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��Major language families of Africa

(prepared by Aaron Shryock)



When we consider the fact that there are approx. 2,000 languages spoken in Africa, we could group them or classify them in a number of ways.  For instance, by country, by size, by the political or cultural importance of the speakers of the languages.  Looking at the linguistic structure of the languages, we could group them by the sounds they exhibit, or the syntactic constructions in the language.



The most important type of classification, though, is not by any of these criteria.  If we want to understand why the languages of Africa show the linguistic characteristics that they do, why they are spoken where they are, etc.  the most important type of classification is a “genetic” classification.  A genetic classification of languages groups languages together on the basis of descent from a common, earlier language.



A genetic classification groups languages into families.  



What is a language family?  A group of languages which have a common ancestor language.  In other words, at one point in history, they were one language.



Families are composed of groupings of languages which may be called “branches”, “subgroups”, or “groups”.





How many language families are the languages of Africa grouped into?

What are the names of these language families?

How many languages are there in each family?

Where are the languages comprising each family spoken?



Afro-Asiatic (326 in Africa, 375 total)

	Berber (35)	

	Chadic (186)	Nigeria, Niger, Cameroon, Chad

	Cushitic (90)  (of which, Omotic (14))	Somalia, Kenya, Ethiopia, Djibouti, Tanzania, Sudan

	Egyptian (1)

	Semitic (62) (Central)(South, Ethiopian, 15)	Ethiopia, Eritrea



Khoisan (38)

	Hatsa	Tanzania

	Sandawe	Tanzania

	Southern Africa (36)	Angola, Namibia, Botswana, South Africa



�Niger-Congo  (1417)

	Mande (53)	Cote d’ivoire, Liberia, Burkina Faso, Mali, Guinea, Sierra Leone, Ghana, Gambia

	Kordofanian (29)	Sudan

	Atlantic-Congo (1335)

		Atlantic (66)	Senegal, Guinea Bissau, Guinea, with Fulfulde spoken east as far as the Sudan.

		Ijoid (10)	Nigeria

		Volta-Congo (1259)	Sierra Leone east to Kenya, south to South Africa

			Benue-Congo (862)

			Dogon (1)

			Kru (41)

			Kwa (76)

			North (276) (including Gur and Adamawa-Ubangi)

		



	             Niger-Congo�                 (                 �       (((((((((((((((((((((((((((�       (         (               (�      Mande  Atlantic-Congo  Kordofanian�                 (�       (((((((((((((((((((((((             �       (         (           (�     Atlantic(?) Volta-Congo    Ijoid(?)�                 (� ((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((� (   (       (        (         (� (   (       (        (   North Volta-Congo � (   (       (        (         (� (   (       (        (      (((((((((((�Kru  Kwa    Benue-Congo  Dogon(?) Gur   Adamawa-Ubangi



	



�Nilo-Saharan (195)

	Berta (3)	Ethiopia

	Central Sudanic (63)	Zaire, Uganda, Central African Republic, Sudan, Chad

	Eastern Sudanic (98)	Sudan, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Zaire, Chad

	Fur (2)	Sudan, Chad

	Komuz (7)	Ethiopia, Sudan

	Kunama (1)	Eritria

	Maban (7)	Chad, Sudan

	Saharan (8)	Nigeria, Niger, Chad, Sudan, Libya

	Songhai (4)	Mali, Niger



Total languages (1976)
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Language Use



N.B. Most of what is said below applies to Africa south of the Sahara, and not to North Africa, where the linguistic situation is rather different.



The complex language situation in Africa



Living as we do in a country where one language, English, is spoken almost everywhere, it is a bit hard for us to imagine how enormously complex the linguistic situation is in many other parts of the world.  One place where there is enormous complexity is Africa.  This continent has a total of about 2000 languages, or more than one quarter of the languages spoken in the world.   



Where are these languages spoken? Nigeria has the most, with over 400.  Cameroon has over 200.  Ghana & Burkina Faso each have about 60.



In some locations, it is still not clear exactly how many different languages are spoken.  This is partly because these areas have not yet been adequately studied / surveyed.  Another factor which contributes to the confusion is the fact that a single language is often called by several different names e.g. Chumburung (Kwa, Ghana) has also been called (either by linguists or speakers of other Ghanaian languages) Nchumburung, Nchimburu, Nchummuru, Kyongborong.  When this kind of situation occurs, it is not always easy to tell when two different language names refer to different languages and when they are just alternate names for the same language. 



These languages vary greatly in number of speakers.  On the one extreme are very widely spoken languages like Swahili (5 million first language speakers, 30 million second language speakers) and Hausa (35 million speakers total). On the other extreme are languages spoken by only a few thousand speakers, e.g. K(nni in Northern Ghana (2600 speakers).�  There are also a few languages which are in danger of immediate extinction, e.g. Massalat, a Nilo-Saharan language spoken in Chad, which was reported to have at most 10 speakers in 1991.�  A “typical” size for a group in West Africa might be anywhere from several tens of thousands of speakers to a few hundred thousand.   In Benin, for example, languages for which population figures are available in the latest Ethnologue have the following numbers of speakers:



70,000

83,000

172,000

247,000

269,000

469,000

520,000

571,000

2,000,000

4,700,000 (Moore)

20,000,000 (Yoruba)

22,000,000 (Hausa)



Note: This includes languages which are primarily spoken outside of Benin (e.g. Yoruba), as long as they have some speakers in Benin as well.  The figures do not include people who speak the language as a second language. 



By contrast, many language groups in parts of South America, particularly jungle areas, may number only in the hundreds.  This is true of some other parts of the world as well.



(It is also worth noting that the population in most parts of Africa is growing very quickly.)



Not only are there a great many languages spoken in Africa, but their distribution is in some areas exceedingly complex.  It is not the case that the areas in which languages are spoken are divided into neat contiguous blocks.  This is only the case to a limited degree.  There are a number of factors which make things more complex:



Sometimes speakers of a language have become dispersed over a wide geographic area in which much of the land belongs to other groups.  Example: Although the original homeland of the Konkomba people is near a town called Saboba in northeastern Ghana, large groups of Konkomba people have migrated to several other areas (often because of good farmland), so that it is possible to find little Konkomba settlements on land belonging to several other groups, e.g. the Nawuri and Chumburung people who live to the south and west of the Konkomba traditional area.  There are also large numbers of Konkombas living in Accra, the capital, where they are chiefly engaged in selling yams.



Some languages are spoken in two or more large discontinuous regions, due to migration, geographic barriers, or infiltration of other groups.  Example: Although the primary Chumburung homeland is in northern Ghana, there is also a group of Chumburungs living two countries away in Benin.  Another example: Kurumfe (Gur, northern Burkina Faso) occupies two discontinuous blocks (see map, Appendix A).



It is not uncommon to find a village speaking one language lying wholly within territory belonging to another group.  Example: The Nawuri territory in northern Ghana contains a Chala village and several Konkomba villages.



Within a town belonging to one language, there will often be large numbers of speakers from other language groups.  This is especially true of large cities.  For example although Accra, the capital of Ghana, is officially a Gã town, there are people from virtually every language group in Ghana living in Accra.  That this should be true of such a large (several hundred thousand people) and important city is hardly surprising.  This kind of multilingualism is not limited to big cities however.  Even in small villages it is common to find speakers of several different languages.  Example: In Kitare, a Nawuri village of only 1000 people, only about half of the population is Nawuri.  There are many Konkomba people (who have moved into this very fertile area in order to farm), several Fulani families (who herd cattle), and several Fanti and Bator families (groups from southern Ghana who have moved to the area to fish in the Volta Lake.)  There are smaller numbers of people from several other language groups living in the village also.



This is a pattern that is common throughout Africa.  In many cases, people who speak the same language will tend to live in the same part of town, so that a town may end up divided into various linguistic sections.  (In Ghana, these sections are sometimes referred to as zongos.)  This is especially true in larger towns.  Even though people speaking the same language may tend to live in the same part of town, this does not prevent frequent contact between language groups, especially for purposes of trade and commerce.  Thus people who speak different languages are constantly having to communicate with each other.  This can only work if people share some common language.  In fact, it is very common for people in many parts of Africa to speak more than one language.  In addition to one’s own (first/native) language, these might include a trade language (generally another African language, although in some areas a Pidgin English is widely used as a Lingua Franca), one or more other African languages spoken nearby (not necessarily having the status of trade languages), and, in the case of a person with formal education, a non-African language such as English, French, or Arabic (primarily in strongly Islamic areas).



Another factor which gives rise to multilingualism is intermarriage between different language groups.  A child born to parents who speak different first languages will often learn both languages (although not always equally well, if one language is used in the home more than the other, as is often the case).



As if things were not complicated enough, it should also be pointed out that African languages (like languages elsewhere) almost always consist of several different dialects.  Even a small group like Nawuri, which has perhaps 10-20 thousand speakers and only eight principal villages (the most widely separated of which are only about 30 miles apart), has at least three clearly discernible dialects which are distinguished from each other by systematic differences in pronunciation.



Two interesting questions that arise in connection with multilingual situations:



What determines which language speakers of two different languages will use to communicate with each other?



When a person speaks several languages, which purposes will (s)he use each language for?



Answers to these sociolinguistic questions will of course vary from situation to situation.  With respect to the first question, it is frequently the case that there is a trade language known to both speakers that they can use to communicate, even if neither speaks the other’s first language.  For example Akan serves as a trade language throughout most of southern and much of northern Ghana.  A speaker of Ewe and a speaker of Gonja would most likely speak to each other in Akan.  (Of course, a Gonja person would also speak to a native Akan speaker in Akan.) 



Other languages used as trade languages / lingua francas include Dyula (Burkina Faso), Ewe (Ghana), Bulu (Cameroon), Lingala (Zaire), Efik (Nigeria), Sango (Central African Republic), Igbo, Amharic, Fufulde, Kamba, Yoruba, Hausa, Swahili.



Note that a trade language is usually a first language of some large, politically dominant and often geographically widespread group.  (An exception: pidgin English.)



Apart from the obvious utility of learning a trade language, there are other factors which affect which languages a person is likely to learn, for example in situations involving contact between a politically dominant group and a subordinate group, the speakers belonging to the subordinate language are more likely to learn the language of the dominant group than vice versa, other things being equal.  



Concerning the second question, i.e. the purposes for which a multilingual person will use each language, there is typically one language primarily used in the home (this tends to be the case even where the first languages of the two parents are different), another for trade or business purposes, or at school, and perhaps yet another language will be used in the church or mosque.  (Example: Ewe is often used in the Evangelical Presbyterian church in Ghana, even in locations where there are very few Ewe speakers and where Ewe is not used as a trade language.  This is, I believe, because the E.P. church began among the Ewes.)  For those who are neither Christian or Muslim, we would expect that traditional religious rites will normally be carried out in the group’s first (native) language.  Ring (1981) reports this to be the case for 10 language groups he surveyed in the Volta Region of Ghana.  (A possible exception: one can speculate that in cases where speakers of a language are living on land belonging to another group, certain religious rites must sometimes be carried out in the language of this latter group, whose ancestors are generally believed to be the real owners of the land.  I believe for example that the Chala people living in Nawuri territory perform certain rites in Nawuri.  Also, there is a group of several Nawuri villages who some years ago gave up their Nawuri language and culture and decided to become Nanumbas; nevertheless they still use Nawuri for certain religions purposes (Lange 1996).�)



Loan words



In situations (common in Africa) that involve a great deal of linguistic complexity and contact among different language groups, we would naturally expect there to be a great deal of borrowing from one language to another.  This is indeed the case.  The most common form of borrowing involves simple borrowing of individual words, although it has also been proposed that certain phonological or grammatical features have been borrowed from one language to another at times.  Many, perhaps most, African languages have significant numbers of words ultimately derived from languages of former colonial powers, e.g. French or English or Portuguese.  Arabic is also a source of loanwords for many languages,  Much of the vocabulary of Swahili is derived from Arabic for example.   It is also common for a language to have loanwords from other African languages, e.g. many African languages have borrowed heavily from Hausa.



In some cases, the path of borrowing is a direct one, i.e. the word is borrowed directly from the ultimate source language into the ultimate destination language.  In other cases, the chain of borrowing is more complex, for example a word may be borrowed from Arabic into Hausa and subsequently into another African language.  Keir and Gillian Hansford� have done a detailed study of borrowing in Chumburung (Kwa, northern Ghana) in which they document a number of complex borrowing paths from other languages, illustrated in the following diagram:



Non-African languages:  Arabic   French    English    Danish   Dutch   Portuguese

��������





Other African Languages:  Gonja    Hausa                               Akan (Twi)

���





                                                                      Chumburung





Borrowing has not always been a one way street.  There are a number of words in English that have been borrowed from African languages, for example okra is borrowed from Akan.  (Examples of borrowing into English are however much rarer than cases of borrowing from English.)



It is typical for words borrowed from one language into another to be modified so as to conform to the phonological structure of the source language.  For example many African languages do not have long sequences of consonants.  Consonant clusters in English words borrowed into these languages are often broken up by epenthetic vowels, for example store is borrowed into Nawuri as [s(t(] [tone pattern is low on first syllable, H-L fall on second].  (Notice also that the final /r/ is deleted, since the only consonant which can ordinarily end a word in Nawuri is /(/.)



Monolingualism



Although multilingualism is extremely common, there are also groups which tend to be largely monolingual.  There are two cases under which this might be expected to arise:



Extreme geographical or cultural isolation.



Speakers whose native language is also a trade language may have little incentive to learn other African languages, although those who have had formal education may learn a non-African language like French, English or Arabic.



Linguistic study of African languages



Some African languages have been very well-studied, e.g. Swahili, Yoruba, Hausa, Akan.  There are fairly complete grammatical and/or phonological descriptions available for these languages, and probably hundreds of linguistic articles.  A large conference on African linguistics will often have several papers on a language like Yoruba or Swahili.  At the 24th ACAL (Ohio State University, July 1993), for example the program listed 6 papers on Hausa, 5 on Yoruba, 4 each on Fula and Igbo, 3 each on Akan, Kikuyu, Oromo, and Swahili.�  Major languages like these often have departments or degree programs at universities (both in and outside Africa).  



On the other hand, there are a great many African languages that have not been well-studied.  Exactly how many is hard to say.  (It would be nice for example if we had access to something approaching a comprehensive bibliography on African languages, but as far as I know we don’t.)  While there are perhaps relatively few languages remaining on which no articles / books have been published at all, there are many (as high as 50% or more???) that have neither a full description of the phonology, full description of the syntax, nor dictionary.  The percentage of languages which have all three is likely to be quite low.  (Again, it is hard to say exactly how low, but for Ghana perhaps 10%.  Since a healthy portion of descriptive work on African languages has been done by SIL, and since Ghana is the first African country that SIL began working in, the percentage in many other countries is not likely to be much higher.)  



Literacy/Literature



Many African languages do not yet have established orthographies / writing systems.  Many others have developed alphabets only within the last few decades, often through the impetus of Christian missionaries interested in Bible translation.    In these languages, the vernacular literacy rate is generally quite low, especially among mature adults.



In the many languages which do not have a writing system or which acquired one only recently, oral use of the language plays a much more important role than written use.  One does not usually find many people writing letters to each other in their native language.  (Ring’s (1981)� survey of 10 languages spoken in the Volta Region of Ghana revealed that in only one of the 10 languages groups did people use their native language much for letter-writing.)  For such purposes, it is more common to use English or some other language of wider communication.  Also, for communication among villages within a language area it is more common in many places to rely on human messengers.  In some groups, this is the only culturally acceptable way of announcing an important event such as the death of a relative.  The amount of native-authored literature available in these languages is often very small, although in some cases it is growing.   (Keep in mind that a decade or two is a very short period of time to expect a society to become highly literate and for the idea of literacy to really catch on.  Things may look very different in a few more decades.)



On the other hand, a few Sub-Saharan African languages have had writing systems for over 100 years.  Examples: Akan (Ghana), Yoruba (a native speaker, Samuel Ajayi Crowther, began to translate the Bible and the Anglican Book of Common Prayer in the 1840’s).�  In most cases these are based on the roman alphabet (i.e. the set of letters used in English and most other European languages).  In a few cases, entirely original alphabets were developed, often by an individual native speaker who claims to have had the alphabet revealed through a vision or other mystical experience.  [Check the following source for an article on this: Language and History in Africa, ed. by David Dalby. London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd.]



Some of these languages with a long history of writing now have extensive written literature, including newspapers and books.  They have also developed standard literary forms of the language, which differ to some degree from the spoken dialects, just as standard written English differs from English used in everyday conversation.  An example of a language with a standardized literary form is Yoruba.

                                         

There are a few Sub-Saharan languages with an even longer written tradition.  There are Swahili manuscripts dating perhaps to the 17th century.�  



Some North African languages have much longer writing traditions.



Although many African languages lack extensive written literature, it must not be thought that they have no literary art forms.  These languages usually have very rich traditions of oral literature, in the form of folktales, proverbs, songs, and poetry.
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History of Language Classification in Africa�

Historical overview of descriptive work on African languages

The earliest information we have on Sub-Saharan African languages is from Arabic documents dating to the 10th, 11th, 12th centuries, which contain a few words which look like they could be from Bantu languages.  (Words in other Arabic documents are from a language resembling Bambara.)



Records of African languages began appearing in European sources in the late 15th century.  The first of these were from Portuguese explorers, who were the earliest to explore the coast of West Africa and then further south, rounding the Cape of Good Hope in 1488.  These early records were not systematic descriptions but simply noted isolated words, phrases, and sentences in different African languages.  Most of these early records were of eastern Bantu languages, the earliest known being from Karanga, a southeastern Bantu language in 1506.  



Books written in Sub-Saharan African languages first appeared in the 17th century.  The very first was an interlinear translation into Kongo (a Bantu language) of a Portuguese catechism in 1624.



