’,
and ‘think’. All of the verbs involved in the Verbal Complementation KI Construction fall into one of
two categories: Perception-Cognition-Utterance verbs (Givón 1984), and aspectual verbs (e.g. ‘finish’,
‘start’, etc.). The structure of the Verbal Complementation KI Construction is represented by the
schema in Figure 4, and examples of this construction in the Northern Luo and Koman languages are
listed below.
Figure 4: The Verbal Complementation KI Construction.

[KI (NOM-)V]
Anywa (Northern Luo)
S
V
[KI V] [KI NP]
(37) ɛ̄nī kwɛ̀ɛ́r kɪ̄
cām kɪ̄
jɛ́y
3.SG refuse KI
eat OBL people
‘He refused to eat with people.’ (Reh 1996: 501)
Anywa (Northern Luo)
[KI
S-V
NOM-V]
(38) wāan-ā-jíey
kɪ̄
màn-cʌ́ʌth-wá
ɛ̀ sínɛ́mā
1.PL.EX-PST-agree OBL NOM-go.to-1.PL.EX in cinema
‘We agreed to go to the cinema.’ (Reh 1996: 396)
Transcribed as a high tone in the original (Heine & König 2010: 98), although referred to throughout the text
elsewhere as low tone.

4
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Päri (Northern Luo)
A
V-ANTI
[KI NP]
[KI V ]
(39) ùbúr á-póoɲ ̀-ò
kí
lwàak kí
gòor
ubur C-teachːMːANTI-SUF PREP people PREP writing
‘Ubur taught the people how to write.’ (Andersen 1988: 304)
Luwo (Northern Luo)
S
V
[KI V]
(40) riijen caa
ke5 rɔbo ir
nyethenmɛn
men resume and talk matter girls
‘…(the) men resume (to) talk to the girls.’ (Santandrea 1977: 563)
Shilluk (Northern Luo)
S
V
[KI V]
(41) é
bàn
kí tèr
chanduk
3.PL refuse KI carry box
‘They refused to carry the box.’ (Westermann 1912: 38)
Komo (Koman)
S
V
[KI
V]
(42) à=dàw
ja-r
kʊmà kɪ́ pʊ́
gɪ
kɔ́t
SG=baboon go-3.SG.M to
in garden PURP till
‘The baboon went (in) to the garden to till (the ground).’ (Otero, p.c.)
Opuuo (Koman)
S
V
[KI V]
(43) utəni kaːjkaratʃʼe ga
nata
he
PERV- agree PART work
‘He agreed to work.’ (Kebebw 2010: 80)
Uduk (Koman)
S
AUX V [KI [V ]
]
(44) wàkʰkí é
mìní ó kí
cʰāɓ ē īpābǎ-m
pīní
COND 2.SG AUX say KI
stay eye PL-father-LNK POSS.2SG
‘If you wish to stay with your father...’ (Killian, p.c.)
4 Summary of results
A summary of the constructions detailed in the examples above is provided in Table 1 below. The
three right-most columns represent the distribution of the three KI Constructions, respectively. A plus
sign (+) indicates that the language uses a particular construction and a minus sign (-) indicates that it
does not. A question mark (?) is used where data was insufficient enough to determine the occurrence
of a construction or the validity of the data was questionable. If an attested construction exists and is
indicated by a plus sign, the form of the cognate KI preposition is provided in parenthesis. If no such
construction exists in a given language, then the alternate non-cognate form of a corresponding
construction in the language is provided (e.g. Alur nɪ).
Nearly all of the languages surveyed in this study, including both the Luo languages and the
Koman languages, feature both the Basic KI Construction and the Coordinate NP Construction.
Within Northern Luo, both of these constructions appear to use the same cognate KI form, either /ki/,
/kɪ/ or /ke/. Southern Luo exhibits a higher amount of variation from language to language and from
construction to construction. The use of a voiced velar /gɪ̀/ in Dholuo is not entirely unexpected, as
5
Tone is not marked in Santandrea (1977), so it is assumed here that it is the same as the high tone ké described
in Storch (2010).
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Dholuo is spoken in Kenya in an area that is geographically and politically separated from the other
Southern Luo languages in Uganda. The Koman languages also exhibit a higher degree of variability,
and the reliability of the data is not equal to that of the Luo languages. Even so, both the Basic KI
Construction and the Coordinate NP KI Construction appear to be well represented in all of the
Koman languages.
The distribution of the Verbal Complementation KI Construction is limited to the Northern Luo
and Koman languages. Notably, the alternate verbal complementation construction that is attested in
the Southern Luo languages includes a complementizer of the form /ni/ or /nɪ/. A cognate
complementizer (/ni/, /nɪ/, /nɛɛ/, etc.) is employed by the Northern Luo languages in a more general
verbal complementation construction that is less lexically-restricted than the Verbal Complementation
KI Construction.
Table 1: KI Constructions in Northern and Southern Luo
family / subfamily
Northern
Luo

Southern
Luo

Koman

language

Shilluk
(Jur) Luwo
Anywa
Päri
Dholuo
Alur
Lango
Acholi
Labwor
Kumam
Uduk
Kwama
Komo
Oquuo

Basic KI
Construction
[KI NP]
+(kī)
+(ké)
+(kɪ̄ )
+(kí)
+(gɪ̀) 6
+(kʊ)
+(kèdè~kè)
+(ki)7
+(ki)8
+(kede)
+(kī, kí)
+(ɡì)
+(gɪ̀)
?(go)

Coordinate NP
KI Construction
[NP KI NP]
?
+(ké)
+(kɪ̄ )
+(kí)
+(gɪ̀)
+(kʊ)
+(kèdè~kè)
+(ki)
+(gɪ́n kɪ̀)
?
+(kī)9
+(ɡì, ɡù)
+(gɪ̀)
?(gu)

Verbal Complementation
KI Construction [KI
(NOM-)V]
+(kí)
+(ké)
+(kɪ̄ )
?
(nɪ)
(nɪ̂ )
(ni)
(ni)
(bé)
+(kí)
+(gɪ̄ )
?ga

5 Discussion
The development of the Basic KI Construction and the Coordinate NP KI Construction
Based on the widespread distribution within the sampled languages and the general lack of lexical
restrictions, both the Basic KI Construction and the Coordinate NP KI Construction appear to be of
relatively old origin. Nearly every language in the survey has attested instances of both constructions,
which suggests that they can be reconstructed to Proto-Luo and Proto-Koman. The reconstructions of
these synchronic KI Constructions are labeled here as the *KI Basic Construction and the *KI
Coordinate NP Construction. Their structures are identical to those of the synchronic constructions, as
shown by the schemas in Figure 5 and Figure 6.
Figure 5: The reconstructed *kI Basic Construction in Proto-Luo and Proto-Koman.

[*kI

6

NP]

Dholuo uses kod for animate NPs.
Acholi uses ki for inanimate NPs and ka for animate NPs (Malandra 1955: 131).
8
Labwor uses ki for full NPs and kɔd for pronouns.
9
Reported by Don Killian (p.c.), but use is limited.
7
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Figure 6: The reconstructed *kI Coordinate NP Construction in Proto-Luo and Proto-Koman.

[NP

*kI

NP]

The fact that both of the reconstructed constructions can be posited for proto-stages indicates that their
development must have occurred at an even earlier time. Although there is no relevant attested data
from such an early time period, diachronic typology can provide some clues as to the historical
development of the Basic KI Construction and the Coordinate NP KI Construction. Stassen (2000)
examined a sample of 260 languages and found a critical link between two strategies of noun-phrase
conjunction: the Comitative Strategy (e.g. the Basic KI Construction), and the Coordination Strategy
(the Coordinate NP KI Construction). He found that, “…with only a few exceptions, all languages in
the sample appear to have the possibility of employing the Comitative Strategy.” (ibid, 21).
Stassen additionally observed that, “[languages that only have a Comitative Strategy] do not have a
Coordinate Strategy, but they would like to have one.” (ibid, 26). He found that languages with the
Comitative Strategy tended to change features or adopt new features in the direction of the Coordinate
Strategy, but never the other way around. These changes often result in a two-strategy system that
combines both the Comitative and Coordinate Strategies, as exemplified by the Luo and Koman
languages. This is further supported by Heine & Kuteva’s (2002: 80) numerous examples of the
pathway Comitative -> NP-AND (Noun Phrase Coordination), and also Creissels’ (2005: 52)
observation that “...most African languages do not have an exact equivalent of the English coordinating morpheme and, and they tend to co-ordinate noun phrases within what can be called the
‘comitative strategy’”.
The semantic reanalysis of the Comitative function of the Basic KI Construction as coordination of
NPs most likely began in either post-verbal O argument coordination (as in 17), post-verbal A
argument coordination (similar to 16), or the S argument of the passive (as in 28), because these are
contexts where the Comitative Strategy and the Coordination Strategy are structurally identical.
Additional evidence from the grammaticalization literature suggests that the functional diversification
of the Basic KI Construction traces back to the Comitative (Heine & Kuteva 2002).
The development of the Verbal Complementation KI Construction
The Verbal Complementation KI Construction most likely represents a more recent development than
the Basic KI Construction and the Coordinate NP KI Construction, because within the Luo family it
can only be reconstructed for Proto-Northern Luo and it exhibits significant lexical restrictions in both
the Northern Luo and Koman families. Due to similarity in form and function, it is most likely that the
Verbal Complementation KI Construction developed out of the Basic KI Construction through
semantic reanalysis involving a small set of lexical verbs.
Within Northern Luo, this reanalysis appears to have occurred in two stages in connection with the
coding of the Theme of Antipassive. The antipassive is a common feature of Western Nilotic
languages in general (Schröder 2006), but the Northern Luo languages appear to be unique in having
some non-derived active-voice verbs that take “demoted” O arguments marked with the KI
preposition. Many of these are the same verbs that operate within the Verbal Complementation KI
Construction, as seen in the following two examples:
Luwo (Northern Luo)
S
V
[KI NP]
(45) nyakou ayiio ke
cwɔre
‘…the girl agrees on/to her husband.’ (when choosing a future husband) (Santandrea 1977: 563)
Anywa (Northern Luo)
S V
[KI NP]
(46) bá ɛ̄nī kwɛ́ɛyyɔ́ kɪ̄ cʊ́ɔw
but she refuseːFQ OBL men
‘But she refused men.’ (Reh 1996: 333)

