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VOWEL HARMONY AND VOWEL ALTERNATION IN MAY AK 
(WESTERN NILOTIC)* 

Torben Andersen 
Aalborg University 

Like several other Western Nilotic languages, the Mayak variety of Northern 
Burun has two sets of vowels distinguished by the feature [ATR), the [-ATR) 
vowels [I, E, a, :>, u] and the [+ATR) vowels [i, e, A, 0, u]. However, the mid 
I+ATR) vowels [e] and [0] are variants of the mid I-ATR) vowels lEI and hi 
conditioned by a following high I+ATR) vowel. This allophony is the effect of 
one of four general vowel harmony processes. In addition, [-ATR) root vowels 
exhibit grammatically conditioned alternation which affects either [ATRJ or 
height. The mixed character of this alternation invites the hypothesis that original 
mid J+ATRJ vowels have merged with the high [-ATR) vowels, and this 
hypothesis is confirmed by a comparison of Mayak with other Western Nilotic 
languages. 

1. Introduction 

Mayak is a little documented Western Niloticlanguage spoken in the southern part 
of Blue Nile Province of Sudan. It belongs to the group of languages which Evans­
Pritchard [1932] called Northern Bumn. Together with the Southern Bumn 
languages, they constitute one of the three branches of Western Nilotic in Kohler's 
[1955] internal subgrouping of the Nilotic languages, the two other branches being 
the Nuer-Dinka languages and the Luo languages. 

Like many other Western Nilotic languages, Mayak has a lot of vowel quality 
alternation. To a large extent, this alternation is similar to what is found in the Luo 

* This article is an expanded version of a paper entitled "Layers of vowel harmony in Mayak 
(Western Nilotic)" read at the 6th Nilo-Saharan Conference, UCLA, March 27-29, 1995. The 
Mayak data used in the article were collected in Sudan in 1982 and during a number of short 
periods between 1988 and 1993. I wish to thank the Danish Research Council for the Humanities 
for financial support for the fieldwork, and my Mayak consultants Saman Frajalla and Kherallah 
Hesseen Tiko for their assistance. I also wish to thank the editor and an anonymous referee for 
valuable comments on an earlier version of this article. 
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languages, where the alternation operates in terms of the feature [Advanced 
Tongue Root], abbreviated [ATR]. In Mayak, however, the vowel alternation 
sometimes involves a change in height rather than in [ATR], and in some cases 
these two changes combine so that a root vowel has four different alternants. In 
this article I shall outline the main aspects of the vowel alternation system in 
Mayak, and I shall argue that it consists of two historical layers of [ATR] 
alternation. Firstly, there is phonologically conditioned [ATR] alternation, namely 
[ATR] harmony, and secondly, there is grammatically conditioned alternation, 
which was originally a pure [ATR] alternation, but whose [A TR] character was 
partly distorted by a sound change that eliminated some vowels through vowel 
merger. 

Accordingly, the article is organised as follows. Section 2 presents the vowel 
inventory and outlines the distribution of the vowels. Section 3 demonstrates the 
existence of phonologically conditioned vowel alternation, which can be accounted 
for by means of four rules, three of which impose vowel harmony in terms of the 
feature [ATR]. Section 4 demonstrates the existence of grammatically conditioned 
vowel alternation, which involves either [ATR] or height. Section 5 hypothesises a 
sound change that explains the mixed character of the grammatically conditioned 
vowel alternation system. Sections 6 and 7 provide comparative evidence for this 
hypothesis, first from Mabaan, which belongs to the Southern Burun subbranch of 
Burun, and then from languages of the two other branches of Western Nilotic as 
well. Finally, section 8 looks at the sound change in a typological perspective. 

Mayak is a tone language, but since I have not yet finished working out its 
tonal system, my transcription does not include tone. 

2. Vowels and their distribution 

2.1. Word structure and syllable structure. Basically, a Mayak word consists of 
a stem and zero or more inflectional suffixes. The stem consists of a root and zero 
or more derivational suffixes. All verbal roots and many noun roots are mono­
syllabic and mostly have the shape eye or eYYe,and other noun roots also begin 
with eye or CVVc. I Syllables in Mayak normally have the structure CV(V)(C).2 

2.2. Vowel inventory. Mayak has ten different vowel qualities. And, as in the Luo 
languages, they fall into two sets distinguished by the feature [ATR], as indicated in 
Table 1. Phonetically, [A] is less open and more back than [a], but as will become 
clear in section 3.4, it is structurally the [+ATR] counterpart of raj, so it must be 
classified as a low central vowel. All ten vowels can be short or long, and length is 

1 In addition, verbs may contain one or more proclitics, and nouns borrowed from Arabic may 
begin with laV or la!, which reflect the definite article in that language. However, such words are 
not relevant to the subject matter of the present article and will be ignored here. 
2 In addition, there are V(C) syllables, but they can only occur word-initially, in verbs as proclitics, 
see footnote 1. 
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Table 1. Vowel qualities in Mayak. 

[-ATR] [+ATR] 

high I u 1 u 
mid c :J e 0 

low a A 

contrastive. Unlike at least some Luo languages, Mayak has no diphthongs, no 
consonant clusters consisting of a consonant and a glide, and no syllables ending in 
a glide. 

2.3. Distribution of vowels. Eight of the ten vowel qualities, whether short or 
long, occur in monosyllabic words, as exemplified by the nouns in (1) below.3 The 
mid-vowelqualitiesofthe [+ATR] set, [e] and [0], have a restricted distribution. 

(1) /i/ lic 'ear' /ii/ pii 'water' (pI.) 
win 'ropes' rii{ 'smoke' 

/II lIC 'penis' /11/ WIll 'tail' 
I]In 'eyes' all{ 'goats' 

/e/ iep 'tongue' /ec/ ieec 'elephant' 
lek 'teeth' meek 'spider' 

/11./ I]AC 'back' /11.11./ pAAm 'mountain' 
lA{ 'house' mAAn 'females' 

/a/ kac 'leopard' /aa/ jaaJ 'tree' 
pal 'navel' maac 'fire' 

/:J/ {:JI] 'spear' /:J:J/ l:J:Jk 'male' 
p:Jk 'mouth' g:J:Jl 'anus' 

/u/ pur 'road' /uu/ guuk 'dog' 
kum 'eggs' buuc 'ant-hill' 

/u/ {uI] 'horn' /uu/ luum 'grass' (pI.) 
lum 'nose' JuuJ 'soil' 

3 In this article my transcription of Mayak and other Western Nilotic languages conforms to IPA, 
so that [j] is a palatal glide and [j] a voiced palatal stop. However, in order to maximise the 
graphical difference between the interdental stops 11, g] and the alveolar stops, I use the (retroflex) 
symbols [t, <U for the latter. 



4 Studies in African Linguistics 28( 1), 1999 

Unlike all other vowel qualities, they virtually do not occur in monosyllabic words, 
the only exception encountered being the word cjooc 'five'. Apart from this 
exception, [e] and f 0 1 occur only in syllables that are followed by a syllable 
containing either [i] or [u], i.e., a high [+ATR] voweI.4 Their occurrence in such 
words is exemplified by the nouns and the pronoun in (2). 

(2) [e] ley-iJ 'tooth' 

?eo-iJ 'faeces' (sing.) 

fee] beekum 'monkey' 
weejic 'you' (pI.) 

[0] kol-iJ 'sky' 
?okur 'chickens' 

[00] mooo-ic 'your brother' 
roon-ic 'your maternal uncle' 

Since the presence of [e] and [0] is conditioned by the presence of [i] or [u], 
they cannot have independent phonemic status, but must be allophones of some 
other vowels. This allophony can be seen as an effect of vowel harmony imposed 
by the high [+ATR] vowels, so we would expect [e] and [0] to be allophones of 
the corresponding [-ATR] vowels lei and I'J/. In fact, this analysis is perfectly 
possible, since [e] and ['J] do not occur before [i] and [u], as indicated in Table 2, 
which shows the co-occurrence of vowels in disyllabic words. Table 2 also reveals 
that the high [-ATR] vowels [I, u] do not co-occur with the high [+ATR] vowels 
[i, ul The fact that [11 and [u] are excluded before fil and [ul can be seen as an 
effect of the same rule as the one that changes /e, 'JI to [e, 0] before Ii, u/. Thus, 
both phenomena are captured by a rule of vowel harmony whereby a non-low 
[-ATR] vowel becomes [+ATR] before a high [+ATR] vowel. On the other hand, 
the absence of [I] and [u] after [i] and [u] is not paralleled by f eland ['J], which 
do occur in that position. In section 3 it will be demonstrated that the gaps in Table 
2 are, in fact, not accidental but are due to co-occurrence restrictions, and that they 
reflect two types of [ATR] harmony.S But Table 2 also shows that the [ATR] har­
mony is not complete, as some [-ATR] vowels may co-occur with some [+ATR] 
vowels: (i) [-ATR] vowels may co-occur with [A] in either order; (ii) [a] may co­
occur with [i, u] in either order, and, as already mentioned, (iii)[e, 'J] may occur 

4 In the data available to me, all instances of [e] and [0] occur in the first syllable, which is 
immediately followed by a syllable with [i] or [ul It is not clear whether there are other 
Qossibilities. 
5 Moreover, the L-ATRJ vowel [u] seems not to occur after the low [+ATRJ vowel [A], and [u] has 
not been attested after the [-ATRl vowels [e, :>] either. It is not clear whether these gaps are 
systematic or accidental. 
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Table 2. Co-occurrence of vowels in disyllabic words. 

second syllable 

[-ATR] [+ATR] 

I e a J u i e A 0 U 

1 + + + + + - - + - -
e + + + + ? - - + - -

[-ATR] a + + + + + + - + - + 
J + + + + ? - - + - -

first u + + + + + - - + - -

syllable 1 - + + + - + - + - + 
e - - - - - + - - - + 

[+ATR] A + + + + -? + - + - + 
0 - - - - - + - - - + 
u - + + + - + - + - + 

after [i, u].6 
All of the attested vowel combinations are documented somewhere else in this 

article and will therefore not be illustrated separately here. 

3. Vowel harmony 

3.1. Regressive [ATR] assimilation. The absence of [I, U, e, J] before [i] and [u] 
is no coincidence, but is due to a general constraint, as evidenced by the morpho­
logy. Consider, for instance, the tense inflection of non-derived transitive verbs in 
clauses with the constituent order SVO, as in (3), a clause type that I call subject­
oriented (S-oriented).7 In subject-oriented clauses, a non-derived transitive verb 

(3) a. buUIJu lam kUJcr 
hyena eat pig 

b. buUIJu lam-u kUJcr 
hyena eat-PST pig 

'The hyena is eating a pig' 

'The hyena ate a pig' 

6 In this way the vowel hannony of Mayak differs from those of, for example, the Luo language 
Pari [cf. Andersen 1989J and the Central Sudanic language Madi [cf. Andersen 1986bj. In the 
latter languages the [A TR] harmony is total, except that fa! may co-occur with r +A TR] vowels. 
7 The following abbreviations are used in interlinear translations: IPEX = first person plural 
exclusive, IS = first person singular,2S = second person singular, 3S = third person singular, AP 
= anti-passive, PST = past tense, SUF = suffix. 
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Table 3. Present and past tense fonns of non-derived subject-oriented 
transitive verbs with a short root vowel. 

Underlying Present tense Past tense 
root vowel 

/II lIJ liiJ-u 'shape with an axe' 

lei Jep Jew-u 'open' 
[-ATR] 1':)1 kac koj-u 'take' 

lui gu"t guiJ-u 'untie' 

lal lam lam-u 'eat' 

Iii (il) (il)-u 'hear' 
[+ATR] IAI llAk llAY-U 'beat' 

lui tuc "tu;-u 'send' 
e 

Table 4. Present and past tense fonns of non-derived subject-oriented 
transitive verbs with a long root vowel. 

Underlying Present tense Past tense 
root vowel 

lui gIlm giim-u 'weed' 

leel (eek (eey-u 'spear' 
[-ATR] 1':)':)1 baar boor-u 'skin' 

luul lUUC luui-u 'find' 

laal maat maaiJ-u 'drink' 
e 

liil wun wiin-u 'cook' 
[+ATR] IAA/ gAAp gAAW-U 'catch in the air' 

luul £!.uur £!.uur-u 'hoe' 

stem can have a fonn which is identical to the bare root, as in (3a). This fonn, 
which is inflectionally unmarked, expresses the present tense, while the past tense is 
expressed by a suffix -u, as in (3b).8 Tables 3-4 show the present and past tense 
fonns of a verb for each of the eight possible short and long root vowels.9 As can 
be observed in these tables, [-ATR] root vowels become [+ATR] before the suffix 
-u, except for the root vowel quality lal, which retains its [-ATR] value. Notice 

8 The labels "present tense" and "past tense" are provisional, as the "tenses" should perhaps 
be analysed as aspects. 
9 For a description and analysis of the root-final consonant alternation that can be observed in 
these and some other examples, see Andersen [19991. 
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also that [ATR] is the only feature of the vowels that changes, the vowels retaining 
their height. Thus, the [+ATR] suffix vowel lui harmonises non-low [-ATR] 
vowels, [I, e,:J, u], ofthe root into the corresponding l+ATR] vowels, [i, e, 0, u]. 
This harmonisation has two consequences. Firstly, it neutralises the underlying 
contrast between [-ATR] and [+ATR] in high root vowels. Secondly, it gives rise 
to the vowel qualities [e] and [0], which must therefore be analysed as allophones 
of lei and I:J/, respectively, as also suggested in section 3.2 above. The harmo­
nisation is purely phonologically conditioned, as it takes place before any suffix that 
contains an underlying lui, for instance, also the second person singular possessive 
suffix -u of nouns, as illustrated in section 3.3 below. 

Suffixes with Iii, the other high [+ATRJ vowel, have exactly the same effect. 
Consider, for instance, the subject inflection of non-derived transitive verbs in 
clauses in which the logical object is preverbal, as in (4), a clause type which I call 
object-oriented (O-oriented). As illustrated by the past tense verb forms, the first 
and second person singular suffixes are -AT and -ir, respectively, both of them with 
a [+ATR] vowel, while the third person singular suffix is -er, with a [-ATR] vowel. 
Tables 5-6 show these three forms of a non-derived verb for each of the eight pos­
sible short and long root vowels. As can be observed in these tables, the [-ATR] 

(4) a. ?aak maad-Ar 'I drank the milk' 
milk drink:PST-IS 

b. ?aak maad-ir 'Y ou drank the milk' 
milk drink:PST-2S 

c. ?aak maad-er 'He drank the milk' 
milk drink:PST-3S 

Table 5. Past tense verb forms with subject suffixes and a short root vowel. 

Underlying IS 2S 3S 
root vowel 

/II ?uj-Ar ?icj-ir ?Icj-er 'shape with axe' 

lei geb-AT geb-ir geb-er 'beat' 
[-ATR] hi n:Jn-cf.-Ar non-cf.-ir n:Jn-cf.-er 'fold' 

lui 9.U(j-Ar 9.U(j-ir 9.utj-er 'untie' 

lal ?am-b-Ar ?am-b-ir ?am-b-er 'eat' 

Iii ?ib-Ar ?ib-ir ?ib-er 'shoot' 

[+ATR] IAI PAcj-AT pAcj-ir pAcj-er 'untie' 

lui JUt-AT !ut-ir !ut-er 'send' 
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Table 6. Past tense verb fonns with subject suffixes and a long root vowel. 

Underlying IS 2S 3S root vowel 

Inl t}IIm-b-AT t}iim-b-ir t}IIm-b-er 'weed' 

/EEl teeg-AT teeg-ir teeg-er 'spear' 
[-ATR] I~~I paag-AT poog-ir paag-er 'wash' 

luul luul-Ar luul-ir luul-er 'find' 

laal caab-Ar caab-ir caab-er 'cook' 

liil wiin-cf.-AT wiin-cf.-ir wiin-cf.-er 'cook' 
[+ATR] lAAI lAAb-Ar lAAb-ir lAAb-er 'catch in the air' 

luul £!.uur-d-AT £!.uur-cJ-ir £!.uur-cJ-er 'hoe' 

suffix -er leaves the root vowel unaffected, and so does the [+ATR] suffix -AT. In 
fonns with the [+A TR] suffix -ir, by contrast, root vowels change in the same way 
as they do before the past tense suffix -u. 

Again, the hannonisation triggered by the verbal suffix -ir is purely 
phonologically conditioned, as it takes place before any suffix with an underlying 
Iii. Thus, the same effects can be observed in singular nouns with the singulative 
suffix -it, when compared with the corresponding plural fonns, which have no suf­
fix,as in (5). to The plural fonns reveal that the root vowel is underlyingly [-ATR] 
in (5a-c),and [+ATR] in (5d-e). In (5a-c) the singulative suffix hannonises non-low 
root vowels. 

(5) Singular Plural 

a Jin-iJ JIn 'breast' 
b. leo-iJ leJ 'faeces' 

c. kol-iJ kal 'sky (sg); clouds (pI)' 

d. riI]-iJ riI] 'meat' 

e. wAr-iJ WAr 'cow dung' 

In summary, Mayak has a general rule of Regressive {ATR] Assimilation to 
the effectthat a high [+ATR] vowel spreads its [ATR] value to a non-low [-ATR] 
vowel of the preceding syllable. In this type of vowel hannony, [+ATR] is domi­
nant and [-ATR] is recessive. But the low vowels are neutral. Thus, [+ATR] IAI 
does not trigger hannony, and [-ATR] lal is not hannonised. 

to An outline of the major number inflection patterns in Mayak is given in Andersen lin press bj. 
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3.2. Regressive rounding assimilation. In the previous section, we saw that the 
[+ATR] vowel qualities [e] and [0] are manifestations of the underlying [-ATR] 
vowel qualities lei and I'J/, respectively. However, a short [0] is not always a 
manifestation of I'J/. It may also be a manifestation of [+A TR] I AI if followed by 
[u], as illustrated by the verb forms in (6)-(7). The intransitive verbs constituting 
the clauses have anti-passive stems (cf. section 4 below). In the past tense forms 
(6b) and (7b), which have a past tense suffix -uo immediately after the stem, the 
stem vowel exhibits free variation between [A] and [0].11 However, in the corre­
sponding present tense forms (6a) and (7a), which have the suffix -IT, the stem 
vowel can only be [A], so [A] is the basic variant, while [0] is conditioned by the 
following [u]. 

(6) a. lAm-IT 
eat:AP-SUF 

b. lAm-uo-i ~ lom-uo-i 
eat:AP-PST-SUF 

(7) a. tAk-IT 
~ash:AP-SUF 

b. tAk-uo-i ~ tok-uo-i 
~ash:AP-PST-SUF 

'He is eating' 

'He ate' 

'He is washing' 

'He washed' 

The same variation between [A] and [0] can be seen in nouns, as in the first 
syllable of disyllabic plural nouns with [u] in the second syllable, whether the [u] 
belongs to an inflectional suffix, as in (8a-b), or is part of the stem, as in (8c) (cf. 
section 4 below). 

(8) Singular Plural 
a naac nAj-uk ~ noj-uk 'calf 
b. gaal gAl-uk ~ gol-uk 'arm, hand' 

c. nanaan nAnun ~ non un 'snake' 

In conclusion, Mayak has a general phonological rule of Regressive Rounding 
Assimilation, whereby the rounding of [+ATR] [u] is optionally spread to a short 
I AI of the preceding syllable, so that I AI is realised as [0]. This is one of the reasons 
why IAI must be classified as [+ATR] in the first place. 

II The past tense suffix exhibits grammatically conditioned alternation. Thus, for instance, it is -u 
in a subject-oriented transitive clause, but -uiJ before the suffix -i in an anti-passive clause. See 
also Andersen 119991. 
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3.3. Progressive [ATR] assimilation. In section 3.1 we saw that Mayak has a rule 
of Regressive [ATR] Assimilation. But vowel harmony with the opposite direction 
also occurs. This can be observed, for instance, in the possessive inflection of 
nouns. This type of inflection, which especially applies to body part nouns, is 
illustrated in Table 7, which shows four forms of a noun for each of the eight short 
root vowels: the non-possessed form, which has no suffix, and which is identical to 
the bare root, and forms with a vowel suffix that expresses, respectively, a first, 
second, and third person singular possessor. The possessive suffix is followed by 
the consonantal suffix -k if the possessed stem is plural, as in the possessive forms 
ofthe words for 'eyes' and 'teeth' in the table. 

A first person singular possessor is expressed by a high front vowel, which is 
either [-ATR] or [+ATR]. The [+ATR] variant [i] occurs if the root vowel is 
[+ATR] and high, as in the possessive forms of the words for 'ear' and 'knee'; 
otherwise, the [-ATR] variant [I] occurs. This distribution shows that the suffix 
vowel is underlyingly [-ATR]. So here we have a suffix vowel that does not 
harmonise the root vowel, but which is itselfharmonised by that vowel. 

Table 7. Non-possessedand singular possessive forms of nouns. 

Underlying Non- IS 2S 3S 
root vowel possessed 

/II I)In I)II)-I-k I)il)-u-k I)II)-e-k 'eyes' 

lei Jek Jek-I-k lek-u-k Jek-e-k 'teeth' 
[-ATR] lal pal pal-I pal-u pal-e 'navel' 

I:JI W:>I) W:>I)-I woI)-u w:>l)-e 'eye' 

lui tuk .tuY-I JUY-u tuy-e 'outer mouth' . 
Iii ?ie ?id'-i ?id'-u ?id'-e 'ear' 

[+ATR] lui ?U!] ?u!]-i ?U!]-U ?u!]-e 'knee' 

IAI ?Am ?Am-I ?Am-u ?Am-e 'thigh' 

Other suffixes with an underlyingly [-ATR] /II behaving in the same way are, 
for instance, the plural suffix -In of nouns, as in (9), and the verbal suffix -IT, which 
will be illustrated in section 4 below.l2 

The situation is different with the second person singular possessive suffix, as 
illustrated in Table 7 above. This suffix is invariably [+ATR] -u, and as we also saw 
in section 3.1 above, such a suffix vowel triggers Regressive [ATR] Assimilation, 
whose effect can be observed in the words for 'eyes', 'teeth', 'eye', and 'outer 
mouth'. 

12 In noun stems with more than one vowel, as in (9c), it is the features of the last vowel that 
determine the [ATRJ value of the suffix. 
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(9) Plural Singular 
a /II kIlO-In kIIJ ' guinea-fowl' 
b. leI welY-In wely-::m 'rib' 
c. lal gu(umao-In gu(umaJ 'fishing spear' 
d. I~I {:JI]-In {:JI] 'spear' 
e. luI bUY-In buk 'arm' 
f IiI kiij-in kiie 'orphan' 
g. IAI jAI]-In jaaI] 'crocodile' 
h. luI {uI]-in {uI] 'hom' 

A different behaviour is exhibited by the third person singular possessive suffix. 
This suffix is [-A TR] -e throughout and thus is not affected by the root vowel, and 
it does not itselfaffectthe root vowel either. Hence, it behaves like the third person 
singular subject suffix -er illustrated in section 3.1 above. 

The [-ATR] suffix vowel I~I behaves like leI. Thus, it neither affects nor is 
affected by the root vowel. This is shown by the first person plural exclusive 
(IPEX) subject suffix -;:m:>n of object-oriented verbs, as exemplified by the present 
tense forms in (10), which also shows the corresponding inflectionally unmarked 
verb forms, the latter occurring in subject-oriented clauses. Again, all of the eight 
root vowel qualities are exemplified, except for luI, which has not been attested 
with the IPEX suffix.13 

Some (but not all) suffixes with the [-ATR] vowel [a] behave in the same way. 
One example is the plural suffix -ak of nouns in (11), which also shows the 
corresponding singular forms. All of the eight underlying root vowel qualities are 
exemplified. 