The first grammars and dictionaries (many of them on Kongo) also appeared in the 17th century.  Most of this work was done by Catholic missionaries.  Some of it is no longer extant.



The first work on a West African language, an Akan dialect, is a vocabulary by Müller from 1673.  



Although a substantial number of descriptions (grammars and dictionaries) were done in the early and mid 17th century, very little was done between the late 17th century and the late 18th century.



Most of the descriptive work before the 19th century was done by Roman Catholic missionaries.  Some of it was very insightful, e.g. Brusciotto, an Italian missionary, produced a grammatical study of Kongo in 1659 which described the noun class and concord system of the language better than a lot of more recent descriptions of the language.  At the same time, many of these pre-19th century work were based on Latin grammatical categories which did not really fit the structure of African languages.  (Presumably this was due at least in part to the important role Latin played in the Catholic church.)



Beginning in about the 1830's there was a big growth in Protestant missions.   Linguistic work produced after this time showed a shift away from adherence to a Latin based model.



Over 2000 items were published on African languages during the next hundred years (roughly 1830-1930).  A vast share of the work was devoted to Bantu languages.  (This  is understandable, considering their widespread geographic distribution and the fact that so many of them have huge populations. These are the languages that would naturally attract a lot of missionary attention, and since so much of the linguistic work at this time was being done by missionaries, we would expect these languages to receive much of the linguistic attention also.)



Work of Clement Doke: In the early decades of the 20th century, Clement M. Doke recognized that Bantu linguistics structures are very different from those of European languages.  He developed a model for describing Bantu languages that was based on prominent features of Bantu languages, e.g. noun classes and concord (more on these later in the course?).  He sought a system of "Bantu grammar for Bantu languages."  



A great many studies of Bantu languages have subsequently been carried out using Doke's model.  These include studies by Doke himself on Lamba, Zulu, Shona, Ila, and Southern Sotho among other languages (including some Khoisan languages as well as Bantu).  Doke's model was widely adopted by other linguists as well.



Although Bantu may have attracted the lion's share of attention during the 19th century, much descriptive work was also done in other parts of Africa.  Among the noteworthy work produced in West Africa:



A dictionary (1843) and grammar (1852) of Yoruba produced by Samuel Crowther, a native speaker.



Christaller's description of Akan (Christaller, J. G. 1875. A grammar of the Asante and Fante language called Tshi. Basel: Basel Evangelical Missionary Society) is especially noteworthy.  Despite the fact that many subsequent studies have been done on Akan, Christaller's work is still commonly cited as a valuable and reliable source of information even today.



Descriptive work on Wolof, Hausa, Kanuri in the early to mid 19th century.



Sigismund Koelle's (1854) Polyglotta Africana, a catalogue of almost 300 words/phrases in more than 100 different African languages spoken by freed slaves settled in Sierra Leone.



Koelle also produced (in the same year, 1854!) a grammar of Kanuri and a grammar and vocabulary of Vai.



Progress was much slower in Northeast Africa; relatively little was done during the first half of the nineteenth century.  A few things that were produced during this time:



A dictionary (1841) and grammar (1842) of Amharic by Karl Isenberg.



A dictionary and grammar of Galla (Oromo) by Karl Tutsheck (1844-45).



A vocabulary (wordlist) and short grammatical note on a dialect of Maasai (J.L. Krapf 1854).



A vocabulary and grammatical outline of Harari contained in Sir Richard Burton’s (1856) book First Footsteps in East Africa.  (Harari, also known as Adare, is a Semitic language of Ethiopia almost entirely within the walled city of Harar.)



A grammar of Ge’ez (Ancient Ethiopic) by Dillmann & Bezold (1857).



Work on Khoisan languages: isolated records of vocabulary from as early as the 16th century (Portuguese navigators and Dutch settlers), linguistic descriptions from the early 19th century.  On the whole, Khoisan has been relatively neglected.



A great deal of descriptive work on languages from all parts of Africa was done in the early years of the 20th century (in addition to the work by Doke already referred to) and continues to the present day.



The Summer Institute of Linguistics began work in African in 1962 in Ghana, and now has personnel working in many African countries south of the Sahara.  The amount of descriptive material produced by SIL linguists has varied from country to country.  In some countries regular series of phonological or (perhaps more rarely) syntactic sketches (short overviews/descriptions) have been produced, sometimes in cooperation with national universities.  For example in Ghana there is a "Collected Language Notes" series has been published through the Institute of African Studies at the University of Ghana.  This currently contains descriptions (mostly by SIL personnel and mostly phonologies) of about 20 languages spoken primarily in the northern part of the  country, e.g. Kasem, Tampulma, Konkomba, Vagla.



In addition to descriptions of individual African languages, there have also been a few major surveys or typological studies of some phonological, morphological, or syntactic phenomenon in a wide sample of languages.  One major study is Ladefoged's (1964) A Phonetic Study of West African Languages which provides physical and acoustic descriptions of sounds from a variety of variety of languages.



Although descriptive work on African languages has continued down to the present day, it may be that the volume of purely descriptive work has slowed in recent years, as the dominant theoretical paradigm in the field of linguistics has shifted from structuralism, with its explicit goal of comprehensively describing individual languages, to generative linguistics, in which data from individual languages are of interest primarily in so far as they shed light on the nature of Universal Grammar, the linguistic principles that underlie all languages.  From the generative perspective, there is often more to be gained from a very detailed examination of one small aspect of a language than from a thorough description of an entire language.  In keeping with this, it has become much less fashionable in the major linguistics departments in the U.S. to do an entire grammar of a language as a dissertation.  (In some parts of Europe and in many universities in Africa, on the other hand, the descriptive tradition remains strong.  For example the University of Leiden has an actual department of African Linguistics with a heavy emphasis on descriptive work.  Much descriptive work is also done at the University of London's School of Oriental and African Studies.)



Although the amount of effort being given to purely descriptive work on African languages may have declined in recent decades, there has been a tremendous amount of detailed study of particular aspects of African languages because of the light which they have shed on competing linguistic theories.  For example one of the most influential phonological theories since the mid 1970's, autosegmental phonology, was developed largely in response to data from African tonal systems and vowel harmony systems in languages like Akan.  If you attend a conference on African linguistics held in the U.S. nowadays, you will hear a great many papers devoted to arguing for or against a particular theoretical proposal based on very specific data from some aspect of one or more African languages, e.g. something like: "On the X principle: Evidence from (language) Y."



Over the last several decades an increasing amount of the descriptive and theoretical work on African languages has been done by linguists who are themselves Africans.  Most African universities have linguistics departments in which much work is directed toward the study and teaching of African languages, and in which many or most of the professors are Africans.  A significant percentage of the scholars present on any conference on African linguistics are likely to be from African countries.  



A final note on this topic: Both descriptive and theoretical work on African languages have been enhanced over the last three or four decades by the existence of several journals devoted exclusively or primarily to African languages.   Examples: Journal of West African Languages, Studies in African Linguistics, Journal of African Languages and Linguistics, African Languages and Cultures, ), Afrika und Übersee.



Early notice of similarities and possible relatedness of different languages

As early as 1515 a Portuguese sailor, Andrea Corsali, called attention to the similarities among Bantu languages of the east coast of Africa.



In 1808, H. Lichtenstien recognized similarity between Tswana and Xhosa (both Bantu), and regarded the former as a dialect of the latter.  He also recognized that the Bantu (Kaffir) languages are different from the Khoisan Hottentot languages also spoken in Southern Africa.  Several other missionaries and explorers reached similar conclusions about the same time.



In 1837, John Prichard wrote that "the idioms of the whole African continent to the southward of the equator, except the Hottentot dialects...show undoubted proof of connexion."  What is especially significant is that Prichard attributed the similarities to descent from a common original language: "When we consider the nature of these words, common to the idioms of so many different nations, the supposition that they may have been borrowed by one people from another seems altogether untenable...no other hypothesis can explain indications of affinity...except the obvious one that the tribes themselves were originally subdivisions of the same stock."



Recognition of similarities and relatedness between Bantu and West African languages came as early as the mid 19th century.  In his preface to Crowther's grammar of Yoruba (1852), Bishop O.E. Vidal stated that some of the languages of Sierra Leone were related to those (i.e. Bantu languages) of South Africa. Edwin Norris came to the same conclusion as Vidal about the same time.  Bleek (1856), influenced perhaps by what he saw in Koelle's Polyglotta Africana, recognized the genetic relationship of the Bantu languages to "most of the tongues of West Africa," in particular languages like Akan.  Schön (1861) saw Igbo noun prefixes as "remnants" of old Bantu noun class prefixes, implying a genetic relationship.  Christaller (late 19th century) wrote that "many proofs may be found of the relation of the Efik, Yoruba, Ashanti, [=Akan] and Temne...with the Bantu family."  Several people (Bleek, Cust (1883), Goldie (1890)) proposed that the West African and Bantu languages comprised two subfamilies of a single great family (corresponding in essence to present-day Niger-Congo) consisting of virtually all of the languages south of the Sahara. 



Cole remarks that it is interesting that these individuals perceived genetic relationships that were not perceived as clearly 50 to 80 years later by Westermann, Meinhof and others!



Early systematic attempts at classification

[These are merely representative; there were other attempts. Based largely on Cole p.20ff]



Adrien Balbi (1826) divided African language into five groups:



1. Nile Region

2. Atlas Region [Sahara]

3. Maritime Negro of Guinea and Senegambia

4. South African Region

5. Sudan and Interior Negro



This classification was however based primarily on geography rather than linguistic affinity.



Note: Earlier scholars often expected a much higher correlation of language to geography and/or ethnicity/race than is recognized today.



Norris (1855 - based on a revision of previous work by Prichard) adopted a threefold classification:



1. Northern division: Semitic and Hamitic, northern Africa



2. Southern division (Hottentot)



3. Intermediate division: Negro and Bantu



Norris' classification is explicitly linguistic rather than ethnic.  



In Koelle's Polyglotta Africana (1854), he attempted to genetically classify the languages involved.  In some cases, the groupings he came up with correspond closely to modern groups, e.g. his "North-Eastern High Sudan" corresponds to modern Gur.  However since the languages in Polyglotta Africana were mostly form West Africa, his classification did not extend much to the rest of the continent.



Major classification systems before Greenberg�

Friedreich Müller (1867-88) devised an influential classification based largely on physiological/racial considerations. (One consequence: a Nuba-Fulah group.)  Müller's classification became the basis of a very comprehensive survey of African languages by Robert Cust (1883).  Müller's classification as implemented by Cust:



(N.B. "family" is used where there is evidence of common genetic origin, "group" is used for languages in same geographic area and with certain common features but no clear evidence of genetic relationship.)



1. Semitic family

2. Hamitic group

3. Nuba-Fulah group  (including for example Maasai)

4. Negro group   [I Assume this is primarily West Africa - RC]

5. Bantu group

6. Hottentot-Bushman group



R. Lepsius (1880):



A. Original African Negro languages

	1. Bantu Negro languages

	2. Mixed Negro languages

B. Hamitic languages (including Hausa, Hottentot-Bushman(!))

C. Semitic languages



Lespius viewed the Mixed Negro languages as arising out of contact and mixture between Bantu languages and Asiatic (Hamitic/Semitic) languages.  The notion that extensive contact between speakers of very different languages could give rise to a "mixed" language adopting some grammatical & phonological features of each (but quite different from either original) appears to have been an influential one at this time.



Lespius did however recognize (as is now held) that languages like Ewe with only vestigial nominal prefixes have been reduced from earlier stages with more complex inflection of the type found in Bantu.



Scleicher (1891) on the other hand saw such languages as languages which were in the process of evolving a more complex, Bantu-like morphology.  He referred to such intermediate languages as "Semi-Bantu."  [I believe others have used this term to mean that such languages are formed by mixture of Bantu languages with isolating languages.]



Note the widespread tendency of classifications of this era to be based largely on racial rather than strictly linguistic considerations (see Williamson 1989:6).



Carl Meinhof (1910), who seems to have borne the brunt of Greenberg's criticism, did not explicitly propose a comprehensive classification of African languages, but did  make a number of specific proposals.  Perhaps the most interesting (or, from the safe vantage point of hindsight, bizarre!) of these is a proposed Hamitic family containing, among other languages/ families, the following:



Berber, Ancient Egyptian, Somali, Hausa (currently Afro-Asiatic), Maasai (currently Nilo-Saharan), Fula/Fulani (currently Niger-Congo), Hottentot (Currently Khoisan)



Hamitic thus includes representatives of all four of the currently recognized major African language families!



In addition, Meinhof also recognized Sudan (West African), Bantu, and Semitic families.



Meinhof's classification was based largely on typological criteria, e.g. whether or not the noun morphology of a language was suffixing or prefixing.  The blind application of this type of criteria (which is now generally held to be a much less reliable diagnostic than systematic lexical resemblances) was harshly criticized by Greenberg.



Meinhof also relied heavily on racial criteria, e.g. his grouping of Hausa, Maasai, Hottentot, and Fula into a single Hamitic grouping is based in part on the fact that the speakers of these languages were considered to have some Caucasoid racial characteristics.  In the same way that these characteristics were held to be the result of intermarriage between different races, the languages spoken by these people were thought by Meinhof to be the result of linguistic mixing of separate language types.  (As Williamson (p.6) points out, "the concept of 'mixed language' and the mechanisms by which languages become 'mixed' were never satisfactorily explained.")



Meinhof's most enduring work was his reconstruction of proto-Bantu (1899, 1906, 1910) based on the comparative method that had been used to reconstruct proto-Indo-European.



Alice Werner did much to popularize the views Meinhof's views in a book The Language Families of Africa (1915).  While her proposals are essentially those of Meinhof, she presents them more precisely and succinctly, giving an explicit and comprehensive classification of African languages:



1. Sudan family

2. Bantu family

3. Hamitic family

4. Bushman family

5. Semitic family



Diedrich Westermann received from Meinhof the task of showing the genetic relatedness of all the languages of the Sudan zone.  (Roughly, a zone south of the Sahara but north of the equator, stretching across the continent from West to East.)  He set out to do this by comparing eight languages: five (Ewe, Twi, Gã, Yoruba, and Efik) from the West and three from the east (Kunama, Nuba, Dinka).  The former are Niger-Congo, the latter are Nilo-Saharan.  Although he found the evidence for a genetic link between the western and eastern groups less than entirely satisfactory, he nevertheless accepted (perhaps influenced by Meinhof) that they did in fact constitute a single larger “Sudanic” family.  The results of his work were published in Die Sudansprachen (1911).



In 1927 Westermann carried out a more detailed study of the Western Sudanic languages, arriving at six subfamilies of Western Sudanic: Kwa, Benue-Cross (= later Benue Congo), Togo Remnant, Gur, West Atlantic, and Mandingo.  (The Togo Remnant languages are a small group spoke in the mountainous Volta Region of southeastern Ghana.  Their exact location within Niger-Congo is problematic to this day.)  He then proceeded to reconstruct a large number of Proto-West Sudanic roots and compared them with the roots that had been reconstructed for proto-Bantu (by Meinhof 1899, Bourquin 1923).



Westermann was a prolific scholar who contributed perhaps more than anyone to establishing the genetic relationships of the languages spoken in the Sudan (region south of the Sahara all across Africa from East to West).  He was however extremely cautious about drawing conclusions.  Even though he recognized that his data pointed to a genetic relationship between West African and Bantu languages, he was reluctant to explicitly state this conclusion.  Conversely, although he eventually recognized at some level that his comparative research did not support Meinhof's proposal that western and eastern (=Nilo-Saharan) languages of the Sudan belonged to a single family, it was only late in his life that he implicitly rejected some of Meinhof's conclusions, and nowhere explicitly.



Westermann’s work had a strong influence on Greenberg, who made a starting point for his own classification system.



Greenberg

Greenberg’s debt to previous work



Greenberg relied heavily on the work of Westermann, taking Westermann's classification of Western Sudanic as the starting point for his work on Niger-Congo.



(Note that Westermann's Eastern-Sudanic is for Greenberg not related to the Western Sudanic languages at all, i.e. there is no genetically based Sudanic family.  Rather, Eastern Sudanic corresponds to Greenberg's Nilo-Saharan.  Westermann himself later admitted that evidence for a genetic relationship between the Western and Eastern Sudanic families is weak.)



Greenberg’s criticisms of previous work



Greenberg's debt to other scholars, i.e. those before Westermann, seems to have been indirect at best.  For some of them, especially Meinhof, he had rather harsh criticism.



Greenberg was critical both of the conclusions and methods of his predecessors.



Among the specific conclusions he found fault with were the failure on the part of earlier scholars to include Fulani within Niger-Congo, and the postulating (by Meinhof and others) of a single "Hamitic" family including not  only languages like Hausa, but also Fulani, Hottentot, and some Nilo-Saharan languages.



With respect to methods, Greenberg criticizes preceding attempts at classification (in particular Meinhof) for:



Failing to exclude non-linguistic criteria such as race, culture, and geography in positing language families.  



Example: Greenberg (p.30) suspects one of the factors that may have led to the inclusion of the Fulani within Hamitic is the fact that they are cattle-herders.  (There was a stereotype about Hamitic peoples being cattle-herders.)  The inclusion of Maasai within a Hamitic family may have been based on similar criteria (the Maasai of course are also cattle-herders), and is equally flawed from a purely linguistic perspective.  (Maasai is Nilo-Saharan.)



A naive use of typological criteria based on the presence or absence of certain structural (morphological) features, with no regard to their phonetic pronunciation in a given language.