368

Richard Griscom

Thus these verbs appear to resemble the Theme of Antipassive Basic KI Construction, but the verbs
are not in the antipassive form. Given that the antipassive verbal forms are coded through vowel
alternations on the verbal stem and are very likely to have their reconstructed origin in Proto-Western
Nilotic, it follows that the examples above reflect a reanalysis of the Theme of Antipassive Basic KI
Construction as consisting of a verb (active or antipassive) with a [KI NP] complement. This level of
reanalysis is not restricted to PCU and aspectual verbs (see 47).
Anywa (Northern Luo)
V-S
[KI NP]
(47) wʌ́r-í
kɪ̄ dúut
sing-2SG OBL song
‘Sing a songǃ’ (Reh 1996: 394)
The second stage of reanalysis involves a change in the lexical class of the constituent following the
KI preposition in the Basic KI Construction. The original construction is reanalyzed as coding a verbal
complement, either through use of nominalization morphology or with a bare verb. There does not
appear to be consistency in the pattern of which matrix verbs require nominalization morphology on
the verbal complement and which do not.10 Some evidence points toward dual functionality of the
nominalizer as coding both verbal complements and relative clauses (see 48).
Anywa (Northern Luo)
V-S
[KI NOM-V]
(48) wʌ́r-í
kɪ̄
màn-ā-máɲɲ-í
sing-2SG OBL NMZ-PST-want-2SG
‘Sing what you wantǃ’ (Reh 1996: 394)
Parallels in Southern Luo indicate that cognate PCU and aspectual verbs are either irregular, take
verbal complements without use of a complementizer, or are used paratactically. Noonan (1992)
observes that the Lango verb də́gî ‘refuse’ is irregular in that it does not take an object suffix. The
word cako ‘start’ in Lango and Acholi is cognate to Anywa cʌGGo and takes bare verbal complements
without a complementizer (Noonan 1992; Crozzolera 1955). Acholi tyeko ‘finish’ is used
paratactically, as in (49).
Acholi (Southern Luo)
(49) gi-kayo
bel gi-tyeko
3:PL-harvest corn 3:PL-finish
‘They harvested all the corn.’ (Bavin 1989)
Following Givón (1979) and Dahl (2009), it is also possible that some of the Northern Luo verbs
functioning within the Verbal Complementation KI Construction have developed out of paratactic
constructions like the one exemplified above. This would reflect one of the primary pathways for
grammatical evolution: paratactic constructions > syntactic constructions. More evidence is necessary
to confirm such a possibility.
Within the Koman languages, evidence of the development of the Verbal Complementation KI
Construction is fewer and farther between. To date, no antipassive verbal forms have been posited for
any of the Koman languages, which precludes direct comparison with the developments in Northern
Luo. The widespread use of the Verbal Complementation KI Construction with verbs of Utterance
represents a stark contrast with the Northern Luo languages (which, in turn, solely use the alternate /ni/
complementizer for verbs of Utterance). Continuing research on the languages of the Koman family
will hopefully shed more light on these developments in the future.
In summary, the diachronic development of the three KI Constructions consists of two separate
pathways of reanalysis, stemming out of the Basic KI Construction. It is proposed that the Coordinate
10
The nominalizer in Anywa comes from */mā/, pl. */mʊ̄/, which was an alienable noun meaning ‘one’ or
‘thing’ (Reh 1996: 155).
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NP KI Construction first developed out of a reanalysis of the Comitative Basic KI Construction, and
that the Verbal Complementation KI Construction then developed out of the Theme of Antipassive
Basic KI Construction at a later stage. These developments are represented below in Figure 7.
Figure 7: The diachronic development of the KI Constructions.

Comitative
Pre-Proto-Luo
Pre-Proto-Koman

Basic KI Construction

Theme of Antipassive

Coordinate NP KI Construction

Pre-Proto-Northern
Luo
Pre-Proto-Koman

Verbal Complementation KI Construction

Implications for language relationships
Given the distribution of the three KI Constructions in Table 1 and the stages of diachronic
development in Figure 7 above, four possible explanations for the occurrence of cognate KI
Constructions in both the Koman and Luo families are considered.
a. Chance
Ringe (1992) has demonstrated that non-cognate monosyllabic CV morphemes from different
languages can easily take the same form by sheer coincidence, and Cambell (2004) has argued that
comparison of such forms for the purposes of diachronic linguistics should be avoided. This argument
does not apply to the KI forms in the Luo and Koman languages for three reasons: First, the scope of
the correspondence is not between just two languages, but rather is a multilateral comparison across
numerous languages. Second, the cognate morphemes consist of both an initial consonant as well as a
specified vowel (/i/, /e/, or /ɛ/), rather than merely an initial consonant as in Ringe’s multilateral study.
Third, the comparison here is between schematic constructions, and not merely individual morphemes.
The KI Constructions specify non-segmental information about other atomic units in addition to the
cognate KI morpheme (e.g. lexical class, constituent order, etc.), which also reduces the possibility of
chance similarity.
b. Inheritance
It is possible that the distribution of shared constructions is primarily due to shared inheritance. The
primary issue with this explanation is that the Verbal Complementation KI Construction occurs in only
the Koman and Northern Luo families. Based on previous comparative work, it is clear that Northern
Luo and Southern Luo are closely-related sub-families and that Koman is more distantly related to
both Luo sub-families than the two sub-families are to each other. Thus, for inheritance to be the
primary source of these shared constructions, it would be necessary to reconstruct a *KI Verbal
Complementation Construction at the Pre-Proto-Luo and Pre-Proto-Koman stage. The absence of the
Verbal Complementation KI Construction in the Southern Luo languages would have to be explained
as a sub-family-wide loss. This scenario is unlikely for two reasonsː First, the restriction of the Verbal
Complementation KI Construction to aspectual and PCU verbs in Northern Luo and Koman suggests
that it is a recent innovation involving a small subset of verbs and not the remnants of a more
widespread phenomenon. Second, there already exists a verbal complementation construction that
reconstructs to Proto-Luo that includes the /ni/ complementizer does not appear to be lexicallyrestricted. Therefore the likelihood is low that the Verbal KI Complementizer was originally more
widely used and was then subsequently replaced by the /ni/ constructions.
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The distribution of the Basic KI Construction and the Coordinate NP KI Construction, however,
clearly indicates that they reflect shared inheritance that reconstructs to Proto-Luo and Proto-Koman.
Additionally, there are examples of kV constructions that appear to closely resemble the KI
Constructions both in form and function. Thus the possibility of higher-level shared inheritance is a
distinct possibility, but it is beyond the scope of this paper. A small selection of evidence found so far
includes: Gumuz (ká and ka), Western Nilotic Nuer, Mayak, and possibly Mabaan, Eastern Nilotic
Teso, Turkana, Bari, Karimojong, and Lotuko, Southwest Surmic Tennet and Didinga, Central
Sudanic Yulu, Kresh, and Baka, among others.11
c. Contact-induced change
The distribution of the Verbal Complementation KI Construction can most easily be explained in
terms of contact between the speakers of the Northern Luo languages and the Koman languages.
Northern Luo is spoken in an area significantly closer to the Koman family than Southern Luo, and
Northern Luo exhibits a pattern of KI Constructions that more closely resembles that of Koman. This
indicates that, at a minimum the distribution of the Verbal Complementation KI Construction is most
likely due to contact-induced change. Significant direct contact between the speakers of these families
has not been reported, however, and the possibility of contact-induced phenomena involving the
Burun or Dinka-Nuer languages cannot be ruled out. Additional historical and archaeological data is
necessary to assess these possibilities. In contrast, the Basic KI Construction and Coordinate NP KI
Construction are not best explained by contact, as discussed above. This supports a more nuanced
fourth possibilityː that the distribution of all of the KI Constructions can be explained by (d) a
combination of inheritance and contact-induced change.
5 Concluding remarks
Although the Koman and Luo languages are known to be distantly-related, they feature a number of
shared grammatical constructions that cannot easily be merely due to coincidence. This paper has
shown that three of these constructions, the Basic KI Construction, the Coordinate NP KI
Construction, and the Verbal Complementation KI Construction are cognate and can be reconstructed
to proto-stages. The co-occurrence of these constructions in the Luo and Koman families is best
explained by positing historical stages of both inheritance and contact. It is in this way that the
diachronic development of each of the three KI Constructions reflects a unique temporal and
interactional backdrop to syntactic change. Further research into the dispersion of cognate KI
Constructions outside the Luo and Koman families will shed light on the extent to which these
constructions reflect higher-level shared inheritance, and hopefully provide additional insight into the
genetic and areal relationships of the Nilo-Saharan languages.

11

Notably, there is not evidence of cognate KI Constructions in Southern Nilotic.
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Abbreviations
1
2
3
ANTI
C
COND
DEO
E
ERG
ERG
EX
IMP
IMV
INSTR
ITV
LNK
M
MN

1st person
2nd person
3rd person
Antipassive
Dependent Clause Marker (Reh 1996)
Conditional
Deontic
Evidential (Miller & Gilley 2001)
Ergative
Ergative
Exclusive
Imperative
Imperfective
Instrument
Itive / Translocative
Linker
Multiplicative
Modified Noun (Reh 1996)

NOM
OBJ
OBL
PART
PASS
PERV
PL
POSS
PREP
PST
PURP
REF
REL
SBJ
SGV
SUF
TR
VEN

Nominalizer
Object
Oblique
Particle (Kebebw 2010)
Passive
Perfective
Plural
Possessive
Preposition
Past
Purposive
Referential Determiner
Relative Pronoun
Subject
Singulative
Verbal Suffix (Andersen 1988)
Transitive
Ventive / Cislocative
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LINGUISTIC ETIQUETTE IN A FRONTIER SITUATION:
A CASE STUDY FROM CHOPI1
Anne Storch
1 Introduction
In all languages it is possible to express respect or disrespect towards an addressee or other speech
participants. Much of what speakers actually say when they want to convey information on requests,
wishes, personal points of view or their own interest needs to be coded in a respectful or polite way,
and most of what people then say is said in a rather indirect manner. In other words, we often find it
more appropriate to say something like “it would be nice to have some coffee right now”, or “may I
have a cup of coffee” instead of “bring me coffee”, and we probably rather say things like “interesting
shirt!” or “you look so different today” instead of “I think your dress is ugly”. This has to do with the
creation or maintenance of social borders, hierarchies, and so on. In politeness theory, indirect
communication is often understood as an act of face-keeping which gives a lot of agency to the
addressee: at least, it is the addressee who can still decide to interpret indirect communication in
various ways (Brown & Levinson 1987).
Ritual communication, such as greetings and other access rituals are other means of creating or
maintaining social borders. They usually differ according to social roles: Sometimes we greet people
by handshake and sometimes we just nod, and this may refer to differences in our relationship to a
person, status, social hierarchy, formality of a situation, and so on.
The construction of honorific expressions, the use of indirect communication in the language of
politeness, be it through metaphorical language or non-verbal communication (such as in hosting
somebody, cf. Stoller & Olkes 2005, or adornment and dress), and the creation of manipulated
languages all occur in specific forms and refer to different, specific social and cultural contexts
relevant to them in the different languages. This contribution sets out to explore whether we can
identify any socio-cultural context that nurtures the creation and use of particular forms of polite and
honorific language and whether this helps us to understand why a particular language is associated
with particular ways of speaking, in contrast to other languages that may form part of its speakers’
repertoires. The language we look at in some detail here is called Chopi, a Southern Lwoo language
(Nilotic) spoken in northwest Uganda. We will see further below what kind of language this is.
Politeness and honorific constructions are understood in this contribution as salient expressions of
language ideologies. They provide insight into how social praxis shapes the ways in which speakers
use their language and the ways in which linguistic forms develop (or, are developed).
Politeness and/or honorifics as an important part of communication have been studied in some African
languages such as Wolof (Irvine 1974), ChiBemba (Irvine 1998, Irvine & Gal 2000), Nyakyusa
(Kolbusa 2000), Kambaata (Treis 2005), and a few others, but rarely in Nilotic languages. Of course,
not all languages have conventionalised linguistic forms that we could call honorifics – deictic forms
that express social difference, such as a specialised set of pronouns or a dedicated use of the plural. In
Western Nilotic, to which Chopi belongs, such forms seem to be missing. However, language
ideologies and ways of speaking in these languages haven’t been much explored yet so that a different
picture may emerge once more documentary work has been done. At least, a number of interesting
observations have been made in Western Nilotic languages. Evans-Pritchard (1948) provides data on
the use of personal names in Nuer, addressing taboo and honorifics in a complex system of naming.
Reh (1996) and Heusing (2004) have demonstrated how speech registers in Anywa and Southern
Lwoo, respectively, refer to social hierarchy and to its provocative negation in youth culture.
1
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Furthermore, Storch (2011a) explores the variety of expressions of linguistic ideology and creativity in
language in a number of Western Nilotic languages.
2 Forms and constructions
2.1 Typological outline
Chopi2 shares with its Southern Lwoo relatives and neighbours most of the (so-called) basic
vocabulary, which reaches up to 82 per cent of common retentions (Blount & Curley 1970). The
differences in the phonology and morphosyntax, however, are obvious (Heusing 2004). Similar to
Adhola, Alur, Kumam, and Dholuo, Chopi has nine vowels, which fall into two sets, namely [+ ATR]
vowels /i, e, a, o, u/ and [- ATR] vowels /ɪ, ɛ, ʊ, ɔ/. The consonant inventory of Chopi is an innovative
one, which exhibits four fricatives, being rather unusual for most Northern Lwoo and other Western
Nilotic languages. Like in Acholi, Lango and Kumam, the original dental consonants have merged
with alveolar consonants. There are no nasal-stop clusters with the exception of loanwords from
Bantu. The consonant inventory can be summarised as /p, t, c, k, ʔ, b, d, j, g, f, s, sh, x, m, n, ɲ, ŋ, r, l,
w, y/. Note that the fricatives tend to appear in intervocalic position, e.g. òfùk ‘tortoise’, àsham
‘leftside’, wɔ̂xɔ́ ‘outside’. As far as the presently analysed data suggests, Chopi distinguishes three
tones, namely high [á], mid [a], low [à]. Syntactically, Chopi is AVO/SV. The noun morphology is
characterised by prefixed number-marking morphemes which are historically derivative morphemes.
The language also exhibits remnants of prefixed classifiers. Verb inflection primarily operates by
affixation, whereby the conjugated verb basically consists of a pronominal prefix, an affixed TAMmorpheme and in some forms an auxiliary.
2.2 Address terms and access rituals
Speakers use specific terms and constructions to mark the beginning and end of an encounter.
Greetings, polite remarks and ritualised enquiries about well-being, work, family and so on are access
rituals that help the speakers to enter into a type of communication that increases closeness.
Chopi speakers claim that the design of access rituals has another important function, namely to
mark differences between communities on the one side and create openness for all participants on the
other. Whereas neighbouring communities who speak Bantu languages such as RuNyoro use complex
greeting formula in which honorifics are salient, Chopi speakers say that greetings in their community
are simple so that everybody can integrate. There are a number of conventionalised forms which refer
to a situation, mostly the time of the day, or the circumstances of the encounter:
(1)

