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LES PARLERS SONGHAY OCCIDENTAUX 
(TOMBOUCTOU -- JENNE -- NGORKU) 

Robert Nicolai 
Universite de Niamey 

This article consists of two parts: the first is a descrip­
tion of the phonological system of the variant of Songhai 
spoken in Timbuktu. The Timbuktu dialect can be differenti­
ated from the other Songhai dialects by the absence of the 
phoneme /z/ and by an analysis which leads to the discovery 
of prenasalized consonants in the system. In the process of 
presenting the description, we also discuss the methodology 
which has guided this analysis. We discuss in detail such 
concepts as "correlation of correlations", "degrees of corre­
lation" and "pseudocorrelation", which we have found useful 
in formulating the description. The second part, which is 
strictly descriptive, takes into account the differences we 
have established between the variants spoken in Timbuktu, 
Jenne and N'Gorku. We present these differences in the form 
of a series of tables regarding: variations in post-vocalic 
consonants, conditioned variations between /v/ and /w/, /s/ 
variations, combinations of r + apical consonant, and the 
distribution of the phoneme /s/. These are the main points 
of difference among these dialect variants on the phonematic 
level, and appear to be so slight as to have hardly any reper­
cussions on the interpretation of the system. 

1. Presentation Generale 

Le songhay, langue que Greenberg a classe dans Ie groupe Nilo­

saharien et que les auteurs precedents avaient considere soit comme 

une langue isolee soit comme une langue appartenant a la meme famille 

que les langues mande, a ete peu decrit du point de vue phonologique. 

1 

Cette "langue" se divise en plusieurs dialectes tels que Ie songhay 

proprement dit, parle surtout au Mali et un peu au Niger; Ie zarma, 

parle exclusivement au Niger; Ie dendi, parle un peu au Niger, au Nord 

du Benin et probablement en quelques autres points isoles de la 

Nigeria. Toutefois cette classification, qui donne les "grandes lignes" 

de la diversification dialectale, est neanmoins insuffisante et doit 

etre reprise de maniere beaucoup plus elaboree pour rendre compte de 
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la realite linguistique de la region. Ce ne sera cependant pas l'objet 

de cet article. Nous allons nous attacher ici a la description phone­

matique de 1 'un des "sous-dialectes" du songhay, a savoir celui de la 

region de Tombouctou. 1 En effet, le songhay "malien" que nous venons 

de mentionner se divise au moins en trois sous-ensembles: celui de Gao, 

celui de Tombouctou et celui de Hombori. Ce dernier, bien que parle 

par peu de personnes, n'en est pas le moins interessant. Cependant les 

dialectes (ou sous-dialectes) de Tombouctou et de Gao sont consideres 

comme les plus importants, lorsque l'on se ref~re au nombre de locuteurs 

qui les parlent. C'est d'ailleurs a ces deux dialectes que l'on pense 

generalement lorsqu'il est fait reference aux parlers songhay "malien". 

La frontiere entre eux deux se s~tuerait, d'apres Prost [1956],2 pres 

d'Arnasey a 25 km a l'est de Tombouctou. 

Cette division en deux dialectes est clairement ressentie par les 

songhayphones eux-memes car a la fois la syntaxe, la morphologie et la 

phonologie en sont tres differentes de l'un a l'autre. A l'interieur 

meme du dialecte "tombouctien" nous nous appercevrons vite qu'il, existe 

un certain nombre de differences, ce qui, dans la me sure oil nous decrirons 

certaines de ces variations, explique notre titre: les parlers songhay 

occidentaux (Tombouctou - Jenne - Ngorku), lequel indique quels sont les 

parlers que nous avons pris en consideration. 

Nous nous attacherons a l'aspect phonologique de ces parlers et 

nous traiterons essentiellement de la phonematique. Les faits proso­

diques seront decrits ulterieurement, dans le cadre d'un travail d'en­

semble sur le songhay que nous avons entrepris depuis quelques annees. 

D'une facon plus pratique, nous presenterons d'abord les donnees 

du parler de Tombouctou et c'est ensuite, de facon contrastive, que 

nous presenterons les autres parlers etudies, a savoir: celui de Jenne 

IC'est ce parler que decrit Dupuis-Yakouba [1917]. Cet ouvrage 
comprend en outre un lexique de la langue. 

2L'auteur signale "une opposition nette entre le groupe situe a 
l'ouest et au sud-ouest de Tombouctou (en amont ou plus exactement 
d'Arnasey, et ceux situes a l'est" [Prost 1956J. 



et celui de Ngorku ce dernier representant une variante parlee non 

loin de Niafounke dans le Jimbala (region du delta interieur). 

Tout au long de cet article notre propos sera non pas de faire une 

presentation uniforme mais plutot, apres une courte presentation 

generale des points n'offrant pas de difficultes particulieres, de 

traiter de certains aspects d'analyse ~ui demandent une solution 

motivee. En particulier nous traiterons du probleme de l'existence 

ou de la non-existence des consonnes prenasalisees, du statut de la 

nasalite et de la labialite dans ces parlers, puis celui de l'organi­

sation des correlations. 

Le travail sur Tombouctou a ete fait en partie aupres d'un ensemble 

d'immigres tombouctiens residant a Niamey; il en est de meme du 

travail sur Jenne. Ensuite tous ces travaux ont ete verifies sur 

place, au cours de missions de recherche au Mali. Les donnees sur le 

parler de Ngorku ont ete recueillies sur place. 

2. Les Voyelles 

2.1. Apercu du systeme vocali~ue tombouctien. Nous avons affaire a un 

systeme triangulaire a trois degres, determine par l'opposition de 

longueur. La pertinence des oppositions de degre et de localisation peut­

etre etablie a partir des paires minimales dans (1) et (2). Ces opposi­

tions sont possibles dans les monosyllabes, ainsi ~ue l'attestent les 

exemples, et dans pres~ue toutes les positions. 

(1) Voyelles en position finale ouverte 

'V e ci 'parler' ce 'pied' 

e 'V a me 'bouche' ma 'nom' 

a 'V 0 ma 'nom' mo 'oeil' 

0 'V U yo 'chameau' yu ' abeille' 

'V u j i 'beurre' ju 'bande de tissu' 

e 'V 0 me 'bouche' mo 'oeil' 

En syllabe ouverte non-finale l'opposition de longueur se realise pour tous 

les degres et pour toutes localisations. 
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(2) Voyelle en syllabe initiale, position non-absolue (#C __ CV ... ) 

a. i: 'V e: 

b. 

e: 'Va: 

a: 'V 0: 

e: 'V u: 

i: 'V u: 

e: 'V 0: 

'V e 

e 'V a 

a 'V 0 

o 'V U 

'V U 

o 'V e 

c. 0 'V 0: 

u 'V u: 

e 'V e: 

'V i: 

a 'V a: 

j i :ri 

je: ri 

ha:bu 

go:ru 

ni :ne 

biri 

herey 

harey 

kosu 

horey 

go: ro 

ku:Je 

be:re 

f i :5 i 

fa:ta 

'frotter' 

'terrasser' 

'coton' 

'vallee' 

'nez' 

'os' 

'famine' 

'tambourin' 

'effeuiller' 

, amusement' 

'cola' 

'estomac' 
d'animal 

'grand pere' 

'balayer' 

'ane gris' 

je: ri 

ja:ri 

ho:bu 

gu: ru 

nu:ne 

bere 

harey 

horey 

kusu 

herey 

goro 

kusu 

bere 

f i 5 i 

fata 

'terrasser' 

, jour' 

'canari' 

'fer' 

'feu' 

'M~fricher ' 

'tambourin' 

, amusement' 

'marmite' 

'famine' 

's'asseoir' 

'marmite' 

'defricher' 

'huile' 

'aile' 

En position initiale absolue nous n'avons releve qu'un inventaire 

reduit, soit a , u 

(3) Voyelle en position initiale absolue (# CV ... ) 

i je 'fils' i sa 'fleuve' 

ura 'or' ayu 'lamantin' 

L ' opposition de longueur n' est pas realisee en syllabe finale ouverte, 

elle n'apparait pas non plus en position initiale absolue; par contre elle 

apparait dans n'importe quelle autre position et il semble possible de 

la degager en syllabe fermee, ce qui n'est pas Ie cas pour tous les parlers 

songhay. Exemple: 

(4) tam 

tar 

'esclave' 

'fade' 

ta:m 

ta:r 

Igay/ [geyJ 'luminere, tarder' ga:y 

'soulier' 

'toucher' 

'poisson, esp.' 



2.2. YQY.elle suivie d'un element post-vocalique ( ___ c{~V}). 
L'inventaire semble egalement reduit quand la voyelle est suivie 

d'une semi-voyelle appartenant a la me me syllabe, mais dans les autres 

cas de syllabe fermee par une con sonne liquide ou bien par une consonne 

nasale nous n'avons pas releve de perte de distinctivite. L'ensemble 

des attestations des combinaisons relevees entre une voyelle et une 

consonne post-vocalique peut etre presente dans les tables ci-dessous: 

(5) Voyelle suivie d'un element post-vocalique ( ___ c{~V}) 

e a o u 

r x X X X X 

m X X X X 

n X X X X 

tar ' fade' ham 'viande' man 'out 

bu ' grand' hem 'pleurer' ben ' finir' 

tor 'fetiche' k::>m 'brigander' hun 'qui tter' 

dur 'piler' tum 'percer' din 'bruler' 

bibir 'filer' 

e a 0 u 

w 

I I 
X 

I 
X 

I I 1 y X X 

haw 'vache' hoy 'sauce' 

hew 'vent' dey [dey] 'acheter' 

Le cas offert par ces combinaisons entre voyelles et semi-voyelles, 

seul cas ou l'inventaire est reduit, est interessant en ce qu'il pose un 

probleme d'interpretation. Nous Ie presentons ci-dessous en motivant 

notre choix et ses implications. Nous avons phonetiquement les attesta-

tions suivantes: 

(6 ) -y# 
r ., 

hoy 'sauce 1 ; goy 'travail' LOYJ 

[£y ] dey 'acheter' ; gey 'tarder' 

Lay] hay 'enfanter' 

[a:y] ga:y 'poisson (esp.)' 

5 



6 

(6) cont. 
w# 

[ew] hew 'vent' ; yew 'etranger' 

[::>w] } [~w] g::>w 'carrie' 

[aw] haw 'vache' 

Le probleme consiste a savoir quelles sont exactement les unites 

representees par les sons vocaliques devant les semi-voyelles. La 

premiere constatation d' evidence est que Ie degre ferme a disparu; il ne 

reste que Ie ~ous-systeme c , ::> , a . Une etude attentive des donnees 

nous permet d'etablir que l'opposition a ~ c • dans Ie contexte ___ y , 

et l'opposition ::> ~ a , dans Ie contexte w ne sont pas elaire-

ment etablies; il est facile de remarquer que [aJ n'apparait qu'apres 

/h/ et que, de ce fait, il y a une complementarite entre les deux 

realisations. 

Soit done une opposition de deux voyelles dans chacun des eontextes 

en question: 

e, 

cia 

::>1 a 

I_y 

I w 

Un probleme d'identification se pose: que representent respectivement 

c/a et ::>/a? Deux solutions peuvent etre envisagees: 

(a) Soit ces deux realisations representent respecti vement h/ et /::>/ et 

nous avons alors l'opposition [anterieurJ ~ [posterieurJ comme seule 

opposition vocalique. Le phoneme /a/ ou plutot la classe qu'il repre­

sente n'est pas realisee dans ce contexte. 

(8) Systeme complet 

u 
E o e o 

a x 

Cette hypothese se heurte a une premiere diffieulte qui est l'existence 

de [a:J dans Ie contexte __ y , par exemple, [ga:yJ 'poisson (esp. de ... )' 

parallele a ct a: rJ 'toucher'; [ta: mJ 'soulier'. Nous pourrions admettre 

que ee [a:J, dans ce contexte, represente Ie phoneme /a/ et nous aurions 

ainsi: 



(8' ) E o 
a 

Toutefois nous emettons quelques reserves a partir des constatations 

suivantes: 

les unites [hayJ et [ga:yJ seraient interpretees /hEy/ et /gay/; 

les unites [ga:yJ et [ta:mJ seraient interpretees /gay/ et /ta:m/. 

Cette difference d'interpretation de la longueur vocalique ne nous semble 

pas justifiee, puisqu'il s'avere par ailleurs que l'opposition /a/ ~ /a:/ 

existe dans la lan~le, par exemple, tam 'esclave' ~ ta:m 'soulier'. 

L'interpretation de [hayJ comme /hEy/ ne se justifie pas non plus, puisque 

l'on admet l'existence de /a/ dans ce contexte. 

D'autre part, si [hayJ est interprete comme /hay/, il faudra dire 

que: /-y/ a un "pouvoir allongeant" sur le phoneme /a/ qui le precede 

et /h/ un "pouvoir abregeant" sur ce meme phoneme, ce qui ne simplifierait 

rien. 

Nous proposons done de refuser cette solution. 

(b) Soit les deux realisations e/a et ~/a representent respective­

ment le phoneme /a/. 

(9) Systeme complet Systeme devant y Systeme devant ___ w 

u 
x o E x 

e o 
a a a 

L'absence de Ey et de Ow s'explique par une regIe de contrainte 

(dissimilation). Une combinaison, appartenant a une meme syllabe, definie 

par les traits: [+ vocaliqueJ + [+ vocaliqueJ, introduit un accord tel 
" , [+ vocalique] que ne BUIlt rea.J.isees c;.ue les sequences repondant au schema: t'. + a an erleur r+ vocaliqueJ 

L-a anterieur . 

Les realisations de /a/ qui tendent vers [EJ ou [~J s'expliquent a 
leur tour par Ie contexte: 

a .... E/ ___ V 

a ....:J/ w 

Ces realisations memes sont rendues possibles par l'absence de l'opposition: 
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o 'V a/ w 

£ 'V a/_y 

La realisation [ga:yJ s'oppose a [geyJ. La sequence /ga:y/ s'oppose 

a. /gay/ de la meme llaniere que la sequence /ta:r/ s'oppose a /tar/. 

Nous remarquerons, avec cette hypothese, que compte tenu de la complemen-

tarite de E / w avec 0 / ___ yon aurait pu etre tente de con-

siderer E et 0 comme deux variantes contextuelles, ce qui amenerait 

a un systeme reduit base sur la seule opposition [ouvertJ 'V [non ouvertJ. 

(10) E / 0 'V a 

Cette solution est equivalente a celle qui a ete presentee ci-dessus, 

quant a son resultat. Elle implique que ce qui etait presente comme une 

contrainte soit presente comme une neutralisation. Nous ne choisissons 

pas cette interpretation car nous avons admis la neutralisation sur la 

dimension [ferme 'V non fermeJ; cette derniere interpretation conduirait 

a admettre une nouvelle neutralisation sur la dimension [anterieur 'V non 

anterieurJ, soit une fois sur une dimension d'aperture et une autre fois 

sur une dimension de localisation. Or l'opposition 0 'V a et E 'V a 

est aussi une opposition d'aperture, laquelle n'est pas neutralisee. 

Nous ne considererions l'eventualite d'une neutralisation entre /0/ et 

/E/ qu'apres la perte totale des oppositions d'aperture, ce qui n'est pas 

le cas. C'est pourquoi nous preterons parler de contrainte plutot que 

de neutralisation, eut egard a une certaine conception hierarchisee des 

phenomenes. 

2.3. Conclusion sur le systeme vocalique. L'inventaire maximal des 

phonemes vocaliques est le suivant: 

(11) u i: u: 

e o e: 0: 

a a 

11 n'est jamais realise au contact de la frontiere du mot (initiale 

absolue et/ou finale ouverte); et il est reduit dans le contexte d'une 

semi-voyelle post-vocalique, ainsi que nous l'avons vu. 



3. Les Consonnes 

3.1. Apercu du systeme consonantique. L'inventaire des phonemes con­

sonantiques est Ie suivant, (p), t, c, k, b, d, j, g, f, 5, h, m, n, r, 
D, r, I, w, y. Un probleme se pose quant a l'interpretation des con­

sonnes "prenasalisees", mp, mb, nt, nd, nc, nj, Dk, Dg, et suivant 

l'analyse, DS, mf Nous essaierons, dans la suite du texte, de 

donner une solution a ce probleme, apres avoir presente quelques attes­

tations pour illustrer les diverses oppositions. 

(12) Consonnes en position prevocalique initiale (# ___ V(:)CV ... ) 

Points d'articulation 

b 'V d bow 'varan ' dow' terre' 

d 'V j du 'trouver' ju 'bande de tissu' 

j 'V 9 ja:ri 'jour' ga:ri 'selle' 

b 'V 9 bow 'varan' gow 'carrie' 

(p 'V t) 

t 'V C 

C 'V k 

(k 'V p) 

f 'V 5 

5 'V h 

h 'V f 

m 'V n 

n 'V r 

P 'V I) 

I) 'V m 

Nasalite 

b 

d 

j 

9 

rn 

n 

r 
D 

tepe 

ci row 

f i 

si 

hi 

mo 

nin 

pB 

I)a 

ba 

do 

jin 

ga 

'front' 

'oiseau' 

'se moucher' 

'refuser' 

'pirogue' 

'riz' 

'cuit' 

'mere' 

'manger' 

'aimer' 

'endroit' 

'devancer' 

cere 

kisow 

si 

hi 

f i 

no 

rin 

I)a 

ma 

rna 

no 

rin 

I)a 

'etre presse' 

'poussiere' 

'refuser' 

'pirogue' 

'se moucher' 

'donner' 

'boire' 

'manger' 

'nom' 

'nom' 

'donner' 

'boire' 

'manger' 

9 
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Occlusivite 

b '\, f 

t '\, s 

C '\, 5 

j '\, S 

k '\, h 

9 '\, h 

Palatalite 

c '\, 5 

j '\, S 

Y '\, j 

y '\, 5 

Y '\, C 

Apicalite 

d '\, n 

d '\, 

n '\, 

Labialite 

b '\, W 

bi 

to 

cendu 

samba 

ku 

gan i 

ci 

j i 

yf.W 

yo 

yf.W 

do 

do 

no 

bow 

'hier' 

'arriver' 

'tirer' 

'envoyer' 

'long' 

'pou' 

'parler' 

'nager' 

'etranger' 

'chameau' 

'etranger' 

'endroit' 

'endroit' 

'donner' 

'varan' 

f i 

so 

sendu 

jamba 

hu 

hani 

si 

si 

jf.W 

so 

Cf.W 

no 

10 

10 

wow 

'se moucher' 

'filtre' 

'dur' 

'trahir' 

'maison' 

'poisson' 

'refuser' 

'refuser' 

'porter' 

'filtre' 

'lire' 

'donner' 

'lecher' 

'lecher' 

'insulte' 

Cet inventaire permet d'attester la pertinence des oppositions presentees. 

II faut cependant remarquer que: 

(a) /p/ n'apparait que dans de rares unites, generalement empruntees. 

De ce fait il n'a pas ete possible de de gager de paires minimales pour 

illustrer les oppositions p '\, b , P '\, t , P '\, f , mais aucune con­

trainte distributionnelle ne permet de rejeter Ie phoneme /p/ qui, a 
un certain niveau d'analyse, peut etre presente dans l'inventaire des 

phonemes. C'est le SenS qu'il faut donner aux parentheses qui l'entourent. 

(13) Attestations de I..~/ 

pat i 'couper' pendel ' jupe, petit pagne' 

seppe 'voter ,donner sa confiance' jippa 'plonger' 

lempe 'bande de tissu' npo:gi 'slip' ... 
(b) L'opposition r '\, I n'a pas ete illustree parce qu'elle n'est 

jamais realisee au contact de la pause, c'est-a-dire ni en initiale ni 



en finale de mot. Nous trouvons generalement [IJ en initiale et [rJ 

en finale. Par c~ntre, en position interne, il est loisible d'etablir 

cette opposition. 

(14) tElle 

kal i 

'arbre esp.' 

'enclos' 

tErre 

bari 

'cailcedrat' 

'cheval' 

Compte tenu de cette restriction, l'ensemble des consonnes presentees 

est possible en n'importe quelle position prevocalique. 

11 

3.2. Consonnes en position post-vocalique. L'inventaire des phonemes, 

dans cette position, est reduit. Nous commencerons par l'etude de la 

position finale absolue. L'inventaire est Ie suivant r, m , n , w , y , 

b , (5). Des attestations illustrant les combinaisons entre voyelles et 

sonantes ont deja ete donnees avec les tables dans (5). 
Nous presentons ci-dessous quelques paires minimales pour attester la 

valeur phonematique des unites presentees. 

(15) m '" n 

w '" y 

b '" W 

ham 'viande' 

gaw [gowJ 'carrie' 

cEb 'heurter' 

han 

gay [gEyJ 

CEW 

, jour' 

'tarder' 

'lire' 

Ceci fait nous sommes obliges, pour rendre correctement compte du systeme 

consonantique, de traiter des combinaisons intervocaliques. Cela nous 

amenera a: 

a) Statuer sur l'existence des consonnes dites prenasalisees. 

b) Statuer sur Ie comportement des consonnes bruyantes et continues. 

c) Statuer sur les consonnes occlusives labiales. 

d) Statuer sur la structure syllabique. 

Ces differentes operations sont necessaires si l'on tient a rendre compte 

de l'organisation du systeme et a presenter quelque chose qui ne soit 

pas une simple taxinomie d'unites phonematiques. Des donnes complemen­

taires necessaires a l'analyse se trouvent dans (16) - (18). 

(16) Consonnes prenasalisees initiales 

np 

nt 

nc 

flk 

npogi 

ntEnda 

ncom 

fl k;)n do 

'slip' 

'fourmi rouge' 

'rat' 

'fourmi' 

flQ 

nj 

nd 

mb 

flgortu 

njoflo 

ndufla 

mbala 

'croix de malte' 

'chacal' 

'monde' 

'crapaud' 
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(17 ) Combinaisons de consonnes intervoca1i5J.ues avec un 12remier element 
nasal 

a. mp mb simbal 'poisson (esp. )' 

nt s i nt i 'commencer' nd sundu 'priser' 

I);) hal)cin 'chevre' I)j g£l)ji 'fourche' 

I)k hal)kam 'etre serre' I)g gUl)gu 'ile cultivee' 

b. ynd hoyndi 'invi tation' rnd b£rnd i 'transformer' 

(wnd) ( I nd) 

c. I1}f hal1}f i 'grand vase en terre' 

I)s hal)Ii 'chien' 

fUl)su ' souff1er' 

d. mt pamti 'pincer' ms d£msu 'mettre en plus' 

md kamdi 'pousser pour mn hamni 'mouche' 
faire tomber' 

(18) Combinaisons de consonnes intervocaligues avec un 12remier element 
occlusif 

bd jibda 'encens' 

bt I ibt i 'navet' 

bk sibka 'broderie' 

bs ci bsi 'tabaski' 

Nous avons maintenant assez d'elements pour aborder l'analyse. 

3.2.1. Recherche d'une inter12retation des donnees. Nous trouvons un 

paradigme initial de ccnsonnes definies comme prenasalisees du point de 

vue phonetique et ces memes unites sont rea1isables en position inter­

voca1ique; d'autre part, l'existence de combinaisons __ [w }+N+C--, qui 
y 

n'apparaissent jamais en position finale, nous amenent a tracer la fron-

tiere syllabique comme suit: 

C} I NC 

Nous sommes done conduits a admettre l'existence de consonnes prenasalisees 

dans 1e parler considere 3 et Ie systeme occlusif se presente alors sous la 

3Nous avons refuse l'existence des consonnes prenasalisees dans 
Ie parler zarma de Dosso ou les conditions n'etaient pas comparables. 
Une discussion sur ce point se trouve dans NicolaI [1976J. 



forme suivante d'apparence tres reguliere: 

(20) ( p ) t c k 

b d j 9 

(np) nt nc nk 

nb nd nj ng 

m n f1 I) 

Cette interpretation a pour consequence de reduire considerablement Ie 

nombre des groupes consonantiques intervocaliques, puisque tous ceux 

qui sont presentes en (ITa) ne sont plus analyses comme tels mais comme 

les occurrences des phonemes prenasalises. Les seules combinaisons d'un 

element nasal avec une consonne suivante restent: 

(2l ) m f, 5 

n 5, 

m t,d,5,n 

Soit done deux combinaisons homorganiques ~f, 1)5 , les autres combin­

aisons se definissant au travers d'un schema [labialJ + [apicalJ. Les 

deux combinaisons homorganiques [~fJ et [l)sJ (ou peut etre mieux [~sJ) 

peuvent etre interpretees comme des phonemes prenasalises, a l'instar des 

occlusives, par generalisation a partir de l'analyse precedente et bien 

que no us ne les trouvions pas en position initiale absolue. 

Cette interpretation s'avere la plus simple: elle permet d'interdire 

la combinaison de toute consonne nasale autre que Iml en position inter­

vocalique et de simplifier les regles de combinaison des unites occlusives 

en les inserant dans Ie schema [labialJ + [apicalJ. Une autre solution, 

dans laquelle [~fJ et [l)sJ seraient interpretes comme la combinaison du 

Inl qui est releve en finale absolue avec les deux consonnes [non occlu­

sivesJ If I et lsi n'a pas ete retenue, dans la mesure ou elle n'apportait 

aucune simplification. 

Les combinaisons d'un element nasal avec une consonne suivante 

restent done: m. s,t,d,n. Nous avons maintenant suffisamment avance 

l'analyse pour aborder un probleme important et correlatif de celui que 

nous traitons, a savoir l'etude des combinaisons de Ibl avec une consonne 

subsequente ou, plus globalement, l'etude du fonctionnement des consonnes 

labiales dans Ie systeme. 
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3.2.2. Etude succincte de la correlation labiale. Nous avons note 

"entre parentheses" les phonemes /p/ et /np/, en soulignant qui'ils 

n'appartenaient pas au meme niveau d'analyse que les autres phonemes 

consonantiques du systeme. L'absence de l'occlusive labiale sourde 

est caracteristique de nombreuses langues dans lesquelles cette 

absence ne represente pas une "case vide" mais possede au contraire 

un sens structural. C'est Ie cas du songhay ou le phoneme /p/ ne 

s'integre pas facilement et peut, Ie cas echeant, etre remplace par 

[f], ou une distribution particuliere du phoneme /b/ conduit ce der­

nier a fonctionner differemment des autres phonemes [occlusif] [oralJ. 