(10) Unmarked IPEX 
a /II gIlw-I gnw-:>n:>n 'beat' (multiplicative stem) 
b. leI gep gew-:>n:>n 'beat' 
c. lal maaJ maao-:>n:>n 'drink' 
d. I~I n:>n n:>n-:>n:>n 'fold' 
e. luI kuum kuum-:>n:>n 'fill ' 
f IiI lip liw-:>n:>n 'shoot' 
g. IAI lA(-I lA(-:>n:>n 'pull' (centrifugal stem) 

13 While the verb fonns in (lOb-f) have non-derived stems, those in (lOa) and (lOg) have derived 
stems, multiplicative and centrifugal, respectively. The fonnation of multiplicative stems may 
involve a grammatically conditioned change in the quality and length of the basic root vowel, as is 
the case here, since the stem in (lOa) is derived from the root of the non-derived stem in (lOb). 
However, this does not affect the behaviour of the 1 PEX suffix. 
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(11) Singular Plural 
a /II bI} bIl-ak 'iron' 
b. lei Je} JeI-ak 'lower leg' 
c. lal kac kaj-ak 'leopard' 
d. I'JI j;);)k j;);)y-ak 'bull with one testicle' 
e. lui kur kur-ak 'boat' 
f. Iii kic kij-ak 'bee' 
g. IAI tAm tAm-ak 'elbow' 
h. lui ku{ kua-ak 'nest' 

Lastly, the high back [-ATR] vowel [u] also occurs as a suffix vowel, but its 
behaviour in that position has not been investigated systematically. Given the fact 
that an underlying lui behaves like an underlying Iii with respect to vowel 
harmony, one would also expect an underlying lui to behave like an underlying /II 
in this respect. But so far, I have not been able to establish whether there are any 
suffixes with an underlying lui. Other examples with [u] will be discussed in 
section 3.4. 

In summary, Mayak has a general rule of Progressive [ATRJ Assimilation to 
the effect that a high [+ATR] vowel spreads its [ATR] value to a high front 
[-ATR] vowel of the following syllable. It is similar to Regressive [ATR] Assimi­
lation in that [+ATR] is dominant and [-ATR] recessive. But it is more restricted, 
since all non-high vowels are resistant to harmonisation. 

3.4. Progressive [ATR] spreading. In sections 3.1 and 3.2 we saw examples of 
suffixes with low vowels which exhibit no variation and which do not trigger 
vowel harmony, namely the first person singular subject suffix -AT and the plural 
noun suffix -ak. However, there is at least one suffix which exhibits phonologically 
conditioned variation between [-ATR] [a] and [+ATR] [A], namely the singulative 
noun suffix -aJ ~ -AJ, as in (12). The stem of singular forms with this suffix is 
underlyingly identical to the corresponding plural form. The distribution of -aJ and 
-AJ is in agreement with, and is determined by, the [ATR] value of the root vowel. 
Given this variation, the vowel of -aJ ~ -AJ must be undedyingly different from 
both of the vowels of the invariable suffixes -ak and -AT. My suggestion is that the 
vowel of -aJ ~ -AJ is underlyingly unspecified for [ATR] and that it gets its surface 
[ATR] value from the root vowel. The vowel harmony in nouns with this suffix is 
progressive like the vowel harmony produced by the rule of Progressive [ATR] 
Assimilation. However, while suffix vowels affected by that rule do not agree in 
[ATR] with the low [+ATR] root vowel IAI, the vowel of -aJ ~ -AJ agrees in 
[ATR] with all three [+A TR] root vowels, as shown in (12d-f). This is what is 
predicted if the harmony is here not the effect of a rule that replaces an already 
existing [-ATR] value with the opposite value, but the effect of a rule that specifies 
an unspecified [ATR] value. This rule will be referred to as Progressive [ATRJ 
Spreading. 
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(12) Singular Plural 
a /II rIm-aJ rIm 'blood' 
b. lal aaal-aJ aaal 'flower' 
c. lui kum-aJ kum 'egg' 
d. Iii lin-AJ lin 'intestine' 
e. IAI lAAw-AJ lAAp 'bone' 
f lui ruUj-AJ ruuc 'worm' 

There is at least one other suffix whose variation is also accounted for by 
Progressive [ATR] Spreading, namely the plural noun suffix -uk - -uk, as in (13). 
Some nouns with this suffix in the plural exhibit grammatically conditioned root 
vowel alternation; but the relation between the stem of the plural form and that of 
the singular form is not pertinent to the phonological form of the suffix, and it will 
therefore not be dealt with until section 4. The plural suffix in (13) exhibits 
variation between [-ATR] [u] and [+ATR] [u] in agreement with the [ATR] value 
of the stem vowel, including the low [+ATR] stem vowel IAI, as in (13d). Again, 
this distribution can be explained by assuming that the suffix vowel is underlyingly 
unspecified for [A TR] and, hence, affected by Progressi ve [A TR] Spreading. 

(13) Plural Singular 
a /II mly-uk meek 'spider' 
b. lui guj-uk g:xJC 'bowl' 
c. Iii cim-uk CIIma 'knife' 
d. IAI jAIJ-uk jaaIJ 'crocodile' 
e. lui bul-uk bul 'stomach' 

In section 2.2 it was claimed that although [A] is phonetically higher and more 
back than [a], it is the [+ATR] counterpart of that vowel. But as we saw in section 
3.1,/AI does not trigger Regressive [ATR] Assimilation, and as we saw in section 
3.3,/al does not become [A] by Progressive [ATR] Assimilation. These processes, 
therefore, do not provide any structural evidence that lal and IAI are [-ATR] and 
[+ATR], respectively,nor that they are mutual [ATR] counterparts. However, that 
[A] is indeed the [+ATR] counterpart of [a] is clearly shown by the suffix vowel 
variation examined in the present subsection. Thus, the [+ATR] value of [A] is 
revealed by the fact that a low suffix vowel underlyingly unspecified for [ATR] is 
realised as [A] when the [+ATR] feature is spread to it, and also by the fact that IAI 
itself spreads this feature to suffix vowels underlying unspecified for [ATR). 

3.5. Summary of [ATR] harmony processes. The previous subsections have 
demonstrated the existence of three different types of phonologically conditioned 
[ATR] harmony processes, which were labeled Regressive [ATR] Assimilation, 
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Progressive [ATR] Assimilation, and Progressive [ATR] Spreading. Several suf­
fixes have been used as examples. Some of them trigger Regressive [ATR] 
Assimilation, others are affected by either Progressive [ATR] Assimilation or 
Progressive [ATR] Spreading, and still others neither trigger nor are affected by 
any of these processes. The suffixes that have been commented upon are listed in 
Table 8, where they are grouped according to the [ATR] process that they trigger 
or undergo. The table also indicates their underlying [ATR] value, their semantic 
function, and the class of the words in which they occur. 

Table 8. Some suffixes and their involvement in [ATR] harmony processes. 

Form Underlying Function Word class r A TR 1 process 
[ATR] value 

-ak - plural noun none 
-Ar + IS subject verb none 
-e - 3S possessor noun none 
-er - 3S subject verb none 
-::)0::)0 - 1 PEX subiect verb none 

-ir + 2S subject verb regressive assimilation 

-is + singulative noun regressive assimilation 
-u + past tense verb regressive assimilation 
-u + 2S possessor noun regressive assimilation 
-u~ + past tense verb re~ressive assimilation 

-I, -i - 1 S possessor noun progressive assimilation 
-Ill, -in - plural noun progressive assimilation 
-Ir, -ir - present tense verb pro~ressive assimilation 

-at -At "' " 
0 singulative noun progressi ve spreading 

-uk, -uk 0 plural noun progressive spreading 

4. Grammatically conditioned vowel alternation 

In addition to the phonologically conditioned vowel alternation described above, 
which involves either [ATR] or rounding, there is also grammatically conditioned 
vowel alternation, and the latter involves either [ATR] or height. This type of 
alternation is regular in the derivational morphology of verbal roots, and it can be 
observed, for instance, when comparing non-derived transitive stems and the 
corresponding anti-passive stems. The latter are derived intransitive stems that lack 
the object of the former. The basics of the alternation system can be seen by 
comparing four morphologically different forms with the same transitive root. 
These four forms are the present tense and past tense forms of subject-oriented 
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non-derived transitive verbs, as in (14a) and (14b), respectively, and the present 
tense and past tense forms of anti-passive verbs, as in (14c) and (14d), respectively. 

(14) a S-oriented, present tense 
lIlr Jep lal)kaJe 'The thief is opening the door' 
thief open door 

b. S-oriented, past tense 
lIlr Jew-u lal)kaJe 'The thief opened the door' 
thief open-PST door 

c. Anti-passive,present tense 
lIlr IIp-Ir 'The thief is opening' 
thief open:AP-SUF 

d. Anti-passive, past tense 
lIlr Jip-uo-i 'The thief opened' 
thief open:AP-PST-SUF 

The sentences in (14) illustrate the behaviour of roots with lei. As shown in 
(15), the shift from present tense to past tense here involves a change from [-ATR] 
to [+ATR] in the root vowel (from lei to lei, and from /II to Ii/), and the shift 
from subject-oriented to anti-passive involves raising (from lei to /II, and from lei 
to Ii/). In roots having /II, by contrast, as illustrated in (16) with a root meaning 'to 
shape with an axe', the shift from subject-oriented to anti-passive involves a vowel 
change from [-ATR] to [+ATR] rather than raising. 

S-oriented Anti- sive 
(15) Present Jep IIp-Ir 

Past Jew-u Jip-uo-i 

(16) Present I lIt liJ-ir 
Past lio-u liJ-uo-i 

Table 9 shows the four forms with one root for each of the eight underlying 
short root vowels. Column 1 of Table 9 contains stems in which the underlying 
root vowels surface unchanged. Column 2 shows stems exposed to Regressive 
[ATR] Assimilation, as accounted for in section 3.1 above. Column 3 shows 
grammatically conditioned variants of the root vowels. Note first that the pre-sent 
tense suffix here exhibits [ATR] variation between [Ir] and fir]. Underlyingly, its 
vowel is [-ATR] /II, which undergoes Progressive [ATR] Assimilationafter stems 
with Iii or lui. The grammatically conditioned variation in the root vowels only 
concerns root vowels whose basic alternants are [-ATR]. High and low vowels 
become [+ATR] without changing their height, and mid vowels become high with-
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Table 9. Vowel alternation in transitive verbal roots. 

1 2 3 4 
Basic S-oriented, S-oriented, Anti-passive, Anti -passi ve, root 
vowel pres. tense past tense pres. tense past tense 

/II lIJ lio-u liJ-iI liJ-uo-i 'shape' 

lei aee aej-u alj-II aij-uo-i 'grind' 

[-ATR] lal lam lam-u lAm-II ?Am-uo-i 'eat' 

hi k:)C koj-u kuj-II kuj-uo-i 'take' 

lui gu"t guo-u gU"t-iI gu"t-uo-i 'untie' 

Iii til) til)-U til)-iI til)-uo-i 'hear' 

[+ATR] IAI I1Ak I1AY-U nAk-II I1Ak-uo-i 'beat' 

lui tue "tuj-u tue-iI tuc-uo-i 'send' 
n n n 

Table 10. Vowel alternation (grade system) in transitive verbal roots. 

[-ATR] 

[+ATR] 

1° 

e 
a 
;) 

u 

A 

U 

Underlying root 
vowels 

2° 

e 
a 
0 

u 

A 

U 

Phonologically 
conditioned 
alternants 

3° 

A 

u 

u 

A 

U 

Grammatically 
conditioned 
alternants 

4° 

i 
A 

u 

u 

A 

U 

Phonologically 
conditioned 
alternants of 

grammatically 
conditioned 
alternants 
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out changing their [ATR] value. Finally, column 4 contains stems which combine 
the effects of columns 3 and 2; that is, their root vowels have grammatically 
conditioned alternants exposed to Regressive [ATR] Assimilation. 14 

Table 10 schematises the vowel alternation system exemplified by the roots in 
Table 9. Since what we are dealing with may be called a vowel gradation system, 
the four columns of Table 10 will be referred to as grades 1 through 4, with grade 
1 being the basic grade. As Table 10 shows, the number of different alternants 
depends on the underlying root vowel. Root vowels that are underlyingly [+ATR] 
do not alternate at all; underlying /II, lal, and lui have two alternants, underlying 
lei and 1';)1 four alternants. Using in modified form a diagram created by Labov 
[1994: 230], I illustrate in Figure 1 the changes involved in the vowel alternation 
system. Thin arrows indicate phonologically conditioned changes, thick arrows 
grammatically conditioned changes. 

Figure 1. Phonological and grammatical changes in A TR 

+ATR 

-ATR 

The same grammatically conditioned vowel alternation can be found, for in­
stance, in number inflection of nouns, as illustrated in (17)-( 19). The nouns in (17) 
have monosyllabic roots, and here the root vowel has grade 1 in the singular and 
grade 3 in the plural.l5 The five [-ATR] grade 1 vowels are exemplified here. 

14 Although not indicated in the table,stems with [A] here have free variants with [0]: [?Amu()i] ~ 
[?omuOi] 'He ate' and [nAku()i] ~ [noku()i] 'He killed'. This is due to the rule of Regressive 
Rounding Assimilation,as described in section 3.2 above. 
15 Although the root vowel lui in guy-ip, or its variant guy-in, 'dogs' is followed by a high 
r+ATRJ suffix vowel,itdoes not belong to grade 2. The reason is that the vowel of the suffix in 
question is one that undergoes Progressive [ATRJ Assimilation, as evidenced by the fact that it is 
[-ATRJ after a l-ATRJ vowel,as in t:JI]-m 'spears', cf. section 3.3 above. 
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(17) 1° Singular 3° Plural 
a /II lm-aJ Iii lin 'hand' 
b. lei geel /II gIl 'lion' 
c. lal jaaJ IAI jAn 'tree' 
d. 1':)1 j:xJm lui jum-ljm 'type of monkey' 
e. lui guuk lui guy-ip 'dog' 

In (18), the singular is either a monosyllable or a disyllable ending in lal, and 
the (first) root vowel has grade 1. The plural is formed from the singular by means 
of the suffix -uk ~ -uk, and at the same time word-final vowels are deleted, long 
root-vowels are shortened, and root vowels are shifted to grade 3. As argued in 
section 3.4 above, the vowel of the suffix is underlyingly unspecified for [ATR], so 
that it is exposed to Progressive [ATR] Spreading. In (18c) an underlying stem 
vowel IAI has undergone Progressive Rounding Assimilation. 

(18) 1° Singular 3° Plural 
a /II CIIma Iii cim-uk 'knife' 
b. lei meek /II mIy-uk 'spider' 
c. lal barJa IAI bOJ1-uk 'slave, servant' 
d. 1':)1 g:xJC lui guj-uk 'bowl' 
e. lui bul lui bul-uk 'stomach' 
f Iii ljir Iii ljir-uk 'shield' 
g. IAI mAAl IAI mAl-uk 'calf of leg' 
h. lui pura lui pur-uk 'cloth' 

The examples in (19) belong to a class of nouns that have a disyllabic root and 
which form the plural from the singular without affixation. The singular form is 
identical to the root and has the shape CV(V)C(C)V(V)Cwith grade 1 vowels in 
both syllables. The first syllable of the singular forms exemplifies all five [-ATR] 
vowels. 

The plural of such nouns is formed in the following way: Long vowels are 
shortened, the vowel of the first syllable is shifted from grade 1 to grade 3, and the 
vowel of the second syllable is replaced with a short high back vowel. The latter 
exhibits the same type of [ATR] variation as the short high back vowel of the 
plural suffix -uk ~ -uk in (18) above and must therefore be analysed as under­
lyinglyunspecifiedfor [ATR] but exposed to Progressive [ATR] Spreading. Using 
lUI as a symbol for a high back vowel unspecified for [ATR], plural forms are 
derived as in (20), using examples from (19). The grade 3 altemant of :fal may 
exhibit the additional effect of Regressive Rounding Assimilation, as also indicated 
in (20). 
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(19) 10 

a /II 

b. lei 
c. lal 

d. hi 

e. lui 

(20) Root: 

Singular 
(iIwar 

}alkaJ 

reekaJ 

kamal 

nanaan 

g:Jlpl 

m:Jrc:JIJ 

kUJer 

?unJe} 

Plural fonnation: 

30 

Iii 

/II 

IAI 

lui 

lui 

Progressive [ATR] Spreading: 

Regressive Rounding Assim.: 

Plural 

cfiwur 
kilkuJ 

rrkuJ 

komul 

'squirrel' 

'broom' 

'type of pot' 

'girl' 

I1Anun, nonun 'snake' 

gUIJul 

murcuIJ 

kUJur 
?unJul 

'cock' 

'horse' 

'pig' 

'cotton' 

dlwar reeka! nanaan g:)lpl ku!er 

diwUr nkUJ DAnUn gUI]Ul ku!Ur 

diwur nku! DAnun gUI]ul ku!ur 

nonun 

Note, incidentally,that the plural fonns in (19) share a template with the plural 
fonns that contain the suffix -uk - -uk exemplified in (18) above. This template has 
the following properties: (i) the segmental shape is CVC(C)VC, with short vowels in 
both syllables;(ii)the first vowel belongs to the set II, U, i, A, ul; and (iii) the second 
vowel is lUI, exposed to Progressive [ATR] Spreading. Hence, one may speculate 
that the plural fonnation strategy utilised in (19) has arisen as an analogue of the 
strategy utilised in (18). 

s. Internal reconstruction: Sound change 

We have seen that in the grammatically conditioned alternation of root vowels, 
only underlying [-ATR] vowels alternate. The three non-mid vowels, II, a, ul, be­
come [+ATR] and thus change to Ii, A, ul. By contrast, the two mid vowels, Ie, :)/, 
become high and thus change to /I, u/. This mixed character of the alter-nation 
system needs a historical explanation. Assuming that the alternation was originally 
an [ATR] alternation throughout, we must hypothesise that Ie, :)1 originally alter­
nated with */e, 01, but that at some later point in the past, */e, 01 underwent an 
unconditional change to /I, u/. 

Table 11 diagrams the history of the root vowel alternants in accordance with 
this hypothesis. As we see in column 3, the original [ATR] alternation created 
[+ATR] alternants of underlying [-ATR] vowels throughout, and the mid [+ATR] 
vowels were later changed, while the others remained unchanged. Column 4 shows 
that some instances of Iii and lui reflectthree changes: first a change from [-ATR] 
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Table 11. History of root vowel alternants 

1° 2° 3° 4° 

I i - I 1 1 - I i 1 - I 

e e - e I < e - e i - I < e - e 

[-ATR] a a a A A - a A A - a 

;) 0 - ;) u < 0 - ;) u - u < 0 - ;) 

u u - u u u -u u u - u 

i 1 i 1 

[+ATR] A A A A 

U U U u 

Root New [ATR] Old [ATR] New [ATR Old [ATR) 
vowel hannony alternation harmony alternation 

Key: "-" IndIcates a change due to a phonologIcal rule, and "<" IndIcates a dIachronIc 
development. 

to [+ATR], then a change from mid [+ATR] to high [-ATR], and finally, again, a 
change from [-ATR] to [+ATR]. 

6. Comparative evidence: Mayak-Mabaan vowel correspondences 

The hypothesis that pre-Mayak */e, 0/ have changed to /1, u/ implies that Mayak 
/II is a merger ofpre-Mayak */II and */e/, and that Mayak /u/ is a merger of pre­
Mayak */u/ and */0/. Thus, the hypothesis predicts that Mayak /II and /u/ each 
exhibit regular correspondences with two different vowels in the other Western 
Nilotic languages, provided that the latter have not been exposed to the same 
merger. 

In the following, this prediction will be tested by a comparison of Mayak with 
the closest of its relatives of which I have a sufficient knowledge, namely Mabaan. 
In Kohler's [1955] subgrouping of the Nilotic languages, Mabaan belongs to the 
Southern Bumn branch of Bumn and is thus assumed to be more closely related 
to Mayak than the Luo and the Nuer-Dinka languages are. As we shall see, a 
comparison of Mayak with Mabaan does indeed shed light on the vowel systems of 
both of these languages. 

As mentioned in Andersen [1992: 187f] and as documented in Andersen [in 
press a], Mabaan has 11 contrastive vowel qualities, including 7 monophthongs, 
/i, e, e, a, A, ;), u/, and 4 diphthongs, /ie, ie, UA, ua/, and length is contrastive in all 
11 vowel qualities. Unlike Mayak, Mabaan does not exhibit any vowel hannony, 
and the feature [ATR] is largely irrelevant to the description of its vowel system. 



Vowel harmony and vowel alternation in Mayak 21 

As demonstrated below, there are regular correspondences between the root 
vowels in Mayak and Mabaan. These correspondences are independent of vowel 
length, and a given root generally has the same vowel length in both languages. 

Each vowel correspondence will be documented by means of six pairs of cog­
nates. The examples have been selected in such a way that, as far as the attestation 
goes, half of the cited cognate pairs have a short root vowel and half of them a 
long root vowel. Note that I have chosen to write the long diphthongs in Mabaan 
with a double first component, so that for instance lual is a short vowel and luual 
a long vowel. 

The cognate pairs cited below include nouns, verbs, and an adverb. Nouns are 
given in their citation form, and their morpheme boundaries are indicated. Plural 
noun forms are marked by "(pl.)" after their gloss. For verbs the form given is the 
root, and ifthe root does not occur on its own or has not been attested without a 
suffix, it is followed by a hyphen. That a given root is verbal is indicated by a 
specification of its transitivity after its gloss: "(tr.)" for transitive and "(intr.)" for 
intransitive. 

Almost all of the cognate pairs also exhibit regular correspondences with 
respect to both the root-initial consonant and the root-final consonant, and 
exceptions are explicitly mentioned. Some root-initial consonants are the same in 
the two languages. The others exhibit the regular correspondences shown in (21), 
as seen from the point of view of Mayak. The root-final consonant correspon­
dences are more complex, which is due to various phonological processes that are 
either synchronically operative or reflect earlier suffixes. An account of these 
correspondences is beyond the scope of the present article, but it should be men­
tioned that in noun roots a final obstruent in Mayak often corresponds to a 
homorganic nasal in the singular form of the noun in Mabaan. 

(21) Mayak 

Mabaan 

cf 

q 
r 

j 

j 

j,p 

k 

k,c 
9 

g,j 

The presentation of the vowel correspondences takes the Mayak vowels as its 
point of departure. The non-high [-ATR] vowels will be examined first, then the 
[+ATR] vowels, and finally the high [-ATR] vowels. The low [-ATR] vowel/al 
corresponds to lal in Mabaan, as in (22). The mid [-A TR] vowels lei and 1':)1 cor-

(22) Mayak Mabaan 
a mat mar- 'suck' (tr.) 
b. pak- pak- 'count' (tr.) 
c. bak- bak- 'break' (intr.) 

d. jaaJ plan-A 'tree' 

e. laak-Ifl laak-k-A 'urine' (pI.) 

f. laak-an laak-t-A 'chicken' 
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respond to the diphthongs lief and /ua/ in Mabaan, as in (23) and (24), respec-
tively. The low [+ATR] vowel /A/ mostly corresponds to /A/ in Mabaan, as in (25). 

Mayak Mabaan 
(23) a gep jiep- 'beat' (tr.) 

b. Jei Jitl-A 'lower leg' 
c. leJ lieJ-A 'faeces' (pI.) 
d. geei jiiel-A 'lion' 

e. beel-eJ biitl-l-A 'cane' 
f neeJ niieJ- 'suck' (tr.) 

(24) a (/':)k cJ.6aI]-A 'neck' 

b. {:JI] (6aI]-A 'spear' 
c. P:JJ- puaJ- 'be good' (intr.) 
d. g:J:J]1 guua]1- 'scratch' (tr.) 
e. Q:J:Jc cJ.uuac- 'put' (tr.) 
f 7:J:Jl- luual- 'sing' (intr.) 

(25) a lA{ lAn-A 'house' 
b. lAm lAm-A 'thigh' 
c. WAD-iJ wAn-n-A 'buttock' 
d. hAl MAl-A 'hole (in the ground)' 
e. jAAk ]1AAk-A 'lice' (pI.) 
f mAAn mAAn-g-A 'women' (pI.) 

But in a few roots, /A/ corresponds to /e/ in Mabaan, as in (26). This is the case 
when the root ends in an underlying /j/ in Mabaan, corresponding to /r/ in Mayak. 
In Mabaan, a root-final /j/ is deleted before a consonant-initial suffix, as in (26a-b), 
whereby a short root vowel is lengthened, as in (26a). 

(26) a wAr-iJ 
b. wAAr-in 
c. bAAr-

wee-n-A 
wee-n-A 
be (e)j-

'cow dung' 
'night' 
'be long, be taIl' (intr.)16 

The high [+ATR] vowels/if and /u/ correspond to the diphthongs lie/ and /UAI 
in Mabaan, as in (27) and (28), respectively. 