(2)

A
ì-búr-ú
needì?
2SG-sleep-PERF
INTER
‘how did you sleep?’

B
à-búr-ú
1SG-sleep-PERF
‘I slept well’

à-bɛ́ɛ̀
NOM-good

ì-rí-ʊ́
needì?
2SG-spend_time-PERF INTER
‘how did you spend the day?’

The encounter may include a question after somebody’s well-being, greetings and good-bye:
(3)
A
a. wác-á
ŋɔɔ?
problem-PL INTER
‘any problems?’
2

B
wác
pee
problem NEG
‘no problems’

Up to now, no linguistic work on Chopi is available, apart from a very brief description of its noun morphology
in Storch (2005). A description that covers the grammar and the lexicon of Chopi is currently prepared by the
author.

Linguistic Etiquette in a Frontier Situation: A Case Study from Chopi 375

b. cì
mɔ́ɔ́g-ɪ́
greet.IMP other-POSS.2SG
‘greet the others’
c. dè
beet à-bɛ́ɛ̀
wish stay NOM-good
‘wish [you] stay well’

ín
bɛ́nɛ́ béét
2SG also
stay.IMP
‘you also stay well’

à- bɛ́ɛ̀
NOM-good

In principle, this is what opens and closes an act of communication, and most speakers claimed that
this was easily learned by outsiders so that they could feel as part of the society.
In the dialogues and texts I was able to collect, greetings never turned out to be more complex as
this. Greeting oneself into an encounter or a situation, getting into touch with each other and
establishing a relation is never made difficult, for speakers and semi-speakers of Chopi alike. It seems
as if Chopi is thought as a broker language in which everybody can freely interact, not making any
mistake in choosing the wrong register. There is no utter pressure on speakers to avoid any mistakes,
as shaming and teasing are not part of access rituals.
However, a different picture emerges once we take address terms into account. In order to maintain
face in the community, one needs to be greeted with the correct address term, which implies that
speakers actually need to know the members of their community in terms of their clan-membership
and family background, something that outsiders would hardly be capable of.
A respectful way of greeting would involve uttering the respective clan’s praise name, which is an
epithet signifying group membership, association to a particular place and a specific history. Clan
praise names are used in a similar way as personal names in greetings, but are not identical with them.
Hence, while greeting a person is called by the clan praise name rather than by his or her given name,
e.g.:
(4)

A
ì-búr-ú
ín needì àmóòtì?
2SG-sleep-PERF 2SG INTER [NAME]
‘how did you sleep, oh Amoti?’

B
à-búr-ú
à- bɛ́ɛ̀
àdyéèrí
1SG-sleep-PERF NOM-good [NAME]
‘I slept well, Adyeri’

ì-wɔ́r-ʊ́
ín needì àkíìkí?
2SG-arrive-PERF 2SG INTER [NAME]
‘how did you arrive, oh Akiki?’

à-wɔ́r-ʊ́
à-bɛ́ɛ̀
àbwɔ́ɔ̀ɪ̀
1SG-arrive-PERF NOM-good [NAME]
‘I reached well, Abwoi’

What is especially interesting here is that A’s greeting formula always includes the free form of the
2sg pronoun, which serves as an honorific marker. Honorifics based on deictics occur in those Lwoian
languages that are spoken by groups who have or had sacred kings. In Shilluk, for example, the use of
3sg pronouns for EGO has been reported to be part of the royal register. But here, in Chopi, not selfelevating functions are covered, but obviously speakers emphasise the role of the addressee. Unlike
honorifics in Bantu languages, where such strategies have to do with deferential style (Irvine 1998:60
f.), in Chopi no deferential meaning is implied.
Such greetings are usually only then exchanged when members with in-group knowledge meet,
people who consider themselves “real Chopi” and who claim to be member of the clans of the old
Chopi land:
(5)

bíètó
jó píina
lú gáyá
lú bup
bá fùmá
bà sɛ́njà

royal clan
‘mason wasp’ clan
‘finger millet’ clan
‘elephant’ clan
‘buffalo’ clan
‘short-feathered chicken’ clan
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Besides these, it is appropriate to use the praise names for those who have been displaced from their
original land, or for groups who settle abroad, such as:
(6)

pàlúò jó àßôrà
lìira pàlúò
pàlúò bɔ́xɛ
pàwii ~ kídɔ̂pɔ̀

displaced from Murchison Falls National Park
Chopi from Lira
Chopi from Kibanda
Chopi from Mutunda on River Nile

In case the relevant praise name is not known, a speaker is supposed to use clan-neutral address terms
of respect. These are:
(7)

múkáyí
ɲà-rʊ̀ɔ́t
ɲà-tʊ̀ɔ́n

‘elder’
‘female address term’ (lit. ‘child of king’)
‘male address term’ (lit. ‘child of bull’)

All of these terms imply that the addressee is a person with whose clan or family specific
understandings concerning the exchange of daughters and joking relations exist. Other people are
greeted the way it has been sketched above in (1) – (3), unless they have been included in the
community by marriage or adoption.
3 Language attitudes and ideologies
In a society that largely does without complex, time-consuming access rituals one may assume that
strangers play a simple role. As already hinted above, Chopi speakers see a positive meaning in
directness and the minimalised exchange of polite expressions, claiming that this keeps an encounter
uncomplicated and makes their society open and easily accessible (in contrast to Bantu-speaking
communities in the neighbourhood). This can be easily understood when taking the situation of the
language and its community into account:
According to the 2002 census, there are about 20,000 “ethnic” Chopi, whereby not all of them may
be speakers of the Chopi language. The Chopi of Masindi immediately neighbour the Banyoro, and
most are at least bilingual in Chopi and in RuNyoro. This tendency has not only resulted in increasing
language shift, but also in a relatively new concept of Chopi as a language and community being
distinct from that of Acholi. As the Ethnologue entry (Lewis 2009) of “Acholi” still illustrates, Chopi
is considered one of several Acholi dialects by many linguists, as well as by influential bodies such as
SIL (who are responsible for the Ethnologue). As a consequence of such steady shifts and changes –
we will learn more about them below – Chopi is spoken by a highly multilingual community, whereby
repertoires are largely unstable. Speakers know Acholi and RuNyoro, likely English, and a number of
local languages plus sometimes older vernacular languages such as Swahili and Juba Arabic.
Moreover, very few clans actually originate from a “Luo” population. Besides those mentioned in
(5), there are more clan names. Like the ones listed above, most of them refer to groups that have been
incorporated through marriage, or that have migrated into Chopi land and vice versa. There are some
clans – ɲúágí, pàbít, òtàc, gɛyá, kòc – that relate to Luo communities in Acholi land, but these seem to
be a minority among the Chopi clans. The different Chopi communities have extremely diverse
histories and consist of families with a large variety of origins. Coherence in the interethnic
conglomerates is never permanently achieved, and individual speakers may identify themselves as
Chopi, Banyoro, Acholi, and so on, depending on circumstance and context.
The minimal form in access rituals in this respect seems to be an ideal compromise, easy to learn
and simple to use. In many aspects, Chopi looks like a language of the Frontier which is used to
negotiate relations and social hierarchy in small, multidiverse communities. What is interesting in
terms of linguistic change is that the speakers who reside in such multilingual settings, being exposed
to larger high-prestige groups and their languages, on the one hand use grammatical strategies that
resemble those of neighbouring Bantu languages, but on the other consciously foster typically
“Nilotic” properties of their language. For example, Chopi exhibits a relatively large number of noun
prefixes which is rather atypical for Western Nilotic languages but characteristic for Bantu, and it has
largely restructured its number-marking system (e.g. by innovating a periphrastic singulative; e.g.
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Storch 2011b), all of which could well be a result of linguistic accommodation towards Bantu
(Dimmendaal 2001b). But all prefixes on nouns exhibit very conservative functions and meanings, and
there is no indication of Bantu calques or the spread of Bantu morphological and/or classificatory
patterns into Chopi. Moreover, Bantu prefixes (as in mù-ɲóórò ‘Nyoro man’) are re-analysed as
masculine sex-indicating morphemes, thus totally deviating from their original meaning in BenueCongo. Consider the following examples:
(8)

SOURCE

DERIVED FORM

támò
tíí
mɛ́ɛ́rɔ́
kɔ̀ɲɔ̀
ʔúmò

‘think’
‘be old’
‘be drunk’
‘help’
‘cover’

cam

‘eat’

jɔɔk

‘spirit, god’

àchólí
ɲóórò
jò-yugáàndà
cól

‘Acholi’
‘Banyoro’
‘Ugandans’
‘black’

lúò

‘Luo’

CATEGORY

à-támò
ò-tíú
à-mɛ́ɛ́rɔ́, PL lù-mɛ́ɛ́rɔ́
là-kɔ̀ɲ, PL lù-kɔ̀ɲ
là-ʔúm

‘thought’
‘old age’
‘drunkard’
‘helper’
‘cover of
pot/granary’
kà-sham
‘eating place,
restaurant’
à-jɔɔk (FEM), ò-jɔɔk (MASC)
‘born with six
fingers/toes’
ɲá-rachólí (FEM), wôd-achólí (MASC)
ɲá-mùɲóórò (FEM), mù-ɲóórò (MASC)
ɲá-jò-yugáàndà (FEM), wôd-jò-yugáàndà (MASC)
mà-shól
‘black
cattle/chicken’
pà-lúò
‘Chopi area’

abstract noun
abstract noun
agent noun
profession
instrument
locative noun
personal
name
ethnonym
ethnonym
group term
livestock
term
locative noun