Example: Meinhof based his classification of languages in the Sudan zone largely on presence or absence of noun class prefixes.  Languages without prefixes were judged to be Sudanic.  Languages with prefixes were "pre-Hamitic."  (Pre-hamitic represented an evolutionary stage between the morphologically simple Sudanic languages and the morphologically complex gender system of Hamitic.)  In some cases (a striking example is given on the first two pages of Greenberg), this led to assigning languages to entirely separate families despite obvious resemblances of sound and meaning.



The common appeal to "language mixing" as a way of explaining cases in which different criteria did not converge on the same conclusion, e.g. when a language shows strong similarities in vocabulary to one group but morphological traits typical of a different group.  (As Williamson points out, a fundamental problem with the notion of language mixing is that its proponents never gave a clear explanation of how language mixing was supposed to work.)



Greenberg’s method: mass comparison



According to Greenberg (p.1), his work on classification was based on three methodological principles:



1. In comparing words or morphemes in different languages, the only forms which constitute evidence of genetic relationship are those which show resemblance in both form and meaning.  



Can you think of a case where wrong conclusions about language relatedness could result from ignoring the first principle, by looking at resemblances of sound only, e.g. where two languages which share a set of sounds turn out to be very unrelated?



A trivial example: Nawuri and English both have words that are pronounced roughly [su].  This resemblance provides no evidence of genetic relationship, however, since the words have different meanings ([su] = 'cry' in Nawuri, ‘sue’ in English).  On the other hand the Ghanaian language Gonja has a word [(u] which sounds rather similar to [su], and means the same thing as [su] in Nawuri, i.e. 'cry'.  In this case, this resemblance is one piece of evidence in favor of a genetic relationship, since it is a resemblance of both sound and meaning.  Note that the resemblance in sound does not even have to be exact, since it is assumed that words in all language undergo changes in pronunciation over time.  (More on this below.)  Of course in order to make a convincing case that Nawuri and Gonja are genetically related, we would want to find resemblances in both sound and meaning in a large number of words, since it could always be the case that a single resemblance like that between [su] and [(u] is due to coincidence.  And in fact when we look at a large sample of words in both languages we find many other similar pairs, e.g. Nawuri [si:(], Gonja [(i((] ‘remain’, Nawuri [kpasa], Gonja [gbasa] ‘lean’.



A slightly less trivial example: The presence of click sounds in a few Bantu languages, e.g. Xhosa [note that the first sound in the language name is a click] might lead someone to posit that such languages are genetically related to the Khoisan click languages.  In fact, they are quite unrelated.  (The click sounds presumably were borrowed into the Bantu languages from Khoisan languages.  This explains why it is Bantu languages which are geographically close to Khoisan languages that have click sounds.)



The preceding two examples are cases where meaning is ignored and only sound resemblances are taken into consideration.  An example where only meaning would be taken into account would be if one were to posit a relationship between two languages solely because both have gender systems.  (Here we may consider gender a "meaning" category/distinction.)



Although the principle that only resemblances in both sound and meaning are relevant may seem obvious, it was actually subject to a great deal of abuse by previous scholars, as in the case of Meinhof's reliance on the simple presence or absence of certain types of prefixes.



2. (Second principle used by Greenberg):



Only linguistic evidence is relevant to language classification.  Thus, racial, cultural, and geographic criteria are excluded.



3. Principle of mass comparison: the simultaneous comparison of large numbers of languages suspected of being genetically related, rather than just a very few at a time, as in the standard comparative method (discussed in more detail later).



We will go through this in some detail.  First consider what you might expect to find in comparing a list of words from two different languages to see how similar they are.  If the languages are closely related, e.g. French and Spanish, you would expect to find that many words look rather similar (though not necessarily identical).  If the languages are less closely related, e.g. French and English, there will be fewer similarities.  If the languages are not related at all, e.g. English in Nawuri, you would still expect there to be some accidental similarities if the list of words is large enough, but on the whole things would look rather different.  



Consider for example the following table showing the number 1-10 in these four languages.  [check for errors and complete]



�French�Spanish�English�Nawuri���un�uno�one�k(:(���deux�dos�two�a((���trois�treis�three�asa���quatre�cuatro�four�ana���cinq�cinco�five�anu���six�seis�six�asiye���sept�siete�seven�asun(���huit�ocho�eight�aburuwa���neuf��nine�akpan(���dix��ten�gudu��



If you didn't know anything in advance about the history of these languages, which pairs of words would you judge to be similar? How similar are they?



Note that even Nawuri shows two potential (as it turns out, accidental) similarities, i.e. the words for six and seven.  (It should be pointed out here that the vowel /a/ in these forms is a likely candidate for a prefix, and hence not really relevant to the comparison.)



Which languages have the greatest numbers of similarities? The fewest?



Estimating language relatedness on the basis of percentages of similar words in this way is called lexicostatistics.  It is very commonly employed in practice, perhaps because it is so easy to carry out.



In principle, Greenberg's mass comparison method involves essentially this sort of simultaneous examination of languages which one suspects may be related.  (Hence it is unlikely that anyone would really apply it to Nawuri and a bunch of Indo-European languages to begin with.)



How does mass comparison (i.e. comparing more than two languages at a time) lead to more reliable conclusions?



1.  Given three languages A, B, C, it might be relatively difficult to show relationship between A and C, but relatively easy to see that B and C related.  If can now show that A and B seem related this will strengthen case that A and C are ultimately related.  (Genetic relationship is both symmetric and transitive: If A is related to B and B to C, then A must be related to C.)



Example: Consider the following hypothetical comparison of three languages.  Two or more x’s in a row means that the languages in whose column the x’s occur show similar forms of the word in that row.



word �Language A�Language B�Language C��one��x�x��two�x�x���big�x�x�x��long�����small��x�x��woman�x����man�x�x���person��x�x��fish�����bird�x��x��dog�����louse�x�x�x��tree�x�x���seed��x�x��leaf��x�x��root���x��back�x�x���skin�����blood��x�x��bone��x�x��oil�����egg�x�x�x��horn�x�x���tail�x�x���feather��x�x��

How many similar pairs are there for languages A and C? [5 out of 25]



Does this constitute strong evidence of a relationship between A and C?  Not as strong as we would like.  Even between Nawuri and English (above) we saw 2 out of 10 words that were similar just by accident.  Thus, while the evidence is suggestive, we might ideally like it to be stronger.



Consider now A and B.  In this case there are 9/25 words that show similarity between the two languages, a percentage that is not likely to be due to chance.  



Between B and C, the percentage is even better, 11/25.  But note that if A is related to B, and B to C, then presumably A must be related to C.  Thus, the case for a genetic relationship between the two languages A and C has been strengthened by looking at an additional language, i.e. B.



2. There is another way in which looking at more languages might give a clearer picture.  Note that although genetic relationship is transitive, resemblance of individual words (which is used to diagnose genetic relationship) is not, i.e. if a word, say the word for 'cow', in language A is similar to the word for cow in language B, and the word for cow in B is similar to the word for cow in C, it does not follow that the words for cow in A and C will look obviously similar to each other.  This can be illustrated with a couple hypothetical (separate) examples:



Example 1: 	A [ob]		B [obi]		C [bi]		‘cow’



Example 2:	A [ka]		B [kpa]	C [pa]		‘cow’



In both cases, the B form looks fairly similar to both the A and C forms, while the A and C forms look rather less similar to each other.



Note: this kind of situation is not at all uncommon, e.g. Nawuri [nuu] 'drink' might not look all that similar to Swahili [nywa], but, but both are a bit more similar to Mossi [nyu].



Example to do in class (based on the word list in Appendix B):



[The four languages are: A = Nawuri (Niger-Congo, Kwa), B = Tampulma (Niger-Congo, Gur), C = Sisaala-Pasale (Niger-Congo, Gur), D = Baka (Nilo-Saharan).  Note that the original sources do not show morpheme breaks in B, C, D, however it is likely that some of these words have prefixes and suffixes.  Hence, if a word in one column matches a contiguous substring of a word in another column, the “leftover piece” should not necessarily be considered a problem.  Example: B and C could probably be considered a good match in 74.]



Some questions to ask:



1. Are there any words which seem to be similar across all four languages?



[The best possibilities in my opinion are 1, 44, 60, 62.  Note that some of these illustrate the principle discussed above that similarity is not necessarily transitive.  In 1, for example, B would certainly not qualify as similar to C or D if these pairs (BC and BC) were considered in isolation. But B clearly counts as similar to A, in view of the fact that both have /n/ as one form of the pronoun.  A and C are also reasonably similar.  Although A and D would probably not be counted as similar enough if this pair were considered in isolation, C and D are perhaps more convincing.  (Having said this, it may also well be the case that the resemblances in 1 are in part accidental.  Doing comparisons of this sort is not a precise science--a certain amount of guesswork is involved, and some of the guesses will inevitably turn out to be wrong.  What saves us is that the method depends on finding a large enough number of similarities that the impact of isolated wrong guesses is not crucial, i.e. there is a reasonable margin of error.)]



[No. 44 also presents a possible interesting example of this principle.  Although B and D are not too similar, A is similar to both B and C (the /na/ at the beginning of C could be a separate morpheme, as the /n(/ is in A), and D is reasonably similar to C.]



2. Are there any words that are similar for 3 out of 4 languages?



[Here I list the possibilities I see.  Note that those listed as ?? are ones I would not expect them to suggest, nor would I expect a skeptical objective observer to buy them, but which, with the benefit of hindsight, nevertheless probably are reflexes in ABC of genuine Niger-Congo roots. 2 (BCD), 6? (ABC),  29 ?? (ABC) (note that ba( in 29 seems to be a separate morpheme, cf. 28), 30? (ABC), 37 ?? (ABC), 39 ?? (ABC), 40 (ABC), 42 ?? (ABC) (Here point out that a historical change ( > wa is common in African languages.), 43 (ABC), 49 ??? (ABC), 52? (ABD), 54 ? (ABC) (compare this with 42), 55 (ABC), 56 (ABC), 58 ? (ABC) (compare this with 56, where in both cases a high back vowel in B corresponds to a front vowel in C),  59 ?? (notice that while /(/ not so similar to /z/, it is more similar to /(/)]



3. Which two languages are most closely related? Are there any which may not be related at all to the others?  



[Have the students work at this on their own or go through it together, using colored pen to mark similarities between different columns.  The conclusion should be that B and C share he most similarities.  A also bears significant resemblances to B and C.  Note that there are not many similarities which A bears to either B or C which it does not bear to the other.  The best conclusion therefore is that A, B, and C are all related, but that B and C are more closely related:



		ABC

		/      \

                      A      BC

                              /    \

                             B    C



Of course, this is based on only these three languages--the real genetic relationships will presumably be much more complicated once other languages are taken into account.]

Greenberg’s classification



[See the “Summary of Classification” map at the end of Greenberg’s book.]



Comments on Greenberg’s system:



This was an extremely ambitious and comprehensive classification, dealing with the entire continent and outlining the internal structure of the major language families in considerable detail.



There are 6 major sub branches of Niger-Congo.  



Kordofanian and Niger-Congo are together subsumed under a single larger family, Congo-Kordofanian.  (Note however that the Kordofanian languages have never received anywhere near the attention that Niger-Congo has received, and so it has always been common for people to refer to Niger-Congo, rather than Congo-Kordofanian, when identifying the family of a Niger-Congo language.  In the currently accepted system, Kordofanian is now a sub-branch of Niger-Congo.)

Innovative aspects of Greenberg’s system



Explicit recognition of a genetic link between West African (Westermann’s “Western-Sudanic”) languages and Bantu, and inclusion of the latter within the Benue-Congo (Westermann’s Benue-Cross) subfamily of Niger-Congo.



Postulation of a genetic link between the Kordofanian languages (spoken in a relatively small area of Eastern Sudan) and Niger-Congo.  (In Greenberg’s own earlier work (1955), he had treated Kordofanian as a separate family.)



Inclusion of the Adamawa-Eastern languages within Niger-Congo, i.e. explicit recognition of a genetic relationship between A.E. and Westermann’s Western Sudanic and Bantu languages.



Inclusion of Fula (Fulani) within Niger-Congo, i.e. recognition that Fula is closely related to Westermann’s Western-Sudanic languages and not to Hausa.



Recognition of Nilo-Saharan (Westermann’s Eastern Sudanic) as a separate family not demonstrably related to the Niger-Congo languages to the West and South (i.e. there is no “Sudanic” family).



Repudiation of Meinhof’s Hamitic, which included not only languages like Hausa, but Fulani, Hottentot, and Maasai.  Under Greenberg, these all belong to separate major families.

Criticism of Greenberg



Although now generally accepted at least in broad outline, Greenberg’s work has not been without critics.  Criticism has focused both on specific conclusions and on the method (mass comparison underlying his work).



One of the specific conclusions that came under some attack was Greenberg’s postulation of a genetic relationship between Bantu and West African languages.  According to Schachter (1971), the best known alternative explanation for the undeniable similarities between the two groups is a suggestion by Guthrie (an enormously influential Bantu scholar) that the Bantu-like features in West African languages were borrowed from a westward-migrating pre-Bantu group whose speakers either died out or were absorbed into other language communities, leaving no trace of their language other than its influence on the West African languages.  (See Schachter p.33ff.)  Guthrie’s proposal is not now widely-accepted.



As far as Greenberg’s methods are concerned, their have been three main criticisms (see Greenberg pp. 2,3, Schachter p.33):



1. It is not feasible to draw reliable conclusions about genetic relationships on such a wide scale, involving a large number of languages that are widely-separated both geographically and genetically.  (Over hundreds and thousands of years, languages that were once quite similar diverge more and more, so that the similarities become less and less evident.  When enough time has elapsed, it becomes difficult or impossible to detect evidence of relationship.)



2. The only acceptable proof of genetic relationship is a set of reconstructed sound correspondences, i.e. a detailed demonstration of the paths along which the languages of a family diverged.  (This will be discussed in detail when we cover the standard comparative method, which is not the same thing as Greenberg’s mass comparison.)



3. Rather than leading to more reliable conclusions, the arbitrary selection of different languages for comparison makes it possible to assemble evidence that appears to support just about any classification one would wish.  (Greenberg’s response: okay, then show me that you could use this method to languages that languages which are known to be genetically unrelated are in fact related.)



How valid is this criticism? Note that although Greenberg’s method of mass comparison has been presented in a somewhat idealized fashion in the comparative tables we’ve discussed, in that the words examined were always from the same set of languages, this was not exactly how he proceeded in practice, i.e. the languages that are listed under each word on pp. 13-24 of his book are not always the same.  To what extent is this a problem? [To me, the answer is not obvious.]

Greenberg’s legacy



Greenberg’s system has been enormously influential.  Although the internal details have changed, the four major families correspond essentially to those recognized today.  Although subsequent work has refined and altered certain things, his major claims have won general acceptance.



In recent years, Greenberg has worked on establishing genetic relationships among families at much more remote levels, for example, among widely separated indigenous languages of North and South America.  Some of these, if related at all, diverged perhaps tens of thousands of years ago, so that many linguists feel that whatever relationship exists may no longer be recoverable.  It is interesting that although Greenberg’s African classification system has been widely accepted, his more recent work is now being criticized for precisely the same reasons that were advanced against his work in Africa.

More recent modifications to Greenberg’s system

Although many essential aspects of Greenberg’s classification system remain, a number of details have been revised on the basis of subsequent investigation.  Those discussed here are only those which concern Niger-Congo.



There have been three main revisions to Niger-Congo as proposed by Greenberg.  These revisions, due to work (using both lexicostatistics and reconstruction of some proto forms by the comparative method) by Bennett & Sterk (1977) and others, are as follows:�



1. Although the six original Niger-Congo sub-families proposed by Greenberg have been retained, it has been recognized that they are not all equally closely related to each other, as implied by Greenberg’s classification.  Rather, Mande shows the least similarity to the other groups, implying that it diverged earlier, i.e. there was an initial split between Mande and the rest of Niger-Congo.  West Atlantic (now named Atlantic) shows the next least degree of similarity, hence it is assumed that this was the second language to diverge.  This would give a tree representation like the following (A.E. = Adamawa-Eastern):



					Niger-Congo 

��

		Mande						X

��



						Atlantic		Y

����



							Kwa   Gur  Benue-Congo A.E.



(Of course, X and Y must have more useful names; following the tradition of using geographic features, especially rivers, these are now referred to respectively “Atlantic-Congo” and “Volta-Congo.”)

								

It has also come to be accepted that Gur and Adamawa-Eastern are more closely related to each other than either is to Kwa or Benue-Congo; thus these two groups should jointly constitute another node in the tree (note also that Adamawa-Eastern has been renamed Adamawa-Ubangi (A.U.), N.V.C. = North Volta-Congo):



					Niger-Congo 

��

		Mande					Atlantic-Congo

��



						Atlantic	  Volta-Congo

���



��							Kwa         Benue-Congo     N.V.C.



										Gur         A.U.



2. A second change concerns the internal membership of Greenberg’s Niger-Congo sub-families, especially Kwa and Benue-Congo.  A number of languages or groups of languages placed by Greenberg within these groups are now held not to belong there, in virtue of the fact that they are no more similar to other languages within these sub-families than they are to certain languages in other sub-families.  For example, there is a cluster of closely related languages spoken in Cote d’Ivoire (and elsewhere?) called Kru. Although Greenberg placed these languages within Kwa more recent studies suggest that they are no more closely related to Kwa than they are to Benue-Congo, Gur, or Adamawa-Ubangi.  Hence, these languages have been removed from Kwa and made a separate branch of Volta-Congo. (See the modern Niger-Congo chart in Williamson (1989:21).) There have been several other “extractions” of this sort, e.g. Ijo / Ijoid has been removed from Kwa and made a direct sub-branch of Atlantic-Congo, Dogon (a language, not a family) has been removed from Gur.