16 It is not clear whether the root vowel of Mabaan be(e)j- is underlyingly short or long. 



Vowel harmony and vowel alternation in Mayak 

Mayak 

(27) a tief-At 

b. win-ie 

c. Jin-iJ 
d. riie 

e. nit 
f pii 

(28) a Juj-ie 

b. run 

c. lUI] 

d. puk-
e. kul 

f lum-aniJ 

Mabaan 

tien-n-A 

wiep-e-A 

Jien-n-A 

jiie-k-A 

jiien-A 

piie-g-A 

JiiAP-P-A 
jiiAn-n-A 

ll1AI]-A 

pUAk­

kl1Al-A 

lUUAm-A 

'witch-doctor' 
'pot type' 
'breast' 
'rats' (pI.) 
'smoke' 
'water' (pI.) 

'granary' 
'year' 
'knee' 
'pour' (tr.) 

'wart-hog' 
'grass' 

23 

Finally, we come to the high [-ATR] vowels /II and lui in Mayak. Both of 
these regularly correspond to two different vowels in Mabaan. The front vowel /II 
in Mayak corresponds to the high and mid front monophthongs Iii and lei in 
Mabaan, as in (29) and (30), respectively. Similarly, the back vowel lui in Mayak 
corresponds to the high and mid back monophthongs lui and hi in Mabaan, as in 
(31) and (32), respectively)7 

Mayak 

(29) a TIm-aJ 

b. lIe 

c. bIl 

d. WIll 

e. efIln-ct 

f jIlJ 

(30) a gIm 

b. wIl-:Jl 

c. lIlk 

d. kIl] 

e. lIlr 

f pm-:Jk 

Mabaan 
jlm-m-A 
?~ ~ 

lP-A 

bll-A 

Wlil-A 

cf}in-A 

Jlin-A 

gcm-g-A 

wcl-l-A 

lCCI]-A 

kccn-A 
lcc-n-A 

Jccn-a 

'blood' 
'penis' 
'iron' 
'tail' 
'bird' 
'scorpion' 

'cheeks' (pI.) 

'guest' 
'female' 
'guinea-fowl' 
'thief 
'yesterday' (adv.) 

17 The pairs of cognates for 'thorn' in (31d) and 'my friend' in (31f) are irregular with respect 
to the root-final consonant. 
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(31) a Juk JUk-A 'mouth' 
b. ?ul- ?ul- 'be black' (intr.) 
c. kum-aJ kl1m-m-A 'egg' 
d. kuuk kl1u-n-A 'thorn' 
e. kuuJ kuuJ- 'blow at' (tr.) 
f muu{-a muu-k-6 'my friend' 

(32) a buk b6I]-I]-A 'arm' 

b. ruk jak- 'kick' (tr.) 

c. pur p6j-A 'path' 
d. guuk g5aI]-A 'dog' 
e. {uul-e (3al-t 'his/her/its child' 
f ruua-a j6ar-6 'my grandfather' 

Table 12 summarises the regular root vowel correspondences between 
cognates in Mayak and Mabaan as seen from the point of view of Mayak. Each 
vowel in Mabaan has one and only one counterpart in Mayak, but each of the 
Mayak vowels /II, /u/, and /A/ has two counterparts in Mabaan. All correspon­
dences are independent of vowel length. 

Table 12. Regular root vowel correspondences between Mayak and Mabaan. 

Mayak [-ATR] Mayak [+ATR] 

Mayak I e a ;) U i A U 

Mabaan i I e ie a ua u I ;) ie Ale UA 

The two Mabaan counterparts of Mayak /A/ have complementary distribution 
and thus constitute a split. By contrast, the two Mabaan counterparts of Mayak /II 
have identical distribution, and so do the two Mabaan counterparts of Mayak /u/. 
Hence, the Mayak vowels /II and Ie/ must each go back to two different vowels, as 
also hypothesised on Mayak-internal grounds in section 5 above. 

7. Vowel changes in Mabaan and Mayak 

Although the vowel system of Mabaan is rather different from that of Mayak and 
does not use the feature [ATR], there is strong evidence that it goes back to a sys­
tem in which [ATR] played a crucial role. In Andersen [in press a], the vowel sys­
tem of Mabaan was compared with those of two other Western Nilotic languages 
belonging to different main branches of Western Nilotic, namely Pari from the Luo 
branch and Dinka from the Nuer-Dinka branch. Based on facts of vowel quality 
alternation, it was argued that all three languages go back to a vowel system with 
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Table 13. Reconstructed Proto-Western Niloticvowel system. 

[-ATR] [+ATR] 

short long short long 

I II 1 ii 
e ee e ee 

a aa /I. /1./1. 
:J :J:J 0 00 
U uu u uu 

five [-ATR] and five [+ATR] monophthongs and two lengths. This vowel system, 
which by definition belonged to Proto-Western Nilotic (PWN), was completely 
symmetrical, as shown in Table 13. 

The changes that were hypothesised to have occurred in Mabaan, taking it 
from the Proto-Western Nilotic stage to its present stage, are shown in (33). The 
chronological order of these four changes can be determined to the following 
extent: The diphthongization of */i, u/ antedates the raising of */1, u/, and the diph­
thongization of */e, :J/ antedates the lowering of */e, 0/. Given this set of changes, 
the Mayak-Mabaan vowel correspondences summarised in Table 12 above can 
now be depicted from the point of view of Proto-Western Nilotic as in Table 14. 

(33) a *i, *u 

b. *e,*:J 

c. *e,*o 

d. *1, *u 

> ie, UII. 

> ie, ua 

> e,:J 

> i, u 

Diphthongization of high [+ATR] vowels 

Diphthongization of mid [-ATR] vowels 

Lowering of mid [+ATR] vowels 

Raising of high [-ATR] vowels 

Table 14. Regular Mayak-Mabaan vowel correspondences seen from the 
point of view of Proto-Western Nilotic. 

PWN[-ATR) PWN [+ATR] 

PWN *1 *e *a *:J *u *. 1 *e */1. *0 *u 

Mayak I e a :J u i I /I. U u 

Mabaan i ie a ua u ie e /I., e :J U/l. 

On the hypothesis embodied in Table 14, the Proto-Western Nilotic mid 
[+ATR) vowels */e, 0/ have changed to /1, u/ in Mayak, exactly as hypothesised on 
Mayak-internal grounds in section 5 above, while the other Proto-Western Nilotic 
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vowels have remained unchanged in Mayak. Hence, the two vowels that merged 
into Mayak/I/ were [-ATR] */I/ and [+ATR] */e/, and the two vowels that merged 
into Mayak/u/ were [-ATR] */u/ and [+ATR] */0/. 

As mentioned in section 2.3 above, the Mayak word gooc 'five' is aberrant in 
having the vowel quality /0/ in spite of its monosyllabicity. It is cognate with its 
Mabaan counterpart g5aj6 'five', and as indicated in (33) and in Table 14, the root 
vowel /~/ ofthe latter goes back to */0/. So Mayak gooc 'five' escaped the regular 
sound change *0 > u. 

A proper demonstration that the Proto-Western Nilotic reconstructions are 
correct is beyond the scope of this article. But a preliminary demonstration can be 
made by providing examples of cognate words from all main branches of Western 
Nilotic. For this purpose, Pari is taken as representative of the Luo languages, and 
the Agar dialect of Dinka is taken as representative of the Nuer-Dinka languages. 
Thus, Tables 15-16 show one set of cognate nouns in Mayak, Mabaan, Pari, and 
Dinka for each of the twenty vowels reconstructed for Proto-Western Nilotic, five 
short and five long [-ATR] vowels and five short and five long [+ATR] vowels.1 8 
These sets exhibit regular root vowel correspondences, but a valid demonstration 
of this regularity would have to take into account special developments in Dinka 
(cf. Andersen [1993]). Crucially, however, the vowels that have been reconstruc­
ted as [-ATR] vowels in Proto-Western Nil otic are [-ATR] in Pari and [-breathy] in 
Dinka, and conversely, vowels that have been reconstructed as [+ATR] vowels in 
Proto-Western Nil oti c are [+ATR] in Pari and [+breathy] in Dinka. Pari and Dinka 
words in brackets are irregular with respect to vowel height (Pari t61]) or vowel 
length (Dinka]Q), but not with respect to the features [ATR] or [breathy]. 

8. Conclusion 

Phonetical I y, Mayak has the same vowel inventory as that reconstructed for Proto­
Western Nilotic, namely a 5 x 2 x 2 system, i.e., a system with five vowel positions, 
the binary feature [ATR], and two lengths. However, the [+A TR] qualities [e] and 
[0] in Mayak are conditional variants of the [-ATR] qualities Ie/ and /~/, 
respectively; so phonemically, Mayak has only three [+ATR] qualities. Original, 
that is, Proto-Western Nilotic, */e/ and */0/ have merged with the high [-ATR] 
vowels /II and lui, respectively. 19 

The change */e, 0/ > /1, u/ appears to be an unusual one in languages with a 
vowel system with the feature [ATR]. In his overview of the Kwa languages, many 
of which also have vowel harmony based on [ATR], Stewart [1971: 198ff] found 
that when vowels are eliminated by merger, the firstto be eliminated are 

18 In the transcription of Pari, [ ] is an extra low tone, [-] is a tone falling from high to extra low, 
and [ , ~] is a tone faIling from low to extra low. 
19 It is also noteworthy that Mayak has retained the purely monophthongal system of Proto­
Western Nilotic, while in the Luo languages and in Mabaan some original monophthongs have 
become diphthongs [cf. Andersen 1989 and in press a J. 
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Table 15. Cognate sets exemplifying regular root vowel correspondences among 
four Western Nilotic languages and reflecting the ten [-A TR] vowels 
in Proto-Western Nilotic. 

PWN Mayak Mabaan Pari 

*1 

*11 

*e 
*ee 
*a 
*aa 
*:) 

*:):) 

*u 
*uo 

rIm-aJ 

mIll] 

leJ 
leec 

kac 

maac 

pl] 
l]:J:Jl 

Juk 
kuuk 

n , 
Jlm-m-A 

mlil]-A 

?itJ-A 
liiep-A 

kaP-A 

maap-A 

{6al]-A 

l]uual-A 

J6k-A 
kuu-n-A 

rIm:5 

mhl] 

ceeJ 
lItc 

kwac 

maac 

((:5l]) 

l]lbl 

rj:5k 

k6ud-3 

Dinka 

rjfem 
\ . 

mJIl] 

C~l 

kWfJc 

m~ac 

(~l] 

l]~:Jl 

J9k 
kooow 

'blood' 
'deaf' 
'faeces' (pI.) 
'elephant' 
'leopard' 
'fire' 
'spear' 
'limping' 
'mouth' 
'thorn' 

Table 16. Cognate sets exemplifying regular root vowel correspondences among 
four Western Nilotic languages and reflecting the ten [+ATR] vowels 
in Proto-Western Nilotic. 

PWN Mayak Mabaan Pari Dinka 

*. kic 
~ 

kic cj~ec 'honey, bee' I clep-A 
* .. pii piie-g-A 

\. "). 

'water' (pI.) II pll P'!IW 
*e wll-:Jl weJ-I-A weel-o - 'guest' 

*ee lIlj-m leeg-g-A liec - 'elephants' (pI.) 
*A l]AC l]Aj-A l]AC - 'back' 
*AA 111AAn mAAn-g-A mAAn - 'women' (pI.) 

*0 - j:51-A - rgl 'gullet' 

*00 guuk g5:Jl]-A guok (jo) 'dog' 
*u ?um ?UAm-m-A ?6m wym 'nose'; 'nostril' (Mab.) 

*uu ?uua-u - ?uuq-o w6u{ 'ostrich' 

normally the low [+ATR] vowel, which he symbolised [3], and the high [-ATR] 
vowels [I] and [u]. For the latter, Stewart suggested that there are three common 
ways of elimination: [I] and [u] merge with either (i) the corresponding [+ATR] 
vowels [i] and [u], (ii)the mid [-ATR] vowels [e] and [:)], or (iii)the mid [+ATR] 
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vowels [e] and [0].20 The change */e, 0/ > /1, u/ in Mayak does not conform to 
these tendencies, since it is the reverse of the third possibility mentioned by 
Stewart. But Stewart [1971: 205] also mentioned an example of this change in a 
Kwa language, namely in the Asante dialect of Akan. Moreover, a merger of */e/ 
with /II has also taken place in the Central Sudanic language Lendu, as demon­
strated by Kutsch Lojenga [1989]. So the change */e, 0/ > /1, u/ in Mayak is not 
unparalleled in other language families. 

The elimination of /e, 0/ rather than /1, u/ is also found in the Moru-Madi 
subfamily of Central Sudanic. The Moru-Madi languages must originally have had 
a system similar to that of Proto-Western Nilotic, except that there was no length 
contrast (cf. Andersen [1986c]). [e] and [0] still have full phonemic status in Madi 
(cf. Andersen [1986b]) and in Lulubo (cf. Andersen [1987]), but in Morn their 
phonemic status is marginal (cf. Andersen [1986a]), and in Lugbara they are 
totally non-phonemic, being allophones of /e/ and h/, just like in Mayak. But in 
Lugbara, as demonstrated in Andersen [1986c], */e, 0/ merged with /e, ':J/, so here 
*/e, 0/ took a different path than in Mayak. 
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This article presents an analysis of a particular passive-like syntactic construction 
in Dholuo, a Nilotic language spoken in parts of Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania. 
While the construction analyzed resembles the passive construction in English in 
which the fronted patient/theme is the subject NP, the analysis shows that this 
construction is not a true passive in Dholuo, but rather a pseudo-passive. The 
peculiarity of the Dholuo pseudo-passive is that the fronted patient is not the NP 
subject of the construction; rather, it is a preposed object that is adjoined to JP. 
What distinguishes this construction from "classic" passive constructions is that 
the preposed object does not control subject verb agreement. 

1. Introduction 

Dholuo, also known as Luo, is a Western Nilotic language spoken by approxi­
mately three million people in south-western Kenya and north central Tanzania 
east of Lake Victoria. The particular dialect discussed in this paper is spoken in 
Nyanza Province, Kenya. Closely related languages include Acholi and Lango, 
spoken in Uganda. Dholuo is one of the four largest languages in Kenya and is 
the only non-Bantu language among them. 

This paper presents an analysis of a particular syntactic construction in 
Dholuo that looks superficially like a passive. In (la), for example, Chali, the 
patient, precedes the verb, and Dorina, the agent, follows the verb in a preposi­
tional phrase, gi Donna'by Dorina'. However, I propose that this construction is 
not a true passive. 

(1) a. ChEHi n-o-go gi Donna. 
Chali PST-EXPL-beat by Dorina 
'Chali was beaten by Dorina.' 

b. [IPChalij [IP proi n-oigo tj gi Donna ]] 
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In the analysis developed here, I argue that the patient CheHi in (1) is not a 
subject, but a preposed object that is adjoined to IP, following the X-bar 
conventions of the Government and Binding framework [Chomsky 1995]. The 
fact that the fronted NP is adjoined to the Specifier of IP, and not to COMP or 
Specifier of CP, and remains within the highest IP, gives this construction its 
passive-like flavor and contributes to the surface similarity of this pseudo­
passive with real passives. That is, the fronted NP appears to remain within IP, 
a property of subject NPs. It remains to the left of other moved elements, such 
as topicalized or clef ted constructions. 

Under the analysis presented here, in which (1a) is bracketed as in (lb), 
there must be a null pronominal subject coindexed with the subject agreement 
prefix on the verb. The passive agent must be base-generated as an adjoined PP. 
The preposed patient in this construction does not occur in subject position; that 
is, it does not move into an empty NP position in Specifier of IP. Evidence for 
this analysis comes from subject-verb agreement, object cliticization, case and 
tone assignment in Dholuo. 

The paper is organized into the following sections. Section 2 illustrates some 
basic facts about Luo. Section 3 considers case assignment in Dholuo as com­
pared to English passive sentences. Section 4 gives evidence from object clitics 
that supports the claim for a pseudo-passive construction in Dholuo. Section 5 
shows the interaction of topicalization and NP objects with object ditics, 
providing further evidence that supports the analysis that the fronted NP in 
examples like (1) remains within the IP. The final section concludes; Dholuo has 
a pseudo-passive in which the fronted NP is not the subject of the sentence. 

2. Word order in active and pseudo-passive sentences 

In Dholuo, word order in active sentences is typically SVO, as shown in (2). 
Examples (2a) and (2c) illustrate active sentences with both agent and patient 
present; in both, the agent Dorfna precedes the verb and the patient, ChaU, 
follows. In (2b), there is a null pronominal subject coindexed with agreement 
morphology on the verb, which shows that Dholuo is a null subject language. In 
(2c) the object is one of a set of pronouns. Such pronouns are clitics; that is, 
they must immediately follow the verb. Although there is a gi-phrase in (2d) 
and (2e), only an active reading is possible. And although the gi-phrase ('with 
X') must be interpreted as an instrument (not an agent), an instrumental 
interpretation is not possible for (2d) for pragmatic and semantic reasons. 
Rather, it can mean that Chali was beaten alongside Dorina because the agree­
ment on the verb in (2d) and (2e) is the same as the agreement in (2a-c); the 
null subject is coindexed with the third person singular prefix o. Example (2f) 
shows that a prepositional phrase (here kod Dorina) can occur after the verb. 
Such a PP is interpreted as a comitative; that is, it is treated as if conjoined to 
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the preceding object, including a pronoun clitic. Note that in (2d-f) the pro­
nominal clitics ya/y'j 'me/you' would also be possible in place of yeo 

(2) a. D6rina n-6-go Ch8.Ji. 
Dorina PST -3S-beat Chali 
'Dorina beat Chali.' 

b. n-o-go Chali. 
PST-3S-beat Chali 
's/he beat Chali.' 

c. D6rina n-6-go (*nyoro) yeo 
Dorina PST-beat (yesterday) 3S 
'Dorina beat him/her (*yesterday).' 

d. n-o-go Chali/ye gi D6rina. 
PST-3S-beat Chali/him with DOrlna 
*S/he beat Chali//him/her with Dorina [instrumental reading] 
'S/he beat Chali//him/her with Dorina.' [comitative reading] 

e. n-o-go Chali/ye gi kede. 
PST-3S-beat Chali/him/her with stick 
'S/he beat Chali//him/her with a stick' 

f. n-o-go Chali/ye kOd D6rina. 
PST-3S-beat Chali//him/her and DOrlna 
'S/he beat Chali//him/her and Dorina.' 

As noted in the introduction, the focus of this paper is the superficially 
passive construction shown in (1) and repeated below in (3a). However, close 
examination suggests that it is not, in fact, a true passive, but rather what I refer 
to throughout the rest of the paper as a pseudo-passive. This pseudo-passive 
construction comprises a thematic patient, and, optionally, an agent in an adjunct 
PP (gi Dorina).1 The thematic patient is an NP (Chali in (3a-b, d). While the 
thematic patient precedes the verb in (3a), as in a proto-typical passive, it 
follows the verb in (3b) and (3d). That is, the order of constituents in (3d-e) is 
V-O-by Agent. When the patient is a pronominal clitic, the sentence can still 
have a passive reading, as in (3c) and (3e), and can occur with an agent in a gi­
phrase, as in (3e). In all of these examples, the agreement prefix on the verb is 

1 See Dubinsky & Nzwanga's [1994] argument on impersonal transitives in a Bantu language 
spoken in Zaire. 
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glossed as EXPL (for expletive agreement). This agreement pattern is discussed 
below. 

(3) a. Chilli n-o-go gi Dorina. 
Chali PST-EXPL-beat by Dorina 
'Chali was beaten by Dorina.' 

b. n-o-go Chilli. 
PST -EXPL-beat Chali 
'Chali was beaten.' 

c. n-o-go yeo 
PST-EXPL-beat s/he 
'S.he/me/you were beaten.' 

d. n-o-go Chilli gi Dorina. 
PST-EXPL-beat Chali by Dorina 
'Chali was beaten by Dorina.' 

e. n-o-go ye gi Donna. 
PST-EXPL-beat s/he by Dorina 
'S/he was beaten by Dorina.' 

A comparison of (2a-c) with (3a-c) shows that when the sentence has a 
passive reading, the agreement prefix on the verb has a low tone, 0, not a high 
tone, 6. This feature of agreement is significant in the analysis of the pseudo­
passive construction in Dholuo because it determines the interpretation of voice 
(as active or passive). I refer to this form of agreement on the verb as 
"expletive" agreement because the form of the agreement does not vary with 
respect to the subject/agent (or the object/patient). This interaction of tone and 
INFL is discussed more in the next section. 

3. Comparing Dholuo and English: Subject-verb agreement and tone 

At first glance, (3a) resembles the English-type passive construction in which 
the fronted patient/theme is the subject NP, as in (4). Within GB-analyses, case 
assignment motivates movement in English. The English passive verb neither 
assigns an external theta-role to an agent NP nor accusative case to its object 
NPs [see Burzio 1986, Chomsky 1981, Chomsky and Lasnik 1977, Goodall 
1993, Emonds 1970, Aoun 1979, Grieve and Wales 1973, BaItin 1978, Belletti 
1988, Belletti, and Rizzi 1981, and Rothstein 1992]. For example, in (4a) the 
passive verb beaten fails to assign accusative case to its internal argument Chilli; 
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rather, ChaJi is assigned nominative case by INFL after movement. In addition 
to receiving nominative Case from INFL, passive subjects in English-type 
languages also control agreement on finite verbs in IN FL. For example, in (4b) 
were agrees with the men. 

(4) a. Chali was beaten by Dorina. 
[IP Chalh [I-bar waSi beaten ei [pp by Dorina]] 
[Chalii r- CaseNOM INFL. .. beaten 9-role ~ ei 
[by 9-role/CaseOBJ ~ Dorina]] 

b. The men were beaten by Dorina. 
[IP The meni [I-bar werei beaten ei [pp by Dorina]] 
[the meni r- CaseNoM INFL. .. beaten 9-role ~ ei 
[by 9-role/CaseOBJ ~ Dorina]] 

Evidence from how subject-verb agreement in Dholuo interacts with tone 
shows that the construction in question involves object fronting rather than 
passivization. First, in active transitive sentences, the subject-verb agreement 
prefix has a high tone, as pointed out previously in the discussion of (2), not the 
low tone expletive prefix of the construction illustrated in (3). If the tone on the 
agreement morpheme in a sentence intended to be interpreted as active is low, 
the sentence is ungrammatical. Compare (5), in which the verb prefix has a high 
tone as in an active sentence, with (6), in which the verb prefix is a low tone. 

(5) Chali n-6-go Dorina. 
Chali PST-3S-beat Dorina 
'Chali hit Dorina.' 

(6) *Chali n-o-go Dorina 
ChaH PST-EXPL-beat Dorina . 
(Chali beat Dorina; Chali, Dorina was beaten) 

In motivating passive in English-type languages, thematic role assignment 
also interacts with case assignment. In the analysis of the English passive, Baker, 
Johnson, and Roberts [1989] claim that the morpheme -en, as in (4) above, is an 
argument that is base generated under INFL and is in a theta-marked position at 
D-structure (see also the discussion in Dryer [1985]). Others (cf. Goodall [1993] 
and Grimshaw [1990, 1979]) have shown that it is not possible to assign an 
appropriate thematic role to an NP following the verb. Example (6) above 
shows post-verbal Dor{na cannot receive a thematic role if an NP precedes a 
verb-here C hali-with a low tone agreement prefix. This means that verbs 
with expletive agreement prefixes no longer assign an agent thematic role; as in 
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English, the agent receives both thematic role and case from the preposition gi 
'by'. 

Similar facts obtain for impersonal passives with fronted plural NPs (as in 
(7a», in which the verb also occurs with the low-toned agreement marker like 
the pseudo-passive. Compare the active (7b) with passive (7a); a high tone 
occurs on the verb agreement prefix in (7b). In addition, if the agent is non­
third person, as in (7c), the verb agrees with the agent in the active reading. In 
(7c), the verb agrees with a null first person singular pronoun. Compare (7c) 
with its pseudo-passive counterpart in (7d). In such examples, the verb does not 
agree with the non-third person agent, which occurs in a gi phrase. Note that an 
agent NP in a gi-phrase (here an 'me') cannot control agreement on the verb, 
illustrated by the ungrammatical example in (7e). This means that the pseudo­
passive construction in Dholuo cannot be argued to be an active construction 
with simple object fronting. 