It seems as if by constructing innovative forms that resemble those in the dominant contact languages,
Chopi converges to northern interlacustrine Bantu. This tendency is also found in some domains of the
phonology, where convergence with Benue-Congo is obvious (Storch 2011b). But instead of creating
something like an “emergency language”, or experiencing a process of creolisation, speakers
otherwise basically cling onto Chopi (and Nilotic) concepts and features. Cherishing their group
identity has become rather crucial for survival, in the sense of creating some distance between
themselves and other Northerners such as the Acholi. Moreover, the implementation of identitymarking institutions such as dancing troupes help to support social networks that clearly aid
individuals in finding work, receiving financial support for education, and so on. This makes Chopi a
rather “vital” language that is full of meaning and fulfills several important social functions for its
speakers.
4 Strategies of group formation in a Frontier context
This is where the importance of names and linguistic etiquette comes in: even though there exists a
multidiverse background and speakers have fluid linguistic identities, there are ideologically motivated
strategies that come into play when negotiating and creating community. Although in Chopi
communities, diversity and change are managed through the creation of social cohesion and positively
evaluated ties between members, whereby foreigners are encouraged to marry into the community,
and orphaned children are integrated into families regardless of their ancestry, there are certain aspects
of knowledge and linguistic capacity that distinguishes core-group people from others. The following
proverb helps to illustrate this:
(9)

dánò
má-pee
person REL-NEG
kí
DIR

ŋéy-ò
know-PERF

jámɪ̀
má-cɔɔn
thing:PL REL-PAST

pee
NEG

tweerɔ́
be_unable-PERF

dàdít
big_one

‘a person who doesn’t know things of the past cannot talk to a big somebody’

lɔ̀k
talk

378

Anne Storch

It is only through the knowledge on clans, praise names and internal relations between community
members that a speaker can interact adequately. An outsider may learn how to do this, but this task
takes time to be accomplished. And that the integration of outsiders isn’t free from conflict is
illustrated in various folktales. In one of them, a young man wants to marry a girl of unclear origin.
The beautiful bride looks like a dog to all of his relatives, who want to chase it away. It takes many
nights of hiding the dog and convincing the parents until they agree:
(10) gù-wác-í:
3PL-say-IMPER
ì-kwaaɲ-ó
2SG-bring-PERF

ìí
INTER

gwók
dog

áan
1SG.POSS
én
CONS

wôd
son

mù-kɛ́lɛ̀
NOM-bring

ì-kɛ́l-ʊ́
2SG-bring-PERF
ɲákò
girl

gîn
thing

mà-ràc
REL-bad

mà-cíl!
REL-nice

‘They say: oh! Son of mine, you brought a bad thing. You brought a dog, and then [you are] a
bringer of a beautiful girlǃ’
Only after she is recognised as a real person, the young bride is offered a place in the house and may
become a member of the community. She is not uttering a single word throughout the entire tale, but
remains silent. This may change as she becomes part of the society.
Meanwhile, change continues to take place: Ongoing processes of cultural change among the Chopi
are driven by social marginalisation and economic interests. A major reason for many people’s interest
in changing alliances and moving from Acholi into Bunyoro territory is the fact that many villages
suffered dramatically from the attacks of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) during the last decade.
As the LRA is basically associated with the Acholi by most Chopi, and as they have been unable to
receive as much support and aid after the destruction of their villages as other groups, many people
have decided on changing group affiliations and leaving their home areas.
This tendency has not only resulted in increasing language shift, but also in a relatively new
concept of Chopi as a language and community being distinct from that of Acholi. The Chopi,
therefore, increasingly consider their language and group identity as NON-ACHOLI and NON-LUO, as
this sets them apart from the North and its violent conflict, which presented a lethal threat to them as a
minority group. By emphasising Chopi identity, the choice of becoming part of the Bunyoro area is
conceptualised and marked as a strategy that helps the Chopi to escape identification with those who
suffered most from the civil war and continuing threat, namely the Lwoo-speaking inhabitants of
Uganda’s north.
This process, together with the testimonies of the speakers themselves is exactly the situation as we
find it throughout the African Frontier. Here, language in a setting of superdiversity and salient
multilingualism poses a crucial question: where should we draw boundaries between languages, how
do we dare define delimitations between them? For example, the Chopi as a group of multilingual
speakers are associated to the Nilotic language Chopi, but ascribed identities such as BEING/SPEAKING
CHOPI are multiple and fragile, and in a fuzzy-bordered area, are subject to ever-changing ideas of
group membership. Kopytoff (1987) proposes a model that reconciles the observation of constant
change, migration and upheavals and the apparent continuity of exchange and interaction between
persisting groups. His African Frontier model has helped to understand the particular processes that
have been at work in the context of the establishment of multilingual societies. Kopytoff observes that
the history of these societies has been more complex than formerly suggested by conventional models,
namely a continuous creation of frontiersmen, and the constant mobility of groups. Instead of the
creation of fixed ethnic groups and nations that comprise of a specific people, area and language, such
as in nineteenth century Europe, the societies of our area of study have undergone a different process.
They existed as or alongside with empires and kingdoms, but these were never stable constructions.
Hegemonies were flexible and hardly had real borders; their focal point in Kopytoff’s model is the
periphery and not the centre, the frontiers and marginalities. This is owed to the insight that a preferred
conflict solution strategy has been, and often continues to be, migration and retreat. Conflict, but also
crop failure and hunger crisis and other situations of crisis tended to result in the migration of inferior
groups or clans into the bush or areas that belonged to other hegemonies. There, new settlements could
be founded and new communities established. These later eventually turned into centres of power
themselves.

Linguistic Etiquette in a Frontier Situation: A Case Study from Chopi 379

Power in these communities was achieved through attraction of adherents. The more followers one
had the safer and more powerful was a village. With the immigration of other people into the area, a
canonic history (focusing on a common ethnic origin) was established. This concept of history clearly
had to do with a construction of common identity, but still it co-existed with differing histories of kingroups (focusing on the story of ancestors who originate from various places). Interestingly, Kopytoff
correlates these processes with the emergence of an institutionalised and socially most meaningful
multilingualism. He claims that besides the public language of the consolidated community, the
languages of the separate immigrant groups continued to be spoken.
The exchange between communities, both in form of migrating people and in form of ritual
exchange, creates a regional context which incorporates areal features: communities were accepting
hegemonies by adopting regional patterns and practices (e.g. shrines and deities) within extremely
dynamic borders and over a long period of time. Whenever stabilising frontier societies became
metropoles themselves and produced new borders, the process and emergence of new frontier groups
experienced its continuous repetition.
Hence, the continuity of mobility was guaranteed by continuous crisis and collapse; instability can
thereby be understood as an equilibrium which generates convergence. As proposed by Dixon (1997),
linguistic areas emerge through long periods of equilibrium during which contact between these
languages is balanced and power relations between minority groups are insignificant. Any incident
like the immigration of other people, as in the colonial context, or globalisation pushes for example,
are punctuations of the equilibrium. These punctuations can interrupt a convergence process, change
it, or stop it.
5 Some conclusions
In a community where people speak several languages on a daily basis, they do not only interact in a
multilingual setting, knowing different languages, but they will have to acquire knowledge on how to
speak to whom and when in these different languages. Learning these languages and ways of speaking
may take a lifetime, and linguistic biographies may differ significantly among the members of a given
community (Lüpke & Storch 2013). But the decisive moment is that it is not only multilingualism in a
broad sense that plays a role here, but also the knowledge and management of the relevant speech
varieties and sociolects of all the different languages known to individual speakers. This holds true for
specialised vocabularies, ritual form, and the use of names in greetings.
It is exactly in the context of the Frontier theory that I want to locate Chopi linguistic etiquette,
which simply helps to include as many people as possible in an open, fragile community of people
with most fluid identities. The contact phenomena that appear to be so salient in this language’s
phonology, morphology, syntax and lexicon have emerged through the processes that took place in an
“equilibrium of constant changes”. Since most if not all our theories on linguistic change are based on
ideas about language use, a deep study of how a language such as Chopi is actually used will shed
much light on Western Nilotic history.
That the situation described here is characteristic for Lwoo-speaking groups elsewhere is supported
by comparative data. Reh (2001) describes that for ‘courting’, another important and conventionalised
access ritual, a term is used that has an older meaning as ‘speak in a foreign language’. Her conclusion
is that the expansion of the early Southern Lwoo groups largely occurred by exchanging daughters
with local groups. Other evidence comes from Northern Lwoo: in Sudanese Luwo (“Jur”), we can
observe almost as many contact-induced changes of the morphology and syntax as in the south. And
most Luwo speakers I talked to emphasised how much their ancestors and present families liked to
marry people from outside (Storch 2014). There was a story about abandoned children of missionaries
in the 1950ies, and about escaped Arabic concubines in the 1880ies. They all have become
somebody’s grandmother or aunt, and they are all reported to have been treated in a straight but most
polite way, regardless of their not-so nice white skin.