3. It is now held that Mande is just as remote from the main core of Niger-Congo languages as is Kordofanian.  Thus, while Greenberg’s classification had the first split being between Niger-Congo and Kordofanian, the more recent classification has both Kordofanian and Mande splitting off from the other languages at the same time.  (N.B. No claim is really intended that the split was simultaneous, but simply that there is presently no clear evidence that the relationship of one of these families to the rest of Niger-Congo is more remote than the other.)   If the only changes were structural, this would give a tree in which Mande, Niger-Congo (excluding Mande), and Kordofanian are all direct sub-branches of Niger-Kordofanian.  Given such a three way split, however, it no longer makes as much sense to use the term “Niger-Kordofanian” for the whole family, and in fact this term (given the much smaller size of the Kordofanian group) was never as popular as “Niger-Congo” anyway.  Thus, the overall family is now named Niger-Congo, with Atlantic-Congo introduced to refer to what used to be Niger-Congo (minus Mande).



The current definitive statement of Niger-Congo is the one given in the book Niger-Congo, edited by John Bendor-Samuel (1989)



Kongo-Saharan?

Several people have proposed that two of Greenberg’s families, Niger-Congo (more accurately, Niger-Kordofanian) and Nilo-Saharan, may ultimately be related, belonging to a “super-family” which has been named Kongo-Saharan.  (See Williamson 1989 and references she cites for more information.  Apparently, the jury is still out on this issue.)



Note that a lot of attention has been given in recent years to establishing remoter genetic relationships, e.g. some have hypothesized a “Nostratic” family containing Indo-European, Afro-Asiatic, and several other families.  Some linguists have even held that it might ultimately be possible to reconstruct to some degree “proto-World,” a single ancestral language from which all human languages are ultimately derived.  Such proposals have not however gained general acceptance but have met with a lot of criticism.

The Comparative Method�

How languages and language families develop



We have so far talked a lot about languages being related in virtue of descent from a common proto-language, without however going into detail as to how this works.  



How is it that different languages develop?



Basically, living languages are always changing.  The speech of one generation will not be exactly like that of the preceding generation.  Changes occur not only in choice of vocabulary, but systematic (though generally slight) differences in pronunciation also develop.  As long as the speakers of a language live in the same community however, then the differences within the community will be relatively small.  Every child learns the speech of their parents, and though their speech (idiolect) may differ somewhat from their parents, the differences will not ordinarily be that great.  If we were to look at the speech in a small, isolated community somewhere, it would differ from the speech in the same community several hundred years ago.  At any point in time, however, there would still only be one language (and indeed dialect, assuming a small homogenous community) shared (with only minor variation) by all the members of the community.



Suppose however that a community splits, that is one group of speakers within the community moves to a different location.  There will then be two different communities speaking the same language.  The speech of both communities will change over time, but not necessarily in the same way.  As a result, the speech forms of the two communities will diverge.  A couple hundred years later we might expect to find noticeable differences in pronunciation, but the two speech forms would still be mutually intelligible (“different dialects”).  As time goes on, however, the differences will become greater and greater until speakers from the two communities can no longer understand each other: in place of the one original language, there will eventually be two different languages.



B. Reconstructing proto languages

sound correspondences, shared innovations etc.

Looking at the words in two related languages that have diverged in this way, linguists are able to reconstruct the words of the proto language.  (This is easier if the languages diverged fairly recently.)  This is done using something called the comparative method.  (Note: this is not the same thing as Greenberg’s method of mass comparison.  In fact, Greenberg’s work has often been criticized by those who felt that the classical comparative method constitutes the only acceptable standard of proof of genetic relatedness.)



The comparative method was developed by the neogrammarians, a group of scholars working on Indo-European at the end of the nineteenth century.  A fundamental assumption of the method is that sound change is regular, in the sense that a change in pronunciation will apply in equal fashion to all words of the language, i.e. it will not idiosyncratically affect some words but not others.  (Bynon 1977:25: “all the words in which the sound undergoing the change occurs in the same phonetic environment are affected by the change in the same way.”) For example, if there is a sound change in which /k/ becomes /t(/ before high front vowels, then every /k/ in the language which occurs before a high front vowel is expected to undergo the change.



Example of how the comparative method works: Suppose you have a language with the following consonant inventory:



p	t 	k

b	d 	g

f	s	

m	n	(

l	(



Suppose the language splits into two groups.  Now suppose that over time /l/ comes to be pronounced as [(] in the speech of one group.  Eventually, all instances of phonetic /l/ in this speech of this group are replaced by /(/.  In the other group, /l/ is still pronounced as [l].  Call the group in which the change occurs Group B, and the other group Group A.



Now suppose you as a linguist comes along a hundred years later and record data from both groups and noticed many similar pairs like the following:



(1)		Group A		Group B



'cow'	bala			ba(a

'hoe'	logo			(ogo

'run'	sili			si(i

‘snail’	nal			na(



Note on terminology and notation: in this type of situation we say that [l] in A corresponds to [(] in B, and we talk about an l/( sound correspondence.  We assume that this l/( correspondence derives from some proto sound, which we represent with an asterisk.



Would you be able to tell what the original pronunciations (proto-forms) of these words were before the dialects diverged? How?



Hints:



Does every word in the language that has [l] in group A have [(] in group B? Yes, because we said that all instances of [l] have been replaced by [(] in B.



Does every word that has [(] in group B have [l] in group A?  No, because the original language also had words with [(] (see the chart of consonants above), and the [(]’s in these words have been retained in both groups.  So in addition to words like those above, in which B [(] corresponds to A [l], there will also be words like the following, with [(] in both languages: 



(2)		Group A		Group B



'star'	ti(i			ti(i

'sun'	(apo			(apo

'swim'	tu(			tu(



How would a linguist be able to tell that it is the A words that represent the original pronunciation in (1), and that *l has changed to [(] in B?



The reasoning is as follows:



1. We may assume in the case of the words in (1) that the sound which is [l] in A and [(] in B was either [l] or [(] in the proto language. (This is not necessarily so.  We cannot rule out the possibility that the proto sound was really something else, say /y/, and that this sound changed to [l] in A and [(] in B.  However this is clearly a more complicated assumption and we would only adopt it if there were some other facts that required us to do so.  The normal default assumption, in the absence of evidence to the contrary, is that the proto-sound will be identical to its reflex in one of the daughter languages.)



2. Under any reasonable criteria of simplicity, the [(]’s in (2)  must be assumed to have been [(] in the proto language.



3. Since the [(]’s in (2) (in both languages) are derived from *(, the l/( correspondence in (1) cannot also be derived from *(, since this would contradict the assumption that sound change is regular: we would be unable to explain why *( changed to [l] in Group A in a word like [tu(] swim, but not in a word like [nal], snail.



4. If the l/( correspondence does not go back to *( in the proto language, then it must go back to *l.  We will then posit a sound change that changed *l to [(] in language B and reconstruct the following set of proto forms:



(3)		Group A		Group B		proto AB



'cow'	bala			ba(a			*bala		

'hoe'	logo			(ogo			*logo

'run'	sili			si(i			*sili

‘snail’	nal			na(			*nal



'star'	ti(i			ti(i			ti(i

'sun'	(apo			(apo			(apo

'swim'	tu(			tu(			tu(



The type of situation exemplified by B is called a merger: two distinct phonemes in the proto language, /l/ and /(/, have merged to a single phoneme /(/ in language B.  Language A on the other hand as retained both phonemes.



A few comments/qualifications concerning the claim that sound change is regular:



1. It is common for sound changes to be restricted to a particular phonological environment, as defined by position in the word (e.g. word-initial, word-final, etc.), neighboring sounds (e.g. only before high front vowels), prosodic environment (e.g. only in stressless syllables), or morphological environment (e.g. proto Oti-Guang *k has become /g/ in some Nawuri dialects, but only in noun class prefixes--elsewhere *k has been retained).  



The fact that change is often restricted to particular well-defined environments does not contradict the claim that sound change is regular, since such changes still conform to easily stated rules.  What would contradict this claim is a situation in which certain words idiosyncratically failed to undergo a change for no discernible reason, even though the contain the proto sound in question in the same kind of environment which has been subject to the change in other words.



2. The effects of a regular sound change can sometimes be obscured by other factors, such as borrowing. Example: Suppose Language B in the example given above were to later borrow words with [l] from another language.  To someone who was unaware of the borrowed status of these words, the proposed change of *l to ( in group B would appear irregular, since these new borrowed with [l] would constitute apparent exceptions to the change.



3. Even if sound changes are ultimately regular, there is reason to believe that they do not necessarily affect the whole lexicon all at once.  Rather, they typically begin with certain words, usually those which are more common, and gradually affect other words, so that it may take some time before the “regularity” of a sound change has established itself.



Some criteria used in reconstructing sound changes:



1. Logical consistency, in conjunction with the hypothesis that sound change is regular.  (This is what ruled out the alternative hypothesis that *( changed to l in language A in the example we just looked at.)



2. Simplicity (“Occam’s razor”)



Posit the fewest possible sound changes need to account for the data.



Example:



Gichode, a Guang language of Ghana, has word-final /(/ in many words where other Guang languages have /(/.�  The position of Gichode within Guang is thought (on other grounds) to be roughly as shown below:



Guang

	North Guang

		Gonja

		Nkonya

		Oti Guang

			Mountain Guang

				Nawuri

				Gichode

			River Guang

				Krachi

				Chumburung

	South Guang

		Hill Guang

			Larteh

			North Hill Guang

				GSA

				Chirping

		Coastal Guang

			Awutu

			Effutu



Other things being equal, does it make more sense to assume that the Gichode word-final  /(/ that corresponds to /(/ in other Guang languages is a retention from proto Guang or an innovation?



Hint: If /(/ is a retention, what is the minimum number of independent occasions on which /(/ must have changed to /(/ in the other languages, assuming that the language family tree is correct as given?



Answer: The proposed change *( > ( could not have happened in any proto family that includes Gichode, otherwise Gichode should show the effects of this change as well.  Hence the change would have had to occur, at a minimum, 5 times: once in South Guang, once in Gonja, once in Nkonya, once in River Guang, and once in Nawuri.



In contrast, if we assume that the change was from *( to (, then we only need to assume that the change took place on one occasion, i.e. in Gichode.



Other things being equal, the principle of economy therefore dictates that we should posit *( > *( rather than vice versa.



It might be thought that we could have arrived at the same conclusion just on the basis of shear numbers, i.e. /(/ occurs in far more languages, hence it is more likely to be the original sound.  This does not always work however.  If Gichode were thought to have been the first language to split off from the others, according to the (contrafactual) tree diagram below, then it would be entirely plausible to assume (based on economy, anyway) that the proto sound was /(/, even though the /(/ reflex now occurs in many more languages.  This is because the change from ( > ( would have only needed to take place once, after the split of Gichode but before the further division of proto non-Gichode into the other languages.



Guang

	Gichode

	Non-Gichode

		North Guang

			Gonja

			Nkonya

			Oti Guang

				Nawuri

				River Guang

					Krachi

					Chumburung

		South Guang

			Hill Guang

				Larch

				North Hill Guang

					GSA

					Chirping

			Coastal Guang

				Awutu

				Effete



3. Phonological plausibility, naturalness



Diachronic sound changes tend to be phonologically natural, i.e. of the types which are commonly found to occur not only historically but synchronically (as productive phonological rules) as well.



Example: Many languages have a (synchronic) rule in which a phoneme /d/ is realized phonetically as [(] when it occurs between vowels.   The opposite phonological rule, changing /(/ to [d] between vowels, is quite rare, however.  So if you were comparing two related languages which had a d/( sound correspondence intervocalically, the most natural assumption (other things being equal), is that a proto sound *d has become ( between vowels in one of the proto languages. 

Language and History (linguistic evidence concerning African history)�

How linguistics can provide clues to historical developments:

place names



It has often happened, both in Africa and elsewhere, that a group of people speaking one language has been absorbed or displaced by a group speaking another language.  When this happens, there may nevertheless be clues to the identity of the original group (even in the absence of written historical records) in the form of words borrowed from this group into the language of the absorbing or displacing group, particularly if there was a relatively long period during which the two groups coexisted in the same region.  



Assuming that the language which survives is spoken by a politically more dominant group, it is rather unlikely that this group would borrow large amounts of basic vocabulary from the language of the original inhabitants.  What might be likely candidates for borrowing however are words for which the more recent group has no corresponding term.  One thing that this is especially likely to be true of is place names, whether geographic features like mountains, lakes, and rivers, or names of towns and cities.  Thus it is very often the case that the original names for these places are adopted into the language of the more recent group.  In parts of the northeastern U.S., for example, many of the place names are from native American languages.  Many of the place names in Britain (and also western continental Europe) are of Celtic origin.



An African example (unfortunately hypothetical at this point): The Guang people of Ghana occupy a crescent shaped area mostly to the north and east (with pockets also to the southwest) of the large area of southern Ghana occupied by the Akan people.  It has been suggested (by Colin Painter and probably others as well) that the reason for this rather unusual semicircular distribution is that the Guang were the original inhabitants of the area where Akan is now spoken, but were displaced by the Akan.  This displacement was not complete however; pockets of Guang speakers survived on the fringes of the area the Akan came to occupy (or perhaps they were pushed outward, away from the center of Akan expansion).  One way in which one might try to find additional support for this hypothesis would be to look for evidence of Guang place names within the territory that is now Akan.  This is made more feasible by the fact that Guang languages (like many languages) often have clear locative suffixes or postpositions, e.g. Gonja has a place suffix /-pe/ that occurs on the names of many Gonja towns, e.g. Buipe, an important Gonja town in northwestern Ghana.  Other Guang languages have different place suffixes.  [I’m not aware that any study of this type has yet been carried out however.]

borrowing as evidence of language contact

It is not only place names that may be borrowed into a language however; other words are of course also commonly borrowed as well, and these may also provide clues either to earlier inhabitants of a region, or at least to earlier extensive contact between different language groups.  The assumption here is a simple one: if one language has extensive vocabulary that seems to have been borrowed from another, this could only have happened if the two language groups were in contact for some protracted period of time.  



[Two things that may be worth discussing here: 1. Question: how is it possible to tell in which direction a word was borrowed?  (One way: the word will normally be derivable from a proto root in one language but not the other.  Example: Words borrowed into East African Bantu languages from Cushitic languages will not be reconstructable in proto-Bantu, although they will be reconstructable for Cushitic or some Cushitic sub-family.) 2. An exception to the rule that borrowing normally implies contact: It is always possible for a word to be borrowed through the intermediary of some third language, e.g. a lot of West African languages of Arabic origin that were borrowed through the intermediary of Hausa.]



Loanwords can also provide limited evidence into the nature of the interaction between the two groups of people.  For example if one group learned a certain cultural practice from another group, say fishing, it will probably have borrowed a lot of vocabulary items connected with that practice.  If on the other hand a practice like fishing is already very much a part of a group’s culture, it will presumably already have a great many words to describe different tools and activities associated with fishing, and so would have little incentive to borrow terms from another language.  (It is true that there are other, more general, reasons for borrowing, such as prestige: if knowledge of a language of wider communication, say Hausa, is a sign of prestige in an area, then many speakers of other languages may learn Hausa and use Hausa words even when their own language has a suitable word.  In this case, however, we would not expect to find that borrowing was largely confined to (or unusually frequent in) the part of the lexicon having to do with a particular practice like fishing .)



Example: Northeasterly Bantu languages have borrowed extensively from Southern Cushitic languages, showing evidence of contact between these two groups.  The distribution of the loanwords suggests that Southern Cushitic languages must have been spoken in some of the areas where only Bantu languages are now found.  The borrowed words include terms for savanna cereal crops and also terms related to livestock, e.g. ‘calf’, ‘sheep’, ‘milk’.  On this basis, it has been suggested that Bantu speakers moving into East Africa acquired knowledge of these crops and also a more extensive knowledge of cattle raising (proto-Bantu has a few cattle-related terms) from speakers of Southern Cushitic languages.  



Loanwords can also provide evidence of the time period when extensive contact between two groups occurred.  Every language undergoes sound changes during its history.  These stop and start at different times, for example the English “great vowel shift” occurred during a definable period in the history of English: it is no longer operative today.  The significance of this as far as loanwords is concerned is that a word that is borrowed into a language becomes subject to every sound change that takes place in the language thereafter.  It will not however show the effects of sound changes that were operative at an earlier stage of a language but are no longer in effect.  To the extent that linguists can independently determine when in the history of a language a sound change occurred (something that is not always easy, but is sometimes possible), the sound changes undergone by a loan-word can pinpoint when it was borrowed into the language, which in turn provides a clue to when the two language groups were in contact.



Hypothetical Example: Consider the example we have already discussed of two languages, A and B, where a proto sound *l has become ( in language B.  Suppose it could be determined that this change took place in the 18th century.  Now suppose we find in language B the following loanwords from English:



siliba	‘silver’

pila	‘pillar’

sikulu	‘school’



Would these words presumably been borrowed into language B before or after the 18th century?



African Example: According to Nurse & Spear (chapter 1), a certain set of major sound changes that affected Swahili are thought to have been completed before 1500 A.D. Most Arabic loanwords in Swahili do not show the effects of these changes, so it is likely that these words were borrowed after 1500 A.D. and that Arabic influence on (and presumably contact with) Swahili before that time was relatively minor.  



Note also that when words are borrowed into a language at a certain point in history, if the language subsequently splits into further daughter languages, the borrowed words will be retained (other things being equal) in each of the daughter languages (and in any languages which subsequently develop from the daughter languages, etc.).  By looking at which languages of a family a loan-word occurs in, it is possible to estimate at what stage of language development the loan occurred.



(Note that the fact that a loan-word occurs in all the daughter languages of some family does not prove that the word was borrowed before the daughter languages split off, since it could be the case that each of the daughter languages borrowed the word independently.  This is a priori less likely however.)