(7) a. Chuo n-o-go (gi Donna). 
men PST-EXPL-beat (by Dorina) 
'The men were beaten (by Dorina).' 

b. Dorina n-6-go Chuo. 
D6rfna PST-3S-beat men 
'Dorina beat the men.' 

c. n-a-go Dorina. 
PST-IS-beat Dorina 
'I beat Dorina.' 

d. Dorina n-o-go gl an. 
Dorina PST-EXPL-beat by me 
'Dorina was beaten by me.' 

e. *Dorina n-a-go gl an 
Dorina PST-IS-beat by me 
'Dorina, I beat by me' 

Thus, evidence from subject-verb agreement shows that the when a low­
toned -0- prefix occurs on the verb, no overt NP controls agreement, neither 
the preposed NP nor the NP in the g i phrase. Additional evidence that the 
construction in question is not a grammatical relation-changing passive in which 
an NP moves into an Argument-position and that it is an impersonal passive also 
comes from the interaction of subject-verb agreement with pronominal object 
c1iticization, the subject of the next section. 
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4. Object Clitics 

Object clitics also support a fronting and adjunction analysis versus a passive 
analysis for the Dholuo pseudo-passive construction. Active transitive verbs 
occur with pronominal object clitics immediately following the verb, as noted 
previously and as illustrated in (8b). In active sentences, a post-verbal object 
clitic-for example -ye, -Yl, or -ya 'him/her, you, me', respectively-can occur 
in place of an NP such as Chali (8a), as shown in (8b). 

(8) a. Donna n-6-go Chali. 
Dorina PST -3S-beat Chali 
'Dorina beat Chali.' 

b. Dorina n-6-go-ye/y'j/ya. 
Dorina PST-3S-beat-3S/2S/1S 
'Dorina beat him/her/it//you//me.' 

Post-verbal clitics expressing the internal object (patients/themes) of verbs 
also occur in the impersonal passive construction in Dholuo. The patient 
controls object cliticization, as in (9b). Examples (9b-c) illustrate that subject 
NPs only control subject verb agreement, not object cliticization; in these 
examples a non-third person subject controls agreement. This contrasts with the 
"passive" reading of the sentence in (9a); the sentences in (9b) and (9c) with 
non-third person subject-verb agreement have only active readings (with 
generic objects). That is, the grammatical subject is an agent NP, not a patient. 
In (9a), however, the NP interpreted as the patient controls object cliticization, 
and not subject-verb agreement. 

(9) a. n-o-go-ye/yl/ya. 
PST -3S-beat -3S/2S/1 S 
'She/he/it//you//l was/were beaten. ' 

b. n-a-g6 cho. 
PST -1 S-beat something 
'I was beatinglbeat (something).' 

c. n-i-g6 cho. 
PST-2S-beat something 
'You were beating/beat (something).' 

The examples in (8) and (9) also illustrate a second aspect of Dholuo 
morpho-syntax already noted; that is, Dholuo is a null pronominal language. 
The object clitic co-occurs with a null patient (compare (8b) and (9a» and the 
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subject agreement prefix can co-occur with a null agent (compare (9b) and 
(9c». In addition to clitic and agreement-licensed null pronominals, Dholuo also 
has overt pronouns. These are emphatic pronouns which can co-occur with clitic 
pronominals. The distribution of fronted pronominals, clitics, and subject-verb 
agreement provides additional evidence for the fronting analysis of the im­
personal passive in Dholuo. 

4.1 elitics vs. pronouns. In Dholuo, post-verbal pronominal objects only 
occur as clitics, not free-standing pronouns. Compare the grammatical (lOa) 
with the ungrammatical (lOb). In (lOa), a first person object clitic -ya 'me' 
occurs alone. In the ungrammatical (lOb), the free-standing pronoun an 'me, 
myself' occurs. The free-standing pronoun an cannot occur in post-verbal 
position, even if it co-occurs with an agreeing object clitic (-ya), as in (lOc). 
This means that object clitics and post-verbal pronouns are in complementary 
distribution. Likewise, post-verbal NPs cannot occur with an object clitic, as 
illustrated in (lOd), where ChaJi co-occurs with the third person singular object 
clitic -yeo 

(l0) a. Dorina n-6-g6-ya. 
Dorina PST-3S-beat-IS 
'Dorina beat me. ' 

b. *Dorina n-6-g6 an 
Dorina PST-3S-beat IS 
(??'Dorina beat myself') 

c. *Dorina n-6-g6-yai ani 
Dorina PST-3S-beat IS 
(??'Dorina beat myself') 

d. *Dorina n-6-g6-yei Chilli 
Dorina PST-3S-beat-3S Chali 
('Dorina beat himi Chalii') 

Although independent, free pronouns cannot occur post-verbally, such pro­
nouns can occur pre-verbally. In (l1), for example, an optional first person 
pronoun occurs before the verb. In this example, the pronoun agrees with the 
subject-agreement on the verb. Note that the tone on the verb agreement 
morpheme is high; this is an active sentence, with an emphatic subject reading. 



(11) (an) n-a-g6-ye. 
IS PST-IS-beat-3S 
'Me, I beat him.' 
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Example (11) contrasts with (12a), in which an 'I, me' is pre-verbal, but it 
fails to control subject verb agreement. However, in this example, it does con­
trol obligatory object cliticization of -ya on the verb. Compare the gramma­
tical (12a) with the ungrammatical (12b) and (12c). In (12b), the independent 
pronoun an occurs preverbally without the object agreement clitic -ya, and in 
(12c), the object clitic -ye 's/he' which occurs does not agree with the preverbal 
pronoun an 'me'. 

(12) a. an n-o-go-ya (gi Doriml). 
lime PST-EXPL-beat-IS (by Dorina) 
'I was beaten (by Dorina).' 

b. *an n-o-go (gi Dorina) 
lime PST-EXPL-beat-IS (by Dorina) 
('I was beaten (by Dorina)') 

c. *an n-o-go-ye 
lime PST-EXPL-beat-3S 
('I was beaten him/her') 

These facts regarding restrictions on the distribution of pronouns suggest 
that pronominals in Dholuo are emphatic. They are restricted to discourse­
emphatic positions-for example, Topic position-and are adjoined to the 
beginning of the sentence. In turn, the co-occurrence restrictions of these 
emphatic pronominals, subject-verb agreement, and object clitics again suggest 
that the fronted NP in pseudo-passives is not a subject and the construction in 
question is not a true passive. 

4.2 Object clitics with coreferential pronouns vs. NP fronting. As 
noted above, a pre-verbal pronoun can occur with a coreferential subject 
agreement prefix, as in (11), or a post-verbal object clitic, as in (12a). The 
ability of object clitics to occur with fronted pronominals contrasts with their 
inability to occur with fronted NPs, as shown in (13a), in which a fronted 
nominal ChaJi cannot co-occur with postverbal clitic yeo However, if a fronted 
nominal ChaJi also occurs with a preverbal discourse emphatic pronominal en, 
as in (13b), it can also occur with a post-verbal clitic ye, as in (13b). Compare 
(13a) and (13b). In both of these examples, the agreement prefix is the low­
toned expletive marker. Note that if the tone were high in (13c), it would be 
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ungrammatical because Chali would be assigned both the patient role (agreeing 
with the post-verbal clitic ye) and agent role (agreeing with the high-toned 
subject prefix 6). 

(13) a. *Chali n-o-go-ye (gi Dorina) 
Chali PST-EXPL-beat-3S (by Dorina) 
('Chali was beaten by Dorina') 

b. ChaJi en n-6-g6-ye (gi Dorina). 
Chali he PST-EXPL-beat-3S (by Dorina) 
'Chali, he was beaten by Dorina.' 

c. *Chali (en) n-o-go-ye gi Dorina 
Chali (he) PST-3S-beat-3S by Dorina 
(,Chali (he) beat him by Dorina') 

In sum, the facts regarding object cliticization and overt pronominals support 
the fronting versus passive analysis. Object clitics may occur by themselves or 
they may co-occur with overt pronouns. When overt pronouns co-occur with 
object clitics, they may not control subject-verb agreement. Overt pronouns 
occur only preverbally, not postverbally. 

5. Identifying the fronted NP 

So what is the Dholuo pseudo-passive construction? While it resembles an 
indefinite subject construction, it is not one. First, the agent can be provided in a 
PP as has been illustrated throughout this paper. Second, the pseudo-passive 
construction occurs alongside a clear indefinite subject construction in Dholuo 
in which the implied subject is always third person plural gi. Compare the 
indefinite subject construction illustrated in (14a) with the comparable pseudo­
passive in (14b-c). Only in (14b-c) is a PP with an agent possible. In addition, in 
(14b-c), the verb does not agree with n3buonde 'potatoes' (or the agent PP gi 
mon 'by the women'). 

(14) a. Ne-gi-tedo rabuonde kama (*gi mon). 
PST -3P-cook potatoes like this (*by women) 
'They cooked potatoes like this (*by the women).' 

b. Rabuonde n-o-tedi kama (gi mon). 
potatoes PST-EXPL-cook like this (by women) 
'The potatoes were cooked like this (by the women).' 
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c. n-o-tedi rabuonde kama (gi man). 
PST-EXPL-cook potatoes like this (by women) 
'the potatoes were cooked like this (by the women).' 

41 

Thus far I have demonstrated that the pseudo-passive construction is not a 
true passive. The fronted NP does not control subject-verb agreement. If the 
fronted NP is a pronoun, it must co-occur with an object clitic on the verb. 
While the verb has agreement morphology in INFL, the fonn is different from 
other agreement prefixes. If this construction is neither a real passive nor an 
impersonal active construction, as in (14a), what is it? One possible analysis is 
that the construction in question involves topicalization. The simplest analysis 
would be a fronted NP outside of IP and adjoined to CaMP, as in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. XP Adjoined to Specifier of CaMP 
(Topicalization, WH -movement) 

CP -------XP C-bar 
~ ~ 

SPEC XPi COMP IP 
~ 
... ei ... 

[CP [xP ... XPj] [C-bar [COMP] [IP ... ej ... ] C-bar] CP] 

Figure 2. XP Adjoined to Specifier of INFL (Pseudo-Passive) 

CP 
~ 

C-bar 
~ 

COMP IP -------XP I-bar 
~ ~ 

SPEC XPj INFL VP 
~ 
... ej ... 

[CP [XP ] [C-bar [COMP ] [IP [xp ... XPi] 
[I-bar [INFL] [VP ... ej ... ] I-bar] IP] C-barl cp] 
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However, I propose that the NP fronting in constructions like (2a) is not like 
other movement to Specifier of COMP, such as Topicalization and WH-move­
ment (see Takami and Kamio [1996]). Instead, I propose that the fronted NP is 
still within IP, as in Figure 2, and is adjoined to Specifier of INFL. Evidence 
from topicalization and WH-movement support this analysis. 

5.1 Evidence from topicalization. What is the evidence that the moved NP 
is within the IP and not adjoined to Specifier of CP? Some evidence comes from 
topicalization. In topicalized intransitive constructions, an overt pronoun co­
occurs with the subject NP. Both the overt nominal NP and pronominal agree 
with the verb, as in (15) in which Chilli controls subject-verb agreement and can 
co-occur with the emphatic pronoun en. 

(15) Chiili (en) n-6-biro. 
Chali him PST-3S-come 
'Chali, him, he came.' 

Emphatic, topicalized object NPs may not co-occur with an object clitic, as 
shown in (16a) in which Dorina and the object clitic agree, but in which ChaJi 
controls subject-verb agreement. However, a preverbal pronominal may occur, 
as in (16b), in which Dorina and en both precede the verb and agree with the 
object clitic yeo One unique feature of topicalization of non-subjects in Dholuo 
is that the tense can be separated from the rest of the verb by an intervening 
subject NP. See also (l6c), in which tense (ne) precedes the subject Chali.2 

(16) a. *Dorina Chilli n-6-g6-ye 
Dorina Chali PST-3S-beat-3S 
(,Dorina, Chali beat her') 

b. Donna en Chilli n-6-g6-ye. 
Dorina s/he Chali PST-3S-beat-3S 
'Dorina, Chali beat her.' 

c. Dorinil ne Chali 6-g6-yo. 
Dorina PST Chali 3S-beat-3S 
'Dorina, Chali beat her.' 

2 In this construction, the object suffix no longer hannonizes with the tense prefix and occurs as 
yo rather than as yeo 
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Topicalized NPs can also be emphasized in a cleft construction in which the 
tense occurs with the clefting structure, instead of with the verb, as in (17).3 
The tense prefix ne precedes the subject ChaJi. The form of the object suffix 
also changes in a clefted structure (from ye to yo). 

(17) Dorina e-ma ne ChaJi 6-g6-yo. 
Dorina 3S-EQ PST Chali 3S-beat-3S 
'It was Dorina who Chali beat.' 

Note that in (16) and (17), the tone on the subject-agreement prefix is high, 
not low, as in the pseudo-passive construction under consideration. Also, in 
(16), the subject NP Chali is pre-verbal. In contrast, the agent of the pseudo­
passive is optional and occurs in a gi-phrase. In addition, in topicalized and 
clef ted constructions, the overt nominal preposed object NP Dorina co-occurs 
with the object clitic yo without the occurrence of an preverbal discourse pro­
noun en. Recall that in the pseudo-passive construction under analysis, only if 
the fronted NP is a pronominal or co-occurs with a pronoun, can it co-occur 
with an object clitic. In sum, evidence from topicalization and cleft construc­
tions supports the analysis in which pseudo-passive in Dholuo is not an instance 
of fronting and adjunction to CaMP or Specifier of CaMP. This suggests that 
the pseudo-passive construction does not always have the function of empha­
sizing the object NP, as would topicalization of an object. 

5.2 More evidence from topicalization. Additional evidence from topi­
calization indicates that the moved NP in the pseudo-passive stays within IP. 
Recall (16c) in which tense occurs between the topicalized NP and the rest of the 
IP. This is "visible" because of the intervening subject C hali. Additional 
examples illustrating topicalization are given in (18). In (18a) an object NP, 
rablionde 'potatoes', is topicalized; in (18b) an adverb ny6ro 'yesterday' is 
topicalized. In both of these examples, the past tense morpheme nye has been 
fronted before the subject NP Dorina. The examples in (18c-d) show how 
topicalization interacts with the pseudo-passive construction under considera­
tion. In (l8c), an adverb nyoro occurs before past tense nye and the fronted 
object rablionde 'potatoes' occurs preverbally. The agent Dorina occurs in a 
post-verbal gi-phrase. In contrast, if the object rablionde precedes past tense 
nye, the adverb cannot be fronted by the pseudo-passive; hence, (18d) is un­
grammatical. 

3 The equative/copular morpheme roa of the cleft structure is also used for adjective construc­
tions. The clef ted NP controls agreement on roa. 
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(18) a. Rabuonde nye Donna 6-tedo ny6ro. 
potatoes PST.TOP Dorina 3S-cook yesterday 
'Potatoes, Dorina cooked (them) yesterday.' 
[Compare Dorina n-6-tedo nlbuonde ny6ro] 

b. Ny6ro nye Dorina 6-tedo rabuonde. 
yesterday PST.TOP Dorina 3S-cook potatoes 
'Yesterday, Danna cooked potatoes.' 

c. Ny6ro nye rabuonde a-tedi gi Donna. 
Yesterday, PST-TOP potatoes EXPL-cook by Dorina 
'Yesterday, potatoes were cooked by Dorina.' 

d. *Rabuonde nye nyoro o-tedi gi Donna 
potatoes PST.TOP yesterday EXPL-cook by Dorina 
'Potatoes, Dorina cooked (them) yesterday.' 
(Compare Donna n-6-tedo nlbuonde ny6ro] 

This interaction of topicalization and pseudo-passive illustrated in (18c) 
provides another reason for the passive-like flavor of the pseudo-passive in 
Dholuo. The fronted NP clearly remains within IP; it cannot occur outside of 
the scope of elements outside of Tense, as in (l8d). That is, the interaction of 
these two movement rules indicates that while topicalization moves an element 
outside of IP, the pseudo-passive does not. In fact, this interaction tells us where 
the NP of the pseudo-passive moves to: if we assume that Tense-P (TP) under 
INFL raises to COMP, under head-to-head movement, then topicalization (as 
illustrated in (l8a-c) moves an element into Specifier of COMP, and pseudo­
passive fronts an NP to the right of COMPo (See the discussion of head-move­
ment in Chomsky [1995]). The fronted NP must be adjoined to Specifier of 
INFL (see the schema in (19». The Topicalized NP (Top NPk) is coindexed 
with a trace left in the IP. The Tense Phrase (TPt ) is coindexed with a trace in 
INFL. The fronted NP (NPi) is coindexed with a direct object trace. A null NP 
occurs in Specifier of IP as the dummy subject, and it is coindexed with 
agreement (APa) in INFL. 

(19) [CP [SPECTop NPk[C-BAR [COMP TPt ] [IP [XP NPi] [SPEC 0 a] 
[I-BAR [INFL et AgrPa ] ... V ei ... ek] 

Additional evidence that the fronted NP does not move outside of IP, as in 
topicalization or WH-movement, is that tense cannot move along with the 
fronted NP; the full form of the past marker should occur, not just the con­
tracted form with the expletive agreement inflection, no. But in the construction 



Is there a passive in Dholuo? 45 

in question, tense cannot occur separated from AGR. Compare the ungram­
matical (20a) and (20b) with (18a-c). 

(20) a. *ne Donna 0-g6 (gi ChaJf) 
PST Dorina EXPL-beat (by Chali) 
(,Dorina was beaten by Chali') 

b. *Dorina ne-o-g6 (gi ChaJi) 
Dorina PST-EXPL-beat (by Chali) 
(,Dorina was beaten by Chali') 

6. Conclusion 

Although Burzio's [1996] generalization regarding the role of case assignment 
motivating NP-movement in passives works for languages such as English, the 
characterization of passive constructions in terms of linear order, case marking, 
and verbal morphology relates more to language-specific tendencies than to 
universal grammar. This is consistent with the claims of Perlmutter [1983] (see 
also Perlmutter & Postal [1993 D. The analysis and evidence presented in this 
paper show that, while the pseudo-passive construction appears superficially to 
be a passive construction, NP movement in this construction is not motivated by 
case assignment-instead, the fronted NP receives accusative case-and there­
fore cannot be termed a true passive in the terms of Burzio [1986]. 

If not a true passive, what, then, are the properties of what I have called the 
pseudo-passive construction? First, we have seen that a pronominal object is 
fronted and the fronted NP co-occurs with an object clitic on the verb. Because 
the fronted NP is coindexed with either an object clitic or a null marker in 
object position, it inherits accusative case from the right most member of its 
chain [Aoun 1979]. Second, the fronted NP moves to a different place from a 
topicalized or WH-moved element-hence, the construction is not a case of 
topicalization-because, in these constructions, the tense can occur before the 
subject. Under head-to-head movement, we can assume that the fronted tense 
moves under COMPo If the fronted NP moves outside of IP, as a topicalized NP 
or WH-moved NP does, tense should be able to move along with it and the full 
form of the past marker should occur, not just the contracted form with the 
expletive agreement inflection, n-o (PST-EXPL). But this does not happen. 
(Recall the ungrammatical (20).) These facts suggest that the fronted NP in the 
Dholuo pseudo-passive remains within the IP, and adjoins to Specifier of IP 
position, and that the Specifier position itself is filled by the base-generated non­
thematic null pronominal, controlling subject-verb agreement. However, the 
fronted NP is not base-generated because it can also occur post-verbally (recall 
and compare (3a) and (3b). The patient NP need not be fronted. 
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So, is there a passive in Dholuo? Not as a relation-changing movement rule. 
But there is the pseudo-passive construction in which a fronted NP has very 
interesting properties. Through the use of a null subject construction, a patient 
NP can be emphasized. Moreover, movement of the patient is an optional 
additional focusing property of the construction, since the "passive" reading 
obtains even without the fronting of the patient. In addition, Dholuo exhibits at 
least four distinctions of terms of identification of agency. In the active, the 
agent is clearly identified. In the pseudo-passive, the agent may be optionally 
identified, but without being focused. Moreover, in this pseudo-passive, the 
agent can also be omitted. Finally, in the generic subject construction, the agent 
is marked as understood by context, but it is neither suppressed nor less focused 
than the passive agent in a gi-phrase. 

In sum, the analysis presented in this paper reveals two interesting features 
of the Dholuo pseudo-passive. First, it shows that unlike languages such as 
English, the only difference between the Dholuo pseudo-passive and its counter­
part active construction is tone placement on the verbal morphology. More 
interestingly, evidence presented in this paper shows that the Dholuo pseudo­
passive has more properties in common with a true passive in English than 
pseudo-passives in other languages (e.g., the impersonal passives in Lingala). 
For instance, the gi 'by' phrase in the PP position in the Dholuo pseudo-passive 
is a common characteristic of a true passive in languages such as English. 
Moreover, the NP movement illustrated in the Dholuo pseudo-passive is another 
characteristic of a true passive. These peculiar properties of the Dholuo pseudo­
passive present an interesting phenomenon for further grammatical investi­
gation. 
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Bantu languages in eastern and southern Africa possess nominal suffixes 
which serve to express locative relations or derive nominal stems. As these 
grammemes are final to their noun hosts, they are markedly distinct from 
canonic prefix morphology in Bantu nouns. Moreover, nominal syntagms are 
head-initial and canonic grammaticalization in this domain can be expected to 
yield prefixes. The elements under discussion are suffixes, yet they developed 
in Bantu from inherited nominal lexemes. Thus, they are unusual from a 
morphotactic viewpoint and cannot easily be accounted for by exclusively 
language-internal developments. For this reason, it is plausible to investigate 
the hypothesis that the nominal suffixes emerged due to interference from 
languages having a different grammatical structure. For this purpose, a sample 
of non-Bantu languages from the relevant geographic area in Africa is 
established and analyzed in order to test whether there are languages or entire 
groups with head-final and suffixing patterns that could have influenced the 
process of suffix emergence in Bantu. 
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1. Introduction 

The Bantu family is, in spite of its vast geographic region and enormous number of 
member languages, a typologically homogeneous genetic unit. This also holds for 
its clause structure: Wherever a constituent is semanto-syntactically dependent on 
another unit it is consistently postposed. Such an order of endo-centric nucleus­
satellite relations, surfacing mostly in the noun phrase, is often called head-initial. In 
a concrete language structure, this organization is reflected on the syntactic level 
by the postposition of modifiers. Research in grammaticalization processes has 
shown that a head-initial organization of the noun phrase frequently leaves its 
imprint in morphological structure: Such a language predominantly develops 
prefixes. This is indeed the case for Bantu on an overall family level. 

In view of this situation, it is all the more striking that certain grammatical 
phenomena in southern and eastern Bantu languages do not conform to the above­
mentioned pattern. A widely known characteristic, presented in section 2, is a set 
of suffixes encoding such categories as locative, diminutive, and feminine/aug­
mentative. The development of these grammemes must have occurred in a 
relatively late stage of Bantu dispersion, as is indicated, firstly, by their fairly limited 
distribution and, secondly, by the fact that all of the morphemes seem to be, with 
high probability, derivable from still existing lexical items. 

Starting from the assumption that the suffixes are the results of canonic 
language-internal grammaticalization processes, one would have to explain at least 
some of these suffixes as having developed out of head-final nominal syntagms. 
However, section 3 will demonstrate that this is not a tenable explanation for 
Bantu. 

Although an alternative explanation invoking contact of southern Bantu 
languages with South African Khoisan has already been considered by various 
scholars (see section 5.1), the whole problem has not yet been tackled systema­
tically. This paper will offer a first attempt in this direction, discussing the noun 
suffix phenomenon for the Bantu family as a whole and evaluating the possibility 
of contact with languages in a larger geographic area. For this purpose a sample of 
non-Bantu languages is set up and evaluated in section 4 with regard to the 
hypothesis of a contact-induced emergence of the Bantu suffixes. Section 5 
discusses the evidence for this contact explanation. It explores, on the one hand, 
positive arguments for the Khoisan hypothesis, on the other, various aspects of the 
problem which point to the possibility that the emergence of nominal suffixes in 
Bantu is a more global phenomenon in the family, connected with its spread into 
eastern and southern Africa and with its recurrent encounter of head-final 
languages in general. Some questions for future research conclude the paper. 