Nos remarques vont porter sur les points suivants: /b/ possede une 

distribution qui lui est propre et qui est la meme que celIe de /m/; 

ces deux unites, auxquelles on adjoindra /mb/, compte-tenu de leurs 

particularites fonctionnelles formeront une correlation des consonnes 

labiales. Ainsi Ie rapport b ~ d ne sera pas de meme nature que Ie 

rapport d ~ j et le rapport m ~ n , ne sera pas de meme nature que 

le rapport n ~ p . 

Nous etablissons un premier etat de description ou, a partir de 

l'hypothese sur l'existence d'une correlation des consonnes labiales 

determinee par un fonctionnement homogene, nous pouvons dresser le 

tableau suivant qui tient compte de ce fonctionnement: 4 

(22) INITIALE 

m 

mb 

b 

FINALE 

m 

b 

INTERVOCALIQUE 

mn 

ms 

mt 

md 

bs 

bt 

bd 

Ce tableau no us presente les positions ou sont attestees ces consonnes 

ainsi que les combinaisons qu'elles acceptent. 

4L'etude du particularisme des consonnes labiales dans les parler5 
songhay a ete traite dans Nicolai [1977] ou le probleme e5t 
envisage de facon plus generale et plus approfondie. 



Le phoneme Imbl n'est pas realise en position post-vocalique ou 

nous avons un phenomene de neutralisation. Deux possibilites d'inter­

pretation nous sont offertes: soit admettre une neutralisation entre 

Iml et Imbl, soit admettre une neutralisation entre Imbl et Ib/. Notre 

choix sera determine par les caracteristiques fonctionnelles des unites 

concernees: Iml est possible devant une consonne nasale (cf: -mn-), 

mais ni Ibl ni Imbl ne sont possibles dans ce contexte. Nous nous 

appuyerons sur ce fait pour regrouper ensemble Ibl et Imbl et admettre 

que la neutralisation a lieu entre ces deux phonemes plutot qu'entre 

Iml et Imb/. 
De par l'existence de cette neutralisation, notre correlation 

labiale du depart se scinde en deux correlations distinctes, determinees 

par la dimension [oraIJ, soit: 

correlation [labial et oral): (mb, b} 

correlation [labial et non oralJ: m} 

Cette derniere correlation est reduite a une seule unite. Dans la 

correlation "orale" c' est la "serie" [oral et nasalJ (cf. Imb/) qui 

est marquee par rapport a la "serie" [oral et non nasalJ, dans la 

mesure ou Imbl n'apparait jamais dans la position de neutralisation. 

Ce rapprochement que nous venons de faire entre la con sonne pre­

nasalisee et la consonne orale recoupe l'analyse que l'on est amene a 
faire a propos des consonnes non-Iabiales, soit la division en deux 

correlations de l'ensemble des phonemes occlusifs a partir de la dimen­

sion [oral), compte tenu du comportement particulier des consonnes 

nasales: nt, nc, nk, nd, nj, ng, t, c, k, d, j, 9 en face de n, [1, I) 

La correlation des nasales et la correlation des occlusives orales con-

stituent bien des correlations distinctes puisqu'elles fonctionnent de 

maniere differente. 

4. Remarques d'ordre Terminologique: Considerations sur la Notion de 
Correlation 

Nous avons ci-dessus accorde une grande importance au concept de 

correlation et, du fait meme de cette importance, il est necessaire de 

specifier ce que recouvre pour nous ce terme afin d'eviter toute ambi­

guite. Toutefois, Ie lecteur interesse par les seules analyses du 

songhay, pourra directement se reporter a 5.1. 

15 
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4.1. Correlation. Une correlation se definit pour nous, a la fois 

par une identite de comportement syntagmatique et par I 'existence d'un 

rapport correlatif entre les unites de la correlation; les delll 

criteres sont necessaires a la definition. Le rapport correlatif, qui 

est evident quand on peut de gager deux series, comme dans l'ensemble 

(23) p t k 

I I I 
b d 9 

semble plus difficile a etablir si la correlation "unite fonctionnelle" 

ne permet de regrouper qu'une serie, comme c'est souvent Ie cas pour 

les nasales m n I) Dans ce cas nous supposons que Ie rapport 

correlatif existe toujours, mais qu'il s'applique sur lui-meme. La 

neutralisation n'est que l'une des particularites de fonctionnement 

susceptible d'affecter une correlation. Les definitions suivantes 

seront egalement utiles a notre analyse. 

4.2. Sous-correlation. Une sous-correlation est une structure qui 

possede la meme structure phonique que la correlation a laquelle elle 

se rattache, mais qui constitue en elle-meme une serie de cette corre­

lation, c'est-a-dire un sous-ensemble qui est dans un rapport correla­

tif avec l'autre serie de la correlation. Par exemple en songhay ou 

nous avons a la fois des occlusives sourdes, sonores et prenasalisees, 

si toutes ces consonnes fonctionnent de la meme maniere sans qU'un fait 

de neutralisation rompe la symetrie de leur comportement, nous aurons a 
etablir des sous-correlations: 

(24) 

Ut 
nc nk 

sous-
I I correlation 
c k 

correlation 

sous- ud 

nj ng 

correlation I I 
j 9 

4.3. Correlation de correlations. Toutefois, s'il s'introduit une dif­

ference de comportement entre les deux sous-correlations, alors celles-ci 
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vont se constituer en correlations distinctes. Cescorrelations distinctes 

pourront etre regroupees dans une correlation de correlation. C'est le 

cas par exemple des deux correlations labiales du songhay m et mb b 

qui se differencient par l'existence d'une neutralisation affect ant la 

deuxieme et que nous regroupons dans une correlation de correlation des 

consonnes labiales. La raison de ce regroupement est evidente dans la 

mesure ou ces deux correlations ont la meme distribution. 

Cette hierarchisation permet de rendre compte de ce qui est commun 

aux deux correlations, en les regroupant dans cette unite fonctionnelle 

plus large, tout en soulignant ce qui les differencie. Nous reprenons 

ainsi, du point de vue fonctionnel, le concept de "faisceau de correla­

tions" presente par A. Martinet. 

4.4 Correlations phonetiques ou pseudo-correlations. Ceci dit, il peut 

etre utile de caracteriser d'autres rapports de la langue. Si nous pre­

nons en songhay l'exemple que nous fournissent la correlation occlusive 

orale, nd, d, nt, t.. , et la correlation occlusive nasale, n, fl, I) , 

qui ne fonctionnent pas du tout de la meme maniere et n'ont pas la meme 

distribution, nous voyons -- au moins au niveau de la phonetique distinc­

tive -- qu'il existe entre ces deux correlations une difference identique 

a celle que nous pouvons etablir entre les correlations mb, b et m qui, 

elles, constituent ensemble une correlation de correlation; seulement, dans 

le cas qui nous occupe, cette difference phonetique n'est pas liee a une 

caracteristique fonctionnelle precise. 

Nous proposons donc de regrouper les phonemes lies par un tel rapport 

phonetique dans une unite que nous appellerons pseudo-correlation. Une 

pseudo-correlation sera definie par l'existence, entre certaines unites, 

d'un rapport phonetique utilise par ailleurs dans la meme langue pour 

opposer les series d'une meme correlation ou les correlations d'une meme 

correlation de correlation. Nous pensons que le rapport qui s'etablit 

entre une correlation et une pseudo-correlation doit etre productif dans 

l'explication des phenomenes d'evolution linguistique. Ce rapport fait 

apparaitre la tension qui existe entre l'organisation structurale abstraite 

de la langue et sa realisation dans le materiau phonetique. 
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5. Description de l'Analyse 

Une fois donnees ces precisions terminolog~ques, nous allons mener 

l'analyse a partir d'une succession de choix (de divisions) operes sur 

les dimensions phoniques de la langue; ces successions de choix illus­

treront la hierarchisation introduite dans l'analyse des faits; elles 

seront faites en tenant compte de nos reflexions precedentes. 

5.1. Analyse du systeme consonantique. Nous proposons une premiere 

division de l'ensemble des consonnes sur la dimension [sonantJ, laquelle 

regroupe d'un cote toutes les classes de phonemes realisables en position 

postvocalique, de l'autre cote toutes celles qui ne sont pas realisables 

dans cette position, soit: 

(25) [non sonantJ 

[sonantJ 

t, c, k, d, j, g. nt, nc, nk, nd, nj, ng, 5, t, 
h, 1)5, mt 

b, mb, m, n, f1, 1'), r, I, W, Y • 

[sonantJ et [non sonantJ sont des traits categoriels S lies a des 

positions syntagmatiques determinees. Dans Ie cadre [non sonant] une 

nouvelle division s'etablira sur la dimension [sonorisableJ. 6 En effet 

nous avons vu que les phonemes de la correlation t, 5, h, mt, ns 7 

n'ont pas de correlats sonores; de plus, ces phonemes ont la proprie­

te de ne pas pouvoir se geminer, comme c'est Ie cas pour les phonemes 

des autres correlations. 8 Nous remarquons que la dimension [continuJ 

SUn trait categoriel est un trait qui caracterise une categorie; 
une categorie est definie par l'existence d'un position syntagmatique 
donnee, ce qui est different d'une correlation ou l'identite de dis­
tribution doit etre valable pour toutes les positions syntagmatiques 
ou apparait l'ensemble de phonemes. 

6[sonorisable] est plutot une dimension relationnelle que substan­
tielle, dans la mesure ou elle permet d'opposer les unites qui peuvent 
etre soit sourdes ou soit sonores a celles qui n'ont pas cette caracter­
istique. Toutefois, l'importance de ce trait nous est clairement 
apparue dans l'etude fonctionnelle; nous l'avons deja utilise dans 
Nicolai [1976J. 

71' absence de / rJh/ releve a notre avis d 'une contrainte particu­
liere et n'est pas Ie fait d'une regularite structurale. 

8Quelques geminations s'entendent parfois, mais nous croyons 
quelles sont dues a l'influence des parlers voisins; de meme nous 
trouvons [guttaJ touffe de cheveu rituelle, mais il s'agit d'une 
attestation isolee d'un vocabulaire specialise et a notre avis peu 
courant. 
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est liee a la dimension [sonorisable] de telle maniere que les phonemes 

[non sonorisable] soient toujours [continu]. Toutefois, nous remarquerons 

que les consonnes prenasalisees ne sont jamais geminees non plus. Comme 

nous avons deja etabli l'existence d'une neutralisation entre /b/ et /mb/ 

dans la position postvocalique (on trouve mb ~ b en position initiale, 

mais on ne trouve que b en position finale) nous nous appuyons sur ce 

fait pour generaliser la conclusion dans Ie cadre des phonemes [non 

sonant]: les phonemes definis a la fois comme [oral] et [nasal] sont 

consideres comme etant marque par rapport aux autres phonemes correlatifs. 

Ainsi on aurait mb, b nd, d en position initiale. En position inter-

vocalique, alors que sont possibles les combinaisons bb; dd, les 

combinaisons mmb et nnd ne sont pas realisables. Nous pouvons, pour 

l'instant, etablir la hierarchie suivante: 

(26) -------------sonant non sonant 

sonorisable non sonorisable 

II est possible d'etablir l'ensemble des classes fonctionnelles du 

systeme; les difficultes ne vont surgir que lorsqu'il s'agira d'etablir 

la hierarchie des traits utiles a leur definition. Nour aurons les 

classes suivantes pour la categorie [sonant]: 

(27) [labial, oral] mb, b 

[labial, non oral] m 

[non labial, non oral] n, fl, I) 

[non labial, oral, liquide] r, 

[non labial, oral, non liquide] w, y 

Chacillle de ces classes fonctionne de facon homogene, mais l'organi­

sation hierarchique des traits reste encore a definir. Si on se decide 

a choisir comme prochaine etape de la division la dimension [oral], nous 

aurons Ie regroupement suivant: 

(28) [oral] [non oral] 

r, I, w, y, b, mb m, n, fl, I) 

La dimension [nasal] ne peut pas etre utilisee car son utilisation conduirait 
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a introduire /mb/ dans la classe des nasales, en le separant de /b/, 

ce qui serait maladroit, compte tenu de l'existence de la neutralisa­

tion entre b ~ mb qui implique un rapport plus etroit entre /b/ et 

/mb/ qu'entre /m/ et /mb/. Ce choix nous conduit a isoler /m/ des 

autres consonnes labiales pour le regrouper avec les consonnes nasales; 

or nous avons vu egalement que /m/ et /b/ fonctionnent exactement de la 

meme maniere et que les nasales subissent des contraintes qui ne con­

cernent pas /m/. 

En fonction de cela nous considererons que cette division n'est pas 

tres heureuse; il convient d'etablir une division qui rapproche m et 

b, mb , ce que nous pouvions prevoir. La solution la plus coherente 

nous semble etre fournie par l'utilisation directe de la dimension 

[labialJ: 

(29) sonant 

~ 
labial non labial 

mb, b, m r, I, w, y, n, fl, I) 

La division suivante s'effectue soit sur la dimension [oralJ soit 

sur la dimension [nasalJ. La dimension qui sera choisie en premier 

aura un statut plus general que l'autre. Nous savons qu'il faut deerire 

une neutralisation dont le terme marque est nasal mb ~ b en initiale et 

/b/ en finale); la dimension [nasalJ peut, de ee fait, etre consideree 

eomme plus speeifique, et e'est done la dimension [oralJ que nous devrons 

choisir ici, 

(30) 

labial non labial 

---------oral non oral 
~ 

oral non oral 

mb, b m r. I, w. Y n, fl. I) 

11 nous faut encore etablir la division entre [liquideJ et [non liquideJ 

qui sert a isoler les seni-vc:relles, 

(31) ~ 
liquide non liquide 

r, I W, Y 



et nous avons acheve la structuration du systeme en correlations. 

En resume: 

sonant non sonant 

~ .~ 
lablal non labial sonorisable non sonorisable 

~ ~ 
oral non oral oral non oral 

l·~d lqUl e non 
, liquide 

mb, b m w, y n, r, I) r, 

I 

r 
nt 

nJ nc 
ng nk 
d t 
j c 
9 k t, s, h, mt, 

La division doit se poursuivre sur les traits de serie. La correlation 

[non sonant ~ sonorisanteJ pose encore un probleme de choix, vu qu'elle est 

determinee a la fois par la dimension [nasalJ et [sonoreJ. II y a lieu de 

remarquer qu'il n'existe pas de neutralisation de sonorite alors que la 

neutralisation sur la dimension de nasalite est etablie; la division se fera 

dans l'ordre: 

sonore non son ore 

~ 
nasal non nasal 

~ 
nasal non nasal 

lequel donne un statut plus general a la dimension [sonoreJ. La dimension 

[nasalJ sera utilisee de la meme maniere a l'interieur de la correlation 

mb, b et de la correlation t, s, h, mf, ns . 

A leur tour les unites des correlations liquide r, I et non liquide 

w, Y seront etablies selon les dimensions qui leurs sont propres. II ne 

reste plus, a ce niveau, qu'a etablir dans chacune des correlations qui 

s'y pretent la division en points d'articulations. Nous avons note ci­

dessus en 2.2 9 qu'il etait possible d'avoir une neutralisation entre des 

traits distinctifs dans une correlation, a condition que la neutralisation 

9Hypothese liee a une conception hierarchisee des faits structu­
raux,conception que nous presenterolls dans un ouvrage a paraitre "Les 
dialectes songhay". 

ns 
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des traits de serie ait deja ete etablie. Ce cas se presente ici pour 

la categorie n, p, Q qui n'est plus representee en finale que par n 

Nous nous servons de ce fait pour induire une premiere division sur la 

dimension [apical] qui nous donne Ie resultat suivant: 

(34 ) 

~ 
apical non apical 

n p, Q 
nt ne, nk 
nd nj, ng 
t e, k 
d j, 9 
s f, h 
ns mf 

La dimension [apical] possede un certain nombre de caracteristiques du 

point de vue des combinaisons qui de toutes facons doivent lui permettre 

d'avoir un statut particulier; elle apparaitra comme la dimension non­

marquee au niveau des traits distinctifs et crest par rapport a elle que 

s'etablissent de nombreuses contraintes. 

Ceci fait, la dimension [velaire] permettra la division des sous­

classes: 

(35 ) 

Q 
nk 
ng 
k 
9 
h 

p 
nc 
nj 
c 
j 
f 

velaire 

5.2. L'incidence de Ipl et Imp/. Nous avons, dans cette analyse, elimine 

completement Ipl et Imp/; cette elimination pas definitive, nous avons 

deja traite ailleurs lO du cas de ces phonemes et du probleme que pose leur 

existence. Nous avions admis leur integration et etabli que cette meme 

lONous renvoyons pour plus d'explication a l'article mentionne dans 
la note 4. 



integration avait une influence importante sur la structure de la 

langue en ce sens que celle-ci repondait alors a une double interpreta­

tion: l'existence de ces phonemes implique Ie regroupement de Iml 

avec les autres occlusives nasales et de 1mb I et Ibl avec les autres 

occlusives orales. Nous allons essayer de reprendre ce probleme en 

tenant compte du schema conceptuel ci-dessus propose. 

Le rapport se joue entre une correlation de correlation mb, b, m et 

une pseudo correlation nd, d, nt, t, n .... Les deux caracterisees en 

substance (a) par Ie trait [occlusifJ strictement redondant dans Ie 

systeme du point de vue fonctionnel, et (b) par une structure interne 

virtuellement identique. Le rapport mb, b, m actualise dans Ie 

systeme est parallele au rapport nd, d, n non-actualise. 

L'interpretation de /pl et Imp/ implique un changement fonctionnel 

dans les traits de correlation et une generalisation: si /p/ est 

integre, alors Ib/ devient [sonorisableJ. Si Ie couple p, b devient 

[sonorisableJ, il glisse dans la correlation definie par cette propriete; 

Ie meme raisonnement peut etre fait pour mp, mb. De ce fait, l'ancienne 

correlation [labialJ ne possede plus qu'une seule unite; Ie trait de 

correlation et Ie trait distinctif determinent alors la meme unite. Dans 

ce cas, Ie trait [labialJ peut devenir distinctif dans la correlation 

[sonorisableJ et /ml se definira comme [sonant, labial et non-oralJ. II 

se regroupera avec la correlation definie comme [sonant et non-oralJ a 
l'interieur de laquelle Ie trait [labial] aura une fonction distinctive 

parallele a celIe qui est devenue la sienne dans la correlation 

[sonorisableJ, ce qui est une simplification puisque Ie meme trait 

phonetique determine une meme fonction. En conclusion la correlation 

[labialJ disparait. 

Le seul changement reel a ete Ie changement de statut de la dimension 

[labialJ, determine par l'incompatibilite entre [sonorisableJ et [sonant] 

qui a une fonction categorielle, puisqu'il definit la position post­

vocalique dans sa totalite. 
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sonant 

~ 1\ non 
oral 

liquide non liquide 

I I 
r, W, Y m, n, fI, I) 

non sonant 

~ sonorlsable non sonorisable 

mb mp 
nd nt 

b 
t 

P 
d f, s, h, mf, ns 

Ce changement est le resultat de l'action de deux processus: 

(a) Influence de la substance phonetique sur la structure abstraite 

de la langue: independamment de toute consideration fonctionnelle, dans 

l'etablissement d'un rapport pseudo-correlatif, a partir des unites 

phonematiques realisees nous pouvions entrevoir l'existence latente des 

unites /p/ et /mp/. L'integration de ces unites, d'abord refusee par la 

structure, a finalement eu lieu moyennant une restructuration. 

(b) Influence du paradigme sur le syntagme: une pseudo-correlation 

est la description d'un rapport paradigmatique pur au niveau de la pho­

netique distinctive. Le regroupement des labiales, auquel nous operons 

dans la pseudo-correlation, traduit l'effet de la contrainte exercee par 

ce rapport paradigmatique sur la structure syntagmatique. 11 est re­

marquable que la structure syntagmatique reagisse sur les donnees en 

faisant disparaitre I b/ de la position postvocalique (b .... m ,b .... w), ce 

que montrent de nombreuses variations actuelles. Cette reaction peut 

etre presentee comme un element de preuve de l'integration de /b/ et /m/ 

en face des autres occlusives: l'unite integree tend a fonctionner 

comme les autres unites de l'ensemble du point de vue distributionnel. 

Ici se degage un jeu entre le paradigme dont la description s'etablit 

a partir de la substance phonetique et le syntagme d~nt la description 

s'etablit a partir d'un espace organisationnel: ce jeu definit un champ 

interpretatif. 11 convient sans doute de rapprocher cette presentation 

des conceptualisations proposees par Martinet [1955J dans se travaux sur 

l'attraction des systemes, le renforcement des unites correlatives, les 

problemes de stabilite, etc. 



En conclusion, no us dirons qu'au point de vue pratique il se degage, 

dans Ie songhay de Tombouctou, une predominance de l'organisation 

paradigmatique sur l'organisation syntagmatique qui a pour consequence 

de regulariser la structure a partir de l'organisation de l'espace 

phonetique. Nous allons etudier un autre point illustrant cette 

tendance. 

5.3. La dimension nasale. La dimension nasale avait une fonction com­

plexe en songhay. Si l'on prend le cas du zarma, la nasalite etait 

utilisee en combinaison avec: 

(1) les traits [sonant] et [consonantique] pour etablir une 

correlation de nasale, fonctionnant en position post et prevocalique: 

m,n,fl,f); 

(2) en combinaison avec le trait vocalique pour etablir une 

correlation d'unites syllabiques: T, e, a, 5, n .11 

25 

A Tombouctou nous remarquons une evolution dans l'utilisation de la 

dimension en question. La correlation nasale definie en (1), m, n, fl, f) 

existe toujours. Seulement, la neutralisation dans ce cadre est beaucoup 

plus avancee: tandis que l'on trouve m, n, f) a Dosso, on ne trouve 

plus que m, n a Tombouctou. Nous avons vu d'autre part que notre 

interpretation des occlusives nasales post-vocaliques a l'interieur du 

mot nous permettait d'etablir un paradigme de consonnes prenasalisees. 

La difference est donc que la correlation des nasales disparait de la 

position post-vocalique et se renforce en position prevocalique. La 

caracterisation de ces deux positions s'etablit sur la dimension [sonant] 

et les nasales tendent a se "desonantiser". 11 existe en zarma un para­

digme d'unites syllabiques nasales qui comprend tres peu d'unites, mais 

qui sont tres courantes. La comparaison entre ce que l'on trouve a Dosso 

et ce que l'on trouve a Tombouctou est interessante: 

11Le phenomene des nasales syllabiques a ete traite sur Ie cas zarma. 
dans Nicolai [1970J. 
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(37) Dosso 

a. he 
h1:i 
hi 
h5 

b. f) k;:, r 

nduna 

'pleurer' 

'demander' 

'tiens' 

'aujourd'hui' 

superlatif de 
noir « Bambara?) 

'os de la hanche' 

'monde' 

Tombouctou 

hem 

fT 

f)k;:,r 

nduna 

Dans Ie cadre de (b) l'interpretation fournie a Tombouctou des 

sequences [# n + C ] conduit a refuser l'existence d'une nasale 

syllabi que et a accepter des consonnes prenasalisees. La consequence 

en est la perte du terme non-marque de la correlation syllabique {i,e,5,a} 
etablie a Dosso, et une accentuation de la tendance indiquee ci- n 

dessus puisque l'on a n+ Cat nC , soit une consonification de l'unite 

syllabique. 

Dans Ie cadre de (a) nous relevons egalement une tendance a la 

consonification qui s'illustre par la denasalisation de he -t hEm. 

L'existence de l'unite efT] pose un nouveau probleme en ce sens 

qu'elle semble impliquer la disparition des nasales en tant qu'unites 

syllabiques pour les reetablir sur Ie plan phonematique comme phonemes 

vocaliques puisque nous aurions l'opposition entre /f/ et /h/ devant 

une voyelle nasale. 

Le parler de Tombouctou possederait ainsi un paradigme reduit de 

voyelles nasales. Toutefois, les attestations T, e, 0 que nous relevons 

pourraient etre ici interpretees comme des sequences V + f) ce qui, 

d'une part recreerait en position finale Ie paradigme m, n, f) qui 

semblait reduit a m, n, d'autre part supprimerait la notion de nasales 

syllabiques. Cette interpretation supprime completement ce phenomene 

"syllabique" sans creer un nouveau paradigme de voyelles nasales. Le 

passage des syllabes nasales a des combinaisons V + f) est aussi un effet 

de la "desonantisation" que nous sOulignions, car une nasale syllabique 

est plus sonore qu'une occlusive nasale post-vocalique. Nous remarquerons, 

tout au long de cette description, une demarche generalisatrice evidente 



qui conduit finalement a 1 'unification, dans tout Ie systeme, d 'un 

rapport correlatif latent rapprochant Ie schema structural du parler 

de l'organisation optimale de sa structure phonematique. 

D'autres generalisations simplificatrices peuvent etre etudiees 

dans Ie systeme morphologique du parler. Peut-etre est-il interessant 

de noter, en regard de ces faits, la fonction particuliere de ce parler 

qui est un vehiculaire dans sa region. 

6. Remarques Comparatives: Etude des Variations Tombouctou - J2nne -
Ngorku 

Nous presentons ci-dessous les differences essentielles que nous 

avons relevees entre Ie parler tombouctien, celui de Jenne et celui de 

Ngorku. Ainsi que nous l'avons indique au debut, il ne s'agit que de 

remarques differentielles; la substance meme de ces differences ne 

necessite pas un travail monographique separe. C'est done a partir 
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d'une serie de tableaux et de remarques que nous allons essayer de cerner 

la specificite des variantes en question. 