380

Anne Storch

Abbreviations
CONS
DIR
FEM
IMP
INTER
MASC
NEG

consecutive
direction
feminine
imperative
interrogative
masculine
negation

NOM
PAST
PERF
PL
POSS
REL
SG

nominaliser
past tense
perfective
plural
possessive
relativiser
singular
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IS AROID NILO-SAHARAN OR AFRO-ASIATIC?
SOME EVIDENCES FROM PHONOLOGICAL, LEXICAL AND
MORPHOLOGICAL RECONSTRUCTIONS
Moges Yigezu
Abstract
The classification of Ariod as the southern branch of Omotic appears to be the received opinion among
many linguists, though the genetic position of this group remains controversial. Fleming (1974, 1976,
and 1988) maintains the position that the Aroid group constitutes the southern branch of the Omotic
family (see also Tsuge (1996) for a similar view). Lamberti (1991 and 1993) insists on the separation
of the Aroid group from west Cushitic as a separate branch of Cushitic. Bender (1988: 131) states that
Aroid languages may originally be non-Nilotic Nilo-Saharan that were integrated at a much earlier
date and then developed independently. Later, Bender (2000, 2003) in his comparative study of
Omotic reiterates that Aroid is perhaps not Afro-Asiatic. Zaborski (2004), on the other hand, strongly
argues, on morphological grounds, that Aroid or South Omotic languages belong to Nilo-Saharan.
Similarly, Yigezu (2007), based on the reconstruction of the vowel system of Proto-Aroid, concludes
that the Proto-Aroid vowel system is more similar to neighboring Nilo-Saharan languages such as
Surmic and Nilotic than to the rest of the Omotic family and consequently suggests that the Aroid
group may have a Nilo-Saharan origin. A more recent paper by Theil (2012) entitled “Omotic”
questions the classification of the whole family of Omotic under Afro-Asiatic and argues that the
Omotic family as a whole should be treated as an independent language family since no convincing
evidence has ever been presented to show that Omotic is indeed Afro-Asiatic. We may label the
different positions on the genetic classification of Aroid languages as follows: the “Omotic theory”,
the “Cushitic theory”, the “Nilo-Saharan theory”, and the “Non-Afro-Asiatic theory”.
The objective of the current contribution is to revisit the genetic position of the Aroid group and
present evidence in favor of the Nilo-Saharan theory based on phonological, lexical and morphological
reconstructions of the Aroid group. The study provides further evidence by comparing Proto-Aroid
against Proto-Surmic and Proto-Nilotic forms.
1 Introduction
The Aroid group consists of Kara, Hamar-Benna, Aari, Galila and Dime (Bender 1988, Fleming
1988). Geographically, all languages and dialects are spoken in the South Omo zone of the Southern
Regional State of Ethiopia. Previous attempts in the reconstruction of the Proto-Aroid include Fleming
(1988) and Tsuge (1996). Fleming gives a preliminary analysis of the Proto-South-Omotic sound
system. Tsuge is a follow up to Fleming's analysis and tries to clarify some phonetic correspondences
within South Omotic. Both pioneering attempts are preliminary in nature and, in some cases, based on
secondary and insufficient data. The database used for this study covers over 300 basic lexical items
collected by the author for all languages in a recent fieldwork.
The objective of the present contribution is to present some historical-comparative evidences
regarding the genetic position of the Aroid group of languages by making systematic phonological
correspondences between the languages via the comparative method. In doing so, this study will focus
on the following: (a) reconstruct the phonemic system of Proto-Aroid and describe some of the sound
changes that occurred in the history of these languages, (b) make a lexical reconstruction of the ProtoAroid forms based on the 300 basic lexical items, and (c) provide morphological reconstruction of
independent pronouns, demonstratives and some verbal affixes. Based on the phonological, lexical and
morphological data a comparison of Proto-Aroid forms will be made against Proto-Surmic and ProtoNilotic in order to revisit the current controversy on the genetic position of Aroid languages.
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2 Genetic Classifications
The internal unity of Aroid languages has not been questioned so far. Although the classification of
Ariod as the southern branch of Omotic seemingly looks as the received opinion among many
Africanists, the genetic position of this group remains controversial.
Fleming (1988) maintains the position that the Aroid group constitutes the southern branch of the
Omotic family. Bender (1988: 131) has expressed doubt by saying that South Omotic languages may
originally be non-Nilotic Nilo-Saharan who were integrated at a much earlier date and then left to
develop independently but supports the Omotic theory. Lamberti (1991 and 1993) insists on the
separation of “Aroid” group from west Cushitic as a separate branch of Cushitic. Zaborski (2004), on
the other hand, strongly argues, on morphological grounds, that Aroid or South Omotic languages
belong to Nilo-Saharan. Similarly, Yigezu (2007), based on the reconstruction of the vowel system of
Proto-Ariod, concludes that Proto-Aroid vowel system is more similar to some neighboring NiloSaharan languages such as Surmic and Nilotic than the rest of the Omotic family suggesting that the
Aroid group may have a Nilo-Saharan origin. A more recent paper by Theil (2012) entitled “Omotic”
questions the classification of the whole family of Omotic under Afroasiatic and argues that the
Omotic family as a whole should be treated as an independent language family since no convincing
evidence has ever been presented to show that Omotic is indeed Afro-Asiatic. Particularly, Theil
(2012: 376) concludes, largely based on data from Dime (Seyoum 2008), that Aroid languages along
with Dizoid “must be treated as unrelated to Omotic until the opposite has been proved with traditional
comparative method”. The author further argues that the most plausible explanation for the lexical
similarities between Aroid and the rest of Omotic is borrowing. We may label the different opinions
and positions on the genetic classification of Aroid languages as follows: the “Omotic theory”, the
“Cushitic theory”, the “Nilo-Saharan theory” and the “Non-Afro-Asiatic theory”.
3 Methodological issues
In historical-comparative analysis, there are different methods and techniques used particularly in
determining the genetic relationship between languages and in grouping them into language families.
Within Omotic and the Aroid group the most commonly used methods are mass comparison,
lexicostatistics and morphological comparisons.
Fleming (1969) bases his analysis on the methods of lexicostatistics and grammatical comparison.
In his 1974 article Fleming uses the methods of morphological and lexical comparison considering
them as two separate methods of comparisons. Bender (2000, 2003) largely depends on morphological
comparisons, and using the same method he came up with four Proto-Omotic lexical cognates and 25
grammatical morphemes in support of the Omotic theory. Similarly, Lamberti gives some comparisons
of grammatical morphemes from various Cushitic and Omotic languages and further argues that
morphological comparison “represents the most conservative and intimate part of a language” (1991:
556).
Mass comparison, as described by Campbell (1997: 210), is looking at lexical similarity shared
across many languages, as evidence of genetic relationship with no methodological considerations
deemed relevant. Campbell contends that since resemblances detected in mass comparison are subject
to investigation whether they are due to inheritance from a common ancestor or whether they result
from borrowing, accident, sound symbolism, etc. the results frequently have proven erroneous or at
least highly controversial. The method of lexicostatistics involves measuring the percentage of words
with similar sound and meaning (cognates) in different languages on the basis of lists of basic
vocabulary. The larger the percentages of cognates, the closer the languages being compared are
presumed to be related. Lexicostatistics, as a historical-comparative method, has its own weaknesses
and no serious conclusions can be drawn on the genetic relationship between languages unless lexical
data are presented. On the other hand, assuming the historical stability of morphology cannot be taken
for granted. Thomason (1980), cited in Campbell 1997: 222 – 223), shows that “morphology is by no
means so stable as to justify the assumption that lexical cognates may vanish almost entirely while the
morphology holds firm” (1980: 360). Depending solely on morphological correspondences without
having the corresponding regular phonological and semantic correspondences would be of little value.
Methodologically, what was lacking, in the previous comparisons made on different branches of the
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Omotic family in general and the Aroid group in particular, is establishing a systematic phonological
correspondences between the languages in question via the comparative method. This is the task the
present study is undertaking.
4 Phonological systems of Aroid languages
As a background to the forthcoming discussions, in this section we shall have a brief look at to the
phonological systems of the Aroid languages. Linguistic descriptions on these languages include:
Hayward (1990), Menuta (2011) and Seid (2011) on Aari; Lydall (1976) on Hamar; Fleming (1990),
Seyoum (2007, 2008) on Dime and Yigezu (2007) on Kara.
4.1 The vowel systems
The whole group of Aroid seems to have a ten-vowel system. Hamar has been described as a tenvowel system (Lydall 1976) grouped into two harmonic sets usually described as ATR system in many
African languages such as Eastern Nilotic and Surmic. Kara has been described as having a similar
ten-vowel system (Yigezu 2007). Aari (Hayward 1990) and Dime (Fleming 1990), on the other hand,
are described as having a five-vowel system. As shown in Yigezu (2007), however, the ten-vowel
system is the basic configuration for the whole genetic unit, a system that is also very similar to the
neighboring Nilo-Saharan languages such as Surmic (Yigezu 2001) and Nilotic (Dimmendaal 1988).
As suggested by Hayward (1990), Bender (1988) and Yigezu (2007) breathy voice quality is a
characteristic feature of the vowel system of Aroid languages. Particularly, remnants of breathy voice
quality in vowels are still apparent in Aari and Kara. On the other hand, although all languages have
demonstrated a ten-vowel system prevalent in many African languages vowel harmony is virtually
absent in all the systems.
4.2. The consonant systems
The consonant system of Aroid languages is fairly complex in the stop series having voiced stops
[, voiceless stops [, front articulated implosives [, and largely back articulated
ejectives [. Hamar has also the velar implosive [ in addition to the front articulated
implosives while Dime has only the alveolar implosive  and the whole series of ejectives
[ Two palatal affricates [ are also recorded but the contrast between the
alveolar affricates [is almost non-existent (cf. North Omotic languages) except in Aari and
Dime where the voiceless counterpart [] occur. Fricatives range from labio-dental to velar and glottal
point of articulations, [ Dime has two additional voiced fricatives, namely,
andin its inventoryLiquids (lateral  and trill [)), nasals (bilabial [] and alveolar [] as
well as [] in Hamar and Dime) and semi-vowels are also part of the phonemic system of these
languages. The detailed descriptions of each consonant will be given in conjunction with the
comparative analysis in the following section.
5 Phonological reconstructions
5.1 Proto-Aroid vowel phonemes
As shown in Yigezu (2007), the ten-vowel system is the basic configuration for the whole genetic unit:
. This system is very similar to neighboring Nilo-Saharan
languages such as Surmic (Yigezu 2001) and Nilotic (Dimmendaal 1988). In Aari, the breathy vowel
/u/ as the structural counterpart of the plain vowel /u/ is lacking. Similarly, the same breathy vowel is
absent in Nuer (Yigezu 1995), Dinka (Malou 1988) and Anuak (Keefer et al. 1976; Lusted 1976).
Other authors such as Anderson (1987) for Dinka and Reh (1996) for Anuak state that these languages
do have such a vowel.
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5.2 Proto-Aroid consonant phonemes
In the comparative data, the comparison was made for C1 (stem-initial consonant), V1 (stem-initial
vowel), C2 (stem-medial consonant) and C3 (stem-final consonant). The comparison was based on the
basic form of a noun or a verb stripped off any affix. Note that the reconstruction of vowel phonemes
is not the concern of this paper as it is already dealt with separately (see Yigezu 2007).
Voiced stops
The voided stop consonants are b, d and g, all are found in all languages and dialects occurring at all
positions. Tables 1 – 3 illustrate the correspondences at different positions within a word.
Table 1: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *b
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘beard’







‘untie’







‘smoke (n.)’







‘rain’







‘other’







Table 2: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *d
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘grind’







‘rain’







‘hold’







‘count’







‘man/human being’







Table 3: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *g
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘claw’







‘canoe’







‘crocodile’







‘blow’







‘male/husband’







The voiced stops *b, *d and *g have been reconstructed as part of the Proto-Aroid consonant system
occurring at stem-initial, medial and final positions. Note, however, that Dime is not only lacking the
word-final voiced stops but also cognates are not found for the above correspondence sets. In Kara and
Hamar-Benna, although cognates are found, the voiced alveolar and velar stops do not seem to occur
word-finally. Whereas in Aari and Galila, the northern members of the group, the alveolar and velar
stops appear word-finally as well.
Voiceless stops
The voiceless stops *p, *t, *k have been reconstructed as part of the Proto-Aroid consonant system as
these are straight forward cases having complete cognate series in the daughter languages. See Tables
4 – 6 below.

Is Aroid Nilo-Saharan or Afro-Asiatic? 385

Table 4: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *p
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘count’







‘mouth’







‘fat’







‘moon’







‘knife’







‘cry’







In Dime, in the word for ‘count’, the voiceless bilabial fricative /f/ corresponds to the voiceless
bilabial stop /p/ in other languages. Dime has both phonemes whereas the other Aroid languages lack
the bilabial fricative. In the northern Aroid languages, Aari and Galia, as can be seen in the word ‘cry’,
there is a regular sound change taking place at stem-final position, i.e. /p/ is changed into /f/ stemfinally. This is a recurrent sound change observed elsewhere as well. See Table 10 below, item for
‘wet’; Table 12, item for ‘eye’ (the change in this particular case took place word-finally); and Table
15, item for ‘get’. Compare Table 21, item for ‘fat’, where the same sound change does not take place
because of the different phonetic environment, i.e. the consonant /p/ occurs medially before a
consonant.
Table 5: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *t
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘cut’







‘ten’







‘we’







‘seven’







‘return’







‘climb’







Table 6: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *k
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘dig’







‘divide’







‘nose’







‘donkey’







‘cattle’







Implosives
Synchronically, Dime is quite different from the rest of the Aroid languages. One area of difference is
the lack of implosives in Dime. The other languages of Aroid exhibit the front articulated implosives
// and //. Fleming (1990: 505) recognizes the bilabial and alveolar implosives as phonemes of Dime
but in our data implosives are missing altogether. Seyoum (2008: 9) recorded the alveolar implosive
consonant. Except for Hamar, for all languages, in our data, there is no velar implosive consonant.
Thus, we may postulate that Proto-Aroid had two implosives in its phonemic system, // and //.
The following data in Tables 7 and 8 illustrate this point.
In Aari and Galila, in the item for ‘seven’, the bilabial implosive // changes into the voiced stop /b/
when it occurs before a consonant word-medially. Whereas at intervocalic position as in Table 5, item
for ‘ten’, the bilabial implosive // corresponds to a bilabial nasal /m/.
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Table 7: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘seed’







‘seven’







‘animal blood’







‘pour’







‘hat’







‘long’







In Table 7 above, item for ‘pour’, the bilabial implosive // changes to a glottal stop // stem-finally.
Note also that when the implosive is homorganic to the preceding consonant no sound change applies
as in the item for ‘animal blood’. All the changes are regular sound changes attested across languages
and phonetically motivated. Depending on the phonetic environment in which it occurs the bilabial
implosive very often changes into its voiced stop counterpart or to a bilabial nasal (usually in its
geminated form which might result from some kind of assimilation, m > mm) or to a glottal stop
stem-finally or medially after a consonant. See Table 12, item for ‘leaf’.
Table 8: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘tie’







‘know’







‘show’







‘buttocks’







‘hot’