2. Nominal suffixes in eastern and southern Bantu 

The nominal suffixes found in Bantu languages of eastern and southern Africa 
belong to two different functional domains and will thus be presented in two 
separate sections. They serve, on the one hand, to express locative relations and, 
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on the other hand, to derive nouns with respect to features like size and natural 
sex. 

2.1. The locative suffixes 

2.1.1. The inessivellocative suffix from *-jni 'liver'. Only one of the suffixes to 
be treated has a relatively wide geographic distribution (see Map 1 in comparison 
with Map 6 ofthe appendix showing the zonal affiliation of the affected languages). 
It was reconstructed by Guthrie [1967-71] as a Common Bantu form *-jni 
(CS.2272). Ruzicka [1959/60] and Gregoire [1975] provide surveys of this 
locative suffix across the Bantu family. Samson and Schadeberg [1994] have 
convincingly shown that it has emerged via grammaticalization from a nominal 
lexeme meaning 'liver'. This explanation has invalidated the hypothesis by 
Meinhof [194112], who viewed *-jni as being derived from the class concord *mu 
of the inherited inessive noun class 18. The questions involved will not be discussed 
here as they are conveniently laid out in the cited sources. 

Map 1: Distribution of the inessivellocative suffix from *-lni 'liver' 
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The grammatical importance of the suffix differs from language to language. 
Sometimes the inherited locative classes have been retained and may cooccur with 
the locative suffix as, for example, in Lomwe (P32), as shown in (1 ).1 

(1) Lomwe P32 [Bawman 1949: 171 
vemachani < 
'nosjardins (hortas)' 

va-i-macha-ni 
16-10-garden-LOC 

('in the vegetable/fruit gardens') 

In those languages which have lost the class prefixes as a productive means to 
mark locative relations and use -,ini as their dominant locative marker, the latter 
has sometimes entered other functional domains. This indicates that it has become 
entrenched in the language more deeply. Compare the examples from Pokomo 
(E71) and Tswana (S31) where the suffix is used in tense-aspect marking and 
relative clauses, respectively: 

(2) Pokomo E71 [Geider 1990:432, 441J 
a. nyumba-ni 

9.house-LOC 
b. kw-a-haala-ni 

2S-?-take-LOC 
'in das Haus Linto the house]' 'du bist am nehmen Lyou are taking]' 

(3) Tswana S31 LCoie 1955:343, 178] 
a. thabeng 

'on/at the mountain' 

b. di-kgomo tse-di-fula-ng 

< thaba-ing 
mountain-LOC 

lO-cattle 1O.REL-1O-graze.PRES-LOC 
'the cattle which are grazing' 

The suffix -,ini was originally a marker of inessive relations and only 
subsequently developed into a general locative. In addition to the arguments 
brought forward by Samson and Schadeberg [1994], this claim can be 

I Abbreviations: 
ABL ablative 0 dual MA manner 
ADE adessive OEM demonstrati ve MPO mUlti-purpose oblique 
ALL aJlative DIM diminutive P plural 
ASS associative F feminine gender PRES present 
AITR attributor FEM feminine derivation RED reduplication 
AUG augmentative INE inessive REL relative 
C common gender INF infinitive S singular 
COM comitative LOC locative SUPE superessive 
COP copula M masculine gender 

Arabic numbers indicate noun classes, except if directly followed by the gloss S, where a personal 
category is meant. The source is given in brackets in the translation line. 
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convincingly supported by cases where the suffix today interacts paradigmatically 
with another postposed locative marker. 

2.1.2. The superessive/locative suffix from *-guduJ-judu 'sky', 'top'. Ruzicka 
[1959/60:648f] was the first to treat a locative suffix other than *-,ini from a 
comparative viewpoint. At this stage, only Ngazija (G44a) was known to have a 
second locative suffix -ju with a superessive meaning. Later, Rombi [1983] gave 
an attestation ofthis marker in another Comorian language, Maore (G44b), where 
it has a superessive or a more general adessive function. She derived it etymo­
logically from a noun appearing in Guthrie [1967-71] as the starred forms *-gudul 
-judu 'sky', 'top' (C.S. 880,881,886,959).2 

Rombi also mentions a semantic contrast between this locative marker and the 
suffix *-,ini, shedding light on the more concrete meaning of the two items in the 
past. It supports the idea that the latter was originally an inessive marker, as in (4). 

(4) Maore G44b [Rombi 1983:811 
mu-ri-ni vs. 
3-tree-INE 
'dans I' arbre' 

mu-ri-zu 
3-tree-SUPE 
'au-dessus de I' arbre' 

So far, the existence of the superessive marker appeared to be an isolated 
feature of Comorian Bantu. However, taking data from Tonga-Inhambane (S62) 
into account, the possibility arises that this may not have always been the case in 
the past. This language has, in addition to inherited locative prefixes, a reflex of 
*-,ini and another locative suffix -tunu: 

(5) Tonga-Inhambane S62 [Lanham 1955:209] 
nyumba-ni vs. nyumba-tunu 
house-INE house-LOC 
'in the house' 'at the house' (implying the vicinity thereof, 

e.g., in the garden) 

2 Interestingly, toponyms that are obviously or possibly parallel to the grammatical pattern noun­
SUPE occasionally appear all over the Swahili culture area. This was partly observed already by 
Rombi [1983:81]. Compare the following place names: 

Maore (G44b) Momo-zu [Rombi 1983:82] 
Ngazija (G44a) Manga-juu [Aujas 1920:55] 
Rural Zanzibar (G43c) Bwe-juu (according to oral traditions founded by Comorians) 

[R. Kriegler, p.c.] 
Vumba (G43e) ?Pungutia-yu [Hollis 1900:PlateXXXVIIIJ 
Siyu-Pate-Amu (G42a) ?Si-yu 
Mwiini (G41) Kis(i)ma-yu [Rombi 1983:81J, Kiwa-yu (? < Kisiwa-yu) 

It cannot be discussed here how the onomastic and the grammatical phenomenon are related to 
each other, let alone what historical interpretations possible answers would foster. 
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At first glance, Tonga-Inhambane -tunu and Maore superessive -zu do not 
seem to have much in common. Yet, if one considers that the two languages share 
the inessivellocative suffix and that they show a regular sound correspondence 
between It! and 171, a possible relation between the seemingly isolated suffixes 
emerges. Given the possibility that the In! in -tunu could be a reflex of *d,3 the 
Tonga-Inhambane suffix even seems to be fairly close in sound shape to its possible 
source *-gudu/-judu 'sky', 'top' in that it would not have dropped the second 
syllable. From a semantic viewpoint, however, -tunu would be further away from 
its lexical source because it is not a superessive marker but has a more general 
locative meaning. Note that the opposition between the suffixes exemplified in (5) 
above reveals again the bias of *-jni toward an inessive meaning. Map 2 gives the 
location of the three languages with an assumed reflex ofthe superessive suffix. 

Map 2: Distribution of the superessivellocative suffix *-gudu/-judu 'sky; top' 
(circles) and other host-final locative markers (hatching) 

'i. 
; i .• , •. ' 

. ' , / 

.(~._._:'i._.~. 

'. 

3 lowe this observation to R. Bailey and R. Botne who both suggested it independently. 
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2.1.3. Other host-final locative markers. There exist a few other cases of loca­
tive markers postposed on the noun in East African Bantu languages whose geo­
graphic position is also given in Map 2. Interestingly, they refer to the same spatial 
relations of inessive and superessive that are assumed to have been the original 
functions of the two grammatical suffixes and partly employ even the same lin­
guistic material. This seems to indicate that both the functions and their lexical 
sources are particularly prone to grammaticalization. 

I cannot discuss these cases in any detail. I only mention them here and will 
briefly return to them in section 5.3. They are a superessive suffix i( h)u in Chaga 
varieties (E60) and an inessive postposition ,irni in Gusii (E42) (see Gregoire 
[1975: 186f]). Furthermore, Bantu languages of central Kenya like Kikuyu (E51) 
and Kamba (E55) can place a restricted number of relational nouns behind the 
host noun to render a locative expression. In Kikuyu, for example, this behavior is 
confined to the three relational nouns igiirii 'top', gatagati 'middle', thlinl 
'inside'. Thus, they can serve both as a postposition and as the initial head of an 
associative construction, illustrated in (6). 

(6) Kikuyu E51 [Barlow 1951:200ff] 
a. rnii-ti igiirii 

3-tree 5.top 
'from [above] the tree' 

b. igiirii iia rnl-ti 
5.top 5.ASS 4-tree 
'above the trees' 

Postposing relational nouns is not only atypical from an overall genetic view­
point, but also exceptional language-internally. The Kamba postpositions, for 
example, do not belong to the phrasal tone unit of their nominal hosts [D. Odden, 
p.c.]. 

2.2. The derivational suffixes 

2.2.1. The diminutive suffix from *-yana 'child'. Many southern Bantu 
languages have a diminutive suffix typically of the form -ana. The origin of this 
element in the lexeme *-yana 'child' (Guthrie's C.S.1922) is straightforward and 
extensively discussed in Poulos [1986:288ff]. In contrast to the locative suffix 
*-,ini, the geographic distribution ofthe diminutive suffix is far more restricted. It is 
confined to southern languages, mainly of zone Rand S. 

Parallel to the behavior of the locative suffixes, the diminutive suffix can 
intimately interact semantically with inherited diminutive prefixes. Compare two 
examples from Herero (R31) and Venda (S20), respectively. In other languages it 
occurs without any diminutive prefix as in Tonga-Inhambane (S62). 

(7) Herero R31 [Engelbrecht 1925:96] 
orn-bahu > 
9-locust 
'Heuschrecke [locust]' 

oka-pahona 
13:DIM-IocustDIM 
'kleine Heuschrecke [small locust]' 
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Map 3: Distribution of the diminutive suffix from *-yana 'child' 
(narrow hatching: increased productivity) 

(8) Venda S20 [Poulos 1990:87] 
tshi-kali > 
7:DIM-clay pot 
'small clay pot' 
(somewhat broadish) 

tshi-kalana 
7: DIM-clay pot. DIM 
'very small clay pot' 

(9) Tonga-Inhambane S62 [Lanham 1955: 107] 
yim-bwa 
9-dog 
'dog' 

> yim-bwana 
9-dog.DIM 
'puppy' 

2.2.2. The feminine/augmentative suffix from *-kadj 'wife', 'woman', 
'female'. The feminine derivation suffix apparently originated in a Common 
Bantu root *-kaeJ,i 'wife', 'woman', 'female' (compare Guthrie's C.S.986). Map 4 
shows that it is also geographically restricted in being confined basically to 
languages of zone S. 
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Map 4: Distribution of the feminine/augmentative suffix from *-kad1 'wife; 
woman; female' (narrow hatching: increased productivity) 
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Moreover, in the majority of languages, it applies to a very a limited set of 
lexical items. Here follow some relevant comments regarding this derivational 
device in various languages of this zone: Cole [1955:110] for Tswana (S31)­
originally 'rare', Ziervogel and Mabuza [1976:39] for Swati (S43)- 'have become 
stereotyped', Ribeiro [1965:478] for Tonga-Shangaan (S53a)- 'algumas palavras 
importadas do zulo' [some loan words from Zulu], and Lanham [1955: 108] for 
Tonga-Inhambane (S62)- 'restricted group of personal nouns only'. This charac­
terization also holds for its isolated occurrence in zone 1 languages. The following 
examples are from Hunde (151) and Tsonga (S53b), respectively: 

(10) Hunde151 [Mateene 1992:121] 
a. mu-tambo-katsi 

l-chief-FEM 
'cheftaine' 

b. mu-twa-katsi 
I-pygmy-FEM 
'femme pygmee' 

c. im-bwa-katsi 
9-dog-FEM 
'chienne' 
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(11) Tsonga S53b [Baumbach 1987: 182J 
m-hala 
9-impala 
'impala' 

> m-hala-kati 
9-impala-FEM 
'impala ewe' 

*-kad,i occurs as a fairly productive suffix only in Xhosa (S41) and Zulu (S42), 
henceforth, Southern Nguni, and Sotho (S33). In these languages, it quite regularly 
derives the feminine counterpart of an animate noun. It can also convey an aug­
mentative or derogatory connotation and thus behave occasionally in opposition to 
the diminutive suffix. Compare the examples from Sotho (S33). 

Sotho S33 [Guma 1971:71,72] 
(12) mo-roa > mo-roa-haJi 

I-bushman I-bushman-FEM 
'Bushman' 'Bushwoman' 

(13) a. mo-lomo-hali 
3-mouth-AUG 
'big mouth' 

3. Canonic Bantu structure 

b. mo-nna-hali 
I-man-AUG 
'big, huge man' 

It can be observed above that the existence of nominal suffixes is a fairly restricted 
feature geographically within Bantu. It appears to be even more exceptional if one 
considers the fact that the normal morphotactic pattern in this language family is 
not suffixing but prefixing. It will be shown now that Bantu languages usually have 
quite different means at their disposal for expressing the above functions and that 
their inherited grammatical structure cannot, for the most part, be held responsible 
for the grammaticalization development of the above suffixes from their assumed 
lexical sources. 

3.1. Locative relations. With regard to details about locative marking in Bantu, 
we confine our discussion here to some very basic information. More extensive 
treatments can be found in Ruzicka [1959/60], Ziervogel [1971], and Gregoire 
[1975]. 

Locative concepts are partially accounted for by the inherited noun class 
system. Four such locative classes with their respective noun prefixes have been 
reconstructed for Bantu: the adessive class 16 *pa-, the general locative class 17 
*ku-, the inessive class 18 *mu-, and the far less widespread locative class 25 *e-. 
Semantically, more specific locative relations are regularly expressed by preposi­
tional phrases, which are based on a relational locative noun in an associative or 
occasionally comitative construction. This strategy, sometimes with the same 
lexical items that developed into suffixes, is also present in those languages which 
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have lost the locative noun classes. The following example from Maore (G44b) 
should be compared with (4) above. 

(14) Maore G44b (Rombi 1983:861 
sembea 1a uzu na i1atabu 
5:knife 5:COP above COM table 
'Ie couteau est sur la table' 

3.2. Derivational categories 

3.2.1. Diminutive/augmentative. The majority of Bantu languages possess also 
one or more noun classes which, exclusively or inter alia, bear a diminutive or 
augmentative connotation, although there is considerable variation across the 
family as to which particular class serves this function. Noun classes frequently 
used in the expression of diminutives are the class pair 7 * ki-/ 8 * b,i-, the class pair 
12 *ka-/ 13 *tu-, and class 19 *p,i-. There is good evidence that the last prefix is 
related to a nominal root 'child' widely attested in Niger-Congo (compare Kahler­
Meyer [1971 D. This indicates that the emergence of prefix morphology via 
grammaticalization offormer syntactic heads is a Bantu feature that can be traced 
back to its higher order genetic unit. 

The source construction, where a compound or associative syntagm with a 
head noun 'child' expresses a diminutive meaning, is still evident today in Bantoid 
languages like Tikar [Stanley 1991:432f] or Tiv [lockers 1991:43], and also in 
Rainforest Bantu. The host-initial derivational elements of these languages are 
cognate with the stem that developed into a diminutive suffix in southern Bantu. 
Consider Londo (AlIa). 

(15) Londo AlIa [Kuperus 1985:228J 
a. nw-ana-mu-iml 

1-child-1-male 
'boy' 

b. nw-ana-mo-kori 
1-child-3-hill 
'small hill' 

3.2.2. Natural sex. The expression of natural sex is, vis-a-vis previous functions, 
structurally partly different. One distinction is that it cannot be accounted for by 
features of the noun class system. 

The most frequently found strategy, apart from the restricted role of lexical 
suppletion, is an associative phrase where-as a second difference-a host-final 
modifier conveys the meaning 'female' /'male'. Consider an example from Lwena 
(K14). 

(16) Lwena K14 [Horton 1949:62] 
a. mw-ana wa-Iunga 

I-child 1.ASS-male 
'a male child' 

b. ngombe wa-ci-pwevo 
1.cattle 1.ASS-7:MA-female 
'cow' 
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Two strategies, though of restricted importance, are structurally more remini­
scent of locative and diminutive marking as presented above. First, associative 
phrases can also have the head noun bearing the semantic feature of natural sex, as 
in Tsonga (S53b). 

(17) Tsonga S53b [Baumbach 1987: 181] 
a. n-kati wa nghala b. matsune wa nghala 

I-female l.ASS lion 1 :male l.ASS lion 
'lioness' 'male lion' 

In some languages like Lwena (KI4), there exist nominal prefixes which are 
historically derived from former head nouns with semantically inherent natural sex. 
However, these are often lexically restricted and always express a more specific 
semantic notion than just sex. 

(18) Lwena K14 [Horton 1949:62] 
a. sa-ku-waha 

father-INF-be nice 
'man of pleasing appearance' 

b. nya-kaswa 
mother-termite 
'queen termite' 

3.2.3. Lexically restricted strategies. There is additional data that must be con­
sidered in a comparison between the derivational suffixes in southern Bantu and 
canonic Bantu expressions. 

First, a comparative study by Knappert [1965] shows that Bantu has a wide­
spread pattern of nominal compounding whereby an initial head noun and another 
modifying item are simply juxtaposed. The modifiers can pertain to different lexical 
categories such as nouns, adjectives, adverbs, or infinitives. What is important is 
that the initial and the final constituent can serve as a variable to form a kind of 
compound series. Consider Unguja-Swahili (G42d). 

Unguja Swahili G42d [Knappert 1965: 213,214] 
(19) a mw-ana-soka b. mw-ana-n-chi c. mw-ana-soko-ni 

l-child-9:soccer l-child-9-country l-child-9:market-LOC 
'footballer' 'native' 'market vendor' 

(20) a. ma-ji-m-oto 
6-water-3-fire 
'hot water' 

b. siku-m-oto 
9:day-3-fire 
'hot day' 

c. kazi-m-oto 
9:work-3-fire 
'hot work' 

Given a situation such as that in (20), it can be imagined that one and the same 
nominal modifier may become attached to a greater set of nouns in a more regular 
fashion. Then, an apparent parallel to a derivational suffix emerges, even if such a 
modifier as mota in (20) still bears a noun prefix while -yana and -kaeJ,i do not. 
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Another relevant fact is that a few terms of kin and social relations across the 
family show inter alia the very suffixes that have become diminutive and feminine­
augmentative markers in southern Bantu-here, without any structural difference 
to the latter. This lexical phenomenon was treated extensively by Angenot-Bastin 
[1971]. Examples are given here from Luba-Katanga (L33) and Herero (R31). 

(21) Luba-Katanga L33 IAngenot-Bastin 1971:25fJ 
a. -kazi-ana b. -lumi-ana 

-woman-X -male-X 
'jeune fille,jeune femme' 'un gar~on fort pour son age' 

(22) Herero R31 l Angenot -Bastin 1971: 10 J 
-kulu-kazi 
-aged-X 
'vieillefemme' 

3.3. Canonic Bantu structure as an insufficient explanation for noun suffix 
evolution. There is a considerable debate as to whether there exists a historically 
interpretable correlation between phrasal word order and word-internal morpheme 
order. The answer to this question is important for the general research on 
grammaticalization. Controversial arguments on this topic can be found, for 
example, in Givan [1971], Comrie [19801, Haspelmath [19921, and Harris and 
Campbell [1995: 199ff]. I cannot discuss here this issue in detail. Suffice it to say 
that there are innumerable attested cases where the synchronic morphotactic 
pattern does conform to an earlier syntactic one. Compared to this, the available 
counterexamples are few and may tum out to be restricted to special morpho­
logical domains. Thus, a positive answer to the above question is always a useful 
working hypothesis, while coming to firmer conclusions in a particular case is, to a 
large extent, an empirical issue. With regard to Bantu as a family, my experience is 
that it has, diachronically and synchronically, features typical of a consistent head­
initial language, and cases where a non-correlation between inherited syntax and 
today's morphotaxis is discernible should be subjected to a more careful examina­
tion. Bearing this in mind, one must ask the following question: How do Bantu­
typical structural means expressing locative relations and derivational noun cate­
gories relate historically to the suffixes under discussion? While answering this 
question two factors must be taken into account. 

With regard to the structural issue, one needs to determine what kind of 
grammatical input should be assumed for the emergence of the grammaticalized 
suffixes. In this respect, one must consider basically the following three parameters: 
noun phrase syntax + word formation processes, the word category of the lexical 
source items, and the morphotactic feature ofthe resulting grammemes. 

If the source structure at the beginning of the grammaticalization process is 
assumed to have been an endocentric associative or compound phrase whereby 
the nominal head developed into a grammeme, neither of the suffixes could be the 
outcome of Bantu internal processes. There is no evidence that there has ever 
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existed a productive head-final nominal syntagm in the Bantu family. On the 
contrary, the syntactic basis for relevant grammatical and lexical strategies is a 
head-initial noun phrase. This is in accordance with the attested creation in Bantu 
of nominal prefixes through the grammaticalization of earlier noun heads. 

Assuming, alternatively, that the suffixes developed out of modifiers in associa­
tive or compound-like structures, the above conclusion still holds for the locative 
suffixes, as the lexical source items in question must have been structural heads. 
This is not the case for the derivational suffixes. The lexeme -kad,i 'wife', 'female' 
and perhaps also -yana 'child' in the initial stage of grammaticalization can be 
viewed alternatively as canonically postposed modifiers. For this model of suffix 
evolution, one finds Bantu-internal structure templates. First, there are the 
compound noun pattern and the lexicalized suffixes -yana and -kad,i with human 
nouns, as described in 3.2.3. Second, one could imagine a process of contraction of 
the attested associative phrase with a sex-denoting modifier, exemplified in 3.2.2. 
However, the latter data lose their explanatory power for suffix emergence if the 
second, functional aspect is considered. The mere existence of these structures is a 
sufficient, but not a necessary, condition for suffix evolution. In other words, it 
must also be evaluated as to whether a relevant structure is, vis-a.-vis the function 
of a modem suffix, prominent enough in a canonic Bantu language to plausibly 
qualify as the exclusive source of grammaticalization. My answer is: Neither of the 
candidates is. An associative phrase with a sex-denoting modifier, though a recur­
rent construction type across Bantu, appears to be an analytical ad-hoc formation 
without showing a notable tendency to undergo phonetic concatenation toward a 
morphological word formation pattern. So far, I have not found any real case for 
such a scenario. 

With respect to the second relevant structure-the noun suffixes described by 
Angenot-Bastin [1971]-all ofthem, including -yana and -kad,i, occur with a very 
restricted set of items and are thus a phenomenon in the lexicon. They must be 
kept distinct in qualitative terms from the same suffixes as productive grammatical 
items in southern Bantu, especially Nguni and Sotho. 

One might still be inclined to disregard these considerations and view family­
internal strategies as the ultimate source of grammaticalization. However, it must 
be borne in mind that this approach falls short of answering an important question: 
Why should southern Bantu as a group cease to make use of inherited expressions 
with host-initial marking and activate instead a construction which, in the first case, 
does not seem to be particularly prone to grammaticalization and, in the second, 
was originally very restricted. 

To sum up, although all nominal suffixes have a transparent lexical source 
within Bantu regarding both meaning and word category, there is no plausible 
family-internal scenario for the development of locative suffixes. The few deriva­
tional Bantu patterns resembling a presumable source structure may have fostered 
the overall grammaticalization process, but were hardly its only cause. Conse­
quently, it appears untenable to explain the genesis of the suffixes in terms of a 
complete, functionally motivated grammaticalization cycle from a syntactic con­
struction toward a polymorphemic word form, that is, Givan's concept of 'today's 
morphology is yesterday'S syntax'. 
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4. Genetic and structural profile of the test language sample 

If the inherited structural features of Bantu cannot account satisfyingly for the 
emergence ofthe suffixal noun morphology, an attractive explanation would be to 
assume external linguistic influence by non-Bantu languages with head-final and 
suffixing features that could have served for Bantu as templates for structural 
calquing (compare inter alia Harris & Campbell LI995:199ff]). This could have 
occurred in a situation of sociolinguistic contact and resulting interference pre­
vailing at the time when Bantu languages successively expanded into their present 
eastern and southern areas of distribution. In the following section, I outline 
principled and some not so principled circumstances that led to the establishment 
of a test language sample for investigating such an alternative historical explanation 
and discuss the results obtained in this survey. 