6.1. Remarque sur d'hypothetiques nasales velaires e~ositio~st­

vocalique. II semblerait que l'on puisse trouver [~J en position finale 

a Jenne et Ngorku. Seulement il apparait d'une maniere anarchique et 

en particulier il n'apparait pas pour les mots qui ont effectivement ce 

phoneme a cette place en zarma. Nous avons releve les examples dans (38): 

(38 ) Tombouctou 

, rat ~com 

'tomber' kam 

'mettre' dam 

'manquer' jEn 

mais 

'r~ul' ' nin 

'traverser' dEn 

'four' a I faran 

'guepe mac;onne' bimbim 

'fromager' ba~t an 

, chaleur' korJn 

'amer' horon 

,Jenne 

~cam 

kam 

dam 

jEn 

nin 

dEf) 

a I faran 

bif)bif) 

bo~tJ~ 

korof) 

har;J~ 

Ngorku 

f)CEm 

kam 

jEn 

ni{~} 
dEm 

a I far;J~ 

bi~bi~ 

bantam 

koro{~} 

Zarma 

ca~ 

kaf) 

de~ 

ja~ 

nin 
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(38) cont. 

Tombouctou 

'entendre' m:>m 

'faire' dam 

'conduire' hun 

'electricite' ku: ran 

'menton' 

'capok' 

Jenne 

m:>1) 

dal) 

hum 

kural) 

dal)kal) 

bumbul) 

Ngorku 

m:>m 

dam 

hunu 

kural) 

danka 

Zarma 

fun 

ku: ral) 

Nous pensons que les realisations notees [I)J sont en fait des 

realisations de Inl, auquel cas il y a la meme neutralisation a Jenne 

et a Ngorku qu'a Tombouctou, ce qui nous semble le plus probable. A 

la limite, si la realisation [I)J represente des realisations relachees 

de Inl, cela est conforme a une utilisation de l'espace phonique dans 

la me sure ou Inl en position finale represente l'archiphoneme de la 

correlation, lequel doit se differencier au maximum du phoneme Im/. 

11 ne faut cependant pas oublier que les exemples presentes sont 

minoritaires et ne presentent aucune regularite; la plupart des autres 

attestations presentent des faits paralleles aux faits tombouctiens. 

6.2. Remarque sur les variations nasales ++ orales: b ++ 101 ++ b ++ m . 

Attestations: 

(39) Tombouctou Jenne Ngorku Za.rma 

'leger' felow felem felem 

'aveugle' danow danam danam danow 

'politesse' ladab ladam ladam lalabu 

'froisser' tut ub tutum tutum t ut ubu 

'respecter' jejew jejow jejem 

'separer le 5a5;)W 505;)\01 505;)m sasabu 
mil du son' 

'heurter' ceb cow cem 

, carder le fil' lew 1:>101 lem 

'necessite' (a I ) lola: jib (al )wa:jum (al ~~}a:jum ~dwa:zrb) 

'cracher alba lam albalam albalaw 
avec bruit' 

'melanger' s:>m 5:>101 s:>m 

'doum' kOl)g:>m kOl)g:>w kal)gow 



Ces variations sont reelles. En ce qui concerne /1'1/ et /m/, il 

ne se degage aucun caractere de regularite; il semble s'agir de 

changements isoles et il semble que ni les possibilites distinctives 

dans les paradigmes concernes, ni la definition des phonemes ne 

soient affectes par ces variations. 

Nous trouvons a Jenne comme a Ngorku l'opposition m ~ 1'1 en 

finale. 

Attestations: 

(40) Jenne-Ngorku Jenne-Ngorku 

-1'1 # -m # 

'enlever' kow 'arracher' kam 

'carie' 90 1'1 'avaler' g:::-m 

'vent' hew 'pleurer' hEm/he 

'lire' cow 'forgeron' jEm 

'rat' !)Cam/!)CEm 

-n # 

'construire' CEn 

, jour' han 

'ou' mEn 

'manquer' jEn 

Par c~ntre les attestations qui comportent /b/ post-vocalique a 
Tombouctou, ne sont generalement pas realisees avec ce phoneme a Jenne 

et Ngorku, surtout en position finale. Exemples: 

(41) Tombouctou 

'calculer' haSEb 

'force quelqu'un; wa:)ib 
necessite' 

'politesse' 

'froisser' 

'politesse' 

alwahab 

t utub 

ladab 

Jenne 

hasaw 

wa: jum 

alwahaw(b) 

t ut u/t ut um 

ladam 

'donner des coups' jEb/jEw JEW 

'articulation' 

'livre 

'plante remede' 

dob/dow 

kitab/kitaw 

sEwsab 

dow 

kitaw 

samsam 

Ngorku 

hisaw 

wa: j um 

tut um 

ladam 

kita:bu 

samsam 

29 
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(41) cont. 

Tombouctou Jenne Ngorku 

'ecraser' titib(w) tutum 

'intercession' assaba assabow assabow 

'heurter' cEb cow CErn 
'samedi' assawdu alsawdu assab(w)ldu 

'encens' jibda (j i bda) 

'broderie' si bka siw(b)ka sibka 

'ci trouille ' IEbtanda lawtanda lawtanda 

'morceau de CEmsu cebsu/ kewsu kemsu 
calebasse' 

'pied d'animal' kowJi kowJi komsi 

'Tabaski' cibsi ciw(b)si cimsi 

'navet' Ii bt i 

Les parlers occidentaux de Jenne et Ngorku se caracterisent, par 

rapport a Tombouctou, par le fait que l'opposition b ~ m et b ~ w 

est perdue en position finale absolue et qu'elle reste a l'etat 

residuel avec en general des variantes libres en position post­

vocalique suivie par une autre syllabe. 

6.3. Remarque sur la variation phonetique w/v. Les dialectes 

occidentaux de Jenne et Ngorku possedent des realisations fricatives 

labio-dentales du phoneme /w/, a savoir [vJ ou [vwJ, qui sont illustrees 

par le tableau suivant: 

(42) Tombouctou Jenne Ngorku 

'etre malade' wirci wirci/virci virci 

'lire le Coran' wi rd i virdi virdi 

'concession' vindi vindi 

'soir' vikir/wicir vicir 

'tuer' wi vi vi 

'chercher' wir vir/wir 

'machoire, joue' worE wErE vErE 

'courtiser' wannasu wannasu vwannasu 

'se promener' wanga wanga wanga vwanga vwanga 

'lancer' warra warra warra/vwarra 



(42) cont. 

Tombouctou Jenne Ngorku 

'precher' wa:ju wa: ju vwa:ju 
'gros' w-:Jr-:J w-:Jr-:Jw vwor-:J/w-:Jr-:J 
'refuser' w-:Jl)gu w-:Jl)gu w-:Jl)go 

'juste' a saw a a sawa a sava 

'avoir Ie temps' alw(v)ax(k.,q)- a I vakat i 
ati 

'moyen' sasawante isawante i savant 

'large' i ruwa/ i I wa yi I va 

'veau' ya:w hawi :je havi:je 

'fiancaille' viruwe 

Nous avons un conditionnement en variantes; tandis que Iwl est 

toujours realise [w] a Tombouctou, il est realise 

(43) a. /w/ ... [v] / [ i] a Jenne 

[+ 
+ 

antl 
fer 

b. /w/ ... [v] I [i ,e,a] a Ngorku 

[- post] 

En fait, a Ngorku la situation est renversee en ce sens que Iwl a plus 

souvent la realisation [v] que [w]. 

(44) Tombouctou wi, we, wo, (wu) 

Jenne vi, wo, (wu) 

Ngorku vi, (wu) 

Un petit probleme peut etre souleve: avons nous affaire a un phoneme 

Iwl realise [v] ou bien un phoneme Ivl realise [w]? Dans Ie premier cas 

nous sommes en presence de l'ensemble: w '\, y , dans Ie deuxieme cas 

nous avons l'opposition f '\, v 

6.5. Remarque sur la variation phonetique sir. Nous relevons un certain 

nombre de palatalisations de lsi devant I i I aussi bien a Tombouctou qu' a 
Jenne, mais aucune palatalisation n'apparait a Ngorku ou Ie lsi devant Iii 

est realise avec toute la nettete souhaitable. Exemples: 
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(45) Tombouctou 

'viande' baIi 

'ecraser' gassi/garsi 

'fonio' gEI)Ii 

'chien' hal)Ii 

'estomac' ku:Ie 

'jugement' aIara 

'trapper avec sa: t ul I a: t u 
une cravache' 

'cure-dent' koIi 

'pied d'animal' kowIi 

'premiere chambre' almuIwar 

Jenne 

baIi 

garsi/garIi 

gel)Ii 

hansi/hanIi 

ku:Ie 

assara 

SO:tE 

kosi 

kowIi 

almuswar 
(veranda) 

Ngorku 

basi 

garsi 

jel)si 
(reste du mil tamise) 

hansi 

kU:SE 

assara 

kosi 

komsi 

A Tombouctou, les faits peuvent, dans leur plus grande partie, etre 

prevus a partir de la regle de variante suivante: /5 + i/ ~ [I + iJ en 

position intervocalique, quand il est precede par une consonne ou par 

une voyelle differente de /i/. Cependant, cette regle ne rend pas compte 

d'exemples tels que ku:Ie, Ia:tu, aIara, qui semblent etre l'indice d'une 

phonologisation des variantes [IJ de /5/. A Jenne la regle est beau-

coup moins stable, les variantes avec [IJ sont semble-t-il beaucoup plus 

rares. A Ngorku il n'est jamais releve de palatasation. 

11 apparait ainsi, a ce niveau, une difference--au moins entre les 

parlers de Ngorku et de Tombouctou--dans la mesure ou les variations 

relevees a Jenne son suffisamment laches pour ne pas pouvoir etre forma­

lisees par des regles combinatoires. Nous considerons que ce parler 

possede une tendance a la palatalisation du /5/, tendance qui apparait 

dans la frequence des variantes libres realisees [IJ. 11 faut aussi ne 

pas perdre de vue, comme cela s'est fait a Gao, comme cela est en train de 

se faire a Tombouctou, que l'affermissement de ce phenomene conduit 

aisement a la phonologisation des variantes. 

6.5. Remarque sur les combinaisons r + [apicalJ. Examples: 



(46) Tombouctou Jenne Ngorku 

r + s 

'mepriser' garsaka/gassaka garsaka garkasa 

'fil' jerse/jesse jessE/gusE jusE 

'ecraser' garsi/gassi garJi garsi 

'disparaitre' mursu/mussu mursu mursu 

'projeter de l'eau' firsi firs i 

'demangeaison' kursa kursa kursa 

r + t 

'dechirer' k;)tt u k:>rt u kott u 

'roter' jett u jettu gedu 

'delai' satti sad i sart i 

Ces variations sont dues a des dissimilaitons ou a des assimilations 

caracteristiques de certains parlers songhay. Ce ne sera qu'apres une 

analyse globale que nous pourrons dire s'il s'agit d'assimilation ou de 

dissimilation. Nous ne pouvons que rernarquer que les trois parlers ne 

se comportent pas de la meme maniere devant ces combinaisons, ce que 

nous avions deja souligne a propos des combinaisons rs ~ ss. Les 

regles, dans la mesure ou elles se degagent, semblent tenir compte de la 

nature occlusive ou non occlusive de la derniere consonne de la com-

binaison. 

6.6. Remarque sur la distribution du phoneme lsi. Ces parlers semblent 

accepter l'existence de /s/ en positionpostvocalique. Ce serait la 

seule attestation d'une consonne non-sonante dans cette position. 

Exemples: 

(47) Tombouctou Jenne Ngorku Dolbel 

'veranda' almuJwar almuswa:r 

'se rincer la bouche' kukuJ i kus(u)kus(u) kuskus kukusi 

'chapelet' tasibaha tas(i)biya tasibiya t::>sba 

'gardien' k::>r::>skwEY 

'serpent cracheur' bstErE 

'mendiant' almiski:n 

'couscous' kuskusa kuskusu kusukusu 

'plaque de cheval' kasaji kaske kasike kesegi 
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(34) cont. 

Tombouctou 

'decoration de porte' mismar 

'chambre double' taska 

'pointu' 

Jenne Ngorku Dolbel 

tas i ka 

mesmesu 

Nous avons par ailleurs releve a Tombouctou l'attestation kaftEn 

alkaptan/alkaftan , laquelle atteste la combinaison -ft- , mais il 

s'agit a l'evidence d'un emprunt a l'arabe que nous ne retenons pas dans 

la mesure ou elle est la seule attestation de ce groupe consonantique. 

En conclusion, les differences que nous avons pu relever entre ces 

differents parlers sont nombreuses, mais elles n'ont pas d'incidence 

sur la structure phonematique proprement dite. Les variations peuvent 

aisement etre decrites a partir de quelques regles de contraintes et 

de quelques regles sur la realisation des phonemes. 
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FOCUS IN THE RENDILLE CLAUSE 

Antoinette Oomen 

In the following study an attempt is made to analyze focus 
structure in the Rendille Clause. Focus structure is 
described in Halliday's terminology [Halliday 1967, 1970J. 
In Rendille there are two focus markers, here called 
+predicate focus marker and -predicate focus marker, from 
now on Tpfm and -pfm. In the information unit, most often 
the clause, a focus marker is obligatory; secondly there is 
only one focus marker allowed in the information unit, 
either a +pfm or a -pfm. The +pfm A, prefixed to the 
predicate, has, besides bringing into focus the predicate, 
a second function in that it realizes the unmarked focus, 
appropriate to the first information unit in a discourse. 
Taken out of its context, a is ambiguous. The -pfm ~, 
suffixed to a noun or nounphrase in focus, appears to have 
developed from a relative clause construction, but is no 
longer considered such by the native speakers. Phonological, 
syntactic and semantic arguments are presented to support 
this hypothesis. 

1. Introduction 
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The Rendille language is spoken by approximately 15,000 nomadic 

people who inhabit the southern part of Marsabit District in Northern 

Kenya. The Rendille rely on camel economy, supplemented by small stock. 

After several years of severe drought goats and sheep are nowadays 

valuable cash providers, which enable their owners to buy additional 

food stuffs like maize meal. 

According to Heine [1976J Rendille belongs to the Sam group of 

Cushitic languages, which forms a sub family of the Afroasiatic 

(Erythraic) language family. The Sam languages which form the eastern 

sub-group of Omo-Tana, a sub-group of Lowland East Cushitic are sub­

classified in the following way [Heine 1976J: 

Sam 

I I 
(Dad) Western Eastern 

I I I I 
Rendille Boni Jabarti Somali 
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Previously published materials on Rendille consist only of some very 

brief notes by Fleming [1964J and a grammatical sketch by Heine [1975/ 

76J. 1 

The present article is based on a M.A. thesis submitted to the 

University of Nairobi in 1977 [Oomen 1977aJ. 2 

In the introduction of the present article a few aspects of 

Rendille phonology and morphology will be presented, aspects that were 

previously unknown or incompletely given and that are relevant to the 

following discussion of focus structure. Since phonology falls out­

side the concern of this study, the phonemic inventory of Rendille, 

presented to serve as a key to the transcription used in the examples, 

is given without comment except for one phonological rule whose dis­

covery facilitated the analysis of focus structure and related problems. 

1.1. Phonemic inventor;t. 

Consonants 

Bi1. Labio- Dent. Alv. Post- Pal. Vel. Pharo or 
dental alv. Glottal 

Plosives v1. t c 3 

vd. b d 
j3 

emph. 9 
~, ~ 

Fricative vl. f 5 h 
vd. 
emph. ~ A 

Resonant nas. m n ny 
lat. I 
trill r 

Semivowel w y 'if 

II would like to acknowledge the encouraging help I received from 
Prof. Bernd Heine who supervised my M.A. thesis. I am also grateful to 
Dr. R. Hudson for stimulating discussions we had during his short 
visit to Nairobi. 

21 am most grateful to Mr. Bernard Barchuma Arbele from Korr who was 
my principal informant. 

3The affricates ~ and ~ seem to be common allophones of ~ and 

1· 



Vowels 

High 
Mid 
Low 

e 
u 

o 
a 

Length of vowels and consonants is important but .is not considered here. 

Consonant phonemes with a dot underneath could be called "emphatic". 

since they appear to be similar to Arabic emphatic consonants in that 

they colour adjacent vowels. Their main characteristic seems to be 

pharyngeal stricture caused by retraction of the tongue root and a si­

multaneous raising of the larynx. The emphatic consonant phonemes may 

be described as having the feature -ATR [Stewart 1967J, while the 

different vowel qualities which are encountered may be characterized by 

+ or - ATR. The rule proposed to account for the different vowel 

qualities is as follows [Oomen 1977bJ: 

[aATRJ 

~+con .. s] 
-Voc 
aATR 

In the following discussion vowel allophones caused by an adjacent 

-ATR consonant will not be indicated. In cases where the influence of an 

adjacent -ATR consonant has a neutralizing effect on the vowel of a 

grammatical morpheme, this will be indicated in a footnote. 

1.2. Tone and stress. 4 It is assumed here that tone plays an important 

role in Rendille. It appears that stress is a concomitant feature of 

high tone only. A syllable that has high tone + stress is here called 

"prominent".5 A prominent syllable is also longer than a non-prominent 

one. 

The two phenomena tone and stress must be distinguished, however, 

4Further investigation on the question of tone and stress is being 
undertaken. The following remarks must be considered preliminary. 

5See Tucker and Bryan [1966:499J for tone and stress in other Cushitic 
languages. 



38 

since high tone appears to be fixed and lexically relevant, while stress 

although always a concomitant feature of high tone, may move from one 

high tone syllable to another high tone syllable, depending on 

syntactic environment. Examples (prominent syllable is underlined): 

(1) fnam 'boy' 

inanki dar 'the tall boy' 

inam ~yim'j 'the boy has come' 

ina~ yimi 'the boy has come' (item in focus is in italics) 

Tone is one of the means to indicate gender (masculine and feminine) 

and number (singular and plural). Examples: 

(2) gender: nY1..rax 'young male camel' wor 'news' (masc) 

nyir~ 'young female camel' wor 'well' ( fern) 

(3) number: warab 'big male sheep' 

warab 'big male sheep (pl) , 

On the syntactic level it appears that relative clause markers and 

focus markers a.o. have in all cases high tone + stress, i.e. prominence 

which is thought to influence the pitch of the surrounding syllables. 

This influence is however not indicated in the present study. In the 

present paper tone will be indicated as follows: 

High: 1) +stress: 

2) -stress: 

Mid: unmarked 

Low: 

1.3. The sentence. 

1.3.1. Word order. The predominant word order of sentence constituents 

in Rendille is Subject - Object - Verb. 

(4) maxabal inam ~ahe 
elder boy has beaten 

iname wei adixte 
girl child has washed 

'the elder has beaten the boy' 

'the girl has washed the child' 

The indirect object precedes the direct object. 



(5) an maxabal Ie g6101 asice 'I have given food to the elders' 
I elders food have given 

Adverbs and adverbial phrases precede the verb. 

(6 ) us cele yimi 'he carne yesterday' 
he yesterday carne 

us Korre kayimi 'he came from Korr' 
he Kon-:- from-came 

Qualifiers follow the noun and are introduced by a gender sensitive particle 

k- (masc sing), A- (masc pI), or t- (fern sing and pl).6 

(7) hanti wen 'big woven container' 
woven container big 

ga Ii daxan 'white camels' (k ~ ¢/ 
camels white 

albeftl inno Korr kagarre, ayim'i 'the girls we saw in Korrhave come' 
girls we Korr in saw have come 

Note however the following possible constructions: 

(8) bey aficeda 
lake its edge 

'edge of lake' 

kul worlsa kayenna 'container we are talking about' 
container its newswe are talking about 

as variants of afl bey and wori kul respectively. 

1.3.2. Permutation of word order. OSV order has also been observed. 

In this case there is a pause after the fronted object. 

inam, maxabal ~ahe 
(verbal concord is with 

'the elder has beaten the girl' 
maxaba I , i. e. masc) 

It is assumed here that in (9) inam 'girl' is thematized by fronting. 

The preferred translation was found to be 'the girl has been beaten by 

the elder' and not 'the elder has beaten the girl'. 

Passivization is a well known means of thematizing the object in 

English. In Rendille there are other means of thematizing the object if 

6Each gender sensitive particle, further on in this study called "rela­
tive clause marker", has a set of allomorphs depending on preceding final 
consonant or vowel of the noun to which it is attached. See Oomen [1977aJ 
for more details. 
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the agent is not mentioned, namely by a verbal prefix la-. 

'the girl was beaten' 

Instances were observed where the predicate is fronted. This 

appears to be possible only if no more than one sentence constituent 

other than the predicate is present. There is a pause after the 

fronted predicate and the latter must have the predicate focus marker. 

(ll ) .§.yela, inam 
as a variant of inam ~yela 

'the boy is doing it' 

~ye I a, sahta 
as a variant of sahta ~yela 

'he will do it tomorrow' 

but cf. 

*yela, inam 
*yela, sahta 

It appears then that in Rendille permutation of word order is a 

means of thematizing very much the same as Halliday [1967J indicates for 

English. 

(12) gal, sigir migasane, sugube tigis 'disease did not kill the 
camels disease did-not~kill thirst killed camels, thirst did' 

(note that the conversation is about camels) 

Consider in this context bey aficeda as a variant of afl bey, 

where bey is fronted, presumably because bey is the theme. 

Permutation of word order is certainly a feature different from 

Focus, which we shall see below is an obligatory feature of the Rendille 

clause and involves morphological and tonal changes. 

1.3.3. Case. 7 Greenberg [1966:96J states as his Universal 41: "If in 

a language the verb follows both the nominal subject and the nominal ob­

ject as the dominant order, the language almost always has a case system." 

In Rendille the dominant order is SOY. The absolute form of the noun in 

both genders is the accusative. 

7For comparison see Heine [1975/76J and Oomen [1977aJ. The adnominal 
genitive case is not considered here. In a restricted number of cases 
the genitive case is overtly marked by -t suffixed to the possessor­
noun. 



(13) us dagaR asae 'he has thrown the stone' (d~gaR masc) 

an dafar axaba 'I have cloth' (dafar fern) 

c i mb i r ~'.! yeg 'j s 'the bird was killed' (cimbir fern) 

The nominative is only marked in the feminine gender and only on 

the noun unaccompanied by qualifiers; qualifiers are unmarked for case. 

This marker -e is suffixed to subjects of both transitive and in­

transitive verbs. It therefore appears to be a surface subject marker. 

iname intane kajirta 

'the woman has bought food' 
(maxaba I 'woman') 

'the girl is here' (inam 'girl') 

The transitivity relations [Halliday 1967:38-81J or case relations 

[Fillmore 1970J of agent and goal are realized by a variety of means in 

Rendille: 

-by word order 

-by subject-predicate agreement of gender and number 

-by nominal suffix in a restricted use 

-by verbal prefix. Many other cases are also expressed in the last 

mentioned way. For example 

(15) Source, ka-: i nam Korr~ kay i m i 'the boy came from Korr' 

Manner, i- : sag§A i y i mi? 'how did he come? ' 

1.4. The noun phrase. 

1.4.1. Noun classes. 8 A classification is proposed that is based on 

gender and concomitant tone pattern in the singular. In the majority of 

Rendille nouns there is polarity of gender and number. This classification 

can predict the type of plural formation that is correct. A considerable 

number of Rendille nouns, however, have only a singular form. 

Class 1. Class 1 contains all the nouns which have masculine gender 

in the singular and show the tone pattern high-low, which tone pattern can 

be reduced or extended according to the number of syllables into: 

8The following information is not to be considered complete. Further 
investigation is needed. 
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high-falling: ' high-low: ~', mid-high-low: and mid-mid-high-low: 

For class 1 a sub-classification is made as follows: 

Class lao Class la contains all masculine nouns (high-falling tone 

pattern) which are monosyllabic. These nouns do not have the usual 

polarity of gender and number, but are masculine in singular and plural. 

There are a number of nouns in this sub-class that have singular forms 

only. 

'meat' fit 'road' kul 'container' or 'male camel' 

singular form only: 'camels' 'impala' 

Class lb. Class Ib contains the masculine nouns which have more than 

one syllable. They accordingly have high-low, mid-high-low or mid-mid­

high-low tone pattern. 

(18) In~m 'boy' ar~m 'husband' dulbe 'roofmat' yab~r 'string' 

maxab~1 'elder' xorojebsl 'very large snake' 

singular form only: albe 'girls' tum~'Y 'male sheep or goats that 
hav~ just been castrated' 

Class 2. Class 2 contains the nouns that have feminine gender in the 

singular and which show the tone pattern mid-high, which can be reduced or 

extended according to the number of syllables as follows: 

mid-rising: mid-high: -~, mid-mid-high: - - ~ . 

For class 2 no sub classification is needed. 

(19) abar 'mother' 

lOA 'leg' 

i 11m 'tear' 

dowoflo 'jackal' 

singular form only: Iy 'sheep' 

u I 'stick' 

rly 'goats' 

mandan 'twin' 

1.4.2. Plural formation. Class la members form their plural by reduplica-

tion. This reduplication has three characteristics. 

(1) it does not affect the initial consonant 

(2) the reduplicated syllable has prominence 

(3) the vowel of the reduplicated syllable is always a 

(20) j'lt jitat kLII kulai or orar ( c f. (17) above) 

Class Ib members have a plural suffix -8 (after vowel -inye is 

found, after consonant this consonant seems to be geminated). The syllable 

preceding e has promlnence. 
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aramme dulbinye yabar -- yabarre (cf. (18) above) 

Class 2 members have a plural suffix -0 (after vowel -yo is found). 