The alveolar implosive // occurs at all positions within a word and based on the correspondence sets
given in Table 8 above, it has been reconstructed as part of the phonemic inventory of Proto-Aroid.
Ejectives
In Kara, Hamar-Benna, Aari and Galila we have the back articulated ejectives such as /c'/ and /q'/ as
well as the fricative ejective /s’/. Surprisingly, Dime is so divergent from the rest of the languages in
this respect having the full series of ejectives in its phonemic inventory. These include: /p’/, /t’/, /c’/,
/k’/, /q’/ and /s’/. Hence, comparisons are made for the ejectives commonly found in all languages,
namely /c’/, /q’/ and /s’/.
Table 9: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *c’
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘rotten’







‘smoke’







‘wet’







‘root’







‘laugh’







As shown in Table 9 above, there are correspondence sets for the palatal ejective /c’/ word-initially,
word-medially and stem-finally. We can, therefore, safely reconstruct the phoneme /c’/ as part of the
phonemic inventory of Proto-Aroid.
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Table 10: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *q
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘hat’







‘pour’







‘tree’







‘water’







‘frog’







The uvular ejective /q’/ is attested word-initially and word-medially but not word-finally. In Dime, in
the word for ‘water’, the uvular ejective is weakened to a velar fricative intervocalically. The same
process of weakening took place for the word ‘tree’ in Aari between two low vowels but not between
two high vowels as in the case of the item for ‘water’. The uvular ejective /q’/ has been reconstructed
as a phoneme of Proto-Aroid word initially and medially.
Table 11: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *s’
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘vomit’







‘short’







‘milk’







‘shoot’







‘close’







The fricative ejective /s’/ has been reconstructed as a member of the phonemic inventory of ProtoAroid based on the correspondence sets given in Table 11 above. Note that in Hamar-Benna the
alveolar ejective /t’/ alternates with the fricative ejective /s’/ in a few lexical items. The former has no
phonemic status in the language.
The glottal stop //, on the other hand, has a defective distribution in all languages. It does occur
frequently word-initially and less frequently word-medially but not word-finally. As can be seen in
Table 12 below, item for ‘human blood’, the glottal stop tends to weaken intervocalically in Aari,
Galila and Dime. Nevertheless, this is not a regular sound change attested elsewhere; it is more of a
sporadic change.
Table 12: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘give’







‘eye’







‘human blood’







Fricatives
All languages of Aroid have the following fricatives: /f/, /s/, /z/, //, //, and /h/. But Dime once again
radically diverges from the rest of the languages and adds more fricatives into its phonemic inventory.
These are: // and //. Since the rest of the languages do not have correspondences for these phonemes
attested only in Dime the reconstruction would be made for the commonly found fricatives in all
languages.
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Table 13: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for f and *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Ariod

‘rotten’







‘blow’







‘human blood’







‘calabash’







‘grind’







‘sweep’







While the bilabial fricative /f/ is attested only word-initially and medially the alveolar fricative /s/ is
found word-initially, medially as well as stem-finally. Both phonemes are reconstructed as phonemes
of Proto-Aroid.
Table 14: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for ***
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Ariod

‘animal blood’







‘body’







‘claw’







‘divide’







‘human blood’







The voiced alveolar fricative /z/ looks like a marginal consonant in all languages. A correspondence
set could be found only for word-initial position. Whereas for the palatal fricative // and the voiceless
uvular // correspondence sets are found only word-medially. Nevertheless, all of them are considered
as phonemes of Proto-Aroid only in certain positions within a word.
Table 15: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Ariod

‘descend’







‘get’







‘six’







‘sweep’







Based on the comparative data given in Table 15 above, the glottal fricative consonant /h/ has been
reconstructed as a member of the Proto-Aroid phonemic system word-initially and word-medially as
well as stem-finally.
Affricates
Synchronically, the only affricate recorded in all languages is the voiceless palatal affricate /c/ - an
IPA equivalent of it is //. Dime has additional affricates such as the alveolar affricates // and //,
which are absent in the rest of the Aroid languages but are typical features of North Omotic languages.
It has also the voiced palatal affricate /j/ - represented by the IPA symbol //. Due to the divergence
of Dime from the rest of the Aroid languages, the reconstruction of affricate is limited to the voiceless
affricate /c/.
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Table 16: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Ariod

‘beard’







‘chicken’







‘chin’







‘guest’







‘cold’







In Hamar-Benna the palatal affricate /c/ is weakened to the palatal fricative // but this change is not a
recurrent sound change. As can be seen in Table 16 no cognate has been found for Dime though the
phoneme /c/ is part of the phonemic inventory of the language. The voiceless palatal affricate /c/ has
been reconstructed as a phoneme of Proto-Aroid based on the correspondence sets given in Table 16
above.
Nasals
There are three nasal phonemes in all the languages, namely //, // and //. All the nasal consonants
,  and  have been reconstructed as phonemes of Proto-Aroid as the correspondence sets are
relatively straight forward.
Table 17: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *

Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘human
blood’







‘chin’







‘animal
blood’







‘egg’

‘female’

‘give’






















Table 18: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘fire’







‘frog’







‘girl’







Table 19: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘five’







‘canoe’







‘hand’
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Liquids
The lateral /l/ and the trill /r/ consonants have also been reconstructed as phonemes of Proto-Aroid.
The correspondence sets are given below in Tables 20 and 21.
Table 20: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘bone’







‘call’







‘corpse’







‘donkey’







‘six’







Table 21: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘day’







‘fat’







‘refuse’







‘plant’







Semivowels
The semi-vowels /w/ and /y/ have been reconstructed as part of the phonemic inventory of ProtoAroid. The correspondence sets are given below in Tables 22 and 23.
Table 22: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘cattle’







‘dry’







‘dig’







‘count’







‘stand’







Table 23: Sample of Proto-Aroid correspondences for *
Kara
Hamar-Benna
Aari
Galila
Dime
Proto-Aroid

‘hold’







‘meat’







‘sun’







‘you (sg.)’







The consonant phonemes given in Table 24 below have been reconstructed as phonemes of the ProtoAroid. Although most phonemes are reconstructed in all positions within a word or stem, some are
reconstructed only in some positions. Consonants reconstructed only initially and medially include:
glottal stop, uvular ejective, voiceless bilabial fricative and the lateral consonant. The velar nasal is
reconstructed only medially and finally. The consonants that are reconstructed only medially are: the
voiceless palatal affricate, the voiceless uvular fricative and the voiceless palatal fricative. The voiced
alveolar fricative has been reconstructed only initially.
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Table 24: Proto-Aroid Phonemes
Voiced stops
Voiceless stops
Implosives
Ejectives
Voiceless fricatives
Voiced fricative
Voiceless affricate
Nasals
Liquids
Semivowels

Labials











Alveolars











Palatals











Velars











Uvular











Glottal











Looking into the general picture, Proto-Aroid makes a four-way distinction of stop consonants – all
occurring stem initially, medially and finally; only the glottal stop is attested stem-initially and
medially. The velar implosive is missing (except in Hamar) and only the front-articulated implosives
are fully attested. This is identical to some neighboring Nilo-Saharan (Surmic: Koegu, Me’en)
patterns. Front-articulated ejectives such as /p’/ and /t’/ are missing as compared to North Omotic
languages. Generally, implosives tend to favor front articulations while ejectives tend to favor back
articulations once again typical to Nilo-Saharan Surmic patterns (Yigezu 2001).
Perhaps the most striking outcome of the phonological reconstruction is that Dime does not simply
fit into the pattern given in Table 24 and is much more divergent than Fleming (1988: 163) has
thought. Fleming in his preliminary study of “Proto-Somotic” consonant phonemes states that in the
family tree Dime is distant from the rest of the Aroid languages than they are from each other, and
regarded Dime as one of the sister languages of the Aroid group. Nevertheless, the phonological
correspondences and the reconstruction of Proto-Aroid phonology given above do not support this
hypothesis. It rather suggests that Dime may be left out of the Aroid group altogether. The rationale
are: (1) in the stop series Dime lacks all implosives (except the alveolar implosive) attested in other
languages but has exhibited a full series of ejectives, a feature lacking in the other Aroid languages,
(2) it has a rich inventory of fricatives (Seyoum 2008), half of which are absent in the other Aroid
languages. Phonologically, therefore, Dime radically diverges from the rest of the Aroid languages
lacking two of the implosive consonants and having more consonant phonemes in its inventory. If we
consider the additional consonants Dime has in its inventory it makes it rather closer to languages such
as the Ometo cluster. Whether the additional consonants are innovations in Dime or retention of older
forms requires further research in other neighboring languages as well. Thus this study suggests that
Dime should be left out of the Aroid group and better considered as an isolate on its own until we
learn more about the historical developments in Dime and other languages in the area.
On the other hand, Proto-Aroid phonology has clearly some Nilo-Saharan features such as (1) the
ten-vowel system (unlike any other Omotic group), (2) the presence of remnants of breathy voice
quality in some of the languages such as Aari and Kara (see Yigezu 2007 for the details), and (3) the
stop series are more similar to neighboring Nilo-Saharan languages such as Koegu and Me’en than the
rest of the Omotic languages. Dime shares the first two features related to vowels but not the third one.
6 Sound changes
Some sound changes, not so regular, were observed in the reconstruction of Proto-Aroid consonant
phonemes. These can be grouped into two types: weakening of stops into fricatives and glides and
simplification of pre-nasal stops. The process of weakening affects word-initial and word-medial stop
consonants and changes them to fricatives or glides. The change of *p > *f in particular is frequent.
Examine the following data:
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Table 25: Examples of the process of weakening
‘count’
‘blow’
‘cloth’
‘cotton’
‘climb’
‘cattle’

*payd- in Proto-Aroid > *fayd- in Dime
*pug- in Proto-Aroid > * in Hamar and Aari
*apala in Proto-Aroid > *afala in Aari
*putta in Proto-Aroid > *futta in Dime
*wut- in Proto-Aroid > in Hamar
*waak- in Proto-Aroid > *woox- in Dime