Example: Southern Cushitic loanwords for certain crops, e.g. sorghum, are found throughout Northeast Coastal Bantu languages and even in some other Bantu subfamilies.  This suggests that these words were borrowed before Northeast Coastal Bantu split into its subfamilies.  This would date the period of borrowing to about the first few centuries B.C.  In contrast, most of the borrowed terms related to cattle husbandry are mainly  restricted to the Sabaki subfamily (which includes Swahili) of Northeast Coastal Bantu.  This indicates that these words were borrowed later, after NCB split into its daughter families, but before Sabaki split into its families.  Nurse & Spear suggest perhaps around the middle of the first millennium B.C. 

evidence for people movement

Can you think of some ways in which linguistic facts can shed light on the past movements and migrations of people groups?



General principle: related languages are historically derived from a single proto-language spoken in a specific geographic location/area.



If a group of closely related languages is spread across a vast contiguous geographic area, as in the case for example with Bantu, it is assumed that at some point in the past the ancestors of these different languages spoke a single homogenous language in some narrower location.



If two groups of people speaking closely related languages are separated over a great distance by speakers of other languages living in between, then presumably one of the groups must have moved at some point in the past.  (An alternative is to assume that the two groups were once connected by speakers of the same or related languages living in between, but that these speakers have been absorbed or displaced by another group moving in.  Example: it is generally assumed that Sandawe in East Africa is a Khoisan language related to the Khoisan languages of Southwest Africa, and that at one time much of the area in between was also occupied by Khoisan speakers, i.e. Khoisan speakers were the original inhabitants of the southern part of Africa.  These Khoisan speakers were absorbed by Bantu groups.)



Another principle: Language differentiation takes place at a more or less steady rate.  Languages which are very similar diverged more recently than those which are less similar.  So the ancestors of languages which are very similar would have been living in a single community relatively recently.  



Given that the Bantu languages are part of a close-knit genetic family, what does this say about the geographic movement of Bantu speakers in the past? 



Since the Bantu languages are closely related, they must have split up relatively recently, probably within the last 3000 years (this is relatively recent compared to Indo-European for example).  Assuming then that a few thousand years ago Proto-Bantu was spoken in a relatively small geographic area, its spread over a very large area of Southern Africa has been quite rapid, forcing us to posit large-scale migrations.



Linguistic evidence can sometimes help to identify the original homeland of a group of people.



Example: Based on a principle that the original homeland of a language is likely to show a higher degree of linguistic differentiation than areas to which a language spread more recently it has been suggested (see Nurse & Spear p.114,  note 4) that the original homeland of Bantu was in Cameroon and Eastern Nigeria.  The languages are much less similar to each other than are Bantu languages in similar-sized regions elsewhere.  Also, the non-Bantu languages to which Bantu is most closely related are spoken in Cameroon and southeastern Nigeria.



[Note: In contrast, Guthrie, in his article Contributions from Comparative Bantu Studies to the Prehistory of Africa (In Language and History in Africa, ed. by David Dalby) argues for a proto-Bantu homeland in the central part of southern Africa, around southern Zaire.  His reasoning is based on the fact that languages in this area show the highest percentage of vocabulary retained from proto-Bantu.  It looks however like Guthrie is just talking about Narrow Bantu, while Nurse & Spear are referring to Broad Bantu.  So there is probably no contradiction here--it could well be that original homeland for all of Bantu was in Cameroon and Eastern Nigeria, and that a group migrated to Guthrie’s location, becoming the ancestors of Narrow Bantu.  I would like to know however what other people have said about these things and what is now generally accepted.]



vocabulary evidence for livelihood, geographic location of ancestral group etc.



Another clue to the ancestral homeland of a language family is its reconstructed proto vocabulary, particularly terms that describe the environment.



Example: The fact that the proto Bantu lexicon has words for various forest crops but not for savanna cereal crops is evidence that the proto-Bantu homeland was in a forest area.



The lexicon of a reconstructed proto language can also provide evidence of the original livelihood/occupation of a group of people, as well as their technology.  The words reconstructed for proto-Bantu, for example, suggest that the Bantu originally engaged in farming (forest crops), fishing (with hooks, traps, and baskets), and hunting (with bows and traps), but that they did not practice extensive cattle herding. 



�Phonology



1. Introduction



This material on phonology will focus on some common characteristics of sound systems in African languages.



No attempt is made to present a comprehensive survey of phonological characteristics within African language families.  Rather, attention will be focused primarily on a few features which are (1) common in at least some African language families, (2) unusual in some sense or at least unlikely to be very familiar to speakers of European languages, and (in at least some cases) (3) challenging and interesting to linguistic theories.  (This is especially true of tone and vowel harmony, which have played an important role in the development of phonological theories over the past few decades.)



Before beginning, it is worth asking how these widespread characteristics got to be widespread.



Where a particular characteristic is widespread within a language family, the obvious possibility is that this feature was found in the proto language and has been inherited by descendant languages.  The fact that ATR vowel harmony (which will be explained later) is common within Niger-Congo, for example, suggests the possibility that proto-Niger-Congo had ATR harmony (Williamson 1989).



Where the distribution of some phonological characteristic cuts across families, a possible explanation may be areal contact, i.e. the characteristic was borrowed into certain languages from other languages spoken nearby, even though the borrowing languages belong to different families from the languages they are borrowing from.  Example: Although click sounds are found mainly in Khoisan languages, they also occur in a few southern Bantu languages.  The fact that it is these languages which have been in closest proximity to the area where Khoisan languages are found is surely no accident.  Rather, it is generally accepted that the click sounds in these Bantu languages were borrowed from Khoisan languages.



The order of presentation will be as follows:



-consonants

-syllable structure

-vowels 

-tone & stress



2. Consonants



2.1 Inventories



The set of consonants that occur in a language is commonly referred to as the "consonant inventory" of the language.  There are certain consonants which are found in a great many languages, for example, those shown below:



p	t	k

b	d	g

f	s	h	(

m	n	(

	l

	(

w	y



Sounds which are very common are sometimes referred to as "unmarked" sounds.  (The concept of markedness is a relative one, e.g. a sound like /m/ is generally considered more marked than /t/, although it is less marked than many other sounds.)  In addition to being cross-linguistically more common than "marked" sounds, unmarked sounds often have a wider distribution (i.e. they are able to occupy more positions within syllables and words) than marked sounds.  Also, it is common for sound changes to replace marked sounds by less marked sounds.  In addition, it is often possible to identify senses in which marked sounds are articulatorily more complex than unmarked ones, for example it seems clear under any reasonable notion of articulatory complexity that a labiovelar stop /kp/ is more complex than a simple /k/ or /p/.



Any language, whether African or non-African, will generally contain a high proportion of unmarked sounds like those shown above, and perhaps several other relatively unmarked sounds like /v/, /z/, /t(/, /d(/.  In addition, there are certain relatively marked types of consonants which are fairly widespread in at least some African language families  These include the following:



labiovelar (doubly articulated) consonants /kp/, /gb/, /(m/

phonemic aspirated consonants

glottalized/ejective consonants

implosives

labialized/palatalized consonants

clicks

geminate (long) consonants

prenasalized consonants

syllabic nasal consonants



The distributions of these marked varieties of consonants will be discussed in turn.



Labiovelars:



Niger-Congo: Labiovelars are attested in most of the major Niger-Congo subfamiles, including  Atlantic, Benue-Congo, Mande, Kwa, Ijoid, Kru, Adamawa-Ubangi, and Gur subfamilies.  [I am not sure how common they are in Mande and Atlantic.] They are not found in Dogon, and perhaps not in Kordofanian.  Within Benue-Congo, they are rare in Southern Bantoid and especially Narrow Bantu.  They do however occur in some Bantu A languages spoken in Cameroon.  



Nilo-Saharan: Labiovelars are also found within (at least) the Central Sudanic branch of Nilo-Saharan, for example in Ngiti (Lojenga 1994).



Aspiration can be either allophonic (non-contrastive) as in English, or phonemic (contrastive), as in Thai.  While a degree of allophonic aspiration is presumably common (sources are not always explicit on this point) in Africa, as elsewhere, phonemic aspirated consonants are much less common.  They do however occur in some Bantu languages, some West African languages of the Gur subfamily of Niger-Congo, some Edoid languages (Niger-Congo, Nigeria) and some dialects of Igbo.  (Note that all of these are Niger-Congo languages.)



Glottalized or ejective consonants are found in some Afro-Asiatic languages.  They have been reconstructed for Proto-Omotic by Bender (1975), and are also found in Chadic languages like Hausa.



A few West African Gur (Niger-Congo) languages, e.g. Birifor (Kuch 1992), have pre-glottalized sonorant consonants, e.g. [(l], [(w].  (These could perhaps be analyzed as glottal stop + C.)



Implosives



Niger-Congo: Implosives occur in some languages in at least the following subfamilies: Mande, Kru, Atlantic, Edoid, Ijoid, Gur, and Benue-Congo (in particular, in at least some Bantu languages). 



Afro-Asiatic: Implosives occur in Hausa and some other Chadic languages.



Nilo-Saharan: Implosives are common in some branches of Nilo-Saharan, e.g. Central Sudanic, Eastern Nilotic (Vossen 1983).  (They are not however common in either Western or Southern Nilotic.)



Labialized and palatalized consonants are extremely common in Niger-Congo languages.  Of the two, labialized consonants seem to be more common, at least in West Africa: although there are many West African languages that have only labialized consonants (e.g. Kasem, Nawuri & several Guang languages), it is rare to find a language with only palatalized consonants.  It is also fairly common for only a subset of the (plain) consonants in an inventory to have contrastively labialized counterparts, for example Nawuri has only /kw/, /sw/, /t(w/, /pw/, /bw/, /fw/, /mw/, while in Mambila (Bendor-Samuel & Perrin 1971) all consonants have labialized forms except the labials /p/, /b/, /m/.  



In many languages (e.g. Nawuri), a contrast between labialized and non-labialized consonants occurs only before non-round vowels.  (Before round vowels, all consonants presumably bear some degree of anticipatory lip-rounding, although this is often not very audible.)  Perhaps somewhat less commonly, labialized and non-labialized consonants may contrast before non-high round vowels (as well as before non-round vowels).  This is the case for example in Mambila.  A labialization contrast before high round vowels appears to be rare.  (This is presumably the case in non-African languages also.)  Similarly, a contrast between palatalized and non-palatalized consonants before high front vowels is relatively rare.



In many languages, phonetic labialized and palatalized consonants have been analyzed as deriving from underlying /Cu/ and /Ci/ respectively.  (For discussion, see Welmers).  Yet another alternative is that labialized and palatalized C’s may be viewed as consonant clusters /Cw/ and /Cy/, rather than unitary segments.  It is important to realize that the issue cannot be decided on the basis of phonetic criteria alone: there is no consistent, necessary phonetic difference between labialized consonants and /Cw/ clusters.  It is not the case for example that "sequences" like [sw] and [dw] in English 'sweet' and 'dwarf' (in which the two sounds are analyzed as separate segments) are realized with no overlap between the adjacent segments.  On the contrary, the lips are already rounded during the [d] and the [s].  Nor, on the other hand, is it necessarily clear that the classic cases of unitary labialized and palatalized consonants in West African languages involve lip-rounding or palatalization that coincides exactly with the primary consonantal constriction.  In Nawuri [kw], for example, although the lips are rounded during the [k] closure, this lip-rounding persists well into the following vowel (see spectrograms in Casali 1990 article in Studies in African Linguistics).  In fact, it is very often far from clear whether something that sounds like [kw ] should be analyzed as a unitary labialized consonant or as a /kw/ sequence.  The choice is often rather arbitrary.



Nilo-Saharan: Labialized and palatalized consonants occur at least within Central Sudanic and Eastern Nilotic. 



As already stated, clicks are restricted primarily to Khoisan, although they are found in a few southern Bantu languages as well.



Geminate consonants are found in some Niger-Congo languages of West Africa, in particular Gur and Atlantic.  They also occur in some Cross River languages.  (They are not found in Idomoid.)



They are also found in Chadic [please verify], and in many Nilo-Saharan languages.  LuGanda, a well-known Bantu language, also has geminate consonants.



Prenasalized consonants are found in many Bantu and some Bantoid languages, in some Gur languages, in many Adamawa-Ubangi languages, a few Idomoid languages, and in at least some Atlantic languages (e.g. Wolof).



Prenasalized consonants are also found in many Nilo-Saharan languages.



They are not found in Afro-Asiatic???? [please verify].



Syllabic nasal consonants are very common in Niger-Congo.  In quite a few Niger-Congo languages, the first person singular subject pronoun is a syllabic nasal prefix that takes the point of articulation of the following consonant, i.e. [m] before [b,p], [n] before [d,t] etc.  Some Nawuri examples:



m-ba	‘I came’	n-d((   ‘I farmed’	(-t((na   ‘I sat’	(-kina   ‘I refused’



In Nawuri and other North Guang languages, the noun class prefix used with mass nouns is also a syllabic nasal:



m-f(l(	   ‘salt’					(-t(u	‘water’		(-kala(    ‘blood’	



As Welmers discusses in great detail, it is often not obvious in a particular language whether a phonetic nasal+oral consonant "sequence" constitutes a single prenasalized segment or a syllabic nasal + oral consonant sequence.  The decision cannot be made on the basis of auditory impressions alone.  (For discussion of relevant criteria, see Welmers.  For an interesting case in a particular language, see Casali (1995), Studies in African Linguistics.)



Representative inventories



A representative non-Bantu Niger-Congo consonant inventory might be the one shown below.





�p�t�t(�k�kp�����b�d�d(�g�gb�����f�s�       ������

�v�z��������m�n�(�(�(m������l���������(����������y�w�����

Comments:



[r] is not always a full phoneme, but is often an allophone of /d/ or /l/.



Labialized and palatalized consonants, which are found in many of these languages, are not shown, as languages vary too greatly as to which consonants can be labialized or palatalized.  Perhaps the most common labialized consonant however is /kw/.



Many languages in various branches of Niger-Congo add other “manner” series to this inventory, perhaps the most common being prenasalized consonants and implosive/glottalized consonants.  Phonemically aspirated consonants are also found in some areas.



A striking feature of this inventory is that it has stops, and nasals at five points of articulation: labial, dental/alveolar, (alveo)-palatal, velar, and labial-velar.



Of course, there is a great deal of variation.  Nevertheless, inventories fairly close to this one are found in widely separated branches of Volta-Congo.



Examples:



Kwa: Nawuri (Ghana) has all of these consonants except the voiced fricatives /v/ and /z/.  Nawuri also has a very marginal phoneme /h/, and a series of labialized consonants.



Gur: Gulmancema (Gur, Burkina Faso) has precisely this inventory minus /v/, /z/, and /r/.  (Source: Alphabets of Africa.�)



Kru: The languages Bete and Godie (Marchese 1989�), lack only /(m/ and /(/, and have two additional phonemes /(/ and /(/.



Ijoid: Ijo (Nigeria) lacks only /(/ and /(m/, and has in addition two implosives /(/ and /(/. (Source: Alphabets of Africa.)



Adamawa-Ubangi: Gbaya (Central African Republic) lacks only /t(/, /d(/, and has in addition two implosives /(/ and /(/, the glottal stop, and a series of prenasalized voiced stops. (Source: Alphabets of Africa.)



Mande: Mende (Sierra Leone) lacks only /t(/, /(m/, /z/, /(/.  (There are also Mande languages, e.g. Bambara, which have the palatals but lack all the labiovelars, as well as those which have labiovelars but lack all the palatals, e.g. Kpelle.) Source: Alphabets of Africa.



Atlantic: Many Atlantic languages (e.g. Wolof, Fufulde) have systems which differ from the one shown above in that they lack labiovelars.  Also, it is apparently common for Atlantic languages to have a prenasalized series, e.g. Fufulde has /mb/, /nd/, /(g/.  There are however Atlantic languages which have systems that are very close to this “representative Niger-Congo” system, e.g. L(g(magooi (Mande, Guinea) lacks only /t(/, /(m/, and /(/.  (In addition, this language has three labialized velar consonants /kw/, /gw/, /(w/, a voiced velar fricative /(/, and a sound which may be a voiced bilabial fricative (in contrast with /v/), although the source, Alphabets of Africa, is unfortunately not very clear on this point.)



Benue-Congo: Obolo (Benue-Congo, Cross-River) lacks /p/, /v/, /z/, and /(m/, and has two labialized consonants /kw/ and /gw/.  Source: Connell (1994).�



Konja (Benue-Congo, Northern Bantoid) lacks /z/, /(/, /(m/, and has the additional consonant /h/, plus a prenasalized series.  Source: Weber & Weber (1987) as cited in Hedinger (1989).�



Labiovelar consonants are relatively rare in Southern Bantoid languages, especially in Narrow Bantu.  They are however found in a few Narrow Bantu languages spoken in Cameroon, e.g. Bulu. (Source: Alphabets of Africa.)  Also, it is very common for Bantu languages to have a series of pre-nasalized consonants.  [I noticed in looking through sample inventories in Alphabets of Africa that some Bantu E languages also had more fricatives, e.g. /(/, /(/, /(/, /(/, but I was not able to tell how general a phenomenon this is.]



One branch of Niger-Congo which does not conform very closely to this “representative” inventory is Kordofanian, which, according to Schadeberg (1989:74),� has the following five places of articulation for oral stops: bilabial, laminal (inter)dental, apical alveolar or retroflex, palatal, and velar.  (Apparently there are generally no labiovelars.)