(22) abar arbo ul ulo dOWOAO dOWOAOYO (c f. (19) above) 

Exceptions to these rules are nouns that change their tonal pattern to 

make their plural: 

(23) dufan 'camel kept for slaughtering' 

keleA 'big male goat' 

pI. dufan 

pI. ke I eA 

and those nouns where natural sex seems to override grammatical gender: 

(24) Aelem (and not expected Aelem) 'male sheep' p1. Aelmo 

folas (and not expected folas) 'castrated camel' pI. folaso 

1.4.3. De,I2endent categories. All qualifiers of the noun except the 

numera1 9 are introduced by a gender sensitive relative clause marker, 

ki or kiye for masculine singular, Ai 10 or Aiye for masculine 

plural, and ti or tlye for feminine singular or plural. 

klye ,Aiye and tlye are presumably derived from kl+ e , Ai + e 

and ti + e respectively,-e being a subjunctive form of the copula, 

found only in subordinate clauses. 

ki and kIye, Ai and AIye, ti and tlye appear to be in free 

variation. 

(25) minki gob } 
mi nkIye gob 

'the house of the settlement' (min 'house (masc)') 

mi nka 'this house' (k i + a (demonstrative) -. ka) 

mi nko 'a house' (k i + 0 (indefinite) -. ko) 

i nantl<ye) xanan, adetsate 'the girl who was ill has recovered' 
(i nam 'girl (fem)' ) 

Note however that the numeral is not introduced by a gender sensitive 

marker: 

(26) inam afar 'four boys' 

9Compare this situation with Somali, where the numeral precedes the 
noun. In Rendille tuman 'all' behaves in this respect like a cardinal 
number. 

iOPhonetically, A( is 1'18 (see 1.1). 
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1.4.4. Adjective. A classification can be made, based upon the absence 

or presence of the copula yaRe (3 pers sing) in the affirmative present 

(non-perfect) and upon the presence of either the negative marker -me 

( suffixed) , which occurs also after nouns, or the negative marker ma-

(prefixed) , which is a verbal negative marker. The copula is present in 

different forms in both classes in other than the unmarked present to 

serve as a mere locus for the marking of tense, mood and aspect. 11 Class 1 

will be examplified by bur 'big' (for persons: 'rather too big'). The 

noun used to illustrate corresponding behaviour will be mwalimu 'teacher'. 

Class 2 will be examplified by der 'tall'. The verb used to illustrate 

corresponding behaviour will be doon 'want'. 

(27) Adjective Noun 

Class 1: aff. I abur inam amwal imu Inam 
'the boy is big' 'the boy is a teacher' 

neg. inam burrne inam mwal imume 
'the boy is not big' 'the boy is not a teacher' 

Adjective Verb 

Class 2: aff. inam ader yeRe (a~/ 1'1) 
. adoona Inam 

'the boy is tall' - 'the boy wants' 

neg. i nam mader inam madoono 
'the boy is not tall' 'the boy does not want' 

The numerals belong to class 1, which fact strengthens our hypothesis 

that the adjectives of class 1 are in fact nouns. 

1.4.5. Personal pronoun. Personal pronouns and likewise pronominal ad­

jectives and demonstratives have two paradigms. One could be characterized 

by the feature -FOCUS, the other by the feature +FOCUS. Examples will be 

given in the course of the discussion of the main part of this study on 

Focus. For complete paradigms, see Appendix I. 

1.5. The verb. 12 Rendille verbs are best arranged into two classes: 

Class 1: prefix conjugation. Bound subject pronouns are prefixed to 

the verb stem. The bound subject pronouns for this class are: 

IlFor more details see Oomen [1977a: 28J. 

12For more details see Oomen [1977a: 26-33J. 



sing. 1 ¢ 

2 t 

3 y 
t 

(masc) 
(fem) 

pI. 1 n 

2 t- -Vn 

3 y- -Vn 
t 

(masc) 
(fem)13 

Prefix verbs form a minority of Rendille verbs (only thirteen have been 

found up until now). They belong to the basic vocabulary. Tense/mood 

distinctions are expressed by vowel alternations in the stem, namely 

ali and a/u They sometimes have irregular and incomplete paradigms. 

In this class there seems to be no specific form for the subjunctive, 

the mood that is used in subordinate clauses. There are distinct 

optative forms. See Appendix I for a complete list of verbs found 

taking the prefix conjugation. 

Class 2: Suffix conjugation. Bound subject pronouns are suffixed 

to the verb stem. There are no vowel alternations in the verb stem, 

the suffix vowel, however, changes according to tense/mood distinctions, 

namely a/e. This class contains the vast majority of Rendillc verbs 

and is highly regular. The bound subject pronouns for this class are: 

sing. I ¢ 

2 t 

3 ¢ 
t 

(masc) 
( fem) 

pl. 1 n 

2 t- -Vn 

3 ¢ 
t 

-Vn (masc) 
( fem) 

For class 2 a subclassification can be made into 2a and 2b, characterized 

among other things by different negative present tense suffixes, respec-

tively -0 and -i For class 2b another subclassification can be 

made, characterized by a different form for the affirmative imperative, 

ending in respectively -0 and -so. Members of class 2 have distinct 

forms for the subjunctive, i.e. the same forms as for the negative present 

minus the prefixed negative marker ma- . 

2. Focus in the Rendille Clause 

2.1. Some general notes on focus structure. Focus structure is described 

in Halliday's terminology [Halliday 1967, 1970J. Halliday sees language 

in terms of its use. As act of speech is seen as a simultaneous selection 

13The 3 pers pI feminine has the same form as the 3 pel'S sing feminine. 
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from among a large number of interrelated options. The system of 

available options is the grammar of the language. Anyone clause is 

built up of a combination of structures deriving from the three functions 

of language to which correspond divisions in the grammar [Halliday 1970: 

141-42J. 

2.1.1. Transitivity, mood, and theme. Halliday then regards the English 

clause as the domain of three main areas of syntactic choice [Halliday 

1967:199J. These are: 

Transitivity: This is the set of options relating to cognitive 

content. 

Mood: This represents the organization of participants in speech 

situations. 

Theme: This is concerned with the information structure of the 

clause. 1" 

The present discussion will be mainly concerned with a set of options in 

the Theme structure of the clause, namely the information options. 

These involve discussing information units and information focus [Halliday 

1967:200-11J.15 

2.1.2. Information unit, clause, and information focus. According to 

Halliday any text in spoken English is organized into what may be called 

information units. A clause may contain two information units, it may 

be a single information unit, or it may itself be part of an information 

unit which includes other clauses. The unmarked option occurs when the 

I"Note that Halliday uses the term Theme also for a particular role in 
the distribution of information in the clause as a message, besides the 
notion just mentioned. I have briefly discussed some aspects of the Theme 
Rheme options in Rendille under 1.3.2. 

15Evidently Halliday's approach is based on English, but there are 
many parallels, which may indicate that his model can be applied to other 
languages than English. That information focus in English is realized by 
the use of phonological prominence, referred to by Halliday as "tonicity", 
but in Rendille by focus markers, which incidentally always have high tone 
+ stress, does not affect the model; they are low-level language specific 
differences. 



clause contains one information unit. Note that a clause includes the 

clauses which are embedded within it. 

It appears that in Rendille there is only one focal point possible 

in one information unit, the rest being non-focal (for exceptions to 

this statement, see 2.1.4. and (30)). The information focus falls on 

one constituent of the information unit. This one constituent which 

receives the information focus represents the new element in the message. 

2.1.3. "Given" versus "new". We can say that the system of information 

focus assigns to the information unit (in our case the Rendille clause) 

a structure in terms of the two functions, "given" and "new". "Given" is 

presupposed knowledge by both speaker and hearer, "new" is non-derivable 

information. "New" is not only factually new, it may imply contrast with 

what has been said before. As is well known, given units are often 

represented anaphorically, by reference, substitution or ellipsis. 

2.1.4. "Unmarked" versus "marked" focus. "Unmarked" focus is the form 

appropriate to the first information unit in a discourse. In other words, 

where the focus is unmarked, its domain may be the whole of the infor­

mation unit, here the clause, i.e. the whole clause represents new infor­

mation. The structure is not "given-new", but simply "new". Where the 

focus is marked, however, it may assign prominence to any constituent of 

the clause, the remaining being non-focal: there is a "given-new" 

structure. 

2.2. Focus markers in Rendille. Rendille appears to have two focus 

markers. 

1) + predicate focus marker (from now on called +pfm), realized by a­
prefixed to the predicate.16 

16For comparison see Bell [1953:25J, Hetzron [1965:118J and others 
on Somali indicators waa and baa, which appear to have a function 
similar to Rendille a and e An apparent correspondence ba was 
found in Rendille. Examples: yele tumamba atimi 'all the boys came' 
(tuman 'all'); eba 'nobody' (et (man) + ba), melba 'nowhere' (mel 
(place) + ba). Contrarily to -pfm ~, ba can occur simultaneously with 
+pfm a and also on nouns in isolation, i.e. without a predicate. 
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(28) inam ~yimi 'the boy came' 

diri akulel 'the pot is hot' 

2) - predicate focus marker (from now on called -pfm) , realized by -e 

suffixed to any other constituent of the clause, but to not more than 

one in the information unit, i.e. in the unmarked case the clause. 

(29) iname yimi 'the boy came' 

maxabal inam~ jahe 'the elder beat the boy' 

maxab?:lI i ntus~ kaj ira 'the elder is there' 

hanuhi bureny~ kaj i bte 'she put a lot of milk' 

It seems that in Rendille the +pfm has a second function, namely it 

realises the unmarked focus appropriate to the first information unit in 

a discourse. 17 

(30) inam ~yimi 'the boy came', is a felicitous answer to the question: 
What happened? There is no given component in this 
message. The message contains all new information. 

iname yimi 'the boy came', however, is not a correct answer to: 
What happened? It is the correct answer to: Who came? 
or: Did the girl come? 

inam ~yimi 'the boy came', is as well the correct answer to: What 
did the boy do? or: Did the boy go away? 

Taken out of its context, a sentence like inam ~yimi is ambiguous. 

2.3. Distribution of focus markers. In the Rendille clause a focus marker 

is obligatory, except for those cases where the information unit consists 

of more than one clause. Secondly, in the Rendille clause there is only 

one focus marker at a time, either a +pfm or a -pfm. 

(31) inam ~yiml 

*inam yimi 18 

'the boy came' 

(no focus marker) 

17Compare with a.o. Givon [1975:185J: "It is normally assumed for 
the 'neutral' sentence pattern of a language, that the predicate phrase 
contains the new information or asserted portion, while the subject 
phrase contains the new information or asserted portion, while the 
subject is the topic or presupposed portion with respect to which the 
assertion is being made." 

18Starred forms indicate ungrammatical forms. 



(31) cont. 

*inam~ ~yim'l 

ina~ yimi 

iname atim'l 

*iname timi 

*i name atimi 

iname timi 

maxaballe Mimi 

*maxaballe timi 

*maxabal Ie atimi 

maxaballe timi 

maxabal inam ~jal1e 

*maxabal inam jahe 

*maxabale inarne jahe 
-

*maxabale ina~ ~jahe 

maxabale inam jahe 

maxabal i na~ jahe 

(two focus markers) 
'the boy came' 

'the girl came' (e is feminine surface subject marker) 

'the girl came' 

'the elders came' (e is 

'the elders came' 

'the elder beat the boy' 

'the elder beat the boy' 

'the elder beat the boy' 

(no focus marker) 

(two focus markers) 

plural marker class Ib) 

(no focus marker) 

(two focus markers) 

(no focus marker) 

(two focus markers) 

(three focus markers) 

If there is only a predicate in the declarative sentence without 

accompaning noun phrase or noun phrases, the predicate must have the +pfm. 

(32) ~yimi 'he came' 

*yimi (given component of the message is omitted) 

This is predictable, since ~yimi contains the new information and so has 

focus. 

The -pfm must precede the predicate. As the predicate normally is in 

sentence final position, this implies that a noun or noun phrase without an 

accompaning predicate, i.e. where the predicate is omitted because it con­

tains the given component of the message, cannot have the focus marker. 

It however has focus. 

(33) ay~ yimi 'Who came?' can have two possible answers: 

inam~ yimi 'the boy came' 

inam 'the boy' 

*1 name 
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Note that the predicate is not always in sentence final position. 

This is the case when the predicate is fronted for Thematization. 19 

(34) ~yiroi, ~am 'he has come, the boy' 

It is assumed that in this case we have two information units (note 

pause after ~yimi) each with its focus. ~yimi has the +pfm, while 

inam by itself has focus but this focus is not expressed by a -pfm (see 

above). Here we find an interaction of the Theme and Information options. 

2.4. Realizations of the focus markers. 

2.4.1. Realizations of the +pfm. If the +pfm is prefixed directly to 

a verb stem beginning with a vowel, the a is elided but its high tone 

+ prominence remains on the initial vowel of the verb stem. 

(35) albe irte 'the girls went' 

'I am sleeping' 

( i rd 'go') 

(urd 'sleep') 

For the sake of clarity the examples will be restricted to simple 

declarative affirmative sentences containing only a subject and a predi­

cate. Question and negation will be dealt with below. 

(36) focus on predicate focus on subject 

verbal pro 
Class 1 

verbal pro 
Class 2 

nominal pro 
with noun 

nominal pro 
with class 1 
adjective 

inam ~yam'it 

an ~gi rMlma 

gogag ~nuh1m 

komboro ~jeb In 

Na I i yon amwa I imu 

diri abur 

nominal pro inam ader ye~e 
with class 2 
adjective 

19See 1. 3. 2. 

ina~ yamit 

an 1. 9 i rdama 

gogag~ nuha20 

'komb6r~ jebe20 

Nal iyone mwalime 
(u + e Tcopula) ~ 

di ri bure 

i name der 

'the boy comes' 

'I play' 

'the camell skins smell' 

'the stools broke' 

'Naliyon isateacher' 
e) 

'the pot is big' 

'the boy is tall' 

203perssing is used instead of the normal concord 3 pers pl. The 2 
pers pl however is not homonymous with the corresponding singular in the same 
context. I think therefore that one cannot speak of a restrictive 
paradigm as Andrzejewski has for Somali or of an impoverished conjugation 
[Hetzron 1974:275J. 



2.4.2. Realizations of the -pfm. Here we have to distinguish between 

realizations which are phonologically conditioned and realizations which 

are morphologically conditioned. 

2.4.2.1. Phonologically conditioned realizations. The relevant condi­

tions are the following: 

the -pfm suffixed to a noun which ends in a consonant is e 

(37) iname yimi 'the boy came' 

the -pfm suffixed to a noun which ends in a high tone vowel has ¢ 

realization: 

(38) an komboro arge 

icc cel~ yimatin 

'I saw the stools' 

'they came yesterday' 

(komboro 'stools') 

(cele 'yesterday' ) 

the -pfm suffixed to a noun which ends in a low tone vowel deletes but 

the high tone of e is left behind on the final low tone vowel of the 

preceding noun: 

'I bought medicine' ( i I dawa (39) an i Idawa sogade 

kolos~ yamit 'perhaps he will come' (koloso 

'medicine' ) 

'perhaps' ) 

Note that there are several very similar suffixes in Rendille, which 

differ however in tone and/or different allomorphic behavior in vowel 

environment. The essence is that -e (feminine surface subject marker) 

disappears altogether, -e (one of the plural markers) is realized as 

-nye after vowel, -e (copula) remains while the preceding vowel dis­

appears, and -e (-pfm) deletes, but its high tone is left behind on the 

final vowel of the noun in focus. 

2.4.2.2. Morphologically conditioned realizations. The relevant condi­

tions are the following: 

the -pfm realizes as ny~ after the copula -e (-e is a subjunctive 

form i.e. occurs in subordinate clauses only). 

(40) inanki bure 'the boy who is big' 

inanki bureny~ yimi 'the big boy came' 

(bur + e , copula) 

(focus on bu re ) 

the -pfm realizes as ny~ after the negative of the copula -me. me 
(raised tone) was found as well. 
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mele, abartey~ 

abarteymeny~, abartaAa 

kan~ dona, kusmeny~ 

'is it your mother?' 

'no, it is not my mother' 

'it is not my mother, it is your mother' 

'I want this one, not that one' 

the -pfm realizes as ne after nouns followed by the demonstrative 

-a 'this, these'.21 

(42) herta 'these warriors' 

hertane timi 'these warriors came' 

inta 'here' 

us intane kaj i ra 'he is here' 

manta 'today' 

us mantan~ yamit 'he will come today' 

2.4.2.3. Different types of sub,ject noun phrases examplified. Eight 

possible noun phrases in subject position will be considered, with the 

focus on the subject version on the left-side and the focus on the 

predicate version on the right-hand side. Note that the +pfm realizes 

also unmarked focus. 

(43) simple noun 

iname yimi 
'the-boy came' 

maxabale bun karisa 
'the woman is cooking coffee' 

(44) pronoun 

atine bahasi tigasin 
'you-(pl) killed the lion' 

inam ayimt 
'the boy came' 

maxabale bun akarisa 
'the woman is-going to cook coffee,22 

attn bahasi atigastn 
'you killed the lion' 

2LAnother possibility of analysis is 'not to consider ne an allo­
morph of e, but to assume another stem to which it is attached: an 
instead of- a. Heine [1976J has a Proto-Sam demonstrative root *-an 
besides *-a, both having the meaning of being near. In present day 
Rendille we find a nominal demonstrative kan 'this one'. It is there­
fore possible to assume that the n has disappeared in the adjectival 
demunstrative, but surfaces again in the focus form. 

22See 2.5.1 for difference in aspect. 



(45) noun + demonstrative 

etuse min gube 
'that man burnt the house' 

Mus min agube 
'that man-burnt the house' 

(46) noun + possessor noun 

urubi bicete inta kajira urubi bicet inta ~kajira 
'the calabash of water is here"the c81abash of water is here' 

(47) noun + pronominal possessive 

abaRaya gal mala abaRey gal amala 
'my rather is milking the camels' 'my father is going to milk the camels ,22 

(48) noun + adjective 

eti herti dere buje 
'the tall warrior died' 

eti herti der abuje 
'the tall warrior died' 

(49) noun + relative clause 

eti herti cele yimie, buje 
'the warrior who ca;e 
yesterday died' 

eti herti cele ylml, abuje 
'the warrior who came-yesterday died' 

(Note that in the sentence on the left hand side the -pfm is 
attached to the last constituent of the relative clause, which is 
always the predicate.) 

2.5. Inter action of Tense/Aspect, Mood and Focus. 

2.5.1. Tense/Aspect. As in many other languages there is no sharp distinc­

tion between Tense and Aspect in Rendille. 

(50) ~yamit 

(51) ~yimi 

j'he 
'he 
'he 

comes' I 
is coming' 
will come' 

{ 'he came' } 
'he has come' 

Adverbs and verbal affixes may be used to express further distinctions 

of Tense and Aspect. It appears that Focus structure can interfere, but 

this needs further investigation. 23 

23It may be that i functions not only as a focus marker, i. e. brings 
the action into focus, but also as an aspect marker. Secondly, if the 
predicate contains an object, one can ask: Is the entire verb phrase 
asserted, i.e. in focus, or only the complement? 



(52) us min adisda 'he will build a house' (this means 'he will marry') 

us mine d i sda 'he is building ahouse' (with r,o further implications) 

an tela rie mala 'I am milking the goats now' 

an sahta ri amala 'I shall milk the goats tomorrow' 

2.5.2. Tense/Aspect and Mood. The following data have been taken from a 

class 2a verb, where there is no interference of phonological environment. 

All other verbs show the same pattern (underlined affixes are relevant to 

the present discussion). 

(53) Affirmative Negative 

Imperative 

S 9 i rdam 'dance! ' ~girdam~ 

PI girdama ~girdam~a 

Indicative 

Pres/Fut ~irdama (1 pers) magirda~ (1 pers) 

Past/Perf ~girdame (1 pers) magirdam~ (invariable) 

Subjunctive 

Pres/Fut girda~ (1 pers) 19irdam~ (invariable) 

Past/Perf girdame (1 pers) 19irdam~ (invariable) 

The following observations can be made: 

The Imperative Singular (aff.) has the form of the verb stem. 

The Imperative (neg.) has a- prefixed, presumably to distinguish it 

from subjunctive forms which show the same suffix -in 

The indicative forms have either a- (aff.) or ma- (neg.). Ma 

is presumably me+a. Suffixes -a and -e are found in the affirmative, 

markers respectively of Pres/Future and Past/Perfect; in the negative we 

find -0 and -in ,which are in absence of ma- subjunctive suffixes. 

(-0 aff. and -in neg.) 

The subjunctive forms show absence of a- andma-. The ne.gative 

marker is i-. 

2.5.3. Indicative and Subjunctive. Lyons [1968:312J says, "The tradi­

tional term 'subjunctive' is revealing: it comes from the Latin trans­

lation of the Greek word for 'subordinating' and shows that for the 

traditional grammarian the subjunctive was the mood of subordination par 

excellence. The question arises now whether this subjunctive is correctly 



described as a mood. More generally: what is the connection between 

mood and subordination? etc." 

For Rendille it seems to be the case that: 

The subjunctive suffixes occur in main sentences accompanied by 

a- and ma only. 

(54) ~girdamin 

xoro ~gubno 

~sogatani 

m~g i rdamo 

m~girdamin 

'do not dance' 

'let us burn firewood' 

'let us buy' 

'I do not dance' 

'I did not dance' 

Inam mwal imu m~Reynan 'the boy was not a teacher' (ma ~ me/ R) 

The subjunctive occurs in main sentences without a- or ma­

after a subject noun or noun phrase in focus. It will be shown however 

that these main clauses are in fact main clauses with an embedded reduced 

relative clause (see 2.6 below). In these cases the negative marker is 

l- , which is an indicator of subordinate clauses. 

( 55 ) i nam~ y i m i 'the boy came' 

Inam~ igirdamin 'the boy did not dance' 

*Ina~ ~yimi 

*ina~ m~girdamin 

The subjunctive occurs in subordinate clauses (only relative 

clauses are considered here, but it may be that in Rendille subordinate 

clauses are relative clauses marked by a relative clause marker) without 

a- or ma- only. The fact that a- and ma- (+pfm) do not occur 

in subordinate clauses, is in agreement with the fact that the predicate 

of a restricted relative clause, which always contains presupposed 

knowledge, cannot be new information. 

(56) Inanki inta kajiro, axanan yeRe 

*§.kajiro 

*~aj i ra 

'the boy who is here is ill' 

inanki masin idonin, 

*madonin 

intan~ kajira 'the boy who does/did not want to 
finish, is here' 

inanki mwal imu 9Reynan, ~yimi 

*etlenet 

'the boy who was not a teacher came' 
(i ~ e/_A) 
(a-te/ A) 



(56) cont. 

an atiRi masiso dona 'I want you to finish' (verb stem masi) 

*amasiso 

*amasi sa 

Note that after verbs like arg 'see' and agard 'know', two con­

structions are possible: 

(57) an ~ga maxabale lreta 'I see the woman going' (two main clauses, 
each with +pfm) 

an maxabasl irati ~ga 'I see the woman going' (main clause with 
embedded rel. cl. ) 

2.5.4. Interrogative. 

2.5.4.1. Yes/no guestions. Occurrences of the -pfm are found as well 

as occurrences of the +pfm, but only one at a time. 

(58) Nal iyone yimi? 

(59) Naliyon ~yimj? 

'did Naliyon come?' 

'did Naliyon come?' 

2.5.4.2. Wh guestions. In Wh questions the +pfm is ungrammatical. This 

is explained by assuming that Wh words have built-in focus (cf. Hetzron 

[1965:118; 1969:31-33, 74J). Note that they always have prominence. 

( 60) ay~ y i m i ? 'who came?' *ayo ~yimi? 

min eirOR masata? 'when will the house be finished?' *amasata 

yeie sag~R ifiride 'how did the boys escape?' *if i ri de 

ku I me? 'where is the container?' 

a~R hagiea? 'what is he doing?' *~hagiea 

inankoR iderneynan? 'which boy is not tall?' (note subj. form) 

After Wh words we find the same constructions as after -pfm and as 

in reI. clauses, i.e. we find verb forms which have characteristic sub­

junctive markers. 

2.5.5. Negation. We have seen that negative verb forms share with sub~ 

junctive verb forms the same suffixes (one exception is the subjunctive 

Past/Perfect). Imperative (neg.) and Indicative (neg.) have, however, 

a and ma respectively prefixed, while subjunctive (neg.) has 
- f· d 24 pre lxe . 

24Note that in Rendille the words for 'yes' and 'no' are respectively 
aa and me I e (me+ I a ) . 



As with Focus the scope of assertion is relevant, likewise with 

negation the scope of negation is relevant. There are for example two 

ways to say 'I do not want any thing' in Rendille: 

(61) an walaR madono 

(62) walaR an dono mele 

(statement, unmarked focus) 

(felicitous answer to the question: 'what do 
you want?', note subj. form dono) 

Further investigation on the matter is needed. 

2.6. An attempt to derive the -pfm from the relative clause marker + 

copula e. This amounts to saying that the -pfm is in fact a cleft sen­

tence construction but not regarded as such any longer by the native 

speakers of the language. One may assume that restructuring has taken 

place. Such a restructuring hypothesis is strengthened by the fact that 

there is one odd verb form occurring after a subject nominal in focus, 

which has characteristics of both indicative and subjunctive, i.e. a form 

of class 2 verbs. 

(63) inam~ girdama 

ay~ 9 i rdama? 

but 

(64) inanklgirdamo 

'the boy is dancing' 

'who is dancing?' 

'the boy who is dancing' 

Girdama is a subjunctive form in so far as it has not a prefixed, but 

it is not a subjunctive form in so far as it has the indicative ending -a 

and not the subjunctive ending -0 

2.6.1. Phonological argument. We have klye , ft lye , and tlye in free 

variation with ki , Ri , and ti (see 1.4.3). It is proposed here that 
-

klye R .lye and tlye are realizations of underlying ki + e , Ri + e , , , -
and ti + e respectively, e being subjunctive present of the copula. At 

some time klye , Rlye , and tlye must have lost their gender marking, 

which is not essential to the meaning; also was lost before the copula, 

but its prominence remained. The hypothetical process of the loss of 

is made plausible by the existence of a similar still productive process: 

(65) Nal iyon~ mwal ime 'Naliyon is the teacher' (mwal imu + e , copula) 

51 



The foregoing hypothesis would explain the prominence of the -pfm. 