4.1. Principles of choice and classification of test languages. The following 
ideas stand behind the design of the sample. From the fact that the noun-suffix 
phenomenon is relatively widespread in eastern and southern Bantu languages, I 
conclude that its development is not a local and recent innovation, but a fairly old 
and global process in this area with the possibility of subsequent Bantu internal 
diffusion. This makes it necessary to include in the necessary time depth all still 
extant genetic lineages that could have been present in a probable contact area. 
Whether or not a lineage meets these criteria was determined in accord with its 
assumed historical range of influence and/or in accord with the present distribution 
of its extant member languages. This is to insure that the genetic and structural 
variation encountered by the southward expanding Bantu family is sufficiently 
represented. I also tried to include members from all still extant branches of a 
chosen lineage in order to cover its synchronic and thus its possible diachronic 
structural variation. 

These general principles preclude certain restrictions on the choice of an 
individual test language as the synchronic representative of a genetic lineage to be 
included. Thus, a test language itself need not be located in a probable contact 
region. I included, for example, geographically quite remote Cushitic languages like 
Awngi and Oromo because this family as a lineage has a long historical standing in 
eastern Africa, shows considerable internal branching, and is, according to Allen 
[1993], assumed to have played a role in the origin of Swahili culture. Also, a test 
language need not have more than a geographically restricted importance. For 
example, the fact that Comorian Bantu possesses an almost genuine locative suffix 
is sufficient reason to include Malagasy in the sample, although the latter can so far 
not be shown to have been in contact with Bantu languages on the mainland. In 
general, it is not implied that an individual test language has itself ever been in 
contact with a Bantu language. 

Of course, the genetic exhaustiveness to be aimed at can only be a relative one 
because of an important, but uncontrollable factor. One must make the principal 
reservation that any sample can only reflect the synchronic situation of a given 
geographic area. However, the possibility should not be underestimated that whole 
non-Bantu lineages or at least important branches of still extant ones, which would 
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have to be included according to the above principles, were completely obliterated 
in the course of time. 

All the above reasons led me to include Arabic and Malagasy from among the 
candidates not indigenous to Africa. I did not consider Portuguese, English, or-if 
at all applicable- Persian and various Indian languages because of ill-fitting time 
depths and/or sociolinguistic contact patterns. African lineages of the survey are 
Nilotic, Cushitic, and all those subsumed under the label Khoisan. Table 1 lists the 
test languages, their assumed genetic affiliation and the sources providing the data. 
Map 5 shows their rough geographic position. 

With regard to the genetic classification, only those units are accepted that are 
or obviously could be established in the present state of reseaarch via standard 
comparative methodology. Therefore, Khoisan is, counter the common Africanist 
tradition, not treated as a genetic unit, and the various subgroups are provisionally 
viewed as isolates or isolate families. The terms Khoisan and South African Khoi­
san (henceforth SAK) are used, but only with the meaning of non-genetic sets of 
click languages not related to another genetic lineage. In a parallel fashion, the term 
Non-Khoe is a preliminary, non-genetic cover term that distinguishes a typologi­
cally closer group of SAK languages from the Khoe family and Kwadi (compare 
Gtildemann [1998] and Gtildemann & VoSen [forthcoming] for some discussion). 

Table 1: Sample of test languages 
Family Branch Language Data source( s) 

1 Barito Malagasy Malzac 11926] 

2 Semitic Arabic Fischer 11972] 

3 Nilotic West Anywa Reh [1997, p.c.] 

4 Nilotic East Maa Tucker & Mpaayei 11955] 

5 Nilotic South Nandi Hollis [1909], Creider & Creider 11989] 

6 Cushitic Central Awngi Hetzron [1978] 

7 Cushitic East Oromo Stroomer [ 1995] 

8 Cushitic South Burunge KieBIing 11994, poco] 

9 Isolate Hadza Bleek [1931], Voogt 11992], 8. Sands I poco] 

10 Isolate Sandawe Dempwolff[19161, Kagaya [1993] 
E. Elderkin [poco] 

11 Isolate Kwadi Westphal [1971, field notes] 

12 Khoe Khoekhoe Nama, !Ora Meinhof [1930], Hagman [1977), Haacke [1995] 

13 Khoe Kalahari Hiecho Doman 11917] 

14 !Ui-Taa West!Ui IXam Meriggi 11928/9], Bleek [1928-30] 

15 lUi-Taa East lUi IIXegui Ziervogel [1955], Lanham & Hallowes [1956a,b I 
16 !Ui-Taa Taa !X05 Dickens & Traill [1977), TraiII [1994] 

17 Isolate :fHoa Gruber [1973, 1975], C. Collins [poco] 

18 Ju Jul'hoan Snyman [1970], Dickens [nodo] 
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Map 5. Distribution oftest languages 
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4.2. From test language to possible contact language. Every test language was 
investigated in two respects. Firstly, possible source structures in relevant 
grammatical domains, that is, nominal attribution and compounding, were checked, 
Secondly, a survey was conducted of how the functions covered by the Bantu 
suffixes, Le., locative relations, diminutives, and natural sex, are expressed in a 
given test language. An additional distinction was made here between grammatical 
and lexical strategies. 

Regarding the comparability of data, it has to be kept in mind that the available 
sources are highly divergent both in quantity and quality. Moreover, there still 
exists a considerable lack of data on various test languages, in particular languages 
currently classified as Khoisan, although some of the lacunae could be filled with 
the hel p of specialists. 
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Table 2 contains the infonnation that is necessary to evaluate whether a linguis­
tic expression in a test language makes a good candidate to be a possible inter­
ference pattern in the assumed contact-induced development of noun suffixes in 
Bantu. It is not possible here to discuss every piece of data as this would go far 
beyond the space of this article. I must refer the reader to the sources given in 
Table 1 in order to compare whether my classificatory interpretations do justice to 
the facts as presented there. 

The above theoretical considerations allow a fairly precise analysis as to 
whether an expression in a given test language is, with regard to the achieved 
target pattern, a good candidate for a source pattern or not. This will be demon­
strated by way of representative examples from the data of the test language 
sample. The following distinctions are made: If a respective marker conveying a 
relevant function is initial vis-a-vis the nominal host, the construction was viewed 
as negative. Compare the following examples from Burunge, Oromo, and Kwadi, 
with preposed marking oflocation, sex, and size, respectively. 

(23) Burunge [KieBling 1994: 194] 
cina da ' ang-e 
top:F F:A TIR mountain-ALL 
'auf dem Berg [on (top of) the mountain]' 

(24) Oromo [Stroomer 1995:39] 
karma lukuu 
male chicken:A TIR 
'cock (lit.: a male of chicken)' 

(25) K wadi [Westphal n.d.] 
a. l)lwiJi ya-de 

smalL? thing-M:S 
'(one) small thing' 

b. /;i kye.na 'i-wa 
two big egg-M:D 
'two big eggs' 

A neutral pattern, though in general rare, is a construction where the respective 
marker is detached from the nominal host. This is the case with a serial verb con­
struction, which in Non-Khoe languages like IXam (26) appears to be a major 
expression for locative relations. 

(26) IXam [Bleek 1928-30:97] 
hil) Ie: s' a IIneil) 
they enter sit house 
'they sat in the house' 

Cases where the position of the marker confonns to the morphotactic feature 
ofthe Bantu noun suffixes, that is, when it is final vis-a-vis its host, are considered 
to be positive. This holds, for example, for the suffixes marking location in Hadza, 
size (and sex-gender) in Namibian Khoekhoe, and sex-gender in Sandawe. 
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Table 2. Test languages and surveyed linguistic structures 

AITR COMP LOC DIM NS 
GR LEX GR LEX GR LEX 

Malagasy IH lH PR lH PF+RED IH ? FM 

Arabic IH IH PR ? IF ? (G.SF) ? 

Anywa lH lH PR lH (F.PF) FM PF lH/FM 

Maa IH lH PR IH F.PF ? PF ? 

Nandi lH lH/FH PR lH/FH F.PF ? PF ? 

Awngi FH FH SF FH F.SF ? G.SF ? 

Oromo lH lH? EC FH F.SF ? (G.SF) lH/FM 

Burunge IH IH SF lH (F.PF) FM (G.SF) IH? 

Hadza lH ? SF/PR ? SF/(F.SF) ? (G.SF) ? 

Sandawe FH FH EC FH ? FH/FM G.SF 1M 

Kwadi FH FH PO ? ? 1M G.SF 1M 

Khoekhoe FH FH PO FH SF - G.SF 1M 

Hiecho FH FH SF? FH ? FH - (FH)/IM 

IXam FH FH PR FHID - FH - FH 

IIXegwi lH FH PR FH ? FH ? FH 

!Xoo FH FH PR FHID - FH - FH 

:j:Hoa FH FH? PR FH SF ? SF? ? 

lul'hoan FH FH PR FHlD - FH - FH 

Abbreviations: AITR nominal attribution LEX lexical means 
COMP nominal compounding LOC locative 
DIM diminutive NS natural sex 
GR grammatical means 

Table values: D detached from noun phrase PF prefix 
EC enclitic PO postposition 
F feminine PR preposition 
FH final head RED reduplication 
FM final modifier SF suffix 
G gender ? no or insufficient data 
IF infix not applicable 
IH initial head I separates 2 construction types 
1M initial modifier ( ... ) restricted productivity 
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(27) Hadza [Voogt 1992: 13] 
maku-nina 
pot-in 
'in the pot' 

(28) Khoekhoe [Hagman 1977:26f] 
a. tata-ro-p 

father-DIM-M:S 
'the little father' 

b. ' om-kara-s 
house-AUG-F:S 
'the enormous house' 

(29) Sandawe lDempwolff 1916:27] 
!'ane 
parent in law 

vs. !'ane-su 
parent in law-F 

, Schwiegervater' 
[father-in-law] 

, Schwiegermutter' 
[ mother-in-law] 

Among positive patterns, one can further determine a subset that meets the 
criteria for a susceptible source to an even higher degree. A pattern is a more 
likely source the more it has phonetic integrity (regular shape, less fused with its 
host, etc.), semantic specificity, or even lexical transparency-in other, though 
admittedly simplistic, words-the lower its degree of grammaticalization. The first 
two of the following examples demonstrate postposed relational nouns in Awngi 
and Jul'hoan, respectively. The last two examples show that Hiecho derives 
diminutives by means of the postposed noun 'child' and that !X05 expresses 
natural sex through the postposed nouns 'father' /'mother'. 

(30) Awngi [Hetzron 1978: 125ff] 
a. X-ampa-da 

X-top-LOC 
'on, onto X' 

b. X-aya-des 
X-interior-ABL 
'from inside X' 

(31) Jul'hoan [Dickens n.d.:48,49] 
a. S1 g!hooa da'a tzi 

they sit fire outside 
'They are sitting around the fire.' 

b. ha hoa goqrri ko nlom din 
he find lizard MPO stone buttock 
'He found the lizard under the stone. ' 

(32) Hiecho [Doman 1917:99,97,93] 
a. ju Ikwa b. hi Ikwa 

sheep child tree child 
'a lamb' 'a bush or shrub' 

c. IIgaiehe Ikwa 
chief child 
'prince' 
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(33) !Xoo [Traill1994:154, 174] 
a. tiia aa 

person father 
'man' 

b. tiia qae 
person mother 
'woman' 

c. gillni ~a 
cattle father 
'ox' 

d gzimi qae 
cattle mother 
'cow' 

These evaluation principles, when applied to the data of Table 2, yield the 
simplified presentation in Table 3. Its interpretation will be obvious: The more 
positive symbols a test language has, the higher it ranks on a scale of theoretically 
probable candidates with structural input for a contact induced change in Bantu, 
and vice versa. Provided a test language is a good representative of its lineage, one 
would have a first preliminary means for delimiting the range of genetic units to 
which the assumed contact languages belonged. 

According to this line of reasoning, it will become apparent that certain groups 
can be excluded from a more qualitatively oriented evaluation. All languages 
considered not indigenous to Africa, i.e., Arabic and Malagasy, and the whole of 
Nilotic, show a very low degree of structural similarity with a language design that 
can explain the suffix emergence within a contact explanation. However, Cushitic, 
except for its southern branch, and the various Khoisan lineages conform to a 
considerable degree to the theoretically determined structure of a probable contact 
language. In the light of the above findings, the remaining part of this article 
discusses the already available contact hypothesis concerning SAK and outlines 
some additional ideas and tasks for future research. 

5. Contact interference as an explanation for noun suffix evolution 

5.1. Previous research on South African Khoisan interference in southern 
Bantu. Presently, Khoisan languages are characterized by very low social prestige 
and any linguistic impact they have on Bantu languages can at best be a local 
phenomenon. However, it is safe to assume that this situation was different in the 
past, especially at the time when the first Bantu speakers immigrated in small 
groups into southern Africa. It has been common ground for a long time in both 
linguistic and non-linguistic research that the peoples speaking southern Bantu and 
SAK languages interacted intimately. The wealth of archaeological, historical, 
ethnographical, biological, and linguistic evidence will not be repeated here. Suffice 
it to say that sociolinguistic contacts were so extensive and varied that both 
borrowing and interference through shift (compare Thomason & Kaufman 
[1991 :35ff]) must be viewed as relevant for early influence of Khoisan on Bantu. 

In the linguistic literature, this idea has been entertained on a fairly profound 
empirical basis in terms of contacts between Khoekhoe and the whole of Southern 
Nguni, despite the fact that actual interaction is historically attested only for Xhosa. 
Studies considering Khoisan languages other than Khoekhoe were deficient in 
various respects. On the one hand, scholars had to rely until very recently on 
insufficient or unsystematically presented data. On the other hand, an explicit or 
implicit assumption of an unproven genetic unity of Khoisan in general and/or a 
structural homogeneity of languages subsumed under the linguistically vacuous 
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Table 3. Test languages and evaluation oftheir linguistic structures as possible 
borrowing templates 

ATTR caMP Lac DIM NS 
GR LEX GR LEX GR LEX 

Malagasy - - - - - - (+) 

Arabic - - - (+) 

Anywa - - - - (-) (+) - -/(+) 

Maa - - - - - -

Nandi - -/+ - -/+ - -
Awngi + + + + + + 

aromo - - + + + (+) -/(+) 

Burunge - - + - (-) (+) (+) (-) 

Hadza - +/- +/(+) (+) 

Sandawe + + + + +/(+) + (-) 

Kwadi + + + (-) + (-) 

Khoekhoe + + + + + + (-) 

Hiecho + + + + + (+)/(-) 

IXam + + (-) + + + 

IIXegwi +/- + (-) + + + 

!Xoo + + (-) + + + 

+Hoa + + (-) + + (+) 

Jul'hoan + + (-) + + + 

Note: boldly framed columns mark the expression types more apt to borrowing 
+ positive [FH/(FM)/PO/EC/SF) 
blank neutral [RED/IFID/-) or no info [?) 

negative [IH/(lM)/PRlPF) 
( ... ) uncertain information or a characteristic ofthe source pattern weakening its 

possible positive or negative impact 

term "Bushman" languages often biased the conclusions. 
The bulk of previous work, such as Meinhof [1905], Bourquin [1951], Lanham 

[1962], Louw [1974, 1976, 1977a,b,c, 1979, 1986], Argyle [1986a,b], Herbert 
[1990], Sommer and VoBen [1992], and VoBen [1997], is primarily oriented 
towards direct borrowing on the part of Bantu in phonology, morphology, and the 
lexicon. Lickey [1985] is one of the very few that explicitly tried to find evidence 
for the plausible assumption that the great influence of SAK in southern Bantu 
languages, especially in their phonology, should be accompanied by interference in 
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the grammatical domain. She concluded, however, that her prediction was not 
borne out by the empirical facts considered in her analysis. 

In general, the outcome of previous linguistic research presents, on the one 
hand, the established notion of an important linguistic impact of Khoekhoe on 
Nguni via direct borrowing, but, on the other hand, a quite vague picture about 
inter-lineage interference for the rest of SAK and southern Bantu. The available 
research results will now be combined with the findings of this investigation 
regarding nominal suffixes in Bantu. 

5.2. Derivational suffixes with special reference to South African Khoisan. 
For reasons which will become apparent below, the derivational suffixes will be 
discussed apart from the locative ones. Here, the work by Engelbrecht 119251 
must be mentioned separately, as it is exceptional when compared to the treat­
ments listed in 5.1, which mostly deal with borrowing of linguistic substance. 
Engelbrecht's article discusses extensively the suffixes -kad,i and -yana in view of 
the attested language contact with Khoekhoe varieties and attributes their existence 
to what in modem terms would be called a process of structural calquing. This idea 
was briefly entertained again by Bill/1974:75f]. 

Engelbrecht's argument that the development of derivational suffixes in Bantu 
is closely tied to the historical interaction with SAK languages will now be substan­
tiated and completed. The following observations are drawn mostly from the 
results of the present investigation. 

1. The geographic distribution of the derivational suffixes given in Maps 3 and 
4 can be characterized as the southern periphery of the Bantu speaking area. This 
region is almost coextensive with a region that can safely be said to have been 
inhabited prior to the Bantu spread by populations speaking languages related to 
synchronically attested SAK lineages like Khoe, Kwadi, !Ui-Taa, Ju, and :fHoa. In 
this sense, the geographic distribution of the structures to be explained via family­
external interference coincides nicely with the area where the sociolinguistic 
contact with the assumed linguistic substratum could, and in sufficiently many 
cases has been proved to, have taken place. 

2. The simple fact that regular devices to express natural sex with animates and 
diminutives have been described in SAK languages since the first short grammar 
sketches were published is remarkable. In view of the extremely restricted 
knowledge we possess even today for great parts of their linguistic structure, one 
wonders why early scholars so often commented upon these features. Admittedly, 
the concentration of early comparative work in this area on grammatical gender 
and alternative expressions for natural sex certainly plays a role. However, this is 
unlikely to be the only factor. There is at least one other point to be considered: 
Khoisan peoples in southern Africa have in common that breeding of livestock 
and/or hunting playa central role in their economic subsistence. This conceptual 
orientation toward animals suggests that such closely associated features as sex and 
size are prone to be expressed linguistically. Their regular and semantically trans­
parent encoding, in turn, would make them probable targets for contact inter­
ference in southern Bantu languages, even more so, as their speakers share at least 
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an important cultural component of pastoralism with some of their Khoisan 
neighbors. 

3. Another clear parallel between SAK as a whole and the affected Bantu 
languages is the largely identical morphotaxis in the relevant domain: the markers 
have mostly a host-final position, irrespective of whether they are grammaticalized 
suffixes or lexically transparent noun stems. The homogeneity within Khoisan can 
be seen as a reflex of the general preference for head-final noun phrase organiza­
tion in the domain of associative constructions and related derivational patterns­
and this irrespective of the word order characteristics in other grammatical 
domains. It has been observed already by Heine [1976:56] that this qualifies as an 
areal feature ofthis linguistic region prior to the Bantu spread. That precisely those 
Bantu languages that entered this area have developed derivational suffixes 
strongly suggests that this is partly the result of continuous structural pressure 
from the SAK substratum toward host-final marking devices on nouns. 

4. The lexical sources ofthe respective derivational elements are also identical 
for Bantu and SAK as far as they are still discernible (compare the relevant 
columns in Table 2 and examples in 4.2; only Khoekhoe and =l=Hoa have lexically 
opaque diminutive suffixes and the Khoe family and Kwadi possess sex-sensitive 
gender suffixes). Even if universal principles of grammaticalization play an 
important role, the fact remains that, in all other SAK languages and southern 
Bantu, a noun meaning 'child' yields a diminutive while a nominallexeme with the 
meaning component 'female' yields a feminine marker. Additional examples from 
IXam for both functions are given in (34)-(35). 

IXam [Bleek 1928-30: 95f, 96] 
(34) a IIho Opwa b. IIhollho-ka !kauk~n 

bag child bag.P-A TIR children 
'little bag' 'little bags' 

(35) a toi laiti 
ostrich woman 
'female ostrich' 

b. tOI-ta Ika:g~n 
ostrich-A TIR wives 
'female ostriches' 

5. If one determines the strongest impact of derivational suffixes in a language 
or subgroup of southern Bantu, other significant observations regarding the SAK 
hypothesis can be made. The following parameters can serve to evaluate this 
impact: a) degree of loss of Bantu-typical structural means to express respective 
functions; b) number of derivational suffixes; c) degree oftheir grammaticalization 
(inter alia defined by productivity, cooccurrence, paradigmaticity, and agreement); 
and d) direction of their further functional expansion. An analysis of these para­
meters does not yield a homogeneous picture across southern Bantu. Instead, a 
geographically even more marginal center of suffix importance can be identified 
with the most southerly varieties of Southern Nguni and Sotho, whereby the 
former clearly shows the highest affectedness. Moreover, the way these suffixes 
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are integrated in their grammar is highly reminiscent of the use of parallel markers 
in SAK. 

The following facts lead to this generalization: First, in contrast to such southern 
Bantu languages as, for example, Herero and Venda (compare (7) and (8) in 2.2.1 
above), Southern Nguni and Sotho no longer have recourse to the inherited 
diminutive marking by means of prefixes. Furthermore they are the only lan­
guages that have the feminine suffix as well as the diminutive suffix as a fairly 
productive derivational device. Another piece of evidence for claiming that these 
suffixes are more deeply entrenched in the grammar of these languages is that they 
can combine to a limited extent in a compound suffix, as in Zulu (36) 

(36) Zulu [Doke 1992:§210] 
isi-bhuz-azana 
7-goat-FEM.DIM 
'young female goat not yet kidded' 

In Nguni, there are still stronger signs of grammaticalization of these suffixes. 
First, both can be used not only with nouns, but also with adjectives and so-called 
relative stems, as in (37). This fact is parallel to the use of diminutive suffixes with 
predicates and nominal attributes as attested at least in !Vi and Khoekhoe, 
illustrated by the examples from IXam and Nama (38-39). 

(37) Zulu [Doke 1992: §199, 283] 
a umu-ntu om-khulu-kazi 

I-person REL: I-big-AVG 
'a very big man' 

(38) IXam [Meriggi 1928/9: 146] 
!kwii a tenni-OPVc1 
child REL small-DIM 
'ein kleines Kind [a small child]' 

(39) Nama [Hagman 1977: 33,74] 
a. !om-ro tao-p 

difficult-DIM path-M:S 
'the slightly difficult road' 

b. len-kabi e-bomvana 
DEM.9-ox REL:9-red.DIM 
'this reddish ox' 

b. !hoa-ro 
converse-DIM 
'converse a bit' 

With the possibility in Nguni of attaching a derivational suffix to an adjective, 
even an incipient suffix agreement between the head noun and its modifier has 
emerged, as illustrated in (40). Moreover, there is possible reduplication of the 
diminutive marker, as shown in (41). 
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Zulu [Doke 1992: §273, 274; §208] 

(40) a imi-shana emi-bilana b. 
4-tree.DIM REL.4-two.DIM 
'two little trees' 

um-fazi om-de-kazi 
I-woman REL: l-tall-FEM 
'a tall woman' 

(41) a in-ja 
9-dog 
'dog 

b. in-jana 
9-dog.DIM 
'little dog' 

c. in-janyana 
9-dog.RED.DIM 
'very little dog' 

d. in-janyanyana 
9-dog.RED.DIM 
'exceedingly tiny dog' 

The implication ofthese data from the most southerly languages, and Nguni in 
particular, for the hypothesis of SAK interference in the development of deriva­
tional suffixes is clear: The fact that, and the way, these suffixes gain in gram­
matical importance the more languages have geographically encroached upon 
areas previously populated by SAK peoples can be motivated by the plausible 
assumption that such languages had the greatest chance of acquiring linguistic 
features of the languages they were presumably in contact with. 

This conclusion is also borne out when the functional expansion of the deriva­
tional suffixes in Nguni and Sotho is considered. One finds again clear parallels to 
the grammatical characteristics of the assumed linguistic adstratum. For example, 
paucality with mass and non-count nouns is expressed with the help of a dimi­
nutive marker both in Southern Nguni and at least some Khoe languages, for 
example, Khoekhoe and presumably also Hiecho. Again, Zulu and Nama provide 
ill ustrati ve examples. 