Nilo-Saharan



Interestingly, the inventory given above for Niger-Congo can also serve as a starting point for discussion of typical Nilo-Saharan inventories.  The same five points of articulation, labial, alveolar/dental, (alveo-)palatal, velar, and labial velar, are also found in many Nilo-Saharan languages, at least within the Central Sudanic branch.  In fact, compared to the inventory given above, Lugbara (Sudanic, Uganda) inventory lacks only /(m/ (it has, in addition, implosives /(/ and /(/, glottal stop, and /h/).  It also seems common, however, for Central Sudanic languages to have a set of prenasalized consonants and a set of glottalized/implosive consonants.  Thus, a representative inventory for (at least some parts of) Central Sudanic might be the one shown below:





�p�t�t(�k�kp�(����b�d�d(�g�gb�����(�(�((�������f�s�       ������

�v�z��������m�n�(�(�(m�����mb�nd�nd(�(g�(mgb������l���������(����������y�w�����

(Recall from what was said previously, however, that many Niger-Congo languages also have prenasalized consonants and/or implosives, which have simply not been shown in the first inventory given, thus the inventory just presented for Nilo-Saharan could also be found in Niger-Congo.)



This is almost exactly the inventory of Jur Mödö (Central Sudanic, Sudan), which lacks only /v/. (Source: Alphabets of Africa.)



(Note: in some Central Sudanic languages, e.g. Ngiti (Lojenga 1994),� the palatal consonants are stops rather than affricates.)



Some Central Sudanic languages, e.g. Ngiti, Logo (Goyvaerts 1983)�, also have unusual sounds [((], [((] which have been analyzed as single complex retroflex phonemes.  If this is right, then some of these languages may have as many as six places of articulation, e.g. the inventory of Logo is as shown below:





�p�t�((�t(�k�kp�����b�d�((�d(�g�gb�(����(�(���(������f�s��       ������

�v�z���������m�n��(�(������mb�nd�(((�nd(�(g�(gb�����mv�nz����������l����������(������������y�w�����

Nilotic languages often (generally? always?) lack labio-velars; thus an inventory that comes closer to many Nilotic languages would be the one shown below.  The implosives, which have been placed in parentheses, are common in Eastern Nilotic, but not Western or Southern Nilotic (Vossen 1983).  [I do not know to what extent prenasalized consonants are found in Nilotic, hence these have been excluded].





�p�t�t(�k�(����b�d�d(�g�����(()�(()�((()������f�s�       �����

�v�z�������m�n�(�(������l��������(���������y�w����

This inventory (without the implosives) is very close to the inventory of Toposa (Eastern Nilotic, Sudan), which however lacks /f/, /v/, /z/, and /(/.  (Source: Alphabets of Africa.) These same four sounds are also lacking from the inventory of Turkana, another Eastern Nilotic (Dimmendaal 1983).�



2.2 Processes



2.2 Processes affecting consonants



In African languages, as in other languages, consonant phonemes may undergo various phonological processes, such as assimilation or lenition.  It is a bit hard however to identify processes which are "characteristically African," i.e. it is hard to find processes which have a wide distribution within African languages that are not also quite common outside of Africa.  Also, there have been very few (any?) systematic cross-linguistic studies of processes affecting the realization of consonants within African language families.  It will therefore not be possible here to attempt any kind of comprehensive or even systematic coverage.  Rather, we will simply make note of a few processes which are widespread at least within particular subfamilies or geographic areas.



Nasal Assimilation



In contrast to some European languages, African languages (especially outside of Afro-Asiatic) often do not tolerate many consonant clusters.  Where consonant clusters do occur, one of the more common ones is usually a nasal plus a following oral consonant.  These are most common word-medially, but are also found word-initially in many languages.  In some of these cases, the nasal + oral sequence is analyzed as a single prenasalized consonant, while in others the nasal portion is treated as a syllabic nasal.  (In many cases it is not entirely clear which analysis is best.)



Regardless of the number of segments they involve and whether they occur medially or initially, nasal plus oral sequences are almost always homorganic, i.e. the nasal portion takes the same point of articulation as the oral portion.  (This is commonly true in non-African languages as well.)  So while sequences like [mb], [nd], [(k], [(t(] are all commonly found, heterorganic sequences like [mt], [nv], [(s] are usually not possible.



Where the nasal portion belongs to a separate word or morpheme, as in the Nawuri examples seen previously, one often finds productive alternations, i.e. the nasal will take different forms depending on the point of articulation of the following consonant.  In such cases we speak of the nasal "assimilating" to the point of articulation of this second consonant.  



Exceptions to the rule that nasals take the point of articulation of a following consonant seem to be relatively rare.  One type of exception which does occur in Nawuri (and probably other languages as well) is when the middle vowel in a VNVCV sequence drops out, bringing the nasal in contact with the following C.  In such cases, the nasal does not assimilate.  



Example: (imesa 'person' is pronounced [(imsa] in slow speech, although in other cases [ms] is not a possible sequence in Nawuri.



An interesting question to ask is what happens when a nasal occurs before a labio-velar stop /kp/ or /gb/.  The natural expectation, perhaps, is that the nasal will assimilate fully, becoming a labio-velar [(m].  This is indeed reported to be the case in many languages, of which several, e.g. Kpelle, Yoruba, Sango, Logo, are listed in Cahill 1996.� Cahill also lists a number of languages, however, (e.g. Dagaari, Konkomba, Chumburung, Ga, Bongo) in which nasals assimilate only to the velar portion of a labial velar, i.e. Nkp > [(kp], Ngb > [(gb].  In K(nni (Gur, Ghana), Cahill reports that the outcome of nasal assimilation before labio-velars is [(] in some contexts (essentially within words) and [(m] in others (essentially across word boundaries).  



Cahill also reports a few cases in which nasals allegedly assimilate to [m] before labio-velars, although he is somewhat skeptical about the accuracy of the facts.



(Impressionistically, it is very difficult to determine which nasal is present before a labio-velar.)



Lenition



Lenition is process in which a relative "strong" consonant (i.e. one which involves a fairly complete closure and/or relatively long duration) is replaced by a relatively weaker consonant (one which is more open and/or shorter in duration) in certain contexts, generally between vowels.  A very common form of lenition involves realization of the consonant /d/ as a flap [(] intervocalically.  This state of affairs is found in many West African languages, e.g. Gourmantche (a Gur language of Burkina Faso described in Ouoba (1982)), Dilo (Gur, Ghana, Jones 1987), Nawuri (Casali 1995), Proto-Guang as reconstructed by Snider (1989).



In many languages one does not find productive alternations involving [d] and [(], but simply a "static" complementary distribution within morphemes.  Also, it is common for the process to be blocked in word- or stem-initial position.  In Nawuri, for example, although only [(] is found intervocalically within stems ([kpaa(aa] 'squirrel', but no word like *[kpaadaa]), [d] is found to the exclusion of [(] intervocalically in stem-initial position, e.g. [gu-du] 'ten', but not *[gu-(u].  A somewhat similar state of affairs is found in Dilo.



While it is very common for [(] to be an allophone of /d/, there are also cases where [(] is an intervocalic allophone of /l/.  This is the case for example in Chumburung (Kwa, Ghana, Snider 1984) and Anuf( (Kwa, Ghana, Adjekum et. al. 1993)



Lenition can also affect labial and velar consonants, e.g. /b/ may be "lenited" to [(] or [v] while /g/ may be lenited to [(] or even [w].  Lenition of /g/ intervocalically is especially common in Gur languages of West Africa (Naden 1989).



Voicing/devoicing



Voicing of voiceless consonants and devoicing of voiced consonants in certain contexts are both common processes, in African as well as non-African languages.  Voicing is most likely to place intervocalically, where it may be regarded as a form of lenition.  This process may be either synchronic or historical, e.g. proto-North-Guang /t/ has apparently become /d/ in certain intervocalic contexts in Gichode.  Devoicing is most likely to occur word� (or phrase�) finally.



Example: In Moghamo, a Grassfields Bantu (Broad Bantu) language of Cameroon, all stops are voiceless word-finally.  When these same consonants occur intervocalically (due for example to epenthesis of a following vowel in certain contexts), they surface as voiced flaps / fricatives, e.g. [n(p] ‘house’ surfaces as [n(((] in other contexts.



(Word-initially, stops in Moghamo contrast for voicing.)



Example: In Birifor (Gur, Ghana, Kuch 1992) /b/ is pronounced [p] (unreleased) word-finally or before a voiceless consonant.



Devoicing is restricted to obstruents (stops and fricatives): voiceless sonorants are rare in African languages, as in most other language families.



Dahl's Law: In addition to voicing alternations which are conditioned by position within a word (intervocalically vs. word-finally), there are also alternations which are due to assimilation or dissimilation.  One of the best known of these is a dissimilation process called "Dahl's Law" found in many Bantu languages of East Africa.  In its most common form, this process voices an underlying /k/ if the initial consonant of the following syllable is voiceless (Hinnebusch 1989:463).



Gikuyu examples (Mutahi 1983, as cited in Hinnebusch 1989):



/ko-kama/ > [(okama] 'to milk'  (note that this appears to involve spirantization/lenition�				     as well)



/ko-ru(a/ > [koru(a] 'to cook'   (no voicing of /k/ because following C is voiced)



Some Bantu languages have a more generalized form of the Dahl's Law process which applies to other stops as well as /k/.



Final glottal stops



In many West African Kwa and Gur languages, a lot of words are realized with a final glottal stop phonetically, as in the following examples, from K(nni (Gur, Ghana, Cahill 1992):



[kpa(((]	‘push’

[v(g((]	‘throw’

[m(s((]	‘nose’



Snider (1986) has shown that in at least some languages the glottal stop has originated historically from some other consonant (or even entire syllable) which has gradually weakened to the point where its only trace is a glottal stop.  (This process can even be seen synchronically in K(nni, where some words show alternation between final [(] and [(], e.g. [da(:(] ~ [da(:(] ‘day’.)



Synchronically, the phonological status of these glottal stops seems to vary quite a bit.  In Chumburung, there is a surface contrast between CV and CV( word-finally, so that the glottal stop may apparently be treated as an independent phoneme (albeit one with a very restricted distribution, since it does not occur word-medially or word-initially, and even the word-final glottal stops surface only before a pause).  This may also be the case in Akan (Dolphyne 1988).



In Nawuri and apparently Gichode as well, word-final long vowels are regularly realized with a final glottal stop before a pause.  (In this case, we would want to say that the glottal stops are not present underlyingly but are inserted by rule.)



In Birifor (Kuch 1992), the final glottal stop performs a rather different function.  It is only found on verbs, where it serves to fulfill a kind of minimal length requirement.  All verbs in Birifor must have at least two "moras."  Moras, or weight units, are determined as follows: onset consonants contribute no moras, short vowels contribute one mora, long vowels and closed syllables contribute two moras.  Thus, monosyllabic verbs in Birifor must be at least CV: or CVC.  (Disyllabic verbs will of course already have two moras in virtue of containing at least two vowels.)  No verb may be just CV.  Verbs which would otherwise be CV, i.e. which contain only /CV/ underlyingly, receive a final glottal stop.  (This glottal stop is realized only in utterance-final position.  Note that glottal stop is not otherwise present as a phoneme in the language.)



Examples:



	with glottal stop:  [(me(] ‘hit’,  [kp((] ‘entered’,  [la(] ‘laughed’,  [k((] ‘hoed’

	

	without glottal stop:  [kp(m(] ‘was strong’ [t((] ‘be satisfied’, [p((] ‘washed’
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�Vowels

General background on vowel systems

Vowel space



Languages vary greatly in the number of vowels they contain.  On the one extreme are languages like English, which has (depending on the dialect) about 13 vowels plus several diphthongs.  On the other extreme are languages with only three vowels, e.g. Mura and Alabama .  I believe that a few Afro-Asiatic languages have even been reported to have only one vowel phoneme.



The vowels in a languages are not just a random collection.   Rather, they tend to show a certain systematic arrangement.  In particular, they tend to be fairly evenly distributed throughout what is called the vowel space.  



The concept of vowel space can be viewed either in articulatory or acoustic terms.  Although an articulatory description is perhaps intuitively easier to understand, the acoustic characterization is generally held to correspond more closely to reality.



Conceived  in articulatory terms, the vowel space may be viewed as a kind of model of the mouth, in which the position of a vowel in the space corresponds to the position of the highest part of the tongue.  Vowels which are made with a high tongue position are placed toward the top of the chart; low vowels appear toward the bottom.  Front vowels are on the left side, back vowels on the right.  This is illustrated in the chart below for a language with roughly the vowel system (excluding diphthongs) of American English:



i��u��(��(��e�(�o��(�(�(��æ�a���

The point which is important to us right now is that the vowels in languages tend to be fairly well spread out in the vowel space, as in fact they are in the system above.  For example, languages with all front vowels or all back vowels do not seem to exist:



unattested vowel systems



i��(��e��(��

u��(��o��(��Features for vowels 



Phonologists categorize vowels in terms of height, frontness or backness, and roundness or non-roundness.  As far as height is concerned, vowels are often described as being either high, mid, or low.  Three degrees of frontness or backness are also commonly distinguished: front: central, and back.  With roundness, there are only two contrasting possibilities: vowels are either round, or non-round.  Using this labels, the English vowels can be described as in the following chart:



�front

non-round�central

non-round�back

round��high�i��u��   “�(��(��mid�e�(�o��   “�(�(�(��low�æ�a���

In English, and for that matter most languages, all back vowels are round and all non-back vowels are non-round.  There are however languages, for example French, which have front round vowels, and also languages which have non-round back vowels.  While these possibilities are found in a few African languages, e.g.  Kom, a Grassfields Bantu language of Cameroon has front rounded vowels, they are rare.�  We will accordingly not be concerned with them further.



Notice that the descriptive labels in this chart of English vowels do not completely distinguish all the vowels, i.e. each vowel does not have a unique set of labels.  So for example both /i/ and /(/ are high, front, and non-round, while both /e/ and /(/ are mid, front, and non-round.  If we want to have a unique description for each vowel, some other label is therefor needed.  In early generative phonology, the labels that were most commonly used were tense and lax.  Adding these labels to the chart leads to the following:



�front

non-round�central

non-round�back

round��high tense�i��u��  “    lax�(��(��mid tense�e�(�o��   “  lax�(�(�(��low lax�æ�a���

With these additional labels in place, every vowel now has a unique description, e.g. /(/ is the only vowel which is high, back, round and lax.  



Although this system of terminological labels is workable for most of our purposes, there are two respects in which phonologists have not been entirely satisfied with such a system, and in order to make sense out of a lot of what has been written about vowels in African languages it is necessary to be familiar with these two issues.



The first issue is a general theoretical one: for reasons which we will not go into, many phonologists have sought to classify features using only binary labels or “features,” denoted by plus or minus values, where a plus (+) indicates that a sound has a particular property and a minus (-) that it does not have a particular property.  Using plus and minus values of these features yields a slightly different vowel space chart, shown below:



�-back

-round�+back

-round�+back

+round��+high

-low

 +tense�i��u��+high

-low

-tense�(��(��-high

-low

+tense�e�(�o�� -high

-low

-tense�(�(�(��-high

+low

-tense�æ�a���

Note that there is no longer any need for “mid” or “central” in this system: mid vowels are just those which are neither high nor low, i.e. they are [-high] and [-low].  Central vowels are those which are “back” but not round.



(If this kind of characterization of central vowels bothers you because it seems to be playing a bit fast and loose with the phonetic facts, you can take some comfort from the fact that a lot of phonologists have not been entirely happy with it either.  Note however that what would clearly demonstrate that this system is unworkable would be a language with a contrast between central and back unrounded vowels, since there would be no way of capturing the contrast between the two types by giving them different feature specifications.  In fact, languages which reportedly have such a contrast are very rare at best.)



There is yet one more respect in which even this revised vowel space display is not entirely satisfactory.  This concerns the feature [tense].  Although this feature was initially held to be more or less satisfactory for dealing with vowels in English and other Indo-European language, it was not found to very accurately characterize the articulatory difference between pairs of vowels like [e] and [(], [u] and [(] etc. in African languages like Akan, i.e. the primary difference between these vowels in the African languages does not seem to be one of muscular tension.  Instead, phonetic studies by a variety of researchers (e.g. Ladefoged 1964, Lindau, Jacobson, and Ladefoged 1972, Pike 1967, Perkell 1971), indicated that the primary articulatory feature distinguishing the members of these pairs in Akan and related West African languages is the position of the root of the tongue: in the so-called tense vowels, the tongue root is advanced, while in the “lax” vowels it is retracted.  On the basis of these studies, the feature [tense] has pretty much been replaced in work on African vowel systems by the feature Advanced Tongue Root [ATR].  With this final modification in place, we now have a vowel chart like the following:



�-back

-round�+back

-round�+back

+round��+high

-low

 +ATR�i��u��+high

-low

-ATR�(��(��-high

-low

+ATR�e�(�o�� -high

-low

-ATR�(�(�(��-high

+low

-ATR�æ�a���

What is interesting and ironic is that things have kind of gone full circle: many phonologists are now using [ATR] instead of [tense] even for languages like English.



We will have more to say about the feature [ATR] below, as it plays a very important role in vowel harmony systems and has also been the subject of much theoretical debate.



Some final notes on terminology for vowel features:



1. Although “mid” and “central” do not have ”official” status as features within most theories (there are exceptions), almost everyone continues to use them as descriptive labels when speaking informally.



2. As if things were not potentially confusing enough with [tense] and [ATR], these are not the only features/terms that have been used to characterize the contrast between the set /ieou/ and the set /((a(u/.  One that is very common in older descriptions and is still used somewhat today is close/open: tense/+ATR vowels are described as “close,” and lax/-ATR vowels as “open.”

Triangular vowel systems in African languages 

Types of triangular systems



There is one general kind of vowel system which is very common in African (and non-African) languages.   This is a symmetrical system with a low central vowel /a/, an equal number of front and back vowels, paired at different heights, and in some cases one or more additional central vowels as well.  Such systems are often called “triangular” systems.



The simplest type of triangular system is one with (not surprisingly) only three vowels:



i	u��      a



This type of system is relatively rare within Africa.  [Except perhaps in Afro-Asiatic?]