Hence the following development may be assumed: 

(66) 

.!.ye 

2.6.2. Syntactic arguments. We have seen under (56), (55) and (60) that 

we find identical clause structures following relative clause markers, 

subject nominals in focus and Wh words, except for a form like 9 i.rdama 

(see 2.6). Also, we mention once again that the -pfm cannot occur on a 

noun in isolation (see (33)). This restriction is in agreement with our 

hypothesis that the -pfm is derived from a relative clause marker, i.e. 

something must follow. 

2.6.3. Semantic argument. Restrictive relative clauses contain pre­

supposed knowledge, i.e. knowledge shared by speaker and hearer. Con­

structions following a nominal in focus also contain presupposed knowledge. 

In Rendille non-restrictive relative clauses appear to be expressed by 

main clauses juxtaposed to other main clauses. Coordination need not be 

overtly expressed (see (57)). 

2.7. Beyond the clause. It was mentioned before that an information 

unit may include more than one clause (see 2.1.2). This is precisely 

what is the case where a clause apparently contains no focus marker at 

all. 25 

(67) iname timiy~, inam gudubte 'the girl came and beat the boy' 

(Although there are two clauses, there is one information unit with one 

-pfm attached to the last constituent of the first clause. The clause 

thus, if in focus, has the -pfm attached to the last constituent which is 

the predicate; here, timiy~. In the second clause, inam gudupte , 

there is no other focus marker.) 

25Another particle, la, was found, which apparently draws attention 
to a new topic. Example: inam~ adi xabte, adi la kirte, babe 'the girl 
was looking after the goats, then the goats started to run and got lost'. 
(adi 'goats') Cf. also male 'no'. 
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2.8. Why two focus markers and not simply cleft sentence constructions? 

I would like to adhere to the focus structure analysis as outlined above 

and not treat cleft sentence constructions and verbal prefix a as two 

unrelated phenomena for the following reasons: 

a is not a mere verbal prefix, which perhaps indicates aspect 

(see 2.5.1), since it is obligatory when the predicate is not accompanied 

by a noun or noun phrase and in that case may indicate different aspects. 

The predicate contains then the new information, the presupposed part of 

the message being omitted. In cases where the predicate is accompanied 

by noun phrases, it is still obligatory if there is no -pfm attached to 

any of the latter. 

e and a are in complimentary distribution in the information 

unit. 

e is no longer considered a relative clause indicator by the na­

tive speakers, which is suggested by the absence of ki , Ri ,and ti , 

and by ambiguous forms such as girdama (see (63)). Girdama represents 

the class of verbs to which the great majority of Rendille verbs belong. 
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APPENDIX I 

Personal Pronouns 

-Focus 

an ('j ) 

at (I) 

us(u) 

inno 

atln 

ico 

+Focus 

an i 

ati 

usu 

ice 

nafte 

inno 

atine 

ico 

Pronominal Adjectives 

-Focus +Focus 

-ey 

-aft 

-IS -isa 

-ice -iceda 

-enyo -€mya 

-en -ena 
, 

-In -inna 

-ico -icoda 

Verb Affixes for Suffix Conjugation 

sing. 1 ¢ pl. 1 

2 -t 2 

3 ¢ (masc. ) 3 
-t (fern. ) 

Verb Affixes for Prefix Conjugation 

sing. 1 I/J pl. 1 

2 t- 2 

3 y- (masc. ) 3 
t- (fern. ) 

-n 

t-

¢ 
-t 

n-

t-

y-
t-

, I' 

'you' (sg. ) 

'he' 

'she' 

'we' (exclusive) 

'we' (inclusive) 

'you' (pl. ) 

'they' 

'my' 

'your' (sg. ) 

'his' 

'her' 

'our' (exclusive) 

'our' (inclusive) 

'your' (pl. ) 

'their' 

-Vn 

-Vn (masc. ) 
(fern. ) 

-Vn 

-Vn (masc. ) 
(fern. ) 
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Verbs Taking the Prefix Conjugation 

a/i alternation 

amit 

arid 

agis 

as i I 

yal 

eke (a-+e/ k) -
ateR 

a/u alternation 

ablotub 

aRam 

abud 

amut 

Past form only: 

idak 

in the stem: 

'I come' 

'I run' 

'I kill' 

' I lay down' 

'it is' 
(existence) 

'I am' 

'I become' 

to the stem: 

'I drink' 

' I eat' 

'I can' 

'I die' 

'I said' 

imi 'I came' 

irid 'I ran' 

igis 'I killed' 

is i I 'I lay down' 

yi I 'it was' (not of living 
things) 

eRe (i-+e/ R) 'I was' 

iteR 'I became' 

ubkub 'I drank' 

ukam ' I ate' 

ubud 'I was able' 

umuy 'I died' 

an idolot idak 'what have I done to •.. ?' (approximate meaning) 



APPENDIX II 

Short illustrative text, giving examples of Focus in context.* 

Title: maxabal-Ie-ti wor-i gal-i for her dak-t-o. 
elder -pI-who news-of camels-of camelcamp warriors ask-3p.s.masc. subj. 

1 atin min-k-ok jid ka-t-umk-en? 
you-pI house~which meat in-you-eat-pl.(past) 

2 nak La r i yon-e m i n-k- is j i d ka-n-ukum. 
we Luriyon-l-pfm)· house-hi,; meat in-we-eat (past) 

3 cirin-k-ok min-k-is ira-t-en? 
time-when house-his go-you-pl.(past) 

4 geleb or 
eveningtime or 

geleb-~ ira-n-e. 
eveningtime-(-pfm) go-we(past) 

5 ayo in-t-as ka-agar-t-en? 
who place-there in-see-you-pl.(past) 

6 Nal iyon icow Konynan-~ ka-agar-n-e. 
Naliyon and Koynan-(~pfm) in-see-we-past 

7 in-t-oA ka-y-ima-t-en? 
place-where from-they-come-they-past 

8 for-e ka-y-ima-t-en. 
camelcamp-(-pfm) from-they-come-they-past 

9 gal goy-t-is anabeyona? 
camels inside-their are they all right (idiom) 

10 anabeyon. 
they are all right (idiom) 

11 in-t-oA y-al? 
place~where 3p.s.masc. (camels)-stay(non-past) 

12 I laut-~ y-al? 
Ilaut-(-pfm) 3p.s.masc.-stay 

13 gal dig a-ka-xaba-n-on-a? 
camels blood (+pfm)-from-have-they-particle-question 

(on indicates that the elders know the warriors have blood, other­
wise they could not survive, but want to make sure) 

14 aa, a-ka-xab-an. 
yes,-(+pfm)-from-have-they(non-past) 

*'l'one/stress is not L:arked except on t~e focus narkers. :iorpholo[ical 
se6lJentation is I!l<:.rked bj" ilyrhens. 
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15 guram a-xab-a? 
migration f+pfm)-have-3p.s.masc.(came1s) 

16 me-Ie, vax a-jir-a. 
no, grazing (+pfm)-be-3p.s.masc. 

17 gal vax a-ka-darg-a? 
camels grazing f+pfm)-with-be satisfied-3p.s.masc.(camels)(non-past) 

18 aa, a-ka-darg-a. 
yes, f+pfm)-with-be satisfied-3p.s.masc.(non-past) 

19 ged-oh aron-a? 
time~how long stay without water-3p.s.masc.(camels) 

(The elders ask this question to test the truth of the warriors' 
statement. If the grazing is indeed good, the camels can stay with­
out water for 12 days. If it is bad, for 6 days only.) 

20 iben tomon icow kow-e, lama-ka wor ka-tol-a, 
days ten and one-(-pfm) two-particle well place-stand-3p.3.masc.(camels) 

21 in-t-oh y-abhub? 
place~where 3p.s.masc.-drink(non-past) 

22 Ngurunet-e y-abhub. 
Ngurunet-f-pfm) 3p.s.masc.-drink(non-past) 

Translation 

Title: Story about elders who ask two warriors about the camels in the came1camp 

1 At which house did you eat meat? 

2 We ate meat at Laryon's house. 

3 When did you go to Laryon's house? 

4 We went at eveningtime. 

5 Who did you see there? 

6 We saw Naliyon and Koynan. 

7 Where did they come from? 

8 They came from the camelcamp. 

9 How are the camels? 

10 They are all right. 

11 Where are they staying? 

12 They are staying at Ilaut. 

13 Do they get enough blood from the camels? 

14 Yes, they get. 
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15 Do the camels move? 

16 No, there is grazing. 

17 Are the camels satisfied with the grazing? 

18 Yes, they are. 

19 How long do they stay without water? 

20 Eleven days, on the twelfth day they stand at the well and drink. 

21 Where do they drink? 

22 They drink at Ngurunet. 
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'AND WHAT ABOUT ... 7' - TOPICALISATION IN HAUSA 

1. Introduction 

Philip Jaggar 
Universitat Hamburg 

This paper examines the transformational principles and operations 
involved in the topicalisation, within simplex Hausa verbal sentences, of 
both nominal and verhal elements. l Several accounts of the process of fo­
cus, also considered here, have appeared for Hausa, including major studies 
by McConvell [1973J and Schachter [1966, 1973J and some references in Par­
sons [1963J. There are also a number of descriptions available of similar 
phenomena in related Chadic languages, including, inter alia, Newman [1970, 
1974J, Schuh [1971, 1972J, Burquest [1973J, and Hoskison [1975J. However, 
apart from some rather brief reports in the latter works, in addition to 
one paper by Jaggar [1976J, no serious investigation of the equally impor­
tant but very distinctive feature of topicalisation has yet been published 
for this group.2 

The focus to date appears to have been on focus as it were, and the 
aim of this present study is to help remedy this situation. In the first 
section, the salient semantic properties of the two processes are briefly 
compared. However, because topicalisation, like focus, is structurally ex­
pressed in Hausa, the burden of this analysis is concerned with the syntax 
of topicalisation. In order to highlight the crucial characteristics of 
topicalisation, its syntactic behaviour is contrasted with that of focus 
where variations in behaviour make such a contrast illuminating and relevant 

IThis paper has its roots in undergraduate work done with F.W. Parsons 
at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London. I 
would like to thank F.W. Parsons, and also David Arnott, Paul Newman, and 
Russell Schuh for their valuable criticisms and comments on earlier versions 
of this article. I am also grateful to Mahmud Imam, Nuhu Sanusi, and Abdu 
Bichi, all of whom speak the Kano dialect of Hausa, for their help. Any 
errors and weaknesses are of course entirely my own responsibility. 

2Parsons himself has put together some characteristically copious but 
unpublished notes on the subject. He refers to the phenomenon as "Thema­
tic Emphasis", a term borrowed in fact from Arnott [19'70J. Arnott [1964J 
was, along with Welmers [1964J, one of the first scholars to call attention 
to the fact that different types of emphatic transform co-exist in West Af­
rican languages. 



to the particular features under consideration. The purpose throughout 
is to illustrate the relationship between basic and derived sentences by 
formulating a set of rules which apply to the underlying strings and which 
account for the eventual surface forms. I hope, in this report, to show 
that the formation of the two construction types involves different T-rules 
and suggest a possible way of accounting for these dissimilarities. 

By topicalisation I am referring to sentences of the following kind: 

(1) '(as for)3 Bill, I saw him yesterday' 

(2) '(as for) the girl, she has run away' 

As distinct from sentences (3) and (4) which illustrate focus constructions: 

(3) clefting: 'it was Bill I saw yesterday' 

(with the possible tag ' ... and not John') 

(4) contrastive stress: 'the girl has run away' 

(with the possible tag' 

2. Semantic Features 

and not the boy') 

The feature topicalisation [+TJ is introduced as an optional stylistic 
device available in the natural language for transformationally altering 
both the meaning and constituent structure of an underlying unmarked sen­
tence. In a topic construction in Rausa some item is lifted from a neutral 
sentence and preposed to position before the sentence subject. The element 
thereby overtly marked off as a topic or theme and introduced in English 
by such phrases as 'as for ... ' or 'and ... ' is here designated the topic 
element. The ensuing balance will be referred to as the comment. 

From a universal semantic point of view the topic element is regarded 
as supplying old information in the discourse or situation, and the com­
pletive comment sentence as providing new and hence more significant infor­
mation regarding the topic. This should be contrasted with focus construc­
tions where it is the focus element which normally conveys the new data and 
which is thus of greater communicative importance. 4 The resumptive topic 
element is also interpreted as being normally fully specific in reference 
since it is prementioned in the discourse and hence presumed to be known to 
the interlocutors and is sometimes structurally marked as such. 5 

3ThrOughout this article, all optional elements, in both Rausa and En­
glish, are enclosed in parentheses. 

4In Rausa, as in English, focussing basically indicates either the con­
trast of an item with another equivalent item in the discourse or the sim­
ple emphatic identification of an item. 

5Common nouns selected as topics are optionally suffixed with the mark­
er of previous or implied reference, the morpheme -n (masc.), -r (fem.), 
-0 (plural). Proper names are considered specific by definition. 



Topic constructions are contextually conditioned and occur either as 
responses to information questions of the type posed in the title of this 
paper, and with which they share certain existential presuppositions, or 
as the continuation of a previous discourse or narration. Examination of 
Rausa texts and direct work with informants reveal that topic constructions 
are a common feature of both declarative and narrative contexts in the lan­
guage. 6 

3. Syntactic Features 

Any item basically of a normal simplex sentence, whatever its function, 
i.e. nominal, verbal, or adverbial, may be marked [+TJ. Moreover, exactly 
the same sentence constituents may assume the feature focus [+FJ. In this 
respect at least, Rausa appears to be less constrained than some of its sis­
ter Chadic languages. In Tera for example, it is not possible according 
to Newman [1970:84J to mark either V or VP with [+FJ, and in Ngizim [Schuh 
1972:229J only the subject may be focussed by special syntactic means. An­
gas, apparently, like Rausa allows any element to take the feature [+FJ [Bur­
quest 1972:31-32J, and Roskison [1975:227-34J reports that Gude allows ei­
ther [+FJ or [+TJ of the same constituents as Rausa. Finally, in Kanakuru, 
Newman [1974:67J says that verbal nouns may contain [+FJ since these are 
really nominal forms lexically related to verbs, from which I assume (?) 
that verbs may be marked [+FJ in the language. 

The operation [+TJ is applied most commonly in Rausa to nominal elements 
in the sentence and is performed by a combination of topic preposing and 
then either topic deletion or pronominalisation in the comment. If, as less 
frequently happens, a main verb or verb phrase is selected for [+TJ, then 
the fronted element is either repeated in full in the comment, or leaves a 
trace in the form of a pro-verb. 

Figure (5a) exemplifies the surface word order of a typical declarative 
verbal sentence in Rausa, Rausa being an SVO language. The main thrust of 
this paper is concerned with topicalisation of the constituent items illus­
trated in this tree diagram. 

(5) a. SEN 

--------------VP 
NP 

I Aux marker NP 

I I I , 
kai 

, 
kaayaa 7 yaaraa sun wa 

boys they took to Musa loads 

'the boys took the loads to Musa' 

6This may be compared with Tera for example, where, according to New­
man [1970:89J, such constructions are unnatural in ordinary speech, though 
employed in story telling. 

7Rausa has two lexical tones, high and lOW, plus a falling tone. The 
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The candidates for [+TJ in (5a) include any of the constituent ele­
ments except the bound auxiliary subject pronoun. Examples (5b-f) illus­
trate the full range of possible permutations. The T-rules needed to ac­
count for these surface strings are then presented. 

(5) b. NP sbj. [+TJ: yaaran [+TJ (dai), sun kai wa Muusaa kaayaa 

'(as for) the boys, they took the loads to Musa' 

c. VP [+TJ: kai wa Muusaa kaayaa [+TJ (dai), yaaraa sun kai (su) 

, (as for) taking the loads to Musa, the boys took (t·hem)' 

or d. VP [+TJ: kai W8 Muusaa kaayaa [+TJ (dai), yaaraa sun yi (shl) 

'(as for) taking the loads to Musa, the boys did (it)' 

(6) 

e. NP i.o. [+TJ: Muusaa [+TJ (dai), yaaraa sun kai masa kaayaa 
'(as for) Musa, the boys took the loads to him' 

f. NP d.o. [+TJ: kaayan [+TJ (dai), yaaraa sun kai wa Muusaa suu 8 

'(as for) the loads, the boys took them to Musa' 

Sentences (5b-f) have an underlying form which may be represented thus: 

SEN 

Sl---------S2 
TOPIC [+TJ COMMENT --------NP VP 

I A~NP I I I, I I 
yaaraa sun kai wa Muusaa kaayaa 

where any of the non-terminal nodes except Aux, and most typically an NP, 
may be dislocated leftwards to the position dominated by the feature [+TJ 
which acts as both a syntactic and semantic marker and which is represented 
by the dummy symbol/';o Other appropriate transformational changes are then 
triggered at the same time. The process of [+TJ, it is suggested, results 
in the formation of two distinct sentences in the base component (see figure 
(6», Sl being the frontshifted topic itself, and S2 the ensuing comment 

transcription used here is based on Standard Hausa orthography, with the 
addition of a grave accent (') to indicate low tones, and a circumflex (~) 
for falling tones. Long vowels are indicated by double letters. The first 
example (a) in each set is the related basic sentence. Some of the English 
glosses are more or less literal translations of the Hausa examples. 

8The pronoun form used here is of the diSjunctive set. When a direct 
object pronoun follows an indirect object in Hausa, it automatically takes 
the form of the disjunctive pronoun. 



sentence. Syntactic, semantic. and prosodic 
approach is presented later on in the report. 

evidence in support of this 

The above facts indicate that sentences which include an item marked 
[+TJ in Rausa are subject to the following T-rules: 

rule T.l: 

rule T.2: 

rule T.3: 

obligatorily transports the topic element leftwards to sentence 
initial position, as in (5b-f) 

optionally inserts one of the particles ai ashee, dai , 
kam, kOo, kuma, kuwa, maa immediately to the right of 
the preposed topic element--cf. (5b-f) 

obligatorily retains the Aux tense-aspect--cf. (5b-f) 

rule T.4a: replaces an NP topic with an anaphoric pronoun in the comment 
sentence. This reflex pronoun agrees in number and gender with 
its coreferential NP and is always either 3rd person singular 
as in (5e) or 3rd person plural if the NP is a numerical plural 
as in (5f) 

rule T.4b: deletes the NP topic in the comment sentence--cf. (5b) 

rule T.5: provides that if the item chosen for [+TJ is verbal. then the 
fronted V is converted into a verbo-nominal form and is then 
either repeated in full in the comment sentence (5c) or leaves 
a trace in the form of the finite pro-verb yi 'do, make' in 
the original V slot (5d) 

The above, ra~her simplified T-rules, are examined in greater detail later 
on in the study. 

Precisely the same elements are susceptible of [+FJ in the language, 
though a number of different transformational alterations would take ulace 
in the transition from deep to surface structure. Very briefly, and taking 
(5f) as an example sentence, the corresponding rules for focus would obli­
gatorily front shift the d. o. nominal selected, optionally insert the sta­
biliser nee in position after the preposed NP, trigger an obligatory change 
in the Aux aspect marker from non-relative to relative,9 and finally delete 
the NP in the balance of the sentence, ending up with (5g): 

(5) g. NP d.o. [+FJ: kaayaa [+FJ (n~e) y§araa suk~ kai w~ Muusaa 

'it's loads that the boys took to Musa' 

9This takes place only where there is a distinction between non-rela­
tive and relative forms, i.e. the perfective and continuous aspects. In 
this study, many of the Rausa examples used are in the perfective aspect, 
though in fact the process of topicalisation is largely unrestricted as 
regards the verbal aspects it may occur in (see Jaggar [1976:67-68J). The 
stabiliser has two forms: nee (masc. and plural) and cee (fern.). It has 
tone polar to the preceding syllable. 
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The remainder of this paper examines, in turn, the topicalisation 
of nominal and verbal sentence constituents of the kind exemplified above, 
illustrating at the same time the productivity of the T-rules thus far 
formulated. The mutually exclusive rules T.4a and T.4b are of particular 
interest and are given special considerations since they contain conditions 
on their obligatory and optional application depending on the construction 
type. 

3.1. Topicalisation of nominal elements. Selection of nominals for [+TJ 
is by far the most common process and has a high textual frequency in Hausa. 

3.1.1. Subject NP [+TJ. The subject function is marked by its position 
to the left of the main verb. 

(7) a. Hal i ima taa taashi 

'Halima has '_eft' 

b. Hal i ima [+TJ, taa taashi 

c. Hal i ima [+TJ (kuwa), taa taashi 

d. ( ita) Hal i ima [+TJ (kuwa), taa taashi 

e. ( ita) Hal i ima [+TJ, taa taashi 

f. Hal i ima [+TJ (kuwa) , ( ita) taa taashi 

g. ( ita) (kuwa) Hal i ima [+TJ, taa taashi 

h. Hal i ima [+TJ, ( ita) taa taash'l 

i. Hal i ima [+TJ, ( ita) (kuwa), taa taash'l 

[gloss for (7b-i)J ' (as for) Halima, she has left' 

Sentences (7b-i) illustrate the entire collaboration of T-rules and 
rull range of surface permutations which are possible when an NP assumes 
[+TJ. Furthermore, as the single English gloss indicates, all the above 
grammatical strings are, for all practical purposes, semantically equiva­
lent stylistic variants and convey the same information. I hesitate to say 
"identical", however, for two reasons, In the first place, some informants 
feel that the optional presence of a reflex disjunctive pronoun as in the 
strings (7d-i) lends more force to the topic nominal. And secondly, when 
such a pronoun occurs to the right of its coreferential NP, as in (7f), 
(7h), and (7i), it may indicate different presuppositions by placing selec­
tive contrast on the topic, i.e. conceding the possibility that others may 
perform a different action. 

(7b-i) reveal that when the subject NP of an unmarked sentence assumes 
the feature [+TJ, the basic word order remains unchanged and there is free 
alternation between replacement rule T.4a and deletion rule T.4b. This is 
assuming, as I do here, that the topicalisation rules reintroduce the NP in 
the base and then either pronominalise or erase the now redundant NP before 
it achieves surface realisation, thus generating such deep structure strings 
as "as for Halima, Halima has left." 



Rule T.4a optionally operates to replace the subject NP with an ana­
phoric pronoun of the disjunctive set, either in position to the right of 
the coreferential NP as in (71'), (7h), and (7i), or to the left, apposi­
tionallyas it were, as in (7d), (7e), and (7g). Both backward and forward 
pronominalisation are thus possible. Notice that the disjunctive pronoun 
may occur either immediately before, as in (7g) and (7i), or after ('If) the 
particle optionally inserted under rule T.2. 

Moreover, if (7a) were subjected to a [+FJ ~ransform, we might obtain 
(7 j ) : 

(7) j. (ita) Hal i ima [+FJ (cee) ta taash'i 

'it's Halima who has left' 

Cf. Ngizim and Kanakuru where a subject NP marked [+FJ is postposed over V 
into the predicate. In a parallel topicconstruction, however, Kanakuru uses 
fronting apparently [Paul Newman, personal communicationJ. 

When a subject NP contains the feature [+TJ, and neither T.4a nor T.2 
are applied, but rule T.4b is chosen as in (7b), in which Equi-NP deletion 
has taken place, then the only indication of [+TJ, in spoken Hausa at least, 
is acoustic pause in performance following the topic, indicated throughout 
with a comma, and perturbation of the normal sentence downdrift. 

In the language, the structural division of an utterance into a topic 
and a comment seems to be a major constituent break in surface structure 
and results in unusual pitch perturbation. 10 This applies whatever the sen­
tence function of the topic element. The following facts illustrate this 
distinctive suprasegmental feature of topicalisation. The pitch pattern 
of the neutral declarative sentence may be roughly represented as follows: 

(8) a. 'yaataa zaa ta dafa ruwaa 'my daughter will boil some water' 

If, however, we choose to topicalise the subject NP of (8a) ('yaataa) then 
(8b), with the accompanying pitch contour, is one of the possible outcomes: 

(8) b. 'yaataa [+TJ, zac ta dafa ruwaa '(and) my daughter, she will 

[ ~ # 

~J 
boil some water' 

10 A feature already noted by McConvell [1973:21IJ. I·'or an interesting 
discussion of the effect that other large surface structure breaks have on 
downdrift patterns in Hausa, see Meyers [1976: Chapter 3J. 
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As revealed by the rough auditory representation, a pause, indicated by 
the symbol # , intervenes between the topic and the comment. In (8b) the 
high tone first syllable of the comment (zaa) is at the same pitch as the 
utterance initial high tone ('yaa) and serves to initiate a new sentence 
downdrift pattern. This should be compared with (8a) where the predicate 
initial high tone syllable (zaa) has a pitch somewhat lower than the sen­
tence initial high tone ('yaa), since it is part of the normal neutral down­
drift. In other words, the unusual features of acoustic pause and pitch 
perturbation may be the only criteria for disambiguating such orthographi­
cally identical surface constructions, the one neutral, the other contain­
ing a topicalised subject NP. 

Furthermore, the same features may also differentiate strings which 
are the outcomes of different transforms, [+TJ and [+FJ applied to the base, 
but which are again, identical in surface form. Sentence (8a) for example 
could itself be the result of a focus transform of the same subject NP, 
'yaataa , and with the same tone contour as the neutral sentence. 

The suprasegmental properties associated with the topic/comment, old 
versus new data break, serve in effect as clues to the surface structure 
of the utterance. Moreover, I believe that these facts lend support to 
the theory that utterances in which a chosen topic is dislocated leftwards 
may be analysed as consisting of two full sentences, the second of which 
(the comment) is characterised by a new and separate sentence downdrift. 
I shall return to this matter shortly. 

If the topic element selected is equated with a constituent NP other 
than the subject of the unmarked sentence, i.e. to the right of V, it is 
automatically preposed over V and the subject by movement rule T.l. The 
result in all cases is deviant surface word order. 