(42) Zulu [Doke 1992:§200] 

ama-zWl > 
6-word 
'words' 

ama-zwana 
6-word.DIM 
'a few words' 

(43) Nama [Hagman 1977:26] 

/lam-r6-'i 
water-DIM-C:S 
'a little bit of water' 

Admittedly, phenomena of this kind are surely universal tendencies, as lurafsky 
[1996] has shown that the use of a diminutive marker with adjectives and verbs, 
or in the expression of paucality, can be frequently observed cross-linguistically. 
However, "universal tendency" in grammaticalization does not mean "necessary 
development". After all, inherited diminutive prefixes of Bantu did not undergo 
such processes. Moreover, apparent similarities between southern Bantu and 
Khoisan languages in the functional load of derivational devices cannot always be 
attributed to universal trends. Recall in this respect that the feminine suffix in 
Nguni and Sotho can have an augmentative and/or derogatory connotation, as 
shown in (44) in two further examples from Zulu. 
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(44) Zul u [Doke 1992: § 199] 
a um-thi-kazi 

3-tree-AUG 
'a huge tree' 

b. um-fazi-kazi 
l-woman-AUG 
'a great hulk of a woman' 

75 

This is certainly not universal. On the contrary, the association of feminine sex 
with small size appears to be the cross-linguistically more frequent pattern. 
Languages of the test sample like Awngi, Oromo, and presumably also Hadza 
belong here and this makes them, in connection with the problem mentioned, less 
likely contact candidates. The typologically infrequent behavior of the feminine 
marker in the respective Bantu languages has, however, parallels in SAK. 

A possibly relevant case may be found in Khoe. The manipulation of sex 
genders for semantic and pragmatic purposes is a general phenomenon of this 
family, observed, for example, in Kxoe [Kohler 1981 :515] and Naro [Westphal 
1962:41]. Hagman [1977:23f] describes the process of exchanging the unmarked 
gender of a noun by its opposite with more precision in Namibian Khoekhoe. 
Although, according to W. Haacke [p.c.], the data may not be valid for all 
varieties, it throws light on the general conceptual nature of grammatical gender in 
Khoe. Hagman [ibid.] writes: 

" ... gender replacement conveys the meaning "largeness of size with 
derogation" when largeness is an undesirable characteristic of the referent 
of the noun stem, it conveys simply "largeness of size" when largeness is 
neither desirable nor undesirable, and it may even convey the meaning 
"smallness of size" if smallness is undesirable." 

(45) Nama [Hagman 1977:23] 
a 'om-s > 

house-F:S 
'the house' 

b. pen-i > 
pen-M:S 
'the pen' 

'om -i 
house-M:S 
'the big house' 

pen-s 
pen-F:S 
'the unusually fat pen' 

Important for the present discussion is the fact that not only each member of 
the gender opposition, but also the switch between them is associated with a 
function, that is, in the majority of cases augmentation and derogation. In the 
Bantu languages Nguni and Sotho, such a manipulation of a marker of sex would 
be possible in only one direction, that is, replacing the unmarked form without a 
suffix by its marked feminine counterpart. The possible effect of the feminine 
marker in these Bantu languages on the meaning of the noun, that is, augmen­
tation and derogation, is identical to Hagman's characterization of gender 
replacement. Considering the fact that with the suffix -yana these languages also 
have a means at their disposal to derive diminutives, it is conceivable that an 
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exclusive association between the feminine marker and an augmentative reading 
may have come into being. 

Yet, there is even a clearer case of a conceptual connection between feminine 
sex and large size in SAK. Traill [1994: 177] observes in !X65, a !Ui-Taa language, 
that the stem qae meaning 'mother', 'female' (compare (33) in 4.2 above) has, in 
addition to its use as a feminine marker, the following derivational meaning: 

"When suffixed to plant names it signifies a broader-leaved more substantial 
variety; with certain other objects it signifies more substantial size, weight." 

The fact that a relatively rare semantic phenomenon is shared by languages of both 
southern Bantu and SAK strongly suggests that there is a historical connection 
between the feminine suffix in the two compared groups. 

6. A final argument is that there exists evidence according to which some of the 
Bantu languages discussed above have borrowed directly from Khoe languages in 
the relevant functional domain of noun derivation and compounding. The conclu­
sion is clear: If borrowing is attested, it can safely be assumed that the contact 
situation provided for structural calquing, too. According to Louw [1976:90f], the 
suffix -s( h)e used to derive female proper names in Southern Nguni and, in Xhosa 
only, some other human nouns, has its most probable origin in the 3rd person 
feminine singular suffix -s of Khoekhoe. Another Xhosa suffix -rha used to derive 
nominals with a similative, approximative, or derogatory connotation Louw 
[1976:92f] relates to the Khoekhoe adjective suffix -xa. Note that both elements 
are features of Khoe in general: The gender suffix is reconstructed by VoSen 
[1997b:342] as Proto-Khoe -sa; the suffix -xa exists at least in Kxoe, a Khoe 
language ofthe Kalahari branch (see Kohler [1981:511]). Thus, the ultimate origin 
of the Nguni borrowings cannot yet be tied conclusively to the historically most 
recent contact with varieties ofthe Khoekhoe branch. 

Engelbrecht [1925:99f] demonstrated that Herero has also been influenced by 
Namibian Khoekhoe in a structural domain relevant for the discussion. He lists a 
considerable number of obvious loan-translations from Khoekhoe compound 
nouns which are structurally distinct from the Bantu-typical head-initial pattern. In 
light of contact between Herero and non-Bantu languages, it would be interesting 
to investigate whether the very marked phenomenon of head-internal subject 
relatives in Herero (see Haacke [1985]) could receive at least partial motivation 
because a parallel to non-Bantu head-final structures is apparent. 

All the above arguments taken together strongly suggest that the SAK 
hypothesis is relevant when trying to account for the emergence of the derivational 
suffixes in southern Bantu. The following provisions should be made relating to 
this general conclusion: Unquestionable Khoisan interference in the relevant 
domain can be observed in Southern Nguni and Herero and can be attributed in 
part to their historically attested contact with Khoekhoe varieties. However, the 
Khoisan source should not be restricted to one genetic lineage only. Already, 
previous studies had observed that non-Bantu features in southern Bantu cannot 
be related completely to modern Khoekhoe sources. In fact, most directly bor-
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rowed lexical items in Southern Nguni do not have counterparts in this subfamily 
of Khoe and sociolinguistic contact between Zulu and Khoekhoe varieties could 
only be inferred from linguistic facts. 

This observation is also valid for the discussion of the emergence of nominal 
suffixes. Recall that a head-final noun phrase and its resulting structure templates 
are not restricted to Khoekhoe but represent an areal feature of pre-Bantu 
southern Africa. Other Khoe and Non-Khoe languages with their often lexically 
transparent constructions may also have played an important role in this process. 
Also, some Bantu languages, especially Nguni and Sotho, may have been secon­
dary sources for the proliferation of derivational suffixes in southern Bantu because 
ethnic groups speaking these languages were particularly involved in the historical 
events of the Mfecane in the last century that affected the whole of southern Africa 
and even places much further north. 

It is unclear so far whether there is any direct relation between the use of the 
feminine suffix *-kad,i in some zone J languages and its grammatical function in 
Nguni and Sotho. Apparently, the phenomenon in zone J cannot be accounted for 
by invoking Khoisan contact and must remain unexplained. If at all relevant for the 
question in southern Bantu, one should consider it in line with the ideas brought 
forward in 3.3 above to be an internal feature, which, at best, may have fostered 
grammaticalization but was hardly its trigger. 

5.3. The locative suffixes in relation to the derivational suffixes. That the 
Khoisan hypothesis in its above form is not a tenable explanation for the 
emergence oflocative suffixes will become clear from their geographic distribution 
also in areas far outside the historically attested range of SAK languages (see Map 
1 and 2). 

One possible solution to this problem is to follow the implicit thinking prevailing 
up to now - implicit in the sense that the suffixes have only rarely been discussed 
in terms of the specific historical circumstances of their emergence, so that this 
approach is rather a non-approach. Up to now, no association whatsoever was 
made between the development of derivational suffixes on the one hand and 
locative suffixes on the other. The derivational grammemes *-yana and *-kad,i are 
viewed in accordance with the findings in 5.2 as markers that presumably came 
into being in southern Bantu. While the superessive/locative suffix has not yet been 
discussed at all from this perspective, the origin of inessive/locative *-,ini is placed 
according to the most explicit account by Samson & Schadeberg [1994] in the 
northeastern hemisphere of the family. 

Support from the above empirical findings for the hypothesis regarding *-,ini is 
twofold. First, as mentioned in 2.1.3, this locative suffix is not an isolated pheno­
menon in northeastern Bantu. Instead one observes another concentration of host­
final, though usually less grammaticalized locative markers in various languages of 
zone E, which are loosely distributed along the border between Tanzania and 
Kenya. It is significant in this respect that in the same area at least the South 
Nilotic language Nandi also shows a family-atypical behavior with respect to 
locative marking. Like Bantu, Nilotic as a family has a consistent head-initial noun 
phrase (compare Table 2). Nandi, however, besides making use of canonical 
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prepositions and preposed relational nouns, possesses compound-like locative 
structures that have the relational noun final to the nominal host (compare, inter 
alia, Creider & Creider 1989:70]. Thus, reflexes of a head-final noun phrase 
structure not being easily explained by family-internal development is found in a 
relatively confined area in languages of two genetically unrelated families. A 
suggestive historical hypothesis for this kind of host-final locative marking is to 
assume that the affected languages of Bantu and Nilotic have an external linguistic 
adstratum in common. As these two families were presumably the latest to enter 
this geographic area, this source was almost certainly a substratal one (see Ehret 
[1971, 1974] and Heine [1979] for overviews and more details on the early 
linguistic history in eastern Africa). 

With regard to such a substratum, the second consideration comes into play. 
The data in Table 3 reveal that other attested lineages in eastern Africa partially 
possess structural features in locative constructions that could have served as 
possible sources for calquing. A plausible candidate in particular, besides such 
isolated remnant languages as Sandawe and partly Hadza, are Cushitic languages. 
Note that a similar concept of an early Cushitic substratum in eastern Africa called 
Proto-Baz and assigned to its eastern branch is invoked by Heine et al. [1979]. 

Speech forms structurally close to modem South Cushitic are, however, an 
unlikely source for host-final locative marking, as this group has synchronically, for 
whatever reasons, a fairly consistent head-initial noun phrase order. The fact that 
relational nouns in many languages of Central and East Cushitic are host-final 
indicates that modem South Cushitic might not be very representative as far as 
noun phrase syntax of early Cushitic is concerned. Thus, consider example (30) 
from Awngi (repeated below) and example (46) from Oromo. 

[(30)] Awngi 
a. X -ampa-da 

X-top-LOC 
'on, onto X' 

b. X-ava-des 
X-interior-ABL 
'from inside X' 

(46) Oromo [Stroomer 1995: 99,52, 100] 
a mina keesa 

house in 
'in the house' 

b. {arda irraa 
horse on.ABL 
'from the horse' 

The above considerations support an origin of locative *-jni that is geo­
graphically independent of external Bantu contacts in southern Africa. However, 
the assumption that the emergence of derivational and locative suffixes is spatially 
and/or temporally unrelated also has disadvantages. An empirical problem is that 
the hypothesis of a separate northern origin of the suffix *-jni falls short of 
explaining why Bantu zone S-as the center of derivational suffixes-is also the 
most compact distribution area ofthis locative suffix with no peripheral coastal bias 
as found in the northern area (see Map O. Moreover, with Tonga-Inhambane, this 
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oflocative *-jni found as far north as southwestern Tanzania originated in Nguni 
varieties situated at the extreme southern end of the Bantu area. In general, there is 
ample room left for scientific imagination that addresses the still too rarely enter­
tained concept of Bantu as a group of languages that emerged and continuously 
changed in a specific areal setting and which can thus not be sufficiently explained 
historically in terms ofunilinear divergence processes. 

APPENDIX 

Map 6. Bantu speaking areas with nominal suffixes and other host-final 
markers acording to reference zones 
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THE NOUN CLASSES AND CONCORD OF 
CONGO COPPERBELT SW AHILI* 

Nkulu Kabuya 
Institut Pedagogique National, Kinshasa 

This paper reconsiders claims that the Swahili of the Congo Copperbelt area 
has a limited noun class system and an inconsistent system of agreement. It 
shows that there are, operating side-by-side with the simple system generally 
presented by scholars, a noun class and concord system of the original Bantu 
type, and that the prefixes of the latter are in free variation with those of their 
simplified versions. This free variation is discussed from grammatical, socio­
linguistic, and stylistic perspectives. The conclusion reached is that by spread­
ing change in its lexicon and morphosyntax, Congo Copperbelt Swahili has 
developed a system of singular/plural prefixes that will eventually replace the 
traditional class system. 

1. Introduction 

The noun class and concord system of what is generally called Lubumbashi 
Swahili, but is here designated Congo Copperbelt Swahili (hereafter CCS), has 
received a lot of attention from scholars. The prevailing argument in the literature 
is that this language has a limited number of noun class prefixes and an 
inconsistent system of agreement [Polome 1968, 1971, 1982, 1983; Bokamba 
1977; Gilman 1985; Rosse 1977]. This characterisation of the CCS noun class 
and concord system is generally taken for granted and quoted particularly by 
scholars who, like Ohly [1988], are interested in other areas of CCS than syntax. 

I show two basic things in what follows: (1) that CCS has a range of prefix 
shapes and a concord system that corresponds in general outline to that found in 
East African Swahili and other Bantu languages; and (2) that part of this system 
of noun classification and related concord operates side-by-side with the sim-

* I am grateful to the editor and to an anonymous SAL reviewer for their invaluable comments 
on the drafts to this paper. I nevertheless take full responsibility for the paper contents at 
present. 
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plified system which other scholars have identified and emphasised to the point of 
overlooking the former. I further try to explain the noted variation in terms of 
syntactic environment, and sociolinguistic and stylistic variables. Before doing all 
this, I first discuss the source of the data supporting the analysis. 

2. Source of data 

The present analysis is based primarily on empirical data obtained from various 
sources. These include: 

- recordings of spontaneously delivered conversations and accounts of eli-
cited talk such as narratives; 

- a recording of talk at a dowry ceremony; 
- a perusal of letters, 20 genuine and 10 elicited; and 
- consultation sessions during which informants were asked to decide whe-

ther or not they felt that the 20 genuine letters submitted to them were written by 
competent CCS speakers. Informants were invited to rewrite letters with dubious 
expressions in what they regarded as 'acceptable' CCS. 

To take part in these activities, one needed to have been born in Lubumbashi 
or in another urban centre of the CCS domain and not to have lived in a speech 
community with another variety of Swahili. 

The data thus collected were backed up by tests of grammaticality and accept­
ability judgements conducted with fellow native speakers of CCS. These were 
carried out in the form of interviews on the topics of noun class and concord. The 
informants were presented with items which, based on my own intuition as a 
native speaker of CCS, I considered inadequately described in previous work. It 
was the informant's duty to decide whether in his or her view the structure of 
those items was acceptable and grammatical by CCS standards or not. Provision 
was also made for the informant to offer alternative constructions in cases of 
di ssati sfacti on. 

In an effort to rely on empirical data as much as possible, I have refrained 
from using made-up sentences (or parts thereof) to illustrate matters in the 
analysis. Preference is given to constructions that actually occurred in the data. 

3. CCS Noun Prefixes, Classes, and Concord 

3.1. The common Bantu pattern. The data show that, like all other Bantu 
languages, CCS has a large number of noun prefixes commanding alliterative 
concord. Evidence of this is provided in (1) where the noun prefixes and the other 
members of concord sets are underlined. I 

(I) a I1f!toto ba-mingi J2-a iki ki-pande ba-li-kwa-ka-po 
2-children 2-many 2-CON DEM.7 7-piece 2-PST-be-ASP-LOC 
'Many children from this area were there.' 

Abbreviations: ASP = aspect, CON = Connective, OEM = demonstrative, LOC = Locative, 
NEG = negative, PST = past, PR = present. Numbers in examples correspond to noun classes. 
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b. ldi di-cafu di-ote di-li-kwa di-a ku-vimba. 
DEM.5 5-cheek 5-all 5-PST-be 5-CON 15-swell 
'This whole cheek was swollen.' 

c. lki ki-bambashi kx-ote, ba-lisha ku-ki-pomona. 
DEM.77-wall 7-all 2-ASP 15-7-destroy 
'This entire wall has been destroyed. ' 

d. !1.i-Ie bi-ntu bi-ote bi-li-kwa-ka mw-a Kalumbu bi-I-ingia 
8-DEM 8-thing 8-all 8-PST-be-ASP 18-CON Kalumbu 8-PST-enter 
umu mu-nyumba. 
DEM.1818-9.house 
'All the stuffthat was in Kalumbu's (house) was transferred into this house. 

e. by'-pi lu-Ie ba-li-mu-pika kuko Charles njo lu-li-mu-vimbisha 
ll-slap ll-DEM 2-PST-l-hit by Charles it.is ll-PST-l-make swell 
di-cafu. 
5-cheek 
'The slap he was given by Charles is what made his cheek swollen.' 

f. Mi-shi-ya-shikia-ka m-ambo y-a vile ku-ka-bila ata 
IS-NEG-ASP-hear-ASP 6-matter 6-CON that way 17-12-tribe even 
ka-moya i-a umu mw-etu. 
12-one 12-CON DEM.6 6-our 
'I have never heard of such things in any of our tribes.' 

g. Iy.-putula tw-ake [-ote tu-lisha ku-ya cu-Ioko-cu-Ioko. 
13-short 13-POSS 13-all 13-ASP 15-be 13-small-13-small 
'All his pairs of shorts have become smaller.' 

h. Tu-li-kombana bu-komvi bu-moya bw-a n-guvu sana. 
IP-PST-fight 14-fight 14-one 14-CON 9-strength very' 
'We fought a very hard fight.' 

1. Ku-Ie ku-Iamukiana kw-a i-Ie saa mi-shi-kw-icike. 
15-DEM 15-greet each other 15-CON 9-DEM 9.time IS-NEG-15-accept 
'I don't believe in greeting people at that time.' 

These examples clearly testify to the existence in CCS of the noun classes 
generally identified with the following prefixes, respectively: class 2 (ba-), class 
5 (di-), class 7 (ki-), class 8 (bi-), class 11 (lu-), class 12 (ka-), class 13 (tu-), class 
14 (bu-), and class 15 (ku-). To these can be added the three locative classes. 
These, too, have alliterative concord as indicated by the examples in (2) which 
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represent classes 16 (pa-), I7(ku-), and 18 (mu-), respectively. The fact that these 
locative prefixes are attached to full-fledged nouns (i.e., to nouns made up of a 
stem and the appropriate prefix) is not peculiar to CCS; the phenomenon is 
widespread in Bantu languages. 

(2) a A-li-sema a-li-shikia sa ~-ma-lata ~-li-kwa mu-ntu. 
I-PST-say I-PST-hear as if 16-6-roof 16-PST-be I-man 
'He said he had the impression that there was someone on the roof.' 

b. Ku-n-sumishi k-ote ku-li-kwa ma-lamu. 
17-9-shirt 17-all 17-PST-be 6-blood 
'There was blood all over the shirt.' 

c. Umu mu-ny-umba a-mu-ku-kuwa-ke ki-ci ata ki-moya. 
OEM-1818-9-house NEG-18-15-be-ASP 7-chair even 7-one 
'There was even not a single chair in this house.' 

The noun classes thus far identified have in common the fact that the agree­
ment marker is the same in form as the noun prefix. With the other classes, exem­
plified in (3) below, this is not the case. Nevertheless, there is a specific agree­
ment pattern that identifies each class, thus complying with the view that a noun 
class is "made up of those words that have similar prefixes, which in tum form 
part of a set of concord elements operating a distinct pattern of agreement" 
[Guthrie 1956:545]. 

(3) a!l..yu mu-kubwa fl.-na mu-ntu w-a ku-wekea roo 
1.0EM I-elder I-NEG.be I-man I-CON 15-put heart' 
'This our elder brother is not someone to trust. ' 

b. Sasa a-n-ekala-ka paka ku-mu-kongo mu j-le mu-m-pando 
now I-PR-sit-ASP only 17-3-back 18 9-0EM 18-9-reclining chair 
mu-lefu j-le j-li-kuwa-ka x-a baba. 
I8-long 9-0EM 9-PST-be-ASP 9-CON father 

'Now, he only sits behind the house in that long reclining chair that used 
to belong to dad. ' 

c. Ba-li-mu-pika ju y-a mi-fano x-ake mi-baya. 
2-PST-1-beat because 9-CON 4-habit 4-3S.POSS 4-bad 
'He was beaten up because of his bad habits.' 

d. Mfl.-cO na-xo j-li-kwa x-a ku-vimba. 
6-eye and-6 6-PST-be 6-CON 15-swell 
'The eyes, too, were swollen. ' 

The situation is not straightforward with the traditional classes 9 and 10, as 
can be seen from the examples in (4) and (5) below. Nouns like those in (4) and 
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(5) are undifferentiated for singular (a) and plural (b), operating with the same 
concord set. Hence, there is no basis for justifying a class 9 different from class 
10 in present day CCS. The two classes have obviously collapsed and their nouns 
can justifiably be lumped together into one class, which we can label as 9. 

(4) a Shi-pende m-pango moya uku, i-ngine kule. 
NEG-PR-like 9(sg)-plot.of.land 9.one here 9-other there 
'I don't want one plot of land here, another one there.' 

b. Mi-na-taka m-pango m-bidi mu-nene sa iyi. 
lS-PR-want 9(pl)-plot of.land 9-two 9-large like 9-DEM 
'I want two plots of land this large.' 

(5) a M-pete y-a pa-di-beka, ata kama i-ko moya tu, 
9(sg)-stripe 9-CON16-5-shoulder even if 9-be 9.one only 
'Even one stripe on the shoulder 

b. i-na-pita m-pete ata ngapi x-a pa-mu-kono. 
9-PR-surpass 9(pl)-stripe even how.many 9-CON 16-3-arm 
is superior to however many stripes on the arm.' 

The table in (6) summarizes the information thus far provided with respect to 
noun class and concordial prefixes. The information in the chart is clearly at vari­
ance with previous scholars' views. For Polome [1968], classes 12 and 13 do not 
exist in CCS, while classes 11 and 14 are said to have collapsed. Bokamba [1977] 
considers classes 12 through 15 to be non-existent. For his part, Rosse [1977] 
makes no mention of classes 3,4, 11, and 15. 

With respect to concord, it is interesting to realise that the nine classes which 
in Proto-Bantu operated with alliterative concord are also attested in CCS. These 
are the classes whose nouns have non-nasal CV prefixes and whose concord is, in 
fact, a copy of that CV. With the exception of class 1, as can be seen in (7), all 
classes with N(V)-prefixes follow the same agreement pattern for demonstratives 
(i-), pronouns (i- or -yo), and verbs (i-); class 4 differs from the others only in its 
agreement with adjectives. This sharing of agreement set is not peculiar to CCS. 
Ruund, a language of zone K, uses the same concord pattern (with /yi-/ through­
out) for both classes 4 and 8. 