In the case of a three-vowel system of this type, it is no mystery why it is called “triangular.”  However, there are also “triangular” systems with more vowels.  One that is extremely common is a five vowel system:



i	u�e	o�      a



This is almost certainly the most common type of vowel system in the world as a whole.  Within Africa, it is also very common, occurring for example in such diverse languages as Hausa, LuGanda, Kanuri, and Fufulde.  In African languages, however, there are also a few other types of triangular system (which we will discuss soon) that are extremely common--so much so that it may be premature at this point to assume that the five-vowel system is the most common in Africa.



Logically, a second type of very similar five-vowel system is also possible:



i	u�(	(�      a



Claims have sometimes been made in the literature to the effect that one or the other of these five-vowel systems is the more common.  For example Archangeli & Pulleyblank (1994) and Calabrese (1995) imply that the second of these systems /i(a(u/ is more common.  The opposite position is taken by Kaye, Lowenstamm & Vergnaud (1985:312�313), who claim not only that the system /ieaou/ is more common, but even go so far as to say that “systems of the form /iu((a/, if they exist at all, are quite rare and accordingly highly marked.”�



It is far from clear however that five-vowel systems can in fact be neatly subdivided into these two types, on either phonetic or phonological grounds.  Phonetically, while there may be some five-vowel languages in which the mid vowels tend to be more like [e] and [o] and others in which they more closely resemble [(] and [(], the mid vowels in five-vowel systems are often subject to considerable variation.  Many descriptions give the impression that these vowels are either intermediate between the two height levels and/or fluctuate between the two levels depending on context.   (For example it is common for the mid vowels to sound more like [e] and [o] when long and like [(] and [(] when short.)  So assigning a particular five-vowel language to one or the other of these two types can get to be rather arbitrary, and it may make more sense to speak of one basic five-vowel system in which the mid vowels are not inherently either [+ATR] /eo/ or [�ATR] /((/, but rather simply unspecified for this feature.  For consistency, we will represent all five-vowel systems using the more familiar /ieaou/.



Another very common system is a seven-vowel system found in languages like Yoruba:



i	u�e          o�(	(�      a



This system is extremely common and widespread throughout most of Africa.  In addition to Yoruba, it occurs for example in Bambara, Dangme, Gã, Kpelle, Bassa, Sango, Lingala, and Gbaya, to name just a few of the hundreds of languages in which it is undoubtedly found.



Somewhat less common is a seven-vowel system which differs from the “standard” seven-vowel system of the Yoruba type in that it has /(/ and /(/ in place of /e/ and /o/:



This system occurs for example in Kikuyu.�  It has also been reconstructed as the likely vowel system of proto-Bantu.



i	u�(           (�(	(�      a



Because we need some simple way of talking about these systems, let’s refer to the Yoruba type system as the “standard” seven-vowel system and the Kikuyu type as the “alternative” seven-vowel system, in keeping with the fact that it appears to be less common.



The five-vowel system and the standard seven-vowel system are both common outside of African as well as within Africa.  There is however another type of system commonly found in Africa that appears to be relatively rare outside of Africa.  This is the nine-vowel triangular system shown below:



i	u�(	(�e          o�(	(�      a



(The “triangular” nature of such systems is sometimes displayed more vividly, as in Welmers(?), by showing the vowels on a slope, i.e. the front and back vowels in each row are progressively closer to each other as one goes down the chart from top to bottom.  It is not clear however that this type of display has much basis in articulatory or acoustic reality.)



This type of system, of which the most well-studied example by far is Akan, has been the subject of a great deal of interesting research and discussion in the literature.  This interest has focused on three aspects of this vowel system: (1) the phonetic (articulatory) nature of the contrasts involved, (2) its historical origins and relationship to the other common types of vowel systems, and (3) its phonological behavior, particularly with respect to a type of vowel harmony that it commonly displays.  A number of important proposals in theoretical phonology over the past few decades have been largely based on properties of this particular vowel system.



We will discuss certain aspects of this system in considerable detail later.  Suffice it say for now that this type of system is extremely common in sub-Saharan West and East Africa (north of the equator), so much so that it is not out of the question that it could turn out to be the most common system of all in these regions.



To review, here are the “triangular” systems we have considered so far (ignoring the three-vowel system, which is not common):



five-vowel system:��i	u�e          o�      a



standard seven-vowel system:��i	u�e          o�(	(�      a



alternative seven-vowel system:��i	 u�(           (�(	(�      a



nine-vowel system:��i	u�(	(�e          o�(	(�      a



Any of these systems can however also occur with one or more additional (non-low) central vowels.  With only one such additional vowel, which we may represent for purposes of discussion as /(/, we would have, corresponding to the five-, seven- and nine-vowel systems above, the six, eight, and ten-vowel systems below.  (Note that although we are using /(/ to symbolize the additional central vowel, in some languages it is actually more like [(].)



six-vowel system:��i	u�e    (    o�      a



(“standard”) eight-vowel system:��i	u�e    (    o�(     	(�      a



(“alternative”) eight-vowel system:��i	u�(    (    (�(    	(�      a



ten-vowel system:��i	u�(	(�e    (    o�(	(�      a



These systems are also well-attested in Africa.  The six-vowel system occurs for example in Bulu (Bantu, Cameroon) and Daba (Chadic, Cameroon), the “standard” eight vowel system /ie(a((ou/ in Ak((se (Bantu, Cameroon?), and the “alternative” eight vowel system /ie(a((ou/ in Burun (Western Nilotic) and Lendu (Central Sudanic) .  The ten-vowel system is found in quite a number of Gur languages, for example Kasem (Ghana & Burkina Faso) and Nuni (Burkina Faso).



While all of these systems are reasonably well-attested, it is more rare to find systems with more than one additional (beyond /a/) central vowel.  There is however one language family which is fairly notorious for such systems: several Kru languages have four or five central vowels, e.g. some dialects of Bete and Godie the system below (Marchese 1989, in Bendor-Samuel book):



i	(	u�(	ï	(�e    	(	o�(	(	(�            a



Several North Guang (Kwa, Ghana) languages also have all or most of these central vowels.  In these languages, however, the central vowels are not separate phonemes but are allophones of the front vowels between consonants.�



Although we have so far referred to vowel systems in terms of the number of vowels they contain, the presence of additional central vowels as in the systems just displayed above often has little effect on the overall phonological behavior of the system.  As far as phonological behavior (e.g. vowel harmony processes) is concerned, a seven-vowel system /iea((ou/ is expected to behave more like a five-vowel system /ieaou/, which has fewer vowels but the same number of height levels, than a standard seven-vowel system /ie(a(ou/, which has the same number of vowels but more height levels.



What is most significant in other words is not the total number of vowels in the system, but rather its structure, i.e. the number of heights which are present.  Thus it makes sense to classify the systems as shown below, where vowels in parentheses may or may not be present, without changing the overall classification of the system.



three height system:��i    (()	u�e   (()  o�      a



“standard” four height system:��i    (()	u�e   (()  o�(   (() 	(�      a



“alternative” four height system:��i    (()	u�(   (()   (�(   (() 	(�      a



five height system:��i    (()	u�(    (ï)	(�e   (()  o�(   (()	(�      a

Distribution of the vowel systems within major families



Afro-Asiatic has a few two height (three vowel) triangular systems according to Wedekind (1989).� Five-vowel systems, or more generally, three height systems are common.  According to Wedekind, Semitic languages of Ethiopia typically have a three height system with two central vowels /(/ and /(/ in addition to the usual 5 vowels.  Three height systems are also characteristic of Cushitic and Omotic (Wedekind).  They are found in Chadic (e.g. Hausa, Musey) as well.  Four-height systems are apparently not common in Afro-Asiatic.   What is very interesting in view of the relatively small size of Afro-Asiatic inventories in general is that there are at least two languages, from entirely different subfamilies, which reportedly have five-height (nine- or ten-vowel) systems with ATR vowel harmony (discussed in detail below).  These are Somali, a Cushitic language, and Tangale, a Chadic language.�  Apparently, these languages have acquired these systems as a result of contact with Nilo-Saharan languages, in which these systems are more common.



A few Chadic languages, e.g. Gu’de,� have been reported to have only 1 or 2 vowel phonemes, although additional vowels occur as allophones.



Nilo-Saharan: five height 9 or 10 vowel systems are pervasive in all branches of Nilotic (Hall et. al. 1974),� and are also common in Central Sudanic.  Systems with fewer than five heights would appear to be relatively rare in Nilotic, and perhaps in Nilo-Saharan more generally.  The alternative four height system /i(((()((u/ is found in Burun (Andersen 1993)� and Lendu (Central Sudanic).� Alphabets of Africa gives a standard seven-vowel system for Murle (Surma subfamily, Sudan).  Ngambi (Chad) has a standard seven-vowel system plus /(/.  Kresh, a Central Sudanic language of Sudan, is listed as having a five-vowel system, as are Lele (Chad), Songhai and Kanuri. Wedekind (1989) reports five-vowel systems in several Nilo-Saharan languages, Berta, Gumuz, and Nera, whose more precise classification within Nilo-Saharan is not (or was not, at that time) known.



Khoisan: [I believe these are usually five-vowel /ieaou/.]



Niger-Congo: Three, four, and five height systems are all strongly attested in Niger-Congo.  The distribution of these systems within various Niger-Congo subfamilies is treated in more detail below.



First, however, a chart summarizing the triangular vowel systems found in the major African language families:



Family�three height (5V /ieaou/, plus possible additional central vowels)�standard four height (7V /ie(a(ou/, plus possible additional central vowels)�alternative four height (7V /i((a((u/ plus possible additional central vowels) �five height (9V /i(e(a(o(u/ plus possible additional central vowels)��Afro-Asiatic�common�rare?�unattested?�rare, but attested��Nilo-Saharan�relatively rare?�rare(?) but attested�rare, but attested�extremely common��Niger-Congo �common�very common�rare, but attested�very common��Khoisan?�common?�?�?�?��

Niger-Congo in more detail:



The distribution of the various vowel systems in the various Niger-Congo subfamilies [excluding Kordofanian, for which I could not find any information] is summarized in the chart below, which uses the following notational scheme:



(+) 	attested but probably rare

+ 	attested: no information about how common

+(+) 	attested and likely to be fairly common

++ 	attested and common

++(+) 	attested and perhaps extremely common

+++ 	attested and extremely common

blank	no examples found (this can generally be taken to mean unattested or at least very 	rare)



Niger-Congo Subfamily�three height (5V /ieaou/, plus possible additional central vowels)�standard four height (7V /ie(a(ou/, plus possible additional central vowels)�alternative four height (7V /i((a((u/ plus possible additional central vowels) �five height (9V /i(e(a(o(u/ plus possible additional central vowels)��Mande�+(+)��++��+(+)��Atlantic�+(+)��+(+)����Kwa��++(+)��+++��Kru��+��+++��Gur�+��++(+)�(+)�+++��Dogon��+����Ijoid����+++��Adamawa-Ubangi�++��++(+)�(+)����Benue-Congo, Defoid��++(+)��++(+)��Benue-Congo, Edoid��++(+)��++��Benue-Congo, Nupoid�+(+)�+(+)��+(+)��Benue-Congo, Idomoid�(+)�++��(+)��Benue-Congo, Igboid��+��+(+)��Benue-Congo, Platoid�+�+(+)��+��Benue-Congo, Cross River��++(+)��++(+)��Benue-Congo,

Bantoid�++(+)�+++�+(+)�(+)��

What really stands out in this chart is that Niger-Congo vowel systems are heavily skewed toward larger inventories.  This shows up in two ways.  First, the three height (e.g. five-vowel) system which is generally believed to be the most common in the world is only strongly represented in a few Niger-Congo subfamilies (although one of these, Bantoid, is admittedly very large in terms of the number of languages it contains).  Second, the five height system, which is rare in many parts of the world, is extremely well-represented in the various Niger-Congo subfamilies.  On this basis, and for other reasons we will discuss later, it has been proposed, for example by Williamson (1989) that proto-Niger-Congo may have had a five-height system.  (Not surprisingly, similar suggestions have been made for Nilo-Saharan, in which the preference for five height systems is if anything even greater.)

Other vowel features



In addition to basic contrasts in vowel quality (“different” vowels), vowels may be modified in various ways to produce additional phonemic distinctions.  Two of these, vowel length and nasalization are extremely common in African languages.  A third modification, breathiness, is not particularly common in general but is found in some Nilo-Saharan languages and will merit at least a brief mention.

Length



It is very common for African languages to have a contrast between long and short vowels.  Long vowels are vowels which are longer in duration than their short counterparts, i.e. they last for a longer time.  (Note that this usage of “long” and “short” is not the same as the way these terms are often used to distinguish the English vowels /ieaou/ from /i(æ((/, where the primary difference is arguably a qualitative rather than a quantitative one.)  An example of a language with this type of durational contrast is K(nni (Cahill 1992), a Gur language of Ghana, as illustrated in the following minimal pairs:



du((	‘knee’		du(:(	‘horse’�z(((	‘flour’		z((:(	‘vulture’



Here the phonetic difference between the words on the right and those on the left is simply that the vowels in the words on the right are articulated for a longer time than the corresponding vowels in the words on the left.



In practical orthographies, long vowels are almost always represented as doubled vowels rather than using the colon:



du((	‘knee’		du(u((	‘horse’�z(((	‘flour’		z(((((	‘vulture’



In linguistic descriptions of African languages also, it is very common for vowel length to be symbolized using doubled vowels in phonemic and even phonetic transcriptions.  In some cases, this may be done largely for representational convenience.  In many descriptions, however, there is a deeper reason for using this type of notion: this transcription is intended to represent a claim that long vowels are in some phonologically real sense equivalent to a sequence of two identical vowels.  Early descriptions (as well as some more recent descriptions, in particular many descriptions of West African languages written in French) often devote a lot of discussion to justifying an analysis of long vowels as vowel sequences.  This was done on the basis of a variety of evidence, including evidence from tone and syllable structure.



The reason for this type of justification is that for a long time it was believed that languages could differ as to whether long vowels behaved like vowel sequences or like entirely new phonemes.  (This kind of thinking is [check] evident to some degree even in Welmers.)  In this latter case, a language would treat the difference (as revealed for example by phonotactics and phonological processes) between /i/ and /i:/ as entirely parallel to the one between /i/ and /e/--in both cases the difference is one of a single phonological feature, whether [+/-high] or [+/-long].  In other words, /i/ and /i:/ would have no more in common than /i/ and /e/.  



Although many of the arguments for the VV analysis found in descriptions of individual languages are elegantly stated, the issue seems from the vantage point of hindsight not to have been a genuine one, for the simple reason that no convincing cases of a language in which long vowels behaved like entirely new phonemes, (i.e. in which vowel length behaved exactly like the usual vowel features [high], [round] and so on), has ever come to light.  Rather, one finds language after language in which long vowels are argued to be equivalent to vowel sequences.  The few analyses which have treated long vowels as distinct phonemes have not won acceptance.�  



In retrospect, most phonologists today would probably say that the expected variation in the behavior and status of long vowels does not exist: there are no languages in which long vowels behave as unitary, entirely distinct phonemes.    In this sense the vowel sequence interpretation probably provides a better fit to linguistic reality in all African languages.   At the same time, however, there are also respects (possibly universal) in which long vowels do not behave exactly like other sequences either, for example they can not usually be split up by epenthetic segments.  More recent theories have captured this ambivalent nature of long vowels by representing them as single phonemes associated with two timing or weight units:



timing tier:                    x     x			(x = timing unit)

                                      \   /

phoneme tier:                   a



This kind of representation captures the “dual nature” of long vowels, in that they are represented simultaneously as one segment (on the phoneme tier) and two segments (on the timing tier).



Phonological length and actual duration: Even if long vowels do behave to a large extent like sequences of two elements (whether two phonemes or two timing units), it should not be supposed that they are exactly twice as long as their short counterparts.  Typically the ratio may be less than two to one.  From a functional point of view, all that is really required is that the durational difference be great enough that the difference can be easily perceived.



In real utterances, the actual duration of a vowel as measured in milliseconds will depend not only on whether the vowel is underlyingly long or short, but on other factors, such as rate of speech and the context in which the vowel occurs.  There is a tendency for example for vowels to be lengthened at the end of an utterance, and also before voiced consonants.  Vowels may also be lengthened when they bear a contour (rising or falling) tone, in order to allow sufficient time for the contour to be clearly realized.  On the other hand, vowels tend to be shortened in certain other contexts, for example when they are directly followed by another a vowel.  The actual duration of a vowel will also depend to some extent on vowel quality, (i.e. which vowel it is).  Other things being equal, high vowels tend to be shorter than low vowels.  When factors like these are taken into account, it is fully conceivable that a phonemically short might actually be longer in some cases than a phonemically long vowel in the same utterance.



This being the case, it is natural to wonder how it is that you can ever tell for sure whether a vowel is phonemically long.  Part of the answer is that in looking for contrastive vowel length (or any other contrastive property) it is important to control for context as much as possible, i.e. compare vowels that have the same quality and occur in the same segmental and prosodic contexts.  Also, there are often phonological clues to vowel length, i.e. languages sometimes treat long vowels differently from short vowels in how they pattern phonologically.  For example, in some languages long vowels attract stress (i.e. stress will preferentially fall on a long vowel if there is one).  In tonal languages, it is often the case that only long vowels can bear a contour tone.  Some languages have "minimality" requirements for certain categories of words, e.g. Birifor (a Gur language of Ghana, Kuch 1992)� requires all monosyllabic verbs to be at least CV: or CVC; CV verbs (where V is a short vowel) are "subminimal" (too short), and so to make them long enough there is a rule that adds a final glottal stop.  Finally, long vowels are often immune to deletion or reduction processes which affect short vowels.  In many languages, for example, a vowel is often deleted when it occurs directly before another vowel:



V ( Ø / ___ V



In some languages, only short vowels are deleted in this context: long vowels are preserved.  This is illustrated in the Emai examples below (from Schaefer 1987):�



short vowel deletes: 	k(       ema	(	kema�			plant   yam



long vowel preserved (though shortened):��			k((   ebe	(	k(ebe�			read  book



Other African languages which exhibit this kind of behavior, in which long vowels resist Elision processes that affect short vowels include Central Kambari (Hoffman 1972), Engenni (Thomas 1978), Ila (Smith 1907), Moba (Russell 1985), and Nawuri (Casali 1995).�  (Note: there are however other languages in which both long and short vowels are deleted in this context.)