Simplification of pre-nasal stops is another sound change apparent in the system. While the ProtoAroid form has the pre-nasal stops [-nC-] word medially, one of the daughter languages Aari has
dropped the nasal element, i.e. *nt > *t as in: ‘I’, *in Proto-Aroid> *; ‘seed’, *enta in
Proto-Aroid > *eta.
7 Lexical reconstructions
According to Bender (2003: 224) only three Aroid forms have plausible link to Nilotic: buffalo
(*meek-), head (*mat-) and tail (*go/ul-) and rightly suggested that for the source of the majority of
Aroid lexicon which does not agree with the rest of Omotic, one must look elsewhere than Nilotic.
Apparently Surmic gives more positive results than Nilotic. The reconstructed Proto-Aroid forms were
checked against Proto-Surmic forms (Yigezu 2001) and some 42 lexical correspondences were
attested between Proto-Aroid and Proto-Surmic, some with traces in one or more Surmic languages
(See Annex I below). Annex II contains some 20 additional lexical correspondences of Proto-Aroid
with Koegu alone. Koegu data should be used with cautions because the language is at the verge of
extinction and has a few hundred (around 400) speakers who are shifting to either the Aroid Kara or
the Nilotic Nyangatom.
Many of the correspondences between Proto-Aroid and Surmic can be described as ‘safe’ or
plausible; some others could possibly be ‘probable’ since traces are found in one or more Surmic
languages rather than in Proto-Surmic form. Still few items could be taken as ‘questionable’, and put
under question marks in the data. Some of the plausible links to Surmic may also be seen as cases of
‘symbolic items’ such as the nursery term ‘father’, ‘mother’ (35), ‘urine’ (cf. Proto-Aroid: *
(28)).
Another set of item which is known as “Wanderworter” may also occur. These items usually have
cultural origin from the domain of technology or domestic animals. Such forms show up in widespread
languages of several genetic families and appear to be the result of diffusion but with no assignable
source (see Bender 2003: 256). These include items such as cotton (widespread in Cushitic and
Omotic), mud and ten (widespread in N-S), donkey (widespread in N-S and Omotic). There could
also be apparent loans from known sources. Bender states that ‘urine’ in Proto-Aroid * is possibly
borrowed from Amharic but it is not easy to ascertain how this Amharic form has been borrowed
by several languages of Aroid and Surmic.
In terms of wider connections, Proto-Aroid alleged to have some cognates in common with ProtoOmotic and beyond. According to Bender, Proto-Aroid shares Proto-Omotic cognates such as eye,
smoke, count, root, ten, man, rat, and cry (Bender 1988). The item ten has already been cited as a case
of “Wanderworter”; the item man has a cognate in Surmic (SWS) *eet (cf. Proto-Aroid *eed). Chadic
and Cushitic correspondences include items for person/man, four and ten (Bender 1988: 155). Two of
the cognates (person/man: Aroid *eed; and ten: Aroid *tamm-) have plausible links with SWS *eet
and SES * respectively.
Bender (2003: 260) listed 107 Proto-Aroid items, which are restricted to Aroid reflecting the
relative independence of the Aroid lexicon. Of these around 10 items have some kind of relations with
Surmic lexicon (see Annex I below: boat (canoe) (1), fire (10), mountain (45), grass (43), drink (8),
person (21), snake (23), sand (49), sew (31) and hoe (13)). See also Annex II for the following 6
items: claw (59), burn (56), dog (74), seed (53), work/make (64), plant (51). The remaining 91 ProtoAroid items do not have cognates in Omotic and possibly either they are innovations within ProtoAroid or retentions of older forms. In any case, this is yet a strong lexical evidence against the Omotic
theory and in favor of the independence of Aroid.
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Fleming (1974) also gives 21 Omotic words with Afro-Asiatic cognates. Of these Afro-Asiatic
cognates, Fleming claims that Proto-Aroid shares items such as all, blood, eat, mouth, tooth and
donkey. But these cognates have been rejected by Theil (2012) who argued that the cognates presented
by Fleming lack phonological and semantic correspondences in support of the cognates. Neither the
phonological correspondences shown in this study support the cognates given in Fleming (1974).
Rather the lexical reconstructions given in this study strongly favor the “Nilo-Saharan” theory that the
Aroid group may be originally Nilo-Saharan with a strong Omotic influence.
8 Morphological reconstructions
8.1 Independent Pronouns
It has already been claimed that Aroid pronouns resemble Nilotic (Bender 2000, 2003). Bender (2000)
has also compared Aroid pronouns with western Nilotic Nuer, Dinka and Anuak as well as Eastern
Nilotic Teso and concluded that Aroid Pronouns are similar to Nilotic. Examine the following
comparative data from Aroid languages:

1sg
2sg
3sg (m)
3sg (f)
3sg (n)
1pl
2pl
3pl

Aari

Hamar

Kara

Dime





































Proposed ProtoAroid forms









Proto-Omotic
forms (Bender )









Note that the w-; y-; k- prefixes in the plural forms are person markers typical to Nilotic. Aari second
person singular aana must be the result of loss of the initial consonant that is followed by
compensatory lengthening, i.e. *hana > ana > aana; the third person singular masculine in Aari noo
must have passed through the same process, *noh > no > noo (Yigezu 2005). Note that the Hamar
third person singular and plural forms are identical in form and are akin to Nilo-Saharan forms as
pointed out in Zaborski (2004: 181). See also Ehret (2001: 510) for the reconstruction of Nilo-Saharan
*si ‘this’.
None of the proposed Proto-Aroid forms matches the Proto-Omotic forms given by Bender. The
third person singular forms in Hamar (kisi and kosi) are assumed to be a loan from Nilotic by Bender
(2000: 198). But within the synchronic grammar of Hamar the shortened forms of the independent
pronouns usually appear before various dependent verbs as: ki in Aari, Hamar and Kara (for instance,
in Hamar as in ki-na ‘his’; ko-na ‘her’ and  ‘them’) and kin in Dime. The initial consonants
function as a third person marker in all Aroid languages. The k-element recurs in various types of
pronominal as well as deictic constructions in all Aroid languages.
Zaborski (2004: 181), on the other hand, rejects Bender’s (2000: 199 – 201) assumption that Aroid
pronouns have been borrowed from “nearby Nilotic languages”, most likely the Nilotic Nyangatom,
saying that these pronouns prove that Aroid languages are in fact Nilotic. He further contends that
there is no evidence as far as pronouns are concerned that historically the ancestor of any Nilotic
language had strongly influenced the Aroid languages.
The similarity of Aroid pronouns to that of Surmic is also interesting. Note that Proto-SWS form
for first person singular is * while the Proto-SES form is *ӑӑThe first person plural form
in Proto-SWS is *aggetta while it is *agge in Proto-SES. The independent pronoun ‘I’ in Baale, for
instance, is anda that must have undergone the process of syncope, as in *ʎʎ > *an-tta > anda,
creating a word-medial pre-nasalized stop (Yigezu & Dimmendaal, 1998: 199). The fact that the Aroid
independent pronouns are more similar to Surmic than to the rest of Omotic languages verifies the
identity of independent pronouns in Aroid languages.
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8.2 Verbal person suffixes
A typical feature of Hamar and Kara verb system is that there is no morphological marking for person
in the verb form while Aari has person marking elements in the verb form. Fleming (1974: 86) notes
that the reconstruction of Proto-Aroid verbal suffixes marking person rests heavily on Galila (a dialect
of Aari) which is the only Aroid variety with proper paradigm of person marking inflections. Dime,
Fleming states, “has enough left of an earlier paradigm to make it plausible”. Fleming’s reconstruction
of verbal suffixes marking person is essentially based on a single member of the Aroid group, and his
proposal has also been rejected by Theil (2012: 380) on the ground that no systematic phonological
comparisons have been made between the grammatical morphemes in Omotic and other branches of
Afro-Asiatic. As can be seen from Table 26 below it is hardly possible to make phonological
correspondences between the verbal person marking elements within the Aroid group.
Table 26: Aroid verbal person suffices
1sg
2sg
3sg
1pl
2pl
3pl

Aari
 






Hamar







Kara







Dime







Proto-Aroid







Concerning the verbal derivation, the only plausible cognate that can be reconstructed at the ProtoAroid level is the causative marker *-si- . This form has also been suggested by Fleming (1974: 84) as
the Proto-Omotic form for the causative and also noted that it is “almost universal”. Hayward (2000:
93) also states that the “transitvizing/causative” is found in all the six families of Afro-Asiatic, as well
as in Bantu (Niger-Congo) and reconstructed for Proto-Central Khoisan. Hence, the causative suffix
may not be useful evidence as it is a widespread form found across language families. For all the other
derivational markers such as the passive, reciprocal and reflexive it is difficult to find phonological
correspondences due to the varied forms occurring the Aroid languages, except that Hamar and Kara
has identical forms.
Table 27: Aroid verbal derivation markers
Verbal derivations
Aari
Passive

Causative

Reciprocal 

Hamar




Kara




Dime




Proto-Aroid




Reflexive











8.3 Case markers
Nominative case in all Aroid languages is not morphologically marked while accusative, genitive,
dative, locative and instrumental cases are marked.
Table 28: Aroid case markers
Nominative
Accusative
Genitive
Dative
Locative
Instrumental

Aari







Hamar







Kara







Dime







Proto-Aroid
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Fleming (1974: 85) suggests that Dime and Galia, have /-m/ accusative and /-n/ dative-benefactive
Fleming (1974:
85) suggests
and Galia,
havethe
/-m/
accusative
and /-n/
especially
on pronouns.
In ourthat
data,Dime
in Hamar
and Kara,
accusative
is marked
bydative-benefactive
–ta, -n and -an;
especially
on pronouns.
Innouns
our data,
Hamar
is marked
by –ta,and
-n and
-an;
while -ta attaches
only to
andinthe
other and
two Kara,
formsthe
canaccusative
be suffixed
to both nouns
pronouns.
while
attaches
only
to nouns
and thecorrespondence
other two formsattested
can be issuffixed
to both nouns
pronouns.
In any-ta
case,
the only
clear
phonological
the instrumental
case and
suffix.
In any case, the only clear phonological correspondence attested is the instrumental case suffix.
9 Conclusions
9 Conclusions
The phonological and lexical reconstructions presented in this study strongly suggest that Aroid
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lexical reconstructions
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References
References
Anderson, Torben. 1987. The phonemic system of Agar Dinka. Journal of African Languages and
Anderson,
Torben.
1987. The phonemic system of Agar Dinka. Journal of African Languages and
Linguistics
9: 1–27.
Linguistics
9: 1–27.
Bender,
M. Lionel.
1988. Proto-Omotic phonology and lexicon. In Marianne Bechhuaus-Gerst & F.
Bender,
M. (eds.),
Lionel.Cushitc-Omotic:
1988. Proto-Omotic
phonology
lexicon. In
Marianneon
Bechhuaus-Gerst
& F.
Serzisko
Papers
from the and
International
Symposium
Cushitic and Omotic
Serzisko
(eds.),
Cushitc-Omotic:
Papers
from the International Symposium on Cushitic and Omotic
Languages,
pp. 121–159.
Hamburg:
Buske.
Languages,
pp. 121–159.
Hamburg: Morphology
Buske.
Bender,
M. Lionel.
2000. Comparative
of the Omotic Languages. Munich: Lincom.
Bender,
M.
Lionel.
2000.
Comparative
Morphology
of the Omotic
Languages.
Munich:
Bender, M. Lionel. 2003. Omotic Lexicon and Phonology.
Carbondale:
Southern
IllinoisLincom.
University.
Bender,
M.
Lionel.
2003.
Omotic
Lexicon
and
Phonology.
Carbondale:
Southern
University.
Campbell, Lyle. 1997. American Indian Languages: The Historical LinguisticsIllinois
of Native
America.
Campbell,
Lyle. 1997.
American Indian
Languages:
The Historical
Linguistics
of Native America.
Oxford Studies
in Anthropological
Linguistics,
4. Oxford:
Oxford University
Press.
Oxford Studies
in Anthropological
Linguistics,
4. Oxford:ofOxford
Universitya Press.
Dimmendaal,
Gerrit
J. 1988. The lexical
reconstruction
Proto-Nilotic:
first reconnaissance.
Dimmendaal,
Gerrit
J.
1988.
The
lexical
reconstruction
of
Proto-Nilotic:
a first reconnaissance.
Afrikanistische Arbeitspapiere 16: 5–67.
Afrikanistische
Arbeitspapiere
16: 5–67.
Ehret,
Christopher.
2001. A Historical-Comparative
Reconstruction of Nilo-Saharan (SUGIA
Ehret,
Christopher.
2001. A Ko
Historical-Comparative
Reconstruction of Nilo-Saharan (SUGIA
Supplements,
12). Cologne:
ppe.
Supplements,
12).
Cologne:
Ko
p
pe.
Fleming, Harold C. 1969. The classification of West Cushitic within Hamito-Semitic. In Daniel
Fleming,
Harold
C. 1969.
West Cushitic
In Daniel
McCall,
Norman
BennettThe
& classification
Jeffrey Butlerof (eds.),
Eastern within
AfricanHamito-Semitic.
History, pp. 3–27.
New
McCall,
Norman London:
Bennett Praeger.
& Jeffrey Butler (eds.), Eastern African History, pp. 3–27. New
York/Washington/
York/Washington/
London:
Praeger.
Fleming,
Harold C. 1974.
Omotic
as an Afroasiatic family. Studies in African Linguistics, 5: 81–94.
Fleming, Harold
Harold C.
C. 1976.
1974.Omotic
Omoticoverview.
as an Afroasiatic
family.Bender
Studies(ed.),
in African
Linguistics,Languages
5: 81–94. of
Fleming,
In M. Lionel
The Non-Semitic
Fleming,
Harold
C. 1976. Omotic
overview.
In M.Studies
LionelCentre,
BenderMichigan
(ed.), TheState
Non-Semitic
Languages of
Ethiopia,
pp. 299–323.
East Lansing:
African
University.
Ethiopia,
pp. 299–323.
Lansing: Africanor
Studies
Centre, Michigan
State
University.
Fleming,
Harold
C. 1988. East
Proto-South-Omotic
Proto-Somotic
consonant
phonemes:
stage one. In
Fleming,
Harold C. 1988.&Proto-South-Omotic
Proto-Somotic consonant
one. In
M. Bechhaus-Gerst
F. Serzisko (eds.),or Cushitc-Omotic:
Papers phonemes:
from the stage
International
M.
Bechhaus-Gerst
F. Omotic
Serzisko
(eds.), Cushitc-Omotic:
PapersBuske.
from the International
Symposium
on Cushitic&and
Languages,
pp. 163–175. Hamburg:
Symposium
on C.
Cushitic
Omotic Languages,
pp.Dime
163–175.
Hamburg:
Buske. J. Hayward (ed.),
Fleming,
Harold
1990. and
A grammatical
sketch of
(Dime-Af).
In Richard
Fleming,
C. 1990.
A pp.
grammatical
Dime of
(Dime-Af).
In Richard
J. Hayward (ed.),
OmoticHarold
Language
Studies,
494–583. sketch
London:ofSchool
Oriental and
African Studies.
Omotic
Language
Studies,
pp.
494–583.
London:
School
of
Oriental
and
African
Studies.
Hayward, Richard J. 1990. Notes on the Aari language. In Richard J. Hayward (ed.), Omotic
Hayward,
Richard
J. pp.
1990.
NotesLondon:
on the School
Aari language.
Richard
Hayward (ed.), Omotic
Language
Studies,
425–493.
of OrientalInand
AfricanJ.Studies.
Language
Studies,
pp. 425–493.
London:
School
of Oriental
African
Studies.
Hayward,
Richard.
2000.
Afroasiatic.
In Bernd
Heine
& Derekand
Nurse
(eds.),
African Languages: An
Hayward,
Richard.
Bernd Heine
& DerekPress.
Nurse (eds.), African Languages: An
Introduction,
pp.2000.
74–98.Afroasiatic.
Cambridge:InCambridge
University
Introduction,
pp. 74–98.
Cambridge:
Cambridge
University
Keefer,
James, Aurelia
Keefer
& Charles
V. Taylor.
1976. Press.
Anyuak. In M. Lionel Bender (ed.),
Keefer,
James,
Aurelia Keefer
& Charles
V.Oxford
Taylor.University
1976. Anyuak.
Language
in Ethiopia,
pp. 164–70.
London:
Press. In M. Lionel Bender (ed.),
Language
in Ethiopia,
164–70.
Oxford University
Lamberti,
Marcello.
1991.pp.
Cushitic
andLondon:
its classification.
AnthroposPress.
86: 552–561.
Lamberti, Marcello. 1991. Cushitic and its classification. Anthropos 86: 552–561.