3.1.2. Indirect object NP [+TJ. Normally an i.o. is marked by the mor­
pheme wa/ma- and appears in immediate postverbal position. 

(9) a. mun dankaa wa maasinjaa wasiiKaa 

'we entrusted a letter to the messenger' 

b. maasinjaa [+TJ, (ai) mun dankaa masall wasi i~aa 
'the messenger, (well) we entrusted a letter to him' 

(10) a. an yi wa kujeeraa fent)i 

'the chair has been painted' 

b. kujeer&r [+TJ (kLwa), an yi mata fent)i 

'(and) the chair, it's been painted' 

llA low-level 
ect object marker 
ma- , which is the 

morphophonemic readjustment rule provides that the indir­
wa , when followed by a personal pronoun, be realised as 
actual occurring form in the Kano dialect. 
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When an indirect object NP assumes [+TJ, replacement rule T.4a is obli­
gatory, at least in the Kano dialect upon which this report is based, and 
pronominalises the right-hand NP in the comment sentence as in(9b) and (lOb). 
Nor does the animate/non-animate dichotomy seem to affect the choice of rule 
here as it does when a direct object takes [+TJ (see below). This choice 
should be contrasted wit£2the parallel focus construction where deletion 
rule T.4b is obligatory, resulting in (lOc) where no pronominal trace 
appears: 

(10) c. kuj~eraa [+FJ (c~e) ak~ yi w~ fentli 

'it's the chair that has been painted' 

A point worth noting here, and revealed by (9b) and (lOb), is that the 
"exclamatory" particles ai and ~shee are post-pausal, i.e. the comma 
pause occurs after the topic but before the particle which thus initiates 
a new downdrift itself (see (9b)). Furthermore, these exclamatory particles 
may occur to the left of the topic as may the conjunction ammaa "hich can, 
according to Neil Skinner [private communicationJ, be used as a topic mark­
er. "Modality" particles on the other hand, all of which may convey slightly 
different meanings and presuppositions, are all prepausal. Notice too that 
a combination of both a modality and exclamatory particle is possible, thus: 

(11) a. gidan yaa koon~e 

'the house has burned down' 

b. gidan [+TJ (kuwa), (~shee) yaa koonee 

'(and) the house, ("ell) it's burned down' 

3.1.3. Direct object NP [+TJ. The d.o. is marked by post-verbal position 
and morphological changes in V termination. 

(12) a. mun ga yaaron 

'we saw the boy' 

(13) a. sun bugi k~ren 

'they beat the dog' 

(14) u. yaa wank~ rligar 

'he washed the gown' 

b. yaaron [+TJ (koo), mun gan shl 

'(as for) the boy, we saw him' 

b. k~ren [+TJ (kuwa), sun buge", shl 

'(as for) the dog, they beat him' 

b. rl igar [+TJ (k~m), yaa wank~e ta 

'(and) the gown, he washed it' 

c. rl igar [+TJ (k~m), yaa wank~e 

'(and) the gown, he washed' 

1?r1Y findings on this specific point are at variance with Schachter 
[1973:23-24J who says that pronominalisation is in fact permissible here 
in the "out-of-focus clause". 



The above facts show that when the topic is under identity with a di­
rect object NP the conditions on deletion or pronominalisation seem to be 
determined by whether the NP is of the category [+animateJ or [-animateJ. 
If the NP contains the feature [+animateJ as in (12a) and (13a), then rule 
T.4a only may apply and fills the original direct object slot with a copy 
pronoun as in (12b) and (13b). If, however, the NP is [-animateJ as in 
(14a), then either T.4a is again chosen giving (14b), or T.4b applies to 
zero the NP in the comment, yielding (14c). The majority of my Hausa in­
formants still preferred pronominalisation to full NP reduction though, 
and some felt that a reflex pronoun added force to the referent NP [-ani­
mate] • 

However, if we apply [+F] to (14a), for example, then deletion rule 
T.4b is again compulsory, regardless of whether the NP is [+animateJ or 
[-animate], resulting in (14d): 

(14) d. r) igaa [+FJ (cE:le) ya wankee 

'it's a gown he washed' 

The admittedly limited data so far presented clearly indicate that 
there are important differences in behaviour between topicalisation and 
focus. Of particular interest I think is the way in which the operation 
of NP reduction rules differs in the two processes. 

The syntactic pattern which has emerged may be summarised as follows: 
generally speaking, if a nominal of whatever sentence function is marked 
[+TJ and so dislocated leftwards, it is then preferably and in most cases 
obligatorily pronominalised in the comment sentence. If, however, the same 
left-hand element corresponds to the focus of the sentence, then it is de­
leted in the out-of-focus clause. What then, we must ask, are the condi­
tions which determine these varying rules, and how can these dissimilarities 
be adequately characterised and accounted for'? 

The explanation, I suggest, is not to be found in the specific gram­
matical function of the NP as Schachter [1973:23J proposed for focus con­
structions at least. Rather it is to be found in the fa~t that the topic/ 
comment dichotomy constitutes a major break in structure and serves in ef­
fect to divide the utterance into two distinct sentences. In other words, 
the preposed topic is not part of the prime sentence in deep structure but 
a full sentence in its own right, as illustrated in diagram (6), and so needs 
pronominal support in the comment sentence. On the other hand, the fOcus/ 
out-of-focus dichotomy does not constitute such a major break since the 
focus itself remains part of the underlying sentence and hence does not re­
quire to be picked up with a trace. Full Equi-NP deletion thus takes place. 
These contrasting features may indeed be of a universal nature, and cer­
tainly seem to be reflected in English. 

Furthermore, I think that additional evidence of a semantic nature may 
be cited in support of this proposal. In a focus construction the focus 
element carries a relatively heavy semantic load, and in supplying as it 
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does new data of ~reater communicative importance. overshadows the remainder 
of the sentence. l For this reason. there is no semantic motivation for 
picking it up with a reflex in the out-of-focus clause. In a topic con­
struction on the other hand. the topic element bears a comparatively light 
semantic load. constituting old and hence less prominent information. and 
so needs to be picked up with a pronominal copy in the comment sentence. 

It is suggested. therefore. that the choice between copying the topic 
NP in topic constructions and chopping the NP in focus constructions is 
governed by a combination of mainly structural but also suprase~ental and 
semantic factors of the kind outlined above. 

3.2. Topicalisation of the verb or verb phrase. Attaching [+TJ to V or 
VP is a legitimate if rather rare feature of the language. It is certainly 
not as natural or common as selecting V/VP to be the focus of an utterance 
or as the topicalisation of nominal items and has a very low textual fre­
quency. The followiLg sentences. however, provide pertinent and interesting 
examples of this feature: 

(15) a. muklm flta wani lookaci i 

'we go out sometimes' 

b. fltaa [+TJ. (ai) muki:tn flta wani lookaci i 

'going out. (well) we go out sometimes' 

c. fltaa [+TJ, (ai) mukan yi wani lookaci i 

'going out, (well) we do sometimes' 

d. fltaa [+TJ, (ai) mukan yi i ta wani lookllCi i 

'going out, (well) we do it sometimes' 

(16) a. sun sayi abinci jiya 

'they bought food yesterday' 

b. sayen abinci[+TJ (keo), sun sayaa jiya 

'(as for) buying food, they bought yesterday' 

c. sayen abinci [+TJ (keo), sun sayee sh) jiya 

'(as for) buying food, they bought it yesterday' 

d. sayen abinci [+TJ (kbo), sun yi jiya 

'(as for) buying food, they dld yesterday' 

e. sayen abinci [+TJ (keo), sun yii sh) jiya 

'(as for) buying food, they did it yesterday' 

What we see in (15)-(16) is that when [+TJ is attached to V or VP, rule 

l3Schachter [1973:40-45J discusses this point in some detail. 
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T.l frontshifts the constituent(s) and then rule T.5 applies to convert V 
into a verbo-nominal form. V is then either repeated in full in the com­
ment sentence, whether intransitive as in (15b) or transitive as in (16b) 
and (16c)', or it leaves a copy in the form of the finite pro-verb yi , and 
in the original V slot, as in (15c) and (16d). In the latter case, the 
preposed verbal noun may be repeated with an anaphoric pronoun of the di­
rect object set following the pro-verb as in (15d) and (16e). 

A corresponding [+FJ transform of (16a) would give (16f): 

(16) f. s~yen ~binci ~FJ (n~e) suk~ yi jiy~ 

'it's buying food they did yesterday' 

Notice that unlike [+TJ transforms, V may not be repeated in full when marked 
[+FJ but simply leaves the substitutive yi . Nor is an anaphoric element 
possible under [+FJ as it is with [+TJ, a feature roughly comparable to the 
contrastive behaviour of nominals under the two processes. 

4. Summary and Conclusions 

The main thrust of this paper has been an investigation of the scope 
and importance of topica1isation in Rausa, contrasting the process at the 
same time with the salient features of focus. I hope to have shown that 
the transition from deep to surface structure involves well-established 
but differing operations in the two constructions types and have suggested 
that this surface assymetry, especially with regard to NP reduction, may 
be accounted for on the basis of syntactic, suprasegmental, and semantic 
criteria. The study shows that the complex T-rules necessary to generate 
topic constructions are only partially identical to those needed for focus 
constructions. Indeed, perhaps the only consistently applied transforma­
tional rearr~~gement common to both processes is that the dislocated item 
travels leftwards to sentence initial position. 

Limited space has meant that the analysis is incomplete. No consider­
ation has been given to topicalisation within complex, equational, or exis­
tential constructions, nor to the combination and co-occurrence of these 
transforms. The complicated beh~viour of adverbials under topicalisation 
has also been ignored. Nonetheless, it is hoped that the data and analysis 
presented here will prove useful and stimulating to scholars interested in 
the syntax of other Chadic languages, in particular that of emphatic trans­
forms. Also that this paper will prompt similar research into what is, in 
Rausa at least, a highly distinctive and most productive process. 
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In her Forum Lecture at the 1976 Linguistic Institute, Sandra Thompson 
proposed a typology of languages based on the function of word order. 1 

Her purpose was two-fold: (1) to investigate the role of word order function 
as a typological parameter; (2) to examine the implicational relationship 
between word order function and certain English structures. 

Thompson cites two possible functions for word order, pragmatic and 
grammatical. The distinction is one which provides a continuum along which 
languages may range from an exclusively pragmatic function to an exclusively 
grammatical function for word order. These functions she explains in the 
following terms: 

To use word order pragmatically is to use it to distinguish 
roughly what is "known" (the "old" information) from what 
is "not known" (the "new" information) in a sentence. The 
basic distinction between what the hearer can be presumed to 
know about and what he does not yet know about has been 
discussed in terms of a variety of parameters: old/new, 
known/unknown, theme/rheme, topic/comment, and definite/ 
indefinite. [1976:2) 

She cites examples in Russian, Mandarin and Spanish where the word order 
signals pragmatic information. Concerning the grammatical function of 
word order Thompson says: 

It appears that there is a small number of grammatical properties 
which languages may choose to signal by word order. The most 
obvious is the marking of subject (and to a lesser extent, ob­
ject) by position in the sentence .... There are other gram-

IThe research on which this paper is based was supported in part by a 
grant from the English Department of the University of South Carolina, 
which allowed me to participate in the 1976 Linguistic Institute. 
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matical properties which word order can signal •.. not 
only basic grammatical relations, but also question, 
and whether a clause is main or subordinate. Beyond 
these properties, it remains to be discovered what 
other essentially grammatical information can be sig-
naled by word order. [1976:6] 

Because the positions of the major sentence elements in English are 
determined by their grammatical relationships virtually to the exclusion 
of pragmatic factors, English is chosen as the representative language 
for the grammatical end of the continuum, and examined for the implications 
of being a "word order grammatical" language. Thompson's examination re­
veals nine implicational features: 

1. Subject Prominent 
2. New Information in Sentence Initial Position 
3. Use of Defili te and Indefinite Articles 
4. Advancement Operations = Change in Grammatical Relationships 
5. Prevalence of "Structure Preserving" Operations 
6. NP V NP Sequences Interpreted as SVO 
7. Subject Verb Relation Preserved in Root Transformations 
8. Anaphoric Pronouns Required 
9. Existence of Empty Subjects 

2. Amharic as a Word Order Grammatical Language 

In this paper I look at another language at the "word order grammatical" 
end of the continuum, Amharic. Like English, Amharic tolerates very little 
variation in word order; unlike English, that order is SOV. By examln~ng 
an SOV language such as Amharic, we will be in a better position to argue 
for word order function as a typological parameter of significance. Fur­
thermore, we can begin to determine the degree to which these features 
operate independently of a particular word order. Finally, we will have 
a better idea of the kinds of linguistic structures we can hope to explain 
on the basis of such a typology as well as more precise information about 
remaining problems. 

2.1 Subject prominent. Amharic, like English, is subject prominent. Sub­
ject prominent languages have been characterized by Li and Thompson [1976] 
as having subjects in initial position and as having selectional and agree­
ment restrictions which tie the subject to the verb. Amharic has both 
these characteristics. In a study of Amharic neutral sentence patterns, 
F. P. Cotterell [1966] found the following word order patterns: 

Subject 
Subject 
Adverbial Modifiers 

Object 
Adverbial Modifier 
Subject 

Verb 
Verb 
Verb 

16/16 
38/50 
12/50 

Sentences illustrating the grammatical connection between subject and verb 
can be found in the active/passive sentences of 2.4 below. 
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2.2 New information in sentence-initial position. Like English, Amharic 
allows new information to serve as subjects, thus occupying the initial 
position. 

(1) sost wambarocc tktftl a II u 
three chair-pl in-classroom are 
'Three chairs are in the classroom.' 
'There are three chairs in the classroom.' 

(2) dabo tt'arap'eza : ytk'k'ammat'al 
bread on table it sits 
'A loaf of bread is sitting on the table.' 

2.3 Use of definite and indefinite articles. The development of articles 
is also related to signalling old and new information. Since that infor­
mation cannot be conveyed by position in a word order grammatical language, 
articles to indicate definite and indefinite referents often develop to 
help establish the distinction. In Amharic the unmarked noun is by far 
the most common. However, and the indefinite article, is becoming 
more frequent. Use of the Amharic definite article -u is more restricted 
than the English 'the'. Its use corresponds more to an English demonstra­
tive; previous mention of the noun is usually a prerequisite for its use. 
Nevertheless Amharic articles do serve the function outlined by Thompson 
in helping to distinguish old from new iformation: 

(4) 

wambaru tktftl all a 
chair-the in-classroom is 
'The chair is in the classroom.' 

and 
one (a) 

mas'ahaf 
book 

ttamari 
in-student 

'There is a book in the school.' 

bet 
house 

alia 
is 

2.4 Advancement operations = change in grammatical relationships. Amharic 
advancement is somewhat different from English advancement. The passive 
construction is similar to that of English; the direct object is promoted 
to subject and thereby advanced to sentence initial (subject) position. 

Active/Passive 

a. settyowa Jabana 
woman-the coffee pot 
'The woman broke the coffee 

b. Jabana tasabbara 

sabbaracc 
break-3rd person fem. past 

pot. ' 

coffee pot be broken-3rd person masc. past 
'The coffee pot was broken.' 
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Amharic also possesses a pattern of demotion, or reverse advancement: 

Transitive/Causative 

mok'a (6) a. wat 'u 
stew-the be hot-3rd person masc. 
'The stew is hot.' 

b. and saw wat 'u amok'a 
one (a) person: stew-the heat-3rd person masc. 
'Someone heated the stew.' 

Here the subject becomes the direct object of a derived form of mok'a, 
i.e. amok'a. Thus the demotion, or reverse advancement procedure moves 
the subject of the intransitive verb to DO position, allowing a new sub­
ject to appear, in this case the agent. In both sentences the verb agrees 
with its grammatical subject. 

2.5 Prevalence of structure preserving operations. Thompson has suggested 
that the grammatical function of English word order is a reason for the 
abundance of structures closely resembling the SVO output of Phrase Structure 
rules. Such structure preserving operations produce sentences like (7a,b, 
and c): 

(7) a. 
b. 
c. 

Linda is fun to speak French with. 
George is likely to need a ride. 
We believe that rumor to be false. 

However, Amharic counterparts to such structures are virtually nonexistent. 

In Amharic the overriding concern appears to be maintaining verb final 
position and not having the subject too far removed from the verb. There­
fore, a sentence like (8a), where a sentential modifier has been embedded 
under the subject NP, has an alternative form, (8b): 

ytmat'awtn (8) a. styum 
Siyum 

wadazih 
to here who is coming-def-acc 

mas'ahaf 
book 

b. wadazih 
to here 

ayatwal 
he saw 

ytmat'awtn 
who is coming-def-acc 

styum ayatwal 
Siyum he saw 

sawtyye 
man 

sawtyye 
man 

mas'ahaf 
book 

'Siyum saw the book belonging to the man who is coming here.' 

One reason this change is possible is the accusative marker -n which is 
affixed to definite objects. Relative clauses in Amharic are definite and 
therefore the object is often morphologically indicated. 

The most common operation in Amharic is sentence nominalization, and 
raising or lowering is not normally associated with the process. 



2.6 NP V NP sequences interpreted as SVO. The wording of this particular 
feature is clearly inappropriate for an SOY language. "NP NP V Sequences 
Interpreted as SOV" would be the Amharic parallel. The claim is that 
the grammatical role of word order is so strong that noun verb sequences 
which resemble the predominant sentence order will be interpreted according 
to that pattern unless there is an overt grammatical marker to register 
the difference. 

In the Cotterell study, 24% of the sentences involving subjects and 
adverbial modifiers had a modifier + subject + verb, order. The NP's 
of these modifiers are in oblique cases and are marked as such, preventing 
any confusion about which NP is the subject: 

tkHtl : wambar alia 
in-classroom : chair is 
'The chair is in the classroom.' 

The t- prefix or preposition eliminates the possibility that ktftl is 
the subject. 

In Amharic a more interesting question of NP function identification 
is found in sentences which are embedded in Object position (8 a & b). 
With a stated nominal subject, the sentence would be NP NP NP V V. See 
(lOa) below. Such a pattern can obscure the relationships, especially 
in more complex sentences with several modifiers. It is perhaps this 
possibility which motivates the OSV pattern of sentences like 
[NP NP V] b' NP b' V in (lOb): o J su J 

(10) a. wark'u 
Worku 

b. 

yohants 
Yohanis 

ktftlun 

kHtlun tndamirabtf 
class-def-acc to disturb 

tndamirabtf wark'u yohants 
Yohanis class-def-acc to disturb Worku 
'Worku believes Johannes to disturb the class.' 

yamtna I I 
he believes 

yamtna I I 
he believes 

2.7 Subject verb relations preserved in root transformations. Sentences 
derived by transformations which are not structure preserving, i.e. root 
transformations, involve movement away from SVO order. In English, how­
ever, an unmarked NP is not allowed to precede the verb immediately unless 
that NP is the subject of the verb or is clearly marked as oblique. 
Thompson's examples reveal the pattern, especially in (llc), where a 
pronoun copy rule is necessary to maintain the subject verb pattern: 

(11) a. Scrambled eggs I can't stand to look at in the morning. 
b. Into the room bounced Charles. 
c. He nearly ran over me, that crazy bum. 

Root transformations in Amharic are limited. Aside from the OSV alterna­
tive discussed in 2.6, the other pattern which does not conform to the 
basic SOY structure is that involving the copula. Not only are the NP's 
interchangeable, but the copula itself is movable--a drastic departure 
from the basic Amharic verb-final pattern. Topicalization, (lla) above, 
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and right dislocation, (llc) above, are both expressed in Amharic through 
sentences with copula verbs and the accompanying word order flexibiliby. 

(12) a. yamat'aw styum naw 
who came Siyum is 
'The one who came is Siyum.' 

b. styum yamat'aw naw 
Siyum who came is 
'Siyum is the one who came.' 

c. styum naw yamat'aw 
Siyum is who came 
'Siyum it is who came.' 

d. yamat'aw naw styum 
who came is Siyum 
'He is the one who came, Siyum.' 

Therefore, in spite of its nearly rigid word order, Amharic does employ 
word order for pragmatic fUnctions in the sentences above. 

2.8 Anaphoric pronouns required. Thompson ties the use of pronouns for 
anaphoric reference in English to the fact that grammatical relations of 
subject and object are signaled by position relative to the verb, obser­
ving (13c) below is ungrammatical: 

(13) a. 
b. 
c. 

Where will Joe go? 
He will go to school. 
*will go to school. 

Amharic, however, does not use pronouns for this purpose. Instead, agree­
ment morphemes are employed, and the Amharic counterpart to (13c) is the 
most natural response: 

y+hedal? (14) a. yohants 
Yohanis 

yet 
where [3 p. sg. -go-[3 p. sg. masc. 

masc. imperf.] imperf.] 
'Where will Johannes go?' 

b. +ssu 
he 

wada 
to 

tamari 
student 

'He will go to school.' 

c. wada 
to 

tamari 
student 

'Will go to school.' 

bet 
house 

bet 
house 

ythedal 

ythedal 
[3 p. sg. -go- ... ] 
masc. imperf.] 

[3 p. sg. -go- •.• ] 
masc. imperf.] 

An important factor, apparently unrelated to word order function, is the 
extent to which grammatical agreement is indicated. Since Amharic has 
complete subject verb agreement, it is possible to determine the person, 
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number, and gender of the subject from the verb form. Thus Amharic sub­
jects are much more clearly indicated than English subjects. 

An additional factor of importance is the fact that tssu, the third 
person pronoun is not really anaphoric. Third person pronouns are descended 
from ras 'head', with the possessive pronoun suffixed. The original 
function was to indicate emphasis; indeed emphasis continues to be the 
difference between (14b) and (14c). 

2.9 Existence of empty subjects. In English it is necessary to fill the 
subject position even though the filler has no lexical meaning: 

(15) a. 
b. 

c. 

It's cloudy today. 
It bothers me that so many people don't understand Southern 
English. 
There is a funny smell down by the lake. 

Similar constructions in Amharic occur with a limited number of verbs 
which are used impersonally: 

(16) rasen yammaf1f1a II 
my head-acc hurts me 
'I have a headache. ' 

kabbada trabotal 
Kebbede, hungered him 
'Kebbede was hungry.' 

The verbs have a tense aspect marker which is third person singular, but 
there is no NP to which it refers. English has sentences with empty sub­
jects; Amharic has subjectless sentences. 

3. Conclusion 

How well does Amharic conform to the implicational observations that 
Thompson set up based on English? 

The ridigity of Amharic word order centers on the position of the verb, 
while in English the position of the subject appears to have a greater ef­
fect on structure. As a result, Amharic allows greater variation in the 
position of the NP's. However, the position of those NP's seems to be 
motivated more by a desire to avoid ambiguity than to convey pragmatic 
information. The question of how this affects Amharic's position on a 
word order function continuum must await the investigation of other lan­
guages. 

A second inconsistent area involves the designation of subject in the 
absence of an NP. Since Amharic verbs are morphologically differentiated 
according to person and number, there is no question of an Amharic sentence 
appearing without some indication of subject. In the sense that those a­
greement markers are equivalent to English pronouns, Thompson's generali­
zations are valid. However that equivalence is not absolute. What in 
English can compare to the expanded Amharic sentence with the pronoun, (14b)? 
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The problem of agreement marker/pronoun equivalence will undoubtedly come 
up again if this typological study is extended to other languages. 

In spite of the unresolved problems, Thompson's word order typology 
is a useful one, particularly in terms of its ability to offer explanations 
for the remarkable frequency of certain structures or operations in lan­
guages. For example, it provides a framework which can help explain the 
high frequency of the cleft sentence pattern in Amharic. Amharic scholars 
have noticed the phenomenon, but have not had any explanation to offer. 
H. J. Polotsky [1960:121] remarked: 

If one ever makes comparative statistics of the frequency 
with which the cleft sentence is used in diverse languages, 
Amharic would have a good chance of taking 1st place. 

Thompson's typology provides a logical explanation since this pattern 
alone seems to bear the major role of indicating pragmatic information in 
Amharic. 

Cotterell, F. P. 1966. 
of Ethiopian Studies 
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A RECONSIDERATION OF LINGALA TEMPORAL INFLECTIONS 

1. Introduction 

Salikoko S. Mufwene 
University of Chicago 

In the present paper I will propose an alternative analysis of time 
reference in Lingala. I will approach the subject from the semantic to 
the surface representation. I hope thus to discover some of the deep 
principles governing the use of any proper means in Lingala (no matter 
whether morphological, syntactic or lexical) to locate a situation in time. 
The approach should allow us to explain how, in time reference, the verbal 
forms cooperate with the adverbials to the same effect, and to account, 
alternatively, for the ungrammaticality of some utterances because of the 
violation of some of the hypothesized combinatorial principles. 

My judgements will be based mostly on the creolized Lingala spoken 
in Kinshasa as well as in many other towns of Zaire. It may be argued, 
against my position here, that the difference I will point out between 
the previous analyses and mine are mostly a matter of dialectal divergence. 
I shall hurriedly note that we should actually feel less concerned here 
with dialectal differences than with the explanatory adequacy of the ana­
lyses in explicitly uncovering the principles underlying time reference. 
For I feel it is in this respect that almost all of the previous analyses 
have proven inadequate; such oppositions as aspect vs. tense have been 
introduced in the analyses without being clearly defined. In some of the 
analyses the identity of the so-called 'habitual' (my 'generic') is not 
clear as to whether it should be taken as tense, or as aspect. Many names 
such as 'passe anterieur, passe historique, passe recent' have been intro­
duced without any clear specification of what they stand for, thus contrib­
uting more to the confusion, than to the clarification, of the matter. 
Their respective concepts have infelicitously been associated with expres­
sions of time reference, the understanding of which conflicts with what 
the names say. 
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In general, instead of addressing themselves to questions such as 
what the various expressions of time reference mean, or what particular 
temporal inflections I any given linguistic device--morphological, syntac­
tic, or lexical--happen to designate in what particular context, students 
of time reference have limited themselves to finding, in contextless 
simplex sentences, what particular morphological inflection can be assoc­
iated with what time reference, and have sometimes assigned inadequate 
semantic values to them. They have often forgotten that a language can 
use both morphological inflections and other syntactic combinations alto­
gether, to express time reference productively. And, as may be attested 
by the descriptions by Guthrie, [1966] Bwantsa [1970] and Redden et al. 
[1963]. analyses of Lingala time reference not only default in depth, but 
are inexhaustive. Ingressive and terminative temporal inflections, for 
instance, are not, or are only partially, discussed. 