Although it is quite common in languages with phonemic vowel length to find that every short vowel has a phonemic long counterpart, there are also languages in which there are fewer long vowels than short vowels, e.g. the only long vowel in Hausa (which has a five-vowel system) is /a:/. [This info from Alphabets of Africa -- please verify.]



Phonemic vowel length is extremely widespread in African languages.  While there are many individual languages and perhaps even isolated subfamilies (e.g. Nupoid according to Blench 1989) which lack contrastive vowel length, it is likely that at least some languages with phonemic vowel length are found in most major branches of Niger-Congo. In some subfamilies, for example Gur, it seems rare to find a language without contrastive vowel length. Within Nilo-Saharan, languages with vowel length are well-attested at least in Nilotic. [I don’t know about Sudanic and other families.  Vowel length does occur in Didinga, a Surma language.]  Within Afro-Asiatic, Wedekind (1989) states that vowel length is characteristic of Cushitic languages in Ethiopia (and presumably elsewhere, though Wedekind does not say this).  Vowel length is also found in at least some Omotic, Semitic languages, and Chadic (e.g. Hausa, Angas) languages.  According to Alphabets of Africa, vowel length is also found in Tamajaq Berber (Niger).

Nasality



Another common feature of African languages, at least in Niger-Congo, is a contrast between oral ("normal") and nasal vowels.



Nasal vowels are produced with the velum lowered, so that some air escapes through the nose during production of the vowel.  Such vowels occur phonetically in English (and perhaps most languages) when a vowel occurs before a nasal consonant, e.g. pen is typically pronounced [ph((n]. (Note that the tilde is used to symbolize nasalization.)  



In many African languages, nasal vowels are phonemic, i.e. there is a contrast between oral and nasal vowels.  An example of such a language is Akan, as illustrated in the words below (Dolphyne 1988):�



fi	‘go out’

fi(	‘dirt’



ka	‘be left behind’

ka(	‘say’



In some languages, e.g. Konkomba (Steele & Weed 1966),� the number of nasal vowels is equal to the number of oral vowels, i.e. every oral vowel in the inventory has a phonemically labialized counterpart.  It is common however to find that only a subset of the oral vowels have nasal counterparts.  (According to Wright 1986 languages in which every oral vowel has a nasal counterpart and languages in which there are fewer nasal vowels are about equally common.  He is speaking of the world’s languages in general.)� Some examples:



language�oral vowels�nasal vowels��Akan  (Kwa)�/i(e(a(o(u/�/i(((a(((u(/��Niaboua (Kru)�       “�/i(((((a(((((u(/��Ga(     (Kwa)�/ie(a(ou/�/i(((a(((u(/��Kak( (Bantu A)�     “�    “��Sango (Adamawa-Ubangi)�      “�/i(e(a(o(u(/��Yoruba (Benue-Congo)�      “�    “��Kisei (Atlantic)�      “�/i(e(((((o(u(/��Nupe (Benue-Congo)�/ieaou/�/i(a(u(/��

[Sources--Akan: Dolphyne 1988. All others: Alphabets of Africa.]



Where some of the vowels are missing from the nasal inventory, it is most commonly mid vowels either /e,o/ or /(,(/ (or, as in Akan, both) that are absent.  [For some discussion of possible reasons see Wright 1988, in Experimental Phonology volume.]



Phonemic nasal vowels are extremely common in Niger-Congo.  They occur in at least the following subfamilies (and probably others as well): Mande, Atlantic, Ijoid, Kru, Gur, Kwa, Dogon, Adamawa-Ubangi, Defoid (Benue-Congo), Nupoid (Benue-Congo), Cross-River (Benue-Congo), Bantoid (Benue-Congo).



Nilo-Saharan: Nasal vowels do not appear to be common.  [The only languages I could find with phonemic vowel nasalization ware Songhay, as spoken in Mali, and Ngambai (Central Sudanic, Cameroon & Chad). (Alphabets of Africa).]



Afro-Asiatic: [No examples of phonemic nasal vowels found in the few languages I was able to look at.]



Khoisan: [I have no information on nasalized vowels in Khoisan.]



Vowel harmony

ATR harmony: general description



Vowel harmony is a phenomenon in which all the vowels in some domain, general the word or stem, must agree with each other in the value of some feature.  In backness harmony, which occurs for example in Turkish, the vowels in a word must be either all back or all front, i.e. they must agree in their value (+ or -) for the feature back.  Words in which some vowels are front and others back (as in a hypothetical form like [toli]) are generally not allowed.  (We say "generally" because nearly all languages with vowel harmony, Turkish included, do have some exceptions.)



There are as many different types of harmony as their are vowel features.  So we would expect in principle the following types of harmony to be possible:



backness harmony, based on the feature [back]�

roundness harmony, based on the feature [round]�

height harmony, based on the features [high] and/or [low] (In fact, harmony based on [low] seems to be rare at best)�

Advanced Tongue Root (ATR) harmony, based on the feature [ATR]



Although other types of harmony are found in Africa, the type of harmony which is most widespread and has attracted by far the most attention (in part, perhaps, because this type of harmony may not be found at all outside of Africa) is ATR harmony.



As you would expect, based on what has been said so far, ATR harmony is a phenomenon in which the vowels in some domain must all have the same value of [ATR].  Generally, this domain is the word.  As a first approximation, then, ATR harmony is a system in which all the vowels in a word must have the same value of [ATR].



An example of a language with ATR harmony is Nawuri.  Examples illustrating ATR harmony are shown below:



	roots with [+ATR] vowels	roots with [�ATR] vowels��	duli	'resemble'		f((t(	'breathe'�	bite	'girl'			f(n(	'where'�	pokoo (type of calabash)	l(ng(	'rabbit'�	lupuu 	'stare'			s(s(	'above'�	

Exercise: Based on what has been said so far, which of the following hypothetical words should be possible in a nine-vowel (/i(e(a(o(u/ language with ATR harmony?



golu	dal(	sit(	d(g(	mili	t(k(te	huwur(



Affix agreement: root-controlled harmony



In Niger-Congo languages with ATR harmony, affixes generally “harmonize” with the vowels of the root.  What this means is that an affix will typically have two forms, or allomorphs, one with a [+ATR] vowel(s), and one with a [�ATR] vowel(s).  The allomorph that appears with a given root is determined by vowel harmony: the [+ATR] allomorph appears with roots containing [+ATR] vowels, and the [-ATR] allomorph with roots containing [-ATR] vowels. 



This type of agreement or "harmonization" is illustrated by the Nawuri singular noun class prefix (/o and the agentive suffix p(/pu:



	Nawuri examples��With [�ATR] roots:��a. (-d((-p(	'farmer'��b. (-l(n-b((-p(	'singer'��c. (-l((-p(	'weaver'

	With [+ATR] roots:��a. o-kisi-pu	'enemy'��b. o-(i-pu	'expert'��c. o-tiri-pu	'poor person'

Because it is the underlying [ATR] specification of the root that determines the form of the affix, this type of harmony is often called root-controlled harmony.

Dominant harmony



Although affix harmony in Niger-Congo is typically root-controlled, many Nilo-Saharan languages exhibit a somewhat different behavior in which certain suffixes are (1) invariably [+ATR] themselves, even after underlyingly [�ATR] roots, and (2) cause a preceding [�ATR] root to become [+ATR].  An example of such a suffix is the Ngiti first singular possessive pronoun suffix /-du/:



/pf(-du/	(	pfodu		‘my foot’�/ngb(-du/	(	ngbodu	‘my body’

/b(-du/		(	bidu		‘my ear’



In noun roots which contain more than one syllable, only the last syllable of the root becomes [+ATR]:



/(t(-du/	(	(tidu		‘my navel’

/(v(-du/	(	(vodu		‘my name’�/(ts(-du/	(	(tsudu		‘my hand’

/k(l(dz(-du/	(	k(l(dzodu	‘my elbow’



Since it is the phonetic form of the root that is affected by the [ATR] value of the affix in cases like these, you might wonder why we don’t refer to this kind of situation as “affix-controlled harmony.”  The reason is that it is not the case that the [ATR] value of a root is always determined by the value of an affix.



For one thing, in roots of more than one syllable, it is only the vowel closest to the affix that is affected, as in the examples above; the other vowels of the root surface with their underlying [ATR] values, which are those which the root would have if pronounced in isolation or in some similarly “neutral” context.  [I am not sure how true this is of languages with dominant harmony in general, however.  In some languages [+ATR] will spread to all the vowels in the root.   This is the case in Maasai.  Hall et. al 1974 seem to imply that this is the case in some languages, although they do not give examples which would establish this.  ]



Second, it is only suffixes that cause a root to change, not prefixes.  [I think this is true of languages with dominant harmony in general.]



Third, it is only [+ATR] suffixes which cause a change: a [-ATR] suffix does not cause an underlying [+ATR] root vowel to become [-ATR], e.g. Ngiti /adzi-n(/ ‘your back’ is realized as [adzin(], not *[adz(n(].



Fourth, not only will a [-ATR] root vowel become [+ATR] when followed by a [+ATR] suffix, it will also become [+ATR] when followed by a [+ATR] root in a compound noun, e.g. /al(/ ‘person’ + /ku/ ‘tooth’ yields [aleku] ‘tooth of a person’.



Fifth, prefixes become [+ATR] before [+ATR] roots (and [�ATR] before [�ATR] roots), just as they do in root-controlled systems.  (cf. [i-tsu] ‘tree’, [(-bh(] ‘fish’, where the prefix is the same morpheme in both cases.)



What all of these facts together indicate it is that it is the neither the root or the affix which is always the controller, but rather the value of [ATR]: [+ATR] is dominant over [�ATR], and will regularly affect an underlying [�ATR] vowel to its left.  That is why this type of harmony is called dominant.  (A better name might have been “feature-value controlled” harmony, but “dominant” is the term that has come to be regularly used, and we are stuck with it.)



[Although logically one can imagine a language in which [-ATR] rather than [+ATR] is dominant, it is not clear whether five height languages of this type exist.  At any rate, the usual case in Nilo-Saharan languages with dominant harmony is for [+ATR] to be the dominant feature value.]

Extent of ATR harmony



ATR harmony is of course possible only in vowel systems in which [ATR] plays a contrastive role.  We would not expect to find [ATR] harmony in a five-vowel system, for example, since there are no pairs of vowels which are distinguished solely in terms of [ATR].  And in fact, as we would expect, ATR harmony seems to be restricted to four and five height systems.



ATR harmony is extremely common in five height African languages, e.g. languages with a 9 or 10 vowel systems of the type looked at previously, and repeated below:



nine-vowel system:��i	u�(	(�e          o�(	(�      a



ten-vowel system:��i	u�(	(�e    (    o�(	(�      a



In fact, it is quite difficult to find African languages with these systems which do not have ATR harmony.  [I have yet to find a single clear example of a five height African language without ATR harmony.]  Thus, the genetic and geographic distribution of ATR harmony in 9 and 10 vowel languages is virtually coextensive with the distribution of these languages themselves, as seen in the chart we looked at earlier.  In particular, ATR harmony is extremely common in several major Niger-Congo subfamilies of West Africa, and in East African Nilo-Saharan languages.



[The following paragraph represents my own opinion/impression.]



Although the exact total number of languages with ATR harmony is not known, it certainly has to number in the hundreds.  This is worth stressing if only because, although the widespread nature of [ATR] harmony is certainly a familiar fact to Africanists (i.e. linguists specializing in African languages), it is something that does not always come across in the general theoretical literature, from which one can sometimes gather the impression that [ATR] harmony is a rare or exotic phenomenon.  (Occasionally one even finds explicit pronouncements of this sort, e.g. a claim in Calabrese (1995 Linguistic Inquiry) that only a few modern Kwa languages have ATR harmony, when in fact the reverse is probably closer to the truth.)  A contributing factor to this has surely been the fact that only a small number of languages with ATR harmony, especially Akan, have been widely discussed in the general literature.  



The fact that five height languages without ATR harmony are rare at best is a surprising and interesting fact, for there is certainly no logical reason why this has would have to be the case.  One could easily imagine a 9 or 10 vowel language without ATR harmony; this would simply be one which freely permitted “disharmonic” words like *tel(, *tug(, *s(l(si, etc.  The fact that such languages are rare suggests that there may be some very strong functional reason(s) why five height systems should have ATR harmony.



(A likely functional reason is the idea (Kaun 1995, Gorecka 1996)� that harmony is a way of making difficult contrasts more perceptible by extending the temporal domain of a feature.  Beyond this, there is the simple “top-down” processing advantage that comes from knowing the language has harmony: if a listener hears [u] in a word, (s)he knows that the other vowels in the word could not be [(], [(], [(], or [(].  Thus the possibilities which must be entertained are narrowed down considerably.)

Neutrality of /a/ in nine-vowel systems



In a 10 vowel system, the feature [ATR] serves to divide the vowels into two non-overlapping sets:

	[+ATR] vowels	[�ATR] vowels�� i         u	 (        (�� e        o	 (       (� �      (	      a

Note here that every [+ATR] vowel has a [�ATR] “counterpart,” and vice versa: /i/ is the [+ATR] counterpart of /(/ (in that the two vowels have exactly the same feature specifications if [ATR] is ignored), /(/ is the [�ATR] counterpart of /o/, and so on.



Examples of 10 vowel systems with ATR harmony include Kasem (Gur, Ghana), Nuni (Gur, Burkina Faso), Luo (Western Nilotic), Abua (Benue-Congo), Didinga (Nilo-Saharan, Surma), Somali (Afro-Asiatic!!!), Bisa (Mande), Baka (Central Sudanic).



In a 9 vowel system, on the other hand, the vowel /a/ is often “neutral,” in that it can occur with either [+ATR] or [�ATR] vowels within the same morpheme, as shown in the Nawuri examples below:



	kina	'refuse'			t((na	'sit'�	naamuu 'deaf person'		(ap(	'suck'�	gaabuu  ‘onion’		d((la 	‘cause to lie down’



Thus the “harmony sets” in 9 vowel languages are often overlapping, in that /a/, though phonetically [�ATR], can occur with both sets:



	[+ATR] vowels	[�ATR] vowels�� i         u	 (        (�� e        o	 (       (� �      a	      a

While this state of affairs is common, however, it does not hold true of every 9 vowel language. Sisaala (Gur, Ghana & Burkina Faso) does not permit /a/ to occur in a word with [+ATR] vowels.   



A natural question to ask at this point is what happens in these 9 vowel languages to harmonizing affixes when the only vowel in the root is /a/.  Since /a/ is allowed to co-occur with both [+ATR] and [�ATR] vowels, will the affix surface as [+ATR], or [�ATR]? In Nawuri, for example, the third person singular prefix is a harmonizing affix realized as [o] or [(], e.g. o-kpe ‘he went’, but (-t(, ‘he sat’.  Which form of the affix will we get when this prefix is attached to the verb root /ba/ ‘come’?



As it turns out, the answer is [(].  This prefix, and all other affixes in Nawuri, takes its [�ATR] form when the root contains only /a/: 



(-ba	‘he came’	not *o-ba



This holds true not only in Nawuri, but in all ATR harmony languages that have been reported (at least that I am aware of).  In a way, this is what we would expect, since [a] is [�ATR] phonetically, i.e. it is articulated with a non-advanced tongue root.



In five height (9 or 10 vowel) systems, ATR harmony is often called “cross-height” vowel harmony (a term that probably originates with John Stewart), because these systems have both + and - ATR vowels at more than one height; since there are restrictions between the two sets of vowels (+/-ATR) regardless of height (i.e. value of [high]), the harmony applies “across heights.”



9 vowel languages with ATR harmony include Alur (Western Nilotic), Budu (Bantu) (note however that ATR harmony is quite rare in Bantu), Dagara (Gur), Dilo (Gur), Kalabari (Ijoid), Ma’di (Central Sudanic), Avatime (Kwa, Togo Remnant), Tangale (Chadic -  Hall et al. 1974), Tepo (Kru), Akan (Kwa), Krachi (Kwa), Toposa (Eastern Nilotic), to name just a few.

ATR harmony in four height systems



Four height (e.g. 7 vowel /ie(a(ou/) systems often have reduced forms of [ATR] harmony which apply to the mid vowels /eo((/, i.e. neither /e/ or /o/ may occur with /(/ or /(/.  Often the high vowels /i/ and /u/ are neutral to ATR harmony in these languages and may occur with mid vowels from either set.  Examples of 7 vowel systems with “reduced” [ATR] harmony include Yoruba and several Bantu C languages� (e.g. Babole) in Congo, Ngbaka (Ubangi?), Nugunu (Bantu A).



�Tone



Tone is pervasive in sub-Saharan Africa.  Although there are some branches of Afro-Asiatic in which the languages are typically stress languages rather than tone languages, there would seem to be very few languages in the Niger-Congo and Nilo-Saharan families which are not tonal.  (Some exceptions: Swahili and some other Bantu languages lack tone, as does Kurumfe, a Gur language of northern Burkina Faso.)



Tone languages in Africa have anywhere from 2 to 4 contrastive tone levels.