Since these findings are based on a careful study of data produced by native 
speakers, it can be surmised that the main fault with previous work is inadequate 
or inappopriate data. Moreover, researchers seem to have failed to realise that the 
simplified system which they describe is no more than one aspect of an inflec­
tion/derivation-motivated system operating alongside the purely formal system 
presented above. This alternative system is discussed in a more detail in 3.2. 
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(6) Noun class prefixes and associated concord sets 

Concordial Affixes 
CL Pfx Demon. Ad·ectives Pronouns Verbs 

1 mu- u- mu- u- / -ye a-
2 ba- ba- ba- ba- / -bo ba-
3 mu- i- mu- 1- / -yo i-
4 mi- i- mi- i- / -yo i-
S di- di- di- di- / -dio di-
6 ma- l- mu- 1- / -yo i-
7 ki- ki- ki- ki- / -kyo ki-
8 bi- bi- bi- bi- / -kyo bi-
9 n- 1- mu- i- / -yo i-

II lu- lu- lu- lu- / -10 lu-
12 ka- ka- ka- ka- / -ko ka-
13 tu- tu- tu- tu- / -to tu-

14 bu- bu- bu- bu- / -bo bu-
15 ku- ku- ku- ku- / -ko ku-

(7) Prefixes of the N(V) type with associated concord sets 
Concordial affixes 

CL Pfx Demon. Ad·ectives Pronouns Verbs 

1 mu- u- mu- u- /-ye a-
3 mu- i- mu- i- I-yo i-
4 mi- l- mi- l- / -yo i-
6 ma- l- mu- 1- I-yo i-
9 n- 1- mu- i- I-yo i-

3.2. The alternative pattern. There is evidence that CCS has another way of 
classifying nouns and determining concord. In this alternative system, nouns that 
are already marked with a prefix are allocated an additional prefix to mark the 
singular/plural distinction or a variety of derivationally obtained meanings. It will 
be seen from the appropriate examples that in such cases, agreement is triggered 
by the additional, leftmost prefix. Probably the most interesting characteristic of 
this system is the overriding role played by the prefixes / ba-/ and /ma-/ as 
pluralisers for any animate and inanimate nouns, respectively. In the following 
sets of examples, the underlined noun normally forms its plural as in the (a) 
examples. However, the form in the (b) examples is also grammatical in CCS. 
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(8) a Lumba a-li-bamba mi-longe mi-nene y-a mmgl. 
Lumba I-PST-catch 4-herring 4-big 4-CON many 

b. Lumba alibamba ba-mi-longe ba-nene b-a mingi. 
2-4-herring 2-big 2-CON 

'Lumba caught many big herring. ' 

(9) a Mbuya a-na-fundishaka bi-pofu. 
Mbuya I-PR-teach 8-blind 

b. Mbuya anafundishaka ba-bi-pofu. 
2-8-blind 

'Mbuya teaches the blind.' 

(10) a. Ba-ntu a-ba-pende ma-tafwadi y-a IV1. 

2-people NEG-2-like 6-bricks 6-CON like.this 

b. Bantu abapende ma-ma-tafwadi ya IV1. 

6-6-bricks 6-CON 
'People don't like bricks of this sort.' 

(11) a. Tu-congola tu-ko wapi? 
13-sharpener 13-are where 

b. Ma-tu-congola iko wapi? 
6-13-sharpener 
'Where are the sharpeners?' 

Evidence also exists which shows that CCS allows all singular inanimate 
nouns, on the one hand, to take the class 6 agreement marker, and all singular 
animate nouns, on the other, to take the class 1 agreement marker irrespective of 
their inherent noun class prefixes. Examples in (12) and (13) illustrate this for 
animate nouns. This alternation in agreement pattern-that is, between inherent 
class marker and the animate marker-is not applicable in east coast Swahili 
where human nouns with prefixes other than that of class 1 only permit the class 
1 agreement pattern. 

(12) a Ki-le ki-pofu ki-na-fundaka kule. 
7-that 7-blind person 7-PR-study there 

b. U-le ki-pofu il-na-fundaka kule. 
I-that 7-blind person I-PR-study there 
'That blind person studies there. ' 
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(13) a Nani a-na-sabu ka-le ka-comona k-a ma-shiku y-ote? 
who I-PR-forget 12-that 12-pickpocket 12-CON 6-days 6-all 

b. Nani anasabu jl-le ka-comona w-a mashiku yote? 
I-that 12-pickpocket I-CON 

'Who doesn't know that pickpocket of all days?' 

What seems to be unique to CCS, and not found in other languages that have 
shifted to an animate/inanimate basis for determining agreement, is the selection 
of the N(V) class 6 agreement for all singular inanimate nouns, as (14) illustrates. 

(14) a ldi di-sashi ni di-a FM. Nani a-li-teta-!Jxo / a-li-di-leta? 
this.5 5-bullet is 5-CON FM who I-PST-bring-5/ I-PST-5-bring 

b. lyi disashi ni x-a FM. Nani a-li-teta-XQ / a-li-j-leta? 
6.this 6-CON I-PST-bring-6/ I-PST-6-bring 
'This is an FM bullet. Who brought it?' 

It appears that CCS, in this alternative noun agreement system outlined in 
(15), has developed special concord patterns marking only singular/plural distinc­
tions based on an animate/inanimate distinction. The noun prefixes and associated 
agreement patterns in this schema can, in compliance with restrictions imposed 
by certain syntactic environments, substitute for their homologues in (6) above. 

(15) Simplified noun classification and related concord 
Gender Number NPjx Con cord 

Oem Ad· Pro Verb 
Animate Singular 0 u- u- u- / -ye a-

Plural ba- ba- ba- ba- / -bo ba-

Inanimate Singular 0 i- i- i- / -yo i-

Plural ma- l- I- I- / -yo i-

Details of the syntactic restrictions mentioned above are given in section 4 
below. Before considering those restrictions, let us look at the derivational use of 
prefixes in CCS. 

CCS exploits the resource of derivation via noun prefixes in basically the same 
way as all other Bantu languages. It selects particular prefixes, notably / ka-/, / ki-/, 
flu-I, /bu-/ and their plural counterparts (where applicable) to mark the notions of 
diminution, augmentation, deprecation, and status/quality, respectively. What is 
typical in this respect is the strong tendency for these prefixes to be added, not to 
the noun stems, but to the full noun-class prefix plus stem-as was the case 
with the pluralisers /ba-/ and /ma-/. Taking the noun stems -todilo (3/4, flute) and 
-fwebe (7/8, masquerade) for illustration, we find the forms given in (16)-(17). 
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Singular Plural Gloss 
(16) a. mutodilo mitodilo 'flute(s)' 

b. kamutodilo tumitodilo 'small flute(s)' 
c. kimutodilo bimitodilo 'big flute(s)' 

(17) a. kifwebe bifwebe 'masquerade actor(s)' 
b. kakifwebe tubifwebe 'small masquerade actor( s)' 
c. kikifwebe bibifwebe 'big masquerade actor(s)' 
d.lukifwebe 'repulsive masquerade actor' 
e. bukifwebe 'masquerade actor status' 

Since derivational prefixes occupy the leftmost position in the noun structure, 
they take precedence over the strictly inflectional ones when it comes to trig­
gering agreement. The same goes for locative prefixes as illustrated previously by 
the examples in (2). 

That locative prefixes are added to nouns already bearing a class prefix is not 
unusual for a Bantu language. But that the other derivational prefixes and the 
pluralisers /ba-/ and /ma-/ also behave in this way suggests that the behaviour of 
prefixes in this alternative, simplified grammar may have been modelled on the 
locative prefixes. The situation seems to be one where, in addition to developing 
a generalised inanimate concord by analogy with animacy agreement, CCS is 
extending the syntactic behaviour of locative prefixes to other prefixes selected 
for marking number and derivational distinctions. 

4. Concordial and prefixal free variation 

It has been pointed out that the prefixes and concord sets of both the simplified 
and the conventional Bantu type of system share distribution throughout the CCS 
speech community. Close inspection of the linguistic contexts open to this varia­
tion reveals nonetheless that things are not as simple as they seem to be. Certainly 
contexts exist in which it does not matter which variant is used. But there also 
exist environments where the tendency is for variants of one system to supplant 
those of the other. And in still other environments, free variation is blocked al­
together. 

Concordial free variation is disallowed in at least two types of construction: 
those in which the noun commanding agreement has a derivational prefix in its 
morphology and those involving some re-ordering or disruption of the canonical 
SVO order of sentence constituents in CCS. The only concord type applicable in 
such contexts is that outlined in the conventional Bantu system given earlier in 
(6) above and exemplified in (18) and (19). This will, for convenience, be 
referred to as "strong concord"; concord in the simplified system will be referred 
to as "weak concord". 
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(18) a I.!!.-bi-vidingo tw-a ndani ru-na-pita bu-loko. 
13-8-circle 13-CON inside 13-PR-surpass 14-smallness 

b. *Iybividingo y-a ndani j-na-pita buloko. 
13-8-circle 6-CON 6-PR-surpass 

'The inner circles are too small.' 

(19) a Ka-lu-sambo ka-na-toka-mo. 
12-11-wire 12-PR-get out-LOC 

b. *Ka-Iu-sambo j-na-toka-mo. 
6-PR-get out-LOC 

'The fuse has come off. ' 

Matters are further clarified when these facts are contrasted with the examples 
in (20) and (21), respectively, where the same nouns can trigger either concord 
freely because they are devoid of derivational prefixes. 

(20) a !1i-vidingo J2x-a ndani bi-na-pita bu-loko. 
8-circle 13-CON inside 13-PR-surpass 14-smallness 

b. !1ividingo x-a ndani i-na-pita buloko. 
6-CON 6-PR-surpass 

'The inner circles are too small. ' 

(21) a L.!!.-sambo lu-na-toka-mo. 
ll-wire ll-PR-get out-LOC 

b. L.!!.-sambo i-na-toka-mo. 
6-PR-get out-LOC 

'The fuse has come off. ' 

With (22) and (23), we have cases of obligatory use of strong concord when 
there is a marked word order. 

(22) a Ki-le mi-li-taka ki-na-onokana. 
7-that lS.PST-want 7-PR-reveal self 

b. *Kile militaka i-na-onokana 
6-PR-reveal self 

'What I wanted has materialised.' 

(23) a !1i-fu u-ta-katulula-J2xo kama bi-na-lekea. 
8-tripe 2S-FUT-slice.up-8 if 8-PR-become soft 

b. *Bifu utakatulula-yo kama j-na-lekea 
-6 6-PR-become soft 

'The tripe you will slice up when soft.' 
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Thus, concordial free variation in CCS is only open to unmarked environ­
ments, marked ones being exclusively reserved for strong concord. In effect, by 
starting with an object constituent where the basic word order is normally subject 
initial, pseudo-cleft sentences and constructions with topicalised constituents as 
illustrated by the latter two examples are marked and, consequently, do not allow 
weak concord. The same applies to heads and and their dependents in relative 
clauses, cleft sentences, and sentences with dislocated constituents. For their part, 
nouns with derivational prefixes are considered marked by virtue of their seman­
tic and morphological loads as compared to nouns with inflectional prefixes only. 

The conclusion arising from these observations is that only strong concord is 
possible in marked environments; concordial free variation is only allowed in 
unmarked ones. Syntactic environments where only weak concord is applicable 
have not been identified. Those where it supplants strong concord are not much 
attested in the data either, despite informants' tendencies to accept them during 
consultations on acceptability and grammaticality. To have a clearer idea of the 
low frequency of weak concord in actual speech, note that this concord was only 
realised 26 times in a selected sample of conversations and narratives with 354 
nouns capable of governing concord (which represents only 7% of cases in the 
selected range). Also interesting is the observation that the majority of cases 
forming this total of 7% are expounded within NPs, especially by possessive and 
connective markers. So, on the whole, we note that strong concord prevails both 
in marked and in unmarked environments while weak forms of agreement tend to 
be favoured on strictly grammatical (as opposed to lexical) formatives occurring 
NP internally, a point calling for further research and explanation. 

An attempt to study the data from a sociolinguistic perspective shows that 
speakers alternate between the two concord types almost inadvertently. There 
thus does not seem to be any bssis for associating strong or weak concord with 
clearly specifiable sociolinguistic variables. The random character of concordial 
free variation in unmarked syntactic environments in spontaneously delivered 
speech is borne out by (24). In this example, MW (a minimally literate lady of 
28) and KS (a male teacher of 35), carry on a conversation focussed on the theme 
-diyo (7/8, mourning) and give rise to a stretch of discourse where variants of the 
two concord types are clustered in probably the most ideal way. Markers of 
strong concord are underlined twice while those of weak concord have single 
underlining. The passage shows how each conversant freely goes from one 
concord type to the other. 

(24) MW: Alisema uko muntu mubaya ju ya nini? 
KS: Ju mishikukwende ku kidiyo ha kwabo. 
MW: Beko na kidiyo kingine ha nani tena? 
KS: Kidiyo kingine ha wapi! Shi paka jJe kidiyo xa bab'abo. Mili­

mwambia asema miye, tulisha kufwanya kidiyo kwa Paul. Je ne 
vois pas pourquoi il faut kufwanyuIuIa jIe kidiyo. Mitenda paka 
kama ni kidiyo kingine, ha muntu wingine anakufwa. 
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MW: 

KS: 

IMW: 
KS: 
MW: 
KS: 

MW: 

KS: 
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Eh eh! Beko nafwania kidiyo Xa bab'abo mala ya pili! Uko na 
raison lwako. 
Oui, oui. Pour moi kidiyo kinesha kwisha. 

Why did he say you are a bad person? 
Because I did not attend the mourning gathering in memory of their father. 
Who are they mourning again? 
Who else if not their father! I told him that as far as I'm concerned, the mourning 
gathering took place at Paul's. I don't see why it must be done again. I shall only 
go when someone else dies. 
So they are holding another mourning gathering in memory of their father! You 
are dead right. 
Yes. Yes. As far as I'm concerned, the mourning is over.] 

An explanation of a stylistic nature comes with epistolary data. A perusal of 
the ten elicited letters revealed the exclusive use of strong concord in all contexts 
where agreement is required. Out of 480 such contexts identified in the 20 
genuine letters, only three cases of weak concord were attested. As was the case 
with weak concord in spoken data, here too, the three intriguing situations in­
volved the possessive clitics -ake 'his/hers' and -abo 'theirs', as (25)--(27) show. 

(25) Mi-li-pata barua y-ako i-le u-li-tuma na mw-alimu X-ako.2 
IS-PST-get 9.letter 9-your 9-that 2S-PST-send with I-teacher 6-your 
'I received the letter that you sent with your teacher.' 

(26) Paka mu-yomba x-enu njo eko nagonjwa. 
only I-uncle your (pI) itis is PR-be ill 
'Only your uncle is ill.' 

(27) Salimia bwana' ko. 
greet husband your 
Extend my greetings to your husband. ' 

These three cases were rephrased as in (28)-(30) during the consultations on 
acceptability and grammaticality. 

(28) Milipata barua yako ile ulituma na mwalimu wako. 

(29) Paka muyomba wenu njo eko nagonjwa. 

(30) Salimia bwana wako. 

Also noteworthy is the realisation of the possessive clitic in (27), which 
suggests that the writer, feeling inadequate with the realisation bwana yako 

2 There is a growing tendency in CCS to use class 6 agreement interchangeably with the 
relevant stron concord variant in possessive determiners, hence, yako or wako. 
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which he probably resorts to in speech, prefers an alternative that masks weak 
concord in writing. 

The reason for eschewing weak concord in favour of strong concord in writing 
seems simple: unlike spoken language which operates via the pragmatic mode of 
discourse [Givan 1979; Ochs 1979] and allows for little language monitoring 
before speech delivery, written language involves some syntactic tightening 
following the availability in this medium of more time for pre-planning and 
reformulation. The requirement of strong concord in the written data can thus be 
associated with the careful end of the careful-to-casual speech style continuum. 

The same explanation can be extended to the previously identified marked 
syntactic environments involving dislocation, topicalisation, clefting, and relativi­
sation as they emerge through syntactic elaboration of structures of the pragmatic 
mode [Givan 1979:222]. There is nothing inadequate with stating that free varia­
tion is blocked in favour of strong concord in constructions with displaced consti­
tuents or disrupted word order. But much is gained explanatorily by correlating 
strong concord, which occurs in marked environments, with careful style in 
which more attention is accorded the morphosyntax of constructions. 

This stylistic explanation also works with respect to the choice of plural 
prefixes. Those of the simplified system were unattested in the written data. Even 
in speech, the plural prefixes of the original Bantu type supplant those of the 
simplified grammar. A ratio of 2 in 10 was observed in a sample of spoken dis­
course with 120 environments theoretically open to prefixal free variation. What 
is worth noting is that the pluralisers of the simplified system have proven to have 
a priviledge of occurence at hesitation points, which are typical of casual speech. 
This is illustrated in (31) and (32) where it is possible to replace the underlined 
words by bici 'chairs' and bitoyo 'salted fish', respectively. 

(31) Jules ye eko nadidia ni fwashi. 
Jules 1 PR-be PR-cry is space 
Ana na mambo na nani ... na mabici ya Nsamba. 
NEG-be with 6-matter with what with 6-8-chair 6-CON Nsamba 

'As for Jules, he is dying for space. He's got nothing to do with Nsamba's 
chairs.' 

(32) Banauzishaka bitumbula, mikate na manani ... mabitoyo na mafuta. 
2-PR-selJ-ASP 8-pancake 4-bread with 6-what 6-8-sa/ted with 6-oil 

They sell pancakes, bread, and what-d'you-call-it, salted fish and oil. 

As in the case of concordial free variation, attempts at discovering socio­
linguistic variables behind the selection of prefix variants were inconclusive. 

On the whole, then, it seems that even though areas of overlap exist, the 
prefixes and concord sets of the conventional Bantu type of system are most 
appropriate in careful speech while their homologues from the simplified system 
are best fit for the casual end of the speech style continuum. As to the question of 
why analytic preference should be given to a continuum rather than to a discrete, 
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diglossic analysis, one must note that there does not exist throughout the CCS 
speech community two distinct varieties of Swahili operating side-by-side, each 
with a definite social function. 

With respect to so-called Standard Swahili, which advocates of a diaglossic 
analysis [Polome 1968; Rosse 1977] would regard as the H(igh) variety, the 
majority of CCS speakers have no clear conception. It appears both from infor­
mants' pronouncements and the genuine letters in the data that what they call 
Standard Swahili is no more than a set of stereotypical items in the direction of 
which, to borrow Le Page and Tabouret-Keller's [1985: 180] expression, a few 
gestures are made from time to time. Fabian [1984: 181] remarks that despite all 
the effort for its promotion, "the refined, literary variety modelled on descriptions 
of east coast Swahili has always failed to develop into a vital linguistic medium." 

5. Conclusion 

The above discussion demonstrates that CCS has, in fact, a formal conventional 
set of noun class prefixes and related concord sets, the existence of which has 
been ignored in previous work. In addition to describing this system of purely 
formal concord classes and showing that the prefix shapes in this system corre­
spond in general outline to those found in east coast Swahili, the paper has also 
shown that an alternative, simplified system also exists. In the latter, a limited 
number of original Bantu markers have been selected to express certain inflec­
tional and derivational distinctions. The simpler system, involving agreement 
based on animacy of the noun, has developed inanimate as well as animate 
concord. 

On the issue of prefixal and concordial free variation, one key point was made: 
forms of the original Bantu type of system are the only ones permitted in careful 
speech style while they share distribution with their homologues from the 
simplified system towards the casual end of the careful-to-casual speech conti­
nuum. Strong concord occurs exclusively in marked syntactic contexts including 
those where nouns embody a derivational prefix and those which involve move­
ment rules such as topicalisation and clefting. 

Given the pervasive character of the original Bantu type of noun class and 
concord variants, there is every reason to believe that the simplified noun classifi­
cation and agreement organisation form part of innovations the language is 
undergoing. The fact that new pluralisers are being introduced and that the 
prefixes and concord of the original Bantu type are excluding, as it were, their 
simplified counterparts from marked linguistic contexts seems to suggest that the 
language is developing a tendency to go away from a class system towards a 
system of singular/plural prefixes where the singular is unmarked and the plural 
marked. 

Overall, it seems that, instead of putting back Bantu features into its reputedly 
pidginised grammar, as maintained by advocates of rebantuisation theory [Heine 
1979; Polome 1983], CCS is reverting to some sort of pidginisation by simpli­
fying its noun class and agreement organisation. Note that such a course of 
development is not peculiar to CCS. It was followed by Kituba [Stucky 1978] and 
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is operative in the urban Lingala of Kinshasa. Maybe the fact is that Bantu 
linguae francae are prone to this kind of change where a standard form is non­
existent or where attempts at institutionalising one have failed. 

REFERENCES 

Bokamba, E. G. 1977. "The impact of multilingualism on language structures: 
The case of central Africa." Anthropological Linguistics 5: 181-202. 

Fabian, Johannes. 1984. "Mission and the colonisation of African languages: 
Development in the former Belgian Congo." Canadian Journal of African 
Studies 17/2: 4-11 

Gilman, Charles. 1985. Pidgin Languages: Form Selection or Simplification. 
Indiana University Linguistic Club. 

Givan, Talmy. 1979. On Understanding Grammar. New York: Academic Press. 

Guthrie, Malcolm. 1956. "Observations on nominal classes in Bantu." Bulletin of 
SOAS 18,2: 545-55. 

Heine, Bernd. 1979. "Some linguistic characteristics of African-based pidgins." 
In Ian F. Hancock (ed.), Readings in Creole Studies. Ghent: E Story-Scentia. 
Pp.89-98. 

Le Page, R. B. and A. Tabouret-Keller. 1985. Acts of Identity. Cambridge 
University Press. 

Ochs, Elinor. 1979. "Planned and unplanned discourse." In Talmy Givan (ed.), 
Syntax and Semantics Vol. 12 (Discourse and Syntax). New York: Academic 
Press. Pp. 51-80. 

Ohly, R. 1988. "Sociolectal divergence in dialectometrics." South African 
Journal of African Languages 8, 1: 16-22. 

Polome, Edgar. 1968. "Lubumbashi Swahili." Journal of African Languages 7,1: 
14-25. 

Polome, Edgar. 1971. "Katanga (Lubumbashi) Swahili Creole." In D. Hymes 
(ed.), Pidginisation and Creolisation of Languages. Cambridge University 
Press. pp. 57-60. 



108 Studies in African Linguistics 28( 1), 1999 

Polome, Edgar. 1982. "Swahili pidgins." Paper presented to the Conference on 
SwahilI Language and Society. London (SOAS): April 20-22. 

Polome, Edgar. 1983. "Creolisation and language change." In E. Woolford and 
W. Washabaugh (eds.), The Social Context of Creolisation. Ann Arbor, 
Michigan: Koroma Publishers. 

Rosse, Rene. 1977. "Le Swahili populaire de Lubumbashi." Doctoral thesis: 
Universite de Nice. 

Stucky, E. 1978. "How a noun class system may be lost: Evidence from Kituba 
(Lingua Franca Kikongo)." Studies in the Linguistic Sciences 8,1: 216-32. 

Institut Pedagogique National 
8.P.1826 
Kinshasa 
Democratic Republic of Congo 

[Received October 1992; 
revision received May 1994; 
final revision received May 1999; 
accepted June 19991 



Studies in African Linguistics 
Volume 28, Number 1 , Spring 1999 

PUBLICATIONS RECEIVED 

Capen, Carole A. Bilingual Dholuo-English Dictionary. Tucson, AZ: Self­
pblished. 1998. pp. x, 322. Pbk. $15.00 

The dictionary consists of a brief introduction describing the structure of lexical entries, the 
main Dholuo-English and English-Dholuo Dictionaries, eight appendices providing specialized 
lists of flora and fauna, baskets and pots, concluding with a short bibliography of other work on 
Dholuo. The Dholuo-English Dictionary contains approximately 6,000 head entries, the 
English-Dholuo Dictionary approximately 5,000 head entries. Tone is not indicated; vowel 
length is given in a few instances. Approximately 100 illustrations of tools, household utensils, 
animals, and plants are included. 
ICopies may be purchased from Mrs. Shelley Bertelsen, 4617 Skylark Way, EI Paso, TX 79922 
prior to December 1999, from Robert Capen, 63715 E. Posada St., Tucson, AZ 85739 after 
December 1, 1999]. 

Ayunnjam, Funwi F. A Reference Grammar of Mbili. 1998. Lanham, MD, New 
York, and Oxford: University Press of America, Inc. pp. xxxiii, 444. $69.00 
(cloth), $45.00 (pbk.) 

Mbili is a Grassfields Bantu language of the Ngemba sub-group of Mbam-Nkam having 
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first section describes the phonology of the language. The second section consists of five 
chapters describing the grammar. The first chapter in this section describes the sturcture of 
simple and complex sentences. The second chapter describes the noun and noun phrase, the 
third pronouns. The morphology and structure of the verb phrase are described in chpater six. 
Subordination and coordination are discussed in chapter seven. An appendix to this section 
gives a text in Gula-Sara. The third section focuses on historical changes-primarily phonetic 
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common to the three dialects, accompanied by a French-Gula index. The volume contains 
numerous examples which make this a valuable reference work. 
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