2. Data 

Before the above complaints steer us away from our subject, let me pre­
sent the analysis of Bwantsa, since it, in my opinion, is the most explicit 
of them all, the most expansive and inclusive, and the one in which we may 
observe the evidence of most of the weaknesses I have alluded to so far. 

Bwantsa distinguishes thirteen forms of time reference, all of which 
his analysis forces the reader to take as cases of morphological inflec­
tions. I will reproduce his own table below [1970:43], which will be 
interspersed with some of his own examples (marked by "B"), to which I 
will adjoin a few of my own (marked "M"). Translations are my own (some 
of which correct his misinterpretations). In the table: "R" stands for 
root/radical, "V" for vowel, [V 1 and [' 1 for tone, after Bwantsa' s usage. 
7he morphological division in the "Examples" column is mine, while TI in 
the glosses represents 'time inflection', and VP 'verbal prefix'. 

II strongly urge my readers not to confuse the concept of temporal 
inflection introduced here with the one of morphological inflection also 
used in the text. While the latter refers to the conventional surface 
morpheme, the former is a semantic concept. It has been inspired by 
Chafe's Meaning and the Structure of Language, and 1 use it to designate 
any of the particular semantic features whose logical function is to lo­
cate the described situation in time. Temporal inflections are hypothe­
sized as temporal features and are called 'inflections' (by analogy to 
surface inflections) because they operate in ways which, as Chafe puts it, 
"do not limit the choice of a lexical unit" [p.167-8], but simply specify 
the situation as to the position it occupies on the time vector and as to 
its internal temporal structure, e.g. in progress, termination, initiation, 
punctual, etc. Although always present in the logical structure, they 
can, but do nat necessarily have to, surface in the various ways known as 
affixation, particular syntactic combinations, adverbs, or combinations 
of some or all of these. 



TABLE 1 
"ASPECTS-I! "STRUCTURE" flEXAMPLES" 

I. passe anterieur 
,~ 

ba + boy + a 'refuse' + + R + + ~ 

B: (1) Ngar Marl nz6to e - beb - a (2) Mbisi ya ofele e - zang - a ntalo 
Me Mary bod.v VP - spoil - TI fish free VP - lack - TI price 
'I (Mary) am out of luck.' 'You cannot eValuate the price of free fish.' 

( 3) Mwana lTMas i a - tek . mol imo - a 
child female VP - sell - TI fOul 
'The girl has sold her soul.' 

M: (4) Polo nde a - ling - a miziki 
Paul intens. VP - like - TI music 
'As you (may) know, Paul likes music!' 

II. passe anterieur habituel + + R+Th+~ ba + boy + ak + a 

B: (5) . E - zal - ak - a mokolo rOOke... (6) To - rOOn - ak - a yo ( •.. ) na Kisangani 
VP - be - TI day one VP - see - TI you Kisangani 
'There was a daY ... /Once upon a time .•• ' 'We saw you in Kisangani.' 

M: (7) Mikolo - wana e - zal - ak - a bise mibale, lel6 to - kern - i bato mlngi 
days - those VP - be - TI us two ,today VP - arrive - TI people many 
., By then there were only two of us, now we are numerous.' 

III. pass~ historique + + R+"1k+! ba + boy + ak + ( 

B: (8) Sa - b6t ak - i yo - mokolo lTMa - yenga 
VP - deliver - TI you - day Sunday 
'You were born on a Sunday.' 

M: ( 9) To - m6n - ak - i yo ( ..• ) na Kisangani. 
'We saw you in Kisangani.' 



TABLE 1, cont. 
"ASPECTS" "STRUCTURE" "EXAMPLES" 

IV. passe recent + + R + + { ba + boy + r 

V. 

VI. 

B: (10) A - zal - f 'he is' (11) 

M: (12) Polo nde al ingf miziki (13) 
'Paul likes music (as you may know).' 

Na - ya - r/naye 'I've come/here I am' 

.•. nzoto e-beb- i 
'I'm out of luck.' 

present general + + R + Vk + V ba + boy + ak + a 

B: (14) . - ak - a te, na - bund - ak - a ore ... na - swan 
VP - quarrel - TI neg., VP -fight - TI neg 
'I do not quarrel, nor fight.' 

( 15) Na - sal - ak - a awa 
VP - work - T1 here 'I work here.' 

present general habituel + ko + R + Vk + V ba + ko + boy + ak + a 

B: (16) bongo Moki Ii e - ko - zal - ak-a 
world VP - T1 - be - TI like that 'The world is/will (always) be like that.' 

VII. present continuatif + ko + R + Vk + V ? b + a + ko + boy + a 

B: (17) 

(18) 

M: (19) 

N - a - ko b rn 
VP - TI - info - dance 
'I am dancing.' 

- a « Na - zal - i ko - brn - a 
VP - be - TI Inf. - dance - Ending 

T - 0 - ko -kend- e yo epar wapi?« to - zalr ko - kende ... ) 
VP - TI - Inf. - go - End. you place where 
'Where are we going with you?/ Where shall we 

N - a - ko - sal - a awa mikolo {oy~ } « nyonso 
. these days 'I've been worklng here { d }.' every ay 

work 

go with you?' 

Na-zal-i ko-sal-a awa oyo } 
mikolo {nyonso 

\0 
-I=' 



TABLE 1, cont. 

"ASPECTS" "STRUCTURE" "EXAMPLES" 

VIII. present contino habituel ---:'+ko-+R-+Vk + V ? b + a + ko + boy + ak + a 
v + ko + R + V k + V ? b + a + ko + boy + a k + a 

B: (20) 8- a-ko -y -ak-a sima «Bazal r koyaka sima) 
VP-TI-inf.-come-TI behind/after 'They are following us.' 

IX. present momentane + ko + R + + V ? b + a + ko + boy + a 
B: (21) N- a-ko-beng-a nanl, yo te? « Nazalf kobenga ... ) 

call who 'AJIJ. I not calling you?' 

X. present momentane habituel • + ko + R + V k + V ? b + a + ko + bov + ak + a 
nga I? [<0 zall-kotuna kangaT? ) 

VP&TI-inf.-ask-TI me 'Are you questioning/asking me?' 

(23) 6 - ko -benga -beng-ak-a ngal mpo nfni? 
-Redup.-call me because what 'Wby_ are~~r9u J"e~atedl~ caUJng me?' 

XI. futur immediat -+ + R + + V ba + boy + a 
B: (24) Na-y-a te na ndako na brn6 (25) Na-Iob-a el6ko te 

house you-pL say thing 
'I am not coming to your house.' 'I will say nothing.' 

XII. futur eloigne -+ ko + R + + V ba + ko + boy + a 

B: (26) O-ko-banda mosala na yo lobf 
TI-start work(N) tomorrow 'You will start your work/job tomorrow.' 

M: (27) O-ko banda mosala na yo sika oyo 
'You will start your work/job right now.' 

XIII. futur eloigne habituel -+ ko + R + Vk + V ba + ko + boy + ak + a 

B: (28) Na-ko-tfndel-ak-a yo nsango na ngaf 
VP-TI-send -TI news me 'I will be writing to you/sending you my news.' 

(29) Na-ko-batel -ak-a mwana na bfso 
look after us 

'I will be looking after our child.' 
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3. Criticism and Suggestions 

Bwantsa's analysis differs from Guthrie's mostly in the names and 
number of particular expressions for time reference. For instance, Guthrie's 
"passe indefini" and "passe defini" correspond to Bwantsa's "passe recen~' 
and "passe historique" respectively. Guthrie also mentions a set of two 
"compound tenses" [1966:30] which I fail to see in Bwantsa's analysis: 

(30) Na-jal-ak-a kosala (= Na-zal-ak-a kosala) 
I was working 

(31) Na-s i 1- i kokoma 
finish writing 'I've finished writing.' 

(30) is in fact the past counterpart of Bwantsa's (VII), which the latter 
may have misplaced as a case of morphological inflection, because of its 
present tense contraction. Neither of them has, though, considered the 
productive time references with -tik- 'abandon, stop', and -korn­
'arrive' as auxiliaries which designate, respectively, volitional termi­
native and ingressive temporal inflections, as in: 

(32) Na-tfk-i ko-koma (33) Na-k6m-f ko-koma 
'I've stopped wri ting/ 'I've (just) started to write. ' 
I'm no longer writing.' 

(34)a. A-korn-i ko-Iela-Iela b. A-k6m-a ko-yfb-ak-a 
'He's got into the habit of crying.' 'He's got into the habit of 

stealing/He's become a thief.' 

(35) Mwana a-tik-a kol fa mabele 
'The child {no lo~ger eats }d' t ' 

has glven up the habit of eating lr. 

Both Bwantsa and Guthrie subordinate aspect to tense; their primary 
division of time reference is in terms of past, present and future. Un­
fortunately, this position has regrettable consequences. In Bwantsa's 
analysis the "continuatif"='durative', for instance, seems to be typical 
of present alone. And, actually, both Bwantsa and Guthrie fail to present 
the future counterpart of the durative in (30)/(VII)--which, by the way, 
Bwantsa does not signal as contracted from -zal- + infinitive. See (36): 

(36) To-ko-zala ko -bin-a ntango yo o-ko-korn-a/o-korn-i 
VP-TI-be inf.-dance time you VP-TI-arrive 
'We'll be dancing when you arrive.' 

Again, because of the subordination of aspect to tense, as well as 
of too much concern with morphological isomorphism, Bwantsa may also be 
criticized for failing to realize that while his "passe anterieur habituel" 
without -zal- expresses "habit" in a very dubious way (see examples (5)­
(6», it is, instead, the use of the past counterpart for the durative, 
in conjunction with the time adverbial specifying a long period of time 
or repetition, which is the common practice for designation of past habits 



in Lingala. This is 

(37) To-zal-ak-r 

'We used to 

illustrated in (37-38): 

{
mpOkWa nyonso na conge } 

kobrna night every/all vacatio~ 
mbala na mbala na conge 
frequently/repeatedly vacation 

dance {efvery ntilght} during the 
requen y vacation. ' 

(38) To-zal-ak-r kobima mpokwa nyonso sima papa az6ngi 
go out come/be back 

'We used to go out every night after daddy was back.' 
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The morphological inflections in (5-6) could have been called any­
thing but "habituel". We will come back to this below. 

I would also like to confess my failure to grasp some of the dis­
tinctions Bwantsa makes: 

(a) Although he has insisted on a tone difference between (VII) and 
(IX), there does not seem to me to be any more than a lexico-semantic 
difference between examples (17-18) on the one hand and (21) on the 
other. Both cases seem to be instances of the present durative. Were 
the situation described in (21) ontologically capable of lasting as long 
as the situation in (17-18), I really doubt that there would be any moti­
vation for distinguishing (21) as "momentane"='punctual', as opposed to 
"continuatif". The question arises whether in such analyses we are to 
confuse the intrinsic aspectual property of the lexical item with the 
grammatical aspect as a temporal inflection. 

(b) Similarly, (VI) and (XIII) fail to strike me as being different 
temporal inflections. It seems to me that although (VI) expresses habits, 
which happen to be universal, its presentation is still prospective, that 
is, future-oriented. As such, (VI) refers to the same time and in the 
same way as (XIII). The difference pointed out by Bwantsa may be epistemic 
rather than time-referential. 

(c) I still have doubts about the traditional characterization of 
universal habitual/generic as a property of the present. What then should 
account for the difference between (15) and (19), both of which express 
habits? Is it just the presence of the time adverbial in (19)? Do (19) 
and (15') below have more than a mere extensional coincidence: 

(15' ) Na-sal-ak-a awa mikolo {6yo 
these 
ny6nso 
every 

'I work here {these days}., 
every day 

How could we account for the change of grammatical meaning (in terms of 
temporal inflections) for the durative in (39) and the ungrammaticality 
of (40)? 



(39) Na-zal-r kosala awa lelo 'I am working here today.' (non-habit.) 

(40) *Na-sal-ak-a awa lel6 ?I work (Habit.) here today. 

When is a present general enough to be a habit? And when does a (present) 
durative qualify to express a habit? 

I will conjecture that while there do seem to be habits confined to 
past, present and future (as illustrated in (37-38), (19), (VI), and 
(XIII)), we may consider (V) as a universal generic, which transcends 
the division of time into the above three major categories. This alter­
native position will allow us to account for the actual difference in the 
understandings of (19) and (15') which we may try to explain in terms of 
scope difference. We may assume a metalanguage where "x" represents the 
described situation, "t" the time and CONTINUOUS can be interpreted as 
'lasting in time', and DURING as the predicate for the time period which 
lasts. We could thus represent the situations in (19) and (15') as: 

(19b) (3t: DURING t) AT(x,t) 
'there is a period, t, during which x (as a habit) occurs, where 
the habit is necessarily confined to the period' 

(15'b) (3 x: CONTINUOUS x) AT(x,t) 
'there is a generic/continuous situation x, such that it occurs 
at time t, where the occurrence of x in t is contingent.' 

This enables us to account for two kinds of generics in Lingala; the one 
is bound to a specific time portion, and the other, more universal one, 
is open-ended and transcends the specified period of time. 

We cannot yet forget the question of the interaction between the 
time adverbial in (19) and the durative, to express habit; while in (15') 
the time adverbial also specifies a time portion of that habit, but does 
not contribute to the specification of the described situation as a habit. 
It is just as though in (19) the time adverbial extends the time long 
enough to make the CONTINUOUS situation mean a habit, whereas in (39-40) 
the time adverbial limits the time span seriously enough to make the 
CONTINUOUS void of any habitual interpretation, and thus introduces the 
apparent clash of features in (40). 

Does this suggest that generic is but an expansion of durative in 
time, to the point where it transcends past or present and becomes almost 
predictable for the future? Or does this show (as I hypothesize) that 
durative and generic belong to the same category, of which the durative 
is unmarked and the generic marked? 

Whatever the case here, I would also like to draw attention to the 
fact that the ungrammaticality of (41) below does call for a reconsider­
ation of the interaction of both verbal inflectional or syntactic combin­
atorial time reference on the one hand, and time adverbials on the other, 
to locate a situation in time. There is at least a need to understand 



why the combination of some adverbials with some other morphological or 
syntactic-combinatorial inflection leads to ungrammatical utterances. 

(41) *Ba-kang-ak-a ngM lob r 'I was arrested yesterday.' 

yet (42) is quite correct: 

(42) Ba-kang-ak-f ngaT 16bT 'I was arrested yesterday. ' 
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This may become clearer after we reconsider Bwantsa's discussion of (I) 
vs. (IV) and (II) vs. (III). A look at examples (1-13) seems to show that 
not only the names may have been misgiven to these expressions, but also 
that: (1,4, 6) receive translations similar to (13, 12, 9) respectively. 
These sentences differ, however, in imp1icatures. Indeed the latter 
group, which is less marked, conversationally implies a recent situation/ 
event. There is evidence that whenever a time reference expression (II) 
can be used, (III) car also be used, but not vice versa. I will show 
this with more examples, where time adverbials are used concomitantly 
with verbal forms as either supplementary or complementary temporal in­
flections: 

(43) a. To-m6n-ak-r yo mbola e-Iek-f na Kisangani 

b. 

(44) 

(45) 

see you year pass 
'We saw you last year in Kisangani.' 

Tom6naka yo mbola elekf na Kisangani 
'We saw you last year in Kisangani.' 

liOO 'k'/li ", tV {tozalf} o na I omonaka yo n ango t I'k' 
t . oza a I 

lme be 
bana mike 

young 
children 

'We saw you when we were young children.' 

ToOOnakf/*tom6naka yo {17k16 ~a nt6ngo} 'We saw you {this morning} 
5 I a oyo just now 

Although the forms with -ak-a and -ak-f translate quite identically 
into English, they correspond to quite different subjective attitudes 
towards the points of time referred to in relation to the speech event 
time or another landmark in the discourse. The form with -ak-a refers 
to a point considered as remote in the past, hence the ungrammaticality 
of (45). 

In the case of (9), by opposition to (6)"we may assume that since 
(6) refers to a point of time considered only as remote, were the speaker 
more cooperative he would have said (6)--since it is unambiguous--if he 
had meant to refer to the remote past. Since he used (9), it must have 
been by necessity, to refer to recent past. Thus, the meaning of the 
form with -ak-f is specializing, because of its coexistence with the 
delimiting -ak-a. But because it still has not ceased to have the remote 
meaning, we say it designates recent past by implicature. 

Bwantsa calls (II) 'anterior', almost the equivalent of past 
perfect. Undeniably, in some cases it works that way. But I will show, 
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after discussion of the opposition between (I) and (IV), that it does so 
mostly by virtue of its designating perfective anteriority, and that, as 
he must have noticed, the expression of anteriority is not limited to (II), 
since (I) has the same effect. But first we must understand how (I) dif­
fers from (IV). 

Bwantsa and Guthrie call the verbal forms (I) and (IV) "past". MY" 
translations of examples (1-4) and (10-14) alternate, as in Bwantsa's own 
analysis, between the English simple present and present perfect tenses. 
I can even provide more cases which seem to argue against assuming (I) 
and (IV) as referring to past time. Observe (46): 

r i (46) a. alal-{.} b. alamuk-{.} 
'he isaasleep' 'he is a~ake' 

c. abal-{~} d. akOf-{~} 
'he is"rgot married' 'he is dead' 

e. abosan- { ~ } f. as iii k- { r } 
a a 

'he {has forgotten} 'he is angry' 
does not remember 

That the English present tense fits best in translating these expressions 
would seem to suggest that these verbal forms are time-inflected in the 
present rather than in the past. For cases like (3) and (11), it seems 
plausible to interpret the lexical meaning of the verb as specifying the 
beginning of the present state. If this is correct, it seems to me that 
we may just as well call these two forms PERFECT, in the sense defined 
by Comrie [1976], after McCawley [1971] and Huddleston [1969]: that this 
temporal inflection specifies the present relevance of a past event/situ­
ation. We could alternatively interpret them in the way suggested by 
Guthrie, that is, as a form of grammatical stative. (However, it seems 
to me that Guthrie's interpretation and the PRESENT RELEVANCE one converge 
rather than contradict one another.) 

As with verbal forms in -ak-i vs -ak-a, I will assume that the 
verbal forms with -R+i# and -R+a# of the hypothesized perfect also 
differ by conversational implicature, at least the former from the latter. 
Let us consider (47-48): 

( 47) 

( 48) 

{A-kend-e/A-ke-i} kala 
A-kend-a ' a long 

go time ago 

wana 'He has left a long time ago.' 
that 
(demons. ) 

{(A-kend-e)/ A-ke-i} kaka sika oyo 
*A-kend-a 

'He left very recently.' 

The above examples (47-48) have an opposition similar to that between the 
forms with -ak-i and -ak-a. The -R+a# is marked for the remote ori­
gin of the state, while the construction -R+i# designates recent or1g1n 
by conversational implicature, although it may be used arbitrarily to re­
fer to any sort of origin for the state. 



The following examples show that these perfects may also refer to 
past or future states: 
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Ntango {boyakr} 
bokoya 

ba-ke-I 'When you {cAme, they had left. }' 
come, they will have left. 

(50) Ntango {boyakl} 
bokoya 

'When you {cAme, 
come, 

ba-kend-a 

they had left (a long time ago) , 
they will have left (a long time ago)} 

Both (49) and (50) show that the state of being away was already in effect 
when the situation of arriving took place. Thus it even becomes question­
able to say that this perfect is present or designates PRESENT RELEVANCE. 
It would seem more plausible to hypothesize that the perfect is neutral 
with respect to the opposition past, present and future, and that it 
designates a specific time by contextual implicature. Thus it should be 
added that contextual implicature has compelled a translation of (1-4), 
(10-13), and (46) as well as (47) in terms of PRESENT RELEVANCE. Were 
(46) to be substituted for bakel/bakenda in (49-50), their translations 
by the English present perfect would be ungrammatical. It seems plausible 
to me to assume that the absence of a more specifically asserted time 
reference to match the perfect compels us to interpret it in relation 
to the time of the speech event, the present (by implicature). 

The next question I want to mention concerns the place of present 
tenses. Forms like (24-25) may refer to future too. And in (51) we ob­
serve that the perfect with -R+IH, as well as the present durative, may 
refer to future: 

(51) a. Na-ke-I lel6/lobl 

b. Na-zal-I kokende let6/tobl > Nakokende teto/lobl 
'I am leaving/will leave today/tomorrow.' 

(The case of the perfect may strengthen the suspicion that -R+IH, -R+a# 
forms are neutral with regard to the opposition past vs. present vs' 
future.) The whole set (24-25) and (51) seems to lead to the hypothesis 
that there may be a broad (non-punctual) concept of present, which steps 
already into the future. And in the absence of a time adverbial to specify 
the future, the present is contextually implied (if it felicitously corre­
sponds to a concomitant situation). 

The designation of some specific temporal inflections by implicature 
seems to be quite a generalized practice in Lingala. 

4. Synthesis and Conclusion 

Now let's put everything together and fill in some of the gaps in 
my hypotheses. 

DURATIVE and GENERIC can both refer to habits. The latter is marked 
and can do it without the use of a complementary time adverbial while the 



DURATIVE, being the unmarked form of CONTINUITY (of a state or activity) over 
a long period of time, designates a habit only if complemented with a time 
adverbial specifying a span of time long enough to signify a habitual! 
generic extension of a situation (?through recurrence). These two time 
reference expressions, with the third which I will subordinate to GENERIC 
in my table below, and which I will call PROSPECTIVE GENERIC (equivalent 
to Bwantsa's (VI) and (XIII)), will constitute a special class of temporal 
inflections which I suggest should be called CONTINUOUS. They all share 
the characteristic of expansion in time. The difference between the habits 
expressed with the durative and those expressed with the generic--besides 
the issue of scope discussed above--is the fact that the generic somehow 
commits the speaker to a prediction of the future, while the durative 
does not. We may also add that the extra presence of the time adverbial 
in (15') reduces this commitment. 

A second group of temporal inflections consists of those that may 
be referred to as [-CONTINUOUS]. They subdivide into two subgroups: (i) 
I will call the first subgroup PERFECT or STATIVE by virtue of the fact 
that these forms specify (a) a state which results from an asserted situ­
ation. This consists of the RESULTATIVES with -R+i# and -R+a#. (b) the 
end of a previous situation and implication of a new state, as in the 
expressions with -tik- and -sil- illustrated in (31-32). A VOLITIONAL 
TERMINATIVE temporal inflection is designated in (32), while (31) expres­
ses a TERMINATION unmarked with regard to volition. (The unmarked expres­
sion is more commonly used and I do not know of any conversational impli­
cature applying here which would subject -sil- expressions to designate 
non-volition.) (c) the beginning of a new situation or state, the INGRES­
SIVE expression, with the auxiliary -kom-, as illustrated in (33). 

Here I would like to state explicitly as per the tree belOW, but 
not illustrated, that the auxiliaries -sil-, -tik- and -kom- (like 
the auxiliary - za 1- for the durati ve) are time-inflected RESULTATIVE 
(COINCIDENT-relevant) or SUBSEQUENT. This in fact goes together with 
the discussion of the questioned PRESENT-relevance above. This not only 
leaves an unsolved branching problem for the PERFECT in the tree, but 
also raises the question of what combinatorial principles are at play 
here. I leave the question for future investigation. 

(ii) The second subgroup of [-CONTINUOUS] inflections will be re­
ferred to as PERFECTIVE by virtue of their locating the described situa­
tions without any concern for their internal temporal structures. They 
divide into PRIOR to, COINCIDENT with and SUBSEQUENT to the time of 
either the speech event or another situation specified in the utterance 
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(by contextual implicature).2 (The PERFECTIVE COINCIDENT with -aN steps 
apparently into the future. Probably it should be derived from an inter­
mediary node common with SUBSEQUENT, contrary to what is given in the 
tree. I leave the question unresolved for the present.) 

I also observe (after Bwantsa) that something seems to be common 
with the dichotomy REMOTE vs. RECENT/NEAR for anything either referring 
to past or suggesting the past origin of a state: there is always the 
presence of an -aN or -iN associated with the particular case. We 
may thus safely dissociate these morphemes from the high tone -ak- of 
PERFECTIVE (PRIOR) and consider -ak- as corresponding to this PERFECTIVE 
(PRIOR) while the pair -a/-i helps to implicate NEARNESS. I am not sure I 
have enough evidence yet to analogize the same treatment to the UNIVERSAL 
GENERIC; viz. whether -akaN or -ak+aN should be the proper morpholo­
gical division. Right now I do not see what explanatory impacts the choice 
of either of them would have on the theory developed here. 

The table/tree on the next page summarizes my theory of Lingala 
temporal inflections. It is my belief that such a representation opens 
the way to explanation of certain oddities, particularly the selectional 
constraints holding between the verbal forms and the time adverbials, as 
seen in (40, 41, 45 and 48). A verb temporally inflected as CONTINUOUS 
can co-occur in the same utterance with an adverbial designating an 
extended span of time. A verb temporally inflected as PRIOR (REMOTE) se­
lects an adverbial that designates a relatively remote priority/anteriority 
in time. 

My analysis seems to give primacy to the features traditionally 
associated with aspect over those associated with tense, which reverses 
the position assigned to them in the previous analyses. First, I do not 
think the dichotomy "aspect vs. tense" needs to be maintained. Second, 

2There may be a problem as to what specifies the time of the situa­
tion taken as the landmark. By the very fact that there is nothing else 
that can specify it, the situation is to be understood in relation to the 
time of the speech event. This explains how the understandings of (49-50) 
work. 