396

Moges Yigezu

Lamberti, Marcello. 1993. The Ari-Benna group and its classification. Studi Italiani di Linguistica
Teorica e Applicata 22.1: 39–87.
Lusted, Marie. 1976. Anywa. In M. Lionel Bender (ed.), The Non-Semitic Languages of Ethiopia, pp.
495–512. East Lansing: African Studies Center, Michigan State University.
Lydall, Jean. 1976. Hamar. In M. Lionel Bender (ed.), The Non-Semitic Languages of Ethiopia, pp.
393–438. East Lansing: African Studies Center, Michigan State University.
Malou, Job. 1988. Dinka Vowel System. Publications in Linguistics, 82. Dallas: The Summer Institute
of Linguistics, University of Texas at Arlington.
Menuta, Fekede. 2011. Aari Language: A Comparative Grammar. Addis Ababa: Bole Printing
Enterprise.
Reh, Mechthild. 1996. Anywa Language: Description and Internal Reconstructions. (Nilo-Saharan,
11). Cologne: Koppe.
Seid, Melkineh. 2011. Documentation of Aari language. MA thesis, Department of Linguistics, Addis
Ababa University.
Seyoum, Mulugeta. 2007. Some notes on the personal and demonstrative pronouns in Dime. In Rainer
Voigt (ed.), “From Beyond the Mediterranean”: Akten des 7. internationalen
Semitohamitistenkongresses, pp. 253–264. Aachen: Shaker.
Seyoum, Mulugeta. 2008. A grammar of Dime. PhD thesis, Netherlands Graduate School of
Linguistics.
Theil, Rolf. 2012. Omotic. In Lutz Edzard (ed.), Semitic and Afroasiatic: Challenges and
Opportunities, pp. 369–384. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz.
Thomason, Sarah G. 1980. Morphological instability, with and without language contact. In Jacek
Fisiak (ed.), Historical Morphology, pp. 359–372. The Hague: Mouton.
Tsuge, Yoichi. 1996. On the consonant correspondences of South Omotic languages. In Shun Sato &
Eisei Kurimoto (eds.), Essays in Northeast African Studies (Senri Ethnological Studies 43), pp.
163–188. Osaka: National Museum of Ethnology.
Yigezu, Moges. 1995. The Nuer vowel system. Journal African Languages and Linguistics 16: 157–
170.
Yigezu, Moges & Gerrit J. Dimmendaal. 1998. Notes on Baale. In Gerrit J. Dimmendaal & Marco
Last (eds.), Surmic Languages and Cultures (Nilo-Saharan, 13), pp. 273–317. Cologne: Köppe.
Yigezu, Moges. 2001. A comparative study of the phonetics and phonology of Surmic languages. PhD
thesis, Universite Libre de Bruxelles, Belgium.
Yigezu, Moges. 2005. Some observations on the pronouns of Hamar: a comparative-historical
perspective. In Yohachi Tsuge (ed.), Cushitic-Omotic Studies, pp.113–132. Japan: Kanazawa.
Yigezu, Moges. 2007. The vowel system of Kara from a historical-comparative perspective. In Rainer
Voigt (ed.), “From Beyond the Mediterranean”: Akten des 7. internationalen
Semitohamitistenkongresses, pp. 245–252. Aachen: Shaker.
Zaborski, Andrzej. 2004. West Cushitic: a genetic reality? Lingua Posnaniensis 46: 173–186.

Is Aroid Nilo-Saharan or Afro-Asiatic? 397

Annex I: Aroid vs. Surmic Lexical Correspondences
(Abb.: SWS = Southwest Surmic; SES = Southeast Surmic)
No.
Gloss
Aroid
1
boat (canoe) Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
2
call (v)
Aari: Hamar: Kara: -;
Dime: 
Aroid:
3
calabash
Aari: Kara: 
Aroid:
4
cloth
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara:Dime: 
Aroid:
5
cotton
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
6
crocodile
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
7
divide (v)
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:

Surmic
Baale: Chai: 
Mursi: Me’en:
Koegu:[SES:
Mursi: -; Chai: 

Baale: Chai: Mursi:
Koegu: 
Me’en:
Koegu:
Didinga: ; Me’en:
Koegu:
Tennet: ; Me’en:
Majang:
[SWS:]
Koegu: ; 
Majang:

8

drink (v)

Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:

Narim: Murle: 
SWS:

9

egg

Tennet: Narim: ; Didinga:
 Baale: ; Chai: Mursi:

Me’en:Koegu:

10

fire

11

father

Aari: 
Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:~
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:symbolic?

12

hand/arm

13

hoe

Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:

Tennet: Narim: ; 
Me’en:Koegu:
[SWS:SES:go]
Baale:  Chai: Mursi: 
Me’en:  Koegu:  Majang:

[Surmic:
Baale: Majang: 

Baale:  Chai: Me’en: 
Koegu: 
[SES:gaita]
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14

hold

15

I

16

liver

17

navel

18

nine

19

people

20

person

21

show

22

snake

23

sow

24

spit

25

ten

26

tobacco

Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:

Chai: Mursi: Me’en:
Koegu:
[SES:
Baale:  Chai: Mursi:
Me’en: Koegu:
[SES:

27

urinate

Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:

Chai: Mursi: Me’en:
Koegu:
[SES:

Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara:Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara:  Dime: 
Aroid:
cf. Bender: 
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:

Majang: 

Narim: Tennet:
Murle: Baale: 
Koegu: 
 
SWS:
Chai: Mursi: Me’en:
SES:
Baale: Chai: Koegu: 

Chai: Mursi: Me’en:
Koegu: 
[SES:
Narim: Didinga: Baale:
[SWS:
Tennet:  Narim:  Didinga:
 Murle:  Baale:
[SWS:
Mursi:  Me’en: Koegu: 
[SES:
Mursi: Me’en:  Chai: 
[SES:
Murle: Baale: Chai:
Mursi: Me’en: 
[SES:
Murle: Baale: Chai: Mursi:
Me’en: 
[SWS:-; SES:
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28

urine

Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:

29

road

31

sew

32

rainy season

33

chicken

34

split

Aari: Kara:
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: -; Kara:
-; Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara:Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:~?
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:?

35

mother

36

mouth

37
38
39

jump
mountain
pierce

40

Murle: Baale: Chai:
Mursi: Me’en:
Koegu:
[SES:
Mursi: ; Me’en: ; Koegu: 
[SES:]
Mursi: ; Chai: ; Me’en: ;
Koegu: 
[SES: 
Me’en: ; Majang:

Koegu: Baale: Chai: 

Chai: Me’en:
[SES:
Majang: 

grass

Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Dime: 
Dime: 
Hamar: 
Kara:Dime: 
Aroid:
Dime: 

41
42

thing
beard

Dime: 
Dime: 

Chai: ; Mursi: 
Mursi: Me’en: 

43
44

bite (of bee)
mud

Dime: 
Dime: 

Tennet:  Murle:
Baale:  Chai: ; Mursi: 

45
46

rope
stick

Dime: 
Dime: 

Me’en: 
Narim: 

47
48

stomach
sand

Mursi: 
Me’en: 

49

shoot

50

hot

Dime: 
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: Hamar: 
Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
Aari: (Galila dial.); Dime: 

Majang: 

Majang: 
Majang: 
Me’en: ?

Me’en: 

Baale: 

Mursi: 
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Annex II: Aroid vs. Koegu Lexical Correspondences
51

plant

Aari: Hamar: 

Koegu: 

Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
52

animal

Aari:  Hamar:  Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:
53

seed

Aari: Hamar: 

Koegu: 

Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
54

untie

Aari: Hamar: 

Koegu: 

Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:
55

blow

Aari: Hamar:  Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:
56

burn

57

charcoal

58

chicken

Aari: Hamar: Kara:
Dime:

Koegu: 

Aroid:?
Aari:  Dime:  Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:
Aari:  Hamar: Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:?
59

claw

Aari:   (for animals); Kara:


Koegu: 

Aroid:
60

darkness

Aari: 

Koegu:

61

defecate

Aari: 

Koegu: 

62

donkey

Aari:  Hamar: Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:?
63

hat

Aari: Dime: Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:
64

make

Aari: Hamar:  Kara: 

Koegu: 

65

push

Aari:  Kara: 

Koegu: -

66

smoke (n)

Aari:  Hamar: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:

Kara: 
Aroid:
67

arrow

Hamar: Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:?
68

chief

Hamar:  Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:
69

dry season

Hamar:  Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:
70

open

Hamar:  Kara: 
Aroid:

Koegu: 
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71

salt

Hamar:  Kara: 

Koegu: 

Aroid:
72

bark of a
tree

Dime: 

73

bury

Dime:  Kara: 

Koegu: 

Koegu: -

Aroid:?
74

dog

Dime: 

Koegu: (cf. Gamo)

75

six

Aari: Hamar: 

Koegu: 

Kara: Dime: 
Aroid:?