There might be an al ternati ve -interpretation of maintaining the 
features PAST, PRESENT and FUTURE, but this calls for an additional arti­
ficial problem of embedding either PRESENT and FUTURE into PAST or PAST 
and PRESENT into FUTURE, etc., as suggested by McCawley. I say "arti­
ficial" in this case because it seems to me that in (49-50) there does 
not apply any grammatical time reorientation, which characterizes the 
English taxis--about which McCawley comments as inflected in relation 
to both the speech event and the related situation. 



104 

the analysis does not seem to conflict with other diachronic and compara­
tive evidence: (a) according to Miller/Johnson-Laird [1976:449], aspectual 
rather than tense oppositions between situations are acquired first by the 
child. (b) According to Comrie [1976:83] in Indo-European. aspect dis­
tinctions seem to have occurred before tense distinctions. He also re­
ports [op. cit: 82] that Yoruba and Igbo seem to have primacy of aspect 
features over tense featQres. Then Lingala would not be an isolated case, 
but would, instead, conform to a universal principle. 

Many other questions need to be considered. One such may concern 
the hierarchy of the inflectional features I have proposed and their 
representation in the logical structure of sentences. Another question 
may specifically concern how the features which surface as adverbials and those 
that surface as inflectional morphemes and/or other combinations of mor-
phemes are distributed in the logical structure. The latter question is 
in fact related to the one raised by Chafe [1970:168]. viz., whether 
temporal inflection modifies the verb or the whole event described by the 
sentence. The limitation of time and space do not allow me to discuss 
these questions here. 

[CONTINUOUS] 

~ 
Durative Generic 

-zal-

TABLE 2 

Situation 

(by conversational 
implicature) 

[-CONTINUOUS] 

;----~ 
Perfect Stative Perfective 

hA,e .. _'k~ Prior Subseq. 
Coincident Coincident 

-ak- - i # -ko- Prospective 
Subsequent 

Universal -ak- -aU -ko-

\ , 
\ 

\ 
\ 

\ 
\ 

Remote Near 

-an - i# 

-ko-

Resultative 

/\ 
Remote Near 

-aU -i# 

/"-' Remote Near 

T~erminative In~6~:ive 

~ Subseq. 
-ko­

[Volitional] [±Volitional] 
I I Remcte 

I-tik- -srl- I 1"'"1 ---I"'", _..L-":""';I 1 : I L - --Near 
Remote Ne~r Subseq. Remote Near Subseq. 
-an -i# -ko- -an -in -ko-
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Locative phrases have been a subject of controversy since the begin­
ning of grammatical analysis of Bantu languages. 1 Traditional grammars 
have attributed to them functions ranging from that of subject and direct 
object to that of adverb. Recently, Trithart [1975], Dalgish [1976a, 
1976b], and Dalgish and Scheintuch [1976] have discussed locative noun 
phrases in various Bantu languages with respect to the grammatical rela­
tions these phrases bear to verbs. This paper continues the investigation 
of Bantu locatives in Tshiluba (a Zone L language spoken primarily in 
south central Zaire) within that cluster of hypotheses known as relational 
grammar. In particular, the paper focuses on two types of constructions, 
each of which contains a locative morpheme (either pa 'on', ku 'at', 
or mu 'in') followed by both a noun and a modifier which may be either 
an adjective or a demonstrative. Example (1) below illustrates these 
constructions. 2 Note in (1) that the locative pa 'at' is followed by a 
noun mesa 'table', which in turn is followed by the adjective -nene 
'big', with the concordial morpheme pa- prefixed to it. In (lb), on 
the other hand, the adjectival concord marker is ma- in agreement with 
the noun itself. The concord for locative phrases containing demonstra-

lThe research for this paper has been supported by an NDFL Title VI 
fellowship through the University of Illinois African Studies Center. 
Special thanks are due to Dr. Victor C. Uchendu and the African Studies 
Center for funds made available to attend the VIllth African Linguistics 
Conference. I would like to acknowledge the assistance of the language 
consultant, Mutombo Mpanya, with whom I have been working for three years. 
I would also like to thank Prof. Eyamba Bokamba, Prof. Charles Kisseberth, 
and Prof. Jerry Morgan for their helpful comments. Any errors are solely 
my responsibility. 

2Due to the limitation of space, the number of examples is extremely 
limited. The handout at the conference contained more examples, which 
are available on request from the author. Data in an earlier version 
[Stucky 1976] are less complete. 
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thres is contrasted in (lc) and (ld): 3 

(1) a. pa rn-esa p-3-nene b. pa m-esa ma-nene 
on table LC-big on table NC-big 
'the big space on the table' 'on the big table' 

c. pa m-esa a-pa d. pa m-esa a-a 
on table this-LC on table this-NC 
'on this table (and not off 'on this table (and not on 
it) , that one)' 

Phrases bearing locative concord are referred to as LC phrases while those 
exhibiting nominal concord are called NC phrases. This phenomenon, hence­
forth alternative concord, not unique to Tshiluba, has been noted in Chi­
Bemba by Givan [1972] and in OluTsootso by Dalgish (personal communication). 

In addition to these alternative concordial processes, the data in 
this analysis show that LC and NC phrases demonstrate different syntactic 
behavior. Furthermore, a syntactic as well as a semantic distinction must 
be made between those locative phrases with adjectives and those with de­
monstratives. Finally, the acceptability of LC phrases depends crucially 
on the type of verb in the sentence. 

It will be helpful to keep in mind certain facts of Tshiluba grammar. 
First, noun class prefixes govern concord of two types: primary, that 
taken by adjectives and participles, and secondary, taken by demonstratives 
and all other forms requiring agreement. The distinction is evident in 
the concordial markers in (lb) and (ld) above. Thus, one morphological 
distinction relevant to the analysis of locative phrases exhibiting alter­
native concord can be noted at the outset. Adjectives take primary con­
cord while demonstratives take secondary concord. Second, the locative 
morphemes include neither the notion of deixis, handled by the demonstra­
tives nor that of motion to and from, which is included in the verb. Fi­
nally, unlike other noun class prefixes, the locative morphemes may appear 

3Symbols are as follows: noun class numbers are not marked, but a 
hYPhen separates a noun prefix from the stem. Ag=agreement, OP=object 
prefix, LP=locative pronoun, Pass=passive, Refl=reflexive marker, LC= 
locative concord, NC=noun concord. Standard orthography has been employed 
here with one exception. Long vowels that are not derived by rule are 
written as sequences of two short vowels. Tone is not marked. (See foot­
note 4 for tone rules.) 



before full nouns. 4 

2. Syntactic Properties of LC and NC Locative Phrases 

Besides the agreement contrast noted in the previous section, LC 
and NC phrases behave differently with respect to certain syntactic pro­
cesses. A semantic distinction also emerges. One restriction on alter­
native concord is, however, noted first. Example (2) below shows that 
alternative concord does not extend to the predicate but is entirely re­
stricted to the locative phrase. Verbal agreement is always with the 
locative. 

(2) a. pa m-esa pa-di pa-nene b. *pa m-esa ma-di pa-nene 
on table Ag-be Ag-big on table Ag-be Ag-big 
'on a/the big table' 

c. *pa m-esa pa-di ma-nene d. *pa m-esa ma-di ma-nene 
on table Ag-be Ag-big on table Ag-be Ag-big 

Syntactic processes illustrating the difference between LC and NC 
phrases include the non-relation changing rules of left and right dislo­
cation. The data in (3) and (4) below show that the LC phrase is more 
tightly knit than the NC phrase. Example (3a) shows that either a LC or 
a NC phrase may be left-dislocated by leaving a pronoun behind, suffixed 
to the verb. Alternatively, in (3b), the NP tshisalu etshi 'this market' 
can be left-dislocated from within a NC phrase, but not, significantly, 
from within a LC phrase. Example (4) shows that right-dislocation pro­
ceeds analogously. 

4There is little phonological or tonological evidence in Tshiluba 
for considering the locative morpheme together with its noun to be a 
single word. No noun begins with a vowel (since there are no vowel pre­
prefixes) and thus vowels do not coalesce. Locatives stan~ng alone have 
high tone. Affixed to a stem they assimilate.in t~ne. ~lS does no~ pro­
vide any evidence either, since all noun pref1xes 1n Tsh1luba have.h1gh 
tone and the locatives in these phrases exhibit high tone. There 1S some 
syntactic evidence for considering them to be a single unit. ~o other 
word such as a demonstrative, may intervene between the 10cat1ve and the 
noun: Normally, the demonstrative may either precede or follow the noun. 
Still traditional orthography has treated these as two separate words. 
The s~elling in this paper conforms to that convention. 



llO 

( 3) a. 

b. 

(4) a. 

b. 

mu tshi-salu e-mu 
{e-tsh i } 

mu-kaji u-di w-enda- mu 

in market {this-LC} woman Ag-be Ag-walk to- LP 
this-NC 

'in this market, the woman is walking (to) (in) here' 

tshi-salu 

market 

*e-mu 
{ e-tsh i } 
tthis-LC} 

this-NC 

mu-kaj i u-di w-enda- mu 

woman Ag-be Ag-walk to-LP 

'this market, the woman is walking (to) (in) here' 

mu-kaj i u-di w-enda- mu, mu tshi-salu e-mu 
{e-tsh i } 

woman Ag-be Ag-walk to-LP , in market {this-LC} 
this-NC 

'the woman is walking (to) ( in) here, in this market' 

mu-kaji u-di w-enda- mu tshi-salu *e-mu 
{ e-tshi} 

woman Ag-be Ag-walk to-LP market {*this-LC} 
this-NC 

'the woman is walking (to) ( in) here, this market' 

Unlike the dislocation rules, relativization is sensitive to gram­
matical relations. This process also reflects the structural distinction 
between LC and NC phrases. In (5) and (6) belOW, both LC and NC phrases 
are relativized. As in the case of the dislocation rules, the LC phrase 
must remain a syntactic unit, but the NC phrase may be relativized out of. 

(5) mu tshi-Iongelu e-mu mu-di-bo ba- bala mi-kanda 
{e-tshi} they-read 

in school {this-LC} Rel-be-they books 
this-NC 

, inSide/in this school in which they are reading books ... , 

(6) mu tshi··longe I u *e-mu 
{ "e-tsh i } 

tshi-di-bo ba- tok- esha 

in school {*this-LC} Rel-be-they they-clean-Caus. 
this-NC 

'in this school which they are cleaning' 

Thus, at least three processes, right and left dislocation and rel­
ativization indicate that the LC phrase is a syntactic unit while the NC 
phrase m~ be treated either as a single unit or as two, the locative and 
the noun plus its modifier. 

3. Alternative Concord and Grammatical Relations 

3.1 Subject of. Whether or not LC and NC phrases can be subjects is a 
problem that requires a longer investigation than is possible here. Con­
structions where locatives appearing in initial position govern verbal 
agreement are the LOC-BE-ADJ and LOC-BE-NP constructions shown in examples 



(T) and (8) below. Here there is a clear difference between the locative 
adjective and the locative demonstrative phrases. That both LC and NC 
phrases are acceptable in LOC-BE-ADJ constructions is illustrated in (T). 
Thus, it is possible to predicate a quality of either LC or NC adjective 
phrases. In (8) however, an LC-adjective phrase is unacceptable in LOC­
BE-NP constructions. In contrast, both LC and NC demonstrative phrases 
are acceptable in both BE constructions, as is evidenced in the (a) and 
(b) sentences of (T) and (8). The LC-adjective (8c) is interpreted as 
a locative noun. This is reflected in the English gloss 'the clean space 
on', rather than 'the space on the clean table' . 

(T) a. pa m-esa a-pa pa-di pa-bole b. 
on table this-LC Ag-be Ag-wet 
'on this table (and not off it) 
is wet' 

c. pa m-esa pa-tooke pa-di pa-bole d. 
on table LC-clean Ag-be Ag-wet 
'the clean space on the table is 
wet' 

(8) a. pa m-esa a-pa pa-di mi-kanda b. 
on table this-LC Ag-be books 
'on this table (and not off it) 
are books' 

pa m-esa a-a pa-di pa-bole 
on table this-NC Ag-be Ag-wet 
'on this table (and not that 
one) is wet' 

pa m-esa ma-tooke pa-di pa-bole 
on table NC-clean AG-be Ag-wet 
'on the clean table is wet' 

pa m-esa a-a pa-d i rni kanda 
on table this-NC Ag-be books 
'on this table (and not that 
one) are books' 

c. *pa m-esa pa-tooke pa-di mi-kanda d. pa m-esa ma-tooke pa-di mi-kanda 
on table LC-clean Ag-be books on table Ne-clean Ag-be books 

*'the clean space on the table is 'on the clean table are books' 
books' 

The items in (7) and (8) also demonstrate that the locative morpheme 
always governs verbal agreement on the verb. According to one early ver­
sion of relational grammar [Postal and Perlmutter 19T4] one of its tenets 
is that only terms (i.e. subjects) can trigger verbal agreement. The fact 
that these LC and NC phrases govern agreement may constitute an argument 
in favor of termhood. However, there are at least two other explanations 
for this pattern of agreement. First, it may be that agreement in Tshi­
luba is not with a term but with a noun that is not necessarily a subject. 
Secondly, it could be the case that the simple noun is the term but the 
agreement is with the larger phrase of which the noun is a part. Thus, 
verbal agreement is not sufficient to determine termhood, suggesting that 
more evidence is needed. 

Another test of termhood is reflexivization. If locatives are sub­
jects, they should trigger reflexivization. In the following example, 
both LC and NC phrases trigger reflexivization. 
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(9) a. mu tshi-bunda e-mu mu-di- shimbula 
in garden this-LC Ag-Refl-collapse 
'inside this garden (and not outside) fell in itself' 

b. mu tshi-bunda e-tshi mu-di- sh i mbu I a 
in garden this-NC Ag-Refl-collapse 
'in this garden (and not another one) fell in itself' 

Thus, if it is true that only terms can govern agreement and trigger 
reflexivization, then the locatives are subjects in (6-9). Whether they 
got there by an advancement rule (one which moves an NP up the hierarchy 
of grammatical relations) or a movement rule (one which does not change 
grammatical relations) or by being there underlyingly is an open question. 

3.2 Object of. The relation considered next is that of object. As in 
the preceding section on the subject relation, the behavior of locative 
phrases containing adjectives is different from those containing demons­
tratives. 

Consider first locative phrases with adjectives illustrated by just 
examples (a) and (b) in (10)-(13). We see in (10) that a LC-adjective 
phrase--but not a NC-adjective phrase--together with an object, is unac­
ceptable. In the same type of construction, though, LC- and NC-ad,i ecti ve 
phrases in (11) are both acceptable. 

(10) a. mu-kaj i u-di u-teka mi-kanda mu tShi-longelu *mu-nene 
woman Ag-be Ag-put books in school LC-big 
*'the woman is putting the books the big space in the school' 

b. mu-kaj i u-di u-teka mi-kanda mu tshi-Iongelu tshi-nene 
woman Ag-be Ag-put books in school NC-big 
'the woman is putting the books in the big school' 

mu-kaj i u-di u-teka mi-kanda mu tshi-Iongelu mu 
c-d. e-{tsh i} 

woman Ag-be Ag-put books in school 
this-{LC/NC} 

'the woman is putting books in this school' 

( 11) a. mu-kaj i u-di u-bala mi-kanda mu tshi-Ionge I u mu-nene 
woman Ag-be Ag-read books in school LC-big 
'the woman is reading books in the big space in the school' 

b. mu-kaj i u-di u-ba I a mi -kanda mu tshi-Iongelu tshi-nene 
woman Ag-be Ag-read books in school NC-big 
'the woman is reading the books in the big school' 

mu tShi-longelu mu 
c-d. mu-kaji u-di u-ba I a mi -kanda e-{tshi} 

woman Ag-be Ag-read books in school this-{LC/NC} 

Again, in (12), both LC- and NC-adjective phrases may follow the verb. 
However, in (13), only a NC-adjective is acceptable. 



( 12) a. 

b. 

c-d. 

mu-kaj i u-di w-enda 
woman Ag-be Ag-walk 
'the woman is walking 

mu-kaj i u-di w-enda 
woman Ag-be Ag-walk 
'the woman is walking 

mu-kaji u-di w-enda 

mu tshi-Iongelu mu-nene 
to in school LC-big 
to the big space in the school' 

mu tshi-Iongelu tshi-nene 
to in school NC-big 
into the big school' 

mu tshi-Iongelu mu 
e-{tshi} 

woman Ag-be Ag-walk to in school this-{LC/NC} 
'the woman is walking into this school' 

(13) a. ma-futa ma-di ma-aya mu tshi-Iowu *mu-nene 
oil Ag-be Ag-get rancid in calabash LC-big 
*'oil is getting rancid the big space in the calabash' 

b. ma-futa ma-di ma-aya mu tshi-Iowu tshi-nene 
oil Ag-be Ag-get rancid in calabash NC-big 
'oil is getting rancid in the big cala bash' 

/mu c-d. ma-futa ma-di ma-aya mu tshi-Iowa e-ttshi} 

oil Ag-be Ag-get rancid in calabash this-{LC/NC} 
'the oil is getting rancid in this calabash' 

Upon closer examination one finds that the verbs in (10-13) fall into 
different classes with respect to the types of NPs required or permitted 
to accompany them. Verbs such as -teka 'put', in (10), rarely surface 
without objects. Verbs such as -bala 'read', in (11), often surface 
without objects. Verb requiring direct objects are here labeled strongly 
transitive verbs. Verbs permitting, but not requiring, direct objects are 
labeled weakly transitive. A verb like -enda 'walk to' in (12) belongs 
to another class of verbs, motion intransitives, which are distinguished 
from strictly intransitive verbs such as -aya 'get rancid' in (13). 
Motion intransitives actually require locatives while strictly intransitive 
verbs, although allowing them, do not require them. It appears that the 
LC phrase does not satisfy the requirements of a strongly transitive 
verb, as in (10). In (11), both LC- and NC-adjective phrases are accep­
table with weakly transitive verbs. In (12), likewise, both LC- and NC­
adjective phrases can satisfy a motion intransitive. But only NC-adjective 
phrases can satisfy a strictly intransitive verb as in (13). 

Locative phrases containing demonstratives rather than adjectives 
exhibit none of the idiosyncracies of the adjective phrases. As examples 
(c-d) in (10-13) show, regardless of whether the demonstrative locative 
phrase is an LC or an NC phrase, it 'is always acceptable. Thus, it can­
not be claimed that the type of verb determines the acceptability of LC 
phrases alone. Rather the type of verb and the type of locative phrase 
must be taken into account. 

Returning to the question of locative adjective phrases, the proposi­
tion that the LC- and NC-adjective phrases differ in their capacity to 



satisfy the requirements of the verb can be tested as follows. First, 
with a strongly transitive verb having no object, an LC phrase should be 
acceptable, but an NC phrase should not. That this is indeed the case 
is illlustrated by the examples in (14): 

(14) a. mu-kaji u-nanga ku n-zubU ku-nene 
woman Ag-like at house LC-big 
'the woman likes the atmosphere at the big house' 

b. mu-kaji u-nanga ku n-zubu *mu-nene 
woman Ag-like at house NC-big 
·'the woman likes at the big house' 

With a verb such as -bala 'read', a weakly transitive verb, we might ex­
pect a LC-adjective phrase to have two readings: one a patient (where 
the LC-adjective phrase satisfies the requirements of transitivity) and 
the second a locative reading (where object deletion has applied). In 
fact, two readings ale obtainable for such a verb, as is shown in (15): 

(15) a. mu-ntu u-di u-songa mu bu-atu mu-nene 
man Ag-be Ag-carve in boat LC-big 
'the man is carving out the inside of the boat--making it bigger' 

OR 'the man is carving (something else) in the big boat' 

b. mu-ntu u-di u-songa mu bu-atu mu-nene 
man Ag-be Ag-carve in boat NC-big 
'the man is carving (something else) in the big boat' 

The NC phrase in (15b) cannot be used in the situation where buatu 'boat' 
is the patient or the receiver of the action. LC-adjective phrases conse­
quently have two qualities of direct objecthood: they follow transitive 
verbs while NC-adJective phrases do not, and they are interpretable as 
patients. 

Next, consider the two cases where a verb actually requires a certain 
kind of NP. As noted above, a LC phrase in (lOa), following a strongly 
transitive verb and its attendant object, was unacceptable. This beha­
vior may be attributed to the fact that the LC-adjective phrase behaves 
like an object. Since the verb requires only one object, the LC-adjective 
phrase is then superfluous. Motion intransitives, like strongly transitive 
verbs, require a NP, a locative in this case. A NP not marked morphologi­
cally as a locative will not suffice, as example (16) illustrates: 

(16) *mu-kaji u-di w-enda n-zubu 
woman Ag-be Ag-walk to house 

A LC-adjective phrase, as noted above, could satisfy motion intransitives. 
Although the addition of a second LC-adjective phrase is not acceptable, 
the presence of a second NC-adjective phrase is. As in the case of strongly 
transitive verbs, the LC-adjective phrase is unacceptable. Compare examples 
(17a) and (17b): 



( 17) a. } 
b. 

mu-kaj i u-di w-enda mu tShi-longelu mu-f like ku 
woman Ag-be Ag-walk to in school LC-dark at 

mu-soko *ku-{ lenga} 
mu-

village *LC-
{ NC_beautiful} 

'the woman is walking to the dark space in the school in the 
beautiful village' 

Thus, the acceptability of LC-adjective phrases, but not LC-demonstrative 
phrases, is seen to be directly related to the type of verb, whether 
strongly or weakly transitive, a motion intransitive or a strictly intran­
sitive verb. The LC-adjective phrase behaves more like a direct object 
while still being marked as a locative by the locative prefix and its 
objecthood is paralleled by its nounlike reading. 

3.3 Pronominalization. There are two cases (lla and llb) where a LC-ad­
jective phrase exhibited some properties normally associated with direct 
objecthood that are not yet accounted for. LC-adjective phrases in (15a 
and 15b), following transitive verbs, were interpretable as patients. It 
seems prudent, then, to investigate some syntactic processes that might 
reflect their status. The first is pronominalization. Here an interesting 
correlation appears between the position of the locative pronoun and the 
appearance of LC phrases in such sentences as shown in (18a) and (19a) 
below. Normally two positions are available for object pronouns, preceding 
the verb stem and following it. If only a direct object is present, the 
pronoun appears in prefix position. Note that in (18a)--corresponding to 
(15a)--and in (19)--corresponding to (14)--the locative pronoun shows up 
in prefix position as a direct object would. The non-object reading of 
the LC phrase--corresponding to (15a)--and the NC phrase pronoun appear 
in suffix position as illustrated in (18b). The examples are given in 
terms of dislocation so that the pronoun can be checked most accurately. 

( 18) a. mu bu-atu mu-nene mu-ntu u-di u-mu-songa 
in boat LC-big man Ag-be Ag-LP-carve 
'the big space in the boat, the man is carving 

bu-atu mu- mu-ntu u-di b. mu {bu- nene} u-songa-mu 

in boat LC- Ag-be {NC-big} man Ag-carve-LP 

'in the big boat, the man is carving it' 

a.} k b k k .. { u-ku-nanga} 
b. u n-zu u u-nene mu- aJI *u-nanga-ku 

at house LC-big woman {Ag-LP-like} 
*Ag-like-LP 

'at this big house, the woman likes it there' 

it' 

The LC-adjective and NC-adjective pronouns with -bala 'read', a weakly 
transitive verb, evince a clear preference for suffix position even when 
no other object is present, as the following examples illustrate: 





verbs. These do not passivize. Compare (24-28) below: 

(24) 

(25) 

(26) 

(27) 

ku n-zubu e-ku ku-nang-ibue kudi mu-kaji 
at house this-LC Ag-like-Pass by woman 
'the atmosphere at this house is liked by the woman' 

mu bu-atu mu-nene mu-song-ibue kudi mu-ntu 
in boat LC-big Ag-carve-Pass by man 
'the space inside of the boat was carved bigger by the man' 

mu-mu tShi-longelu {t h· nene} mU-bad -ibue kudi mu-kaji 
5 1-

LC-
in school {NC_big} Ag-read-Pass by woman 

'in the big school was read by the woman' 

mu tshi-salu mu-
{t h· nene} 5 1-

mu-end -ibue kudi mu-kaji 

in school LC­
{NC_big} Ag-walk to-Pass by 

'in the market was walked to by the woman' 

woman 

(28) *mu tshi-Iowa tshi-nene mu-ay -ibue kudi ma-futa 
in calabash NC-big Ag-got rancid-Pass by oil 

*'in the calabash was gotten rancid by the oil' 

The last restriction on passivization indicates that it is not sufficient 
to speak of which items may passivize. Instead, in the case of strictly 
intransitive verbs it is necessary to consider whether or not the locative 
was required by the verb in the first place. 

4. Summary 

The data in this paper have shown that the category locative is not 
a discrete one in Tshiluba. The morphological distinction evidenced 
through alternative concord is reflected in three syntactic processes: 
pronominalization, passivization and relativization. Semantically, LC 
phrases focus the locative while NC phrases focus the noun. Furthermore, 
LC and NC phrases are distinguished along another parameter, modification, 
where the modifier is either an adjective or a demonstrative. 

With respect to grammatical relations, it was argued on the basis of 
verbal agreement and reflexivization that locatives could occur as under­
lying subjects, terms. It was also noted that these locatives have several 
properties of objecthood; they may pronominalize and passivize. However, 
the ability to passivize, it was shown, did not depend on the locative 
itself, but rather, on the type of verb. Furthermore, LC and NC phrases 
appear to be on a continuum. The LC-adjective phrase is more like a direct 
object, since only it may satisfy the requirements of a strongly transitive 
verb. 

Finally, locatives in Tshiluba must be distinguished from other ob­
jects, since both may appear simultaneously and have separate positions 
for pronouns. Motion intransitives require locatives in the same way 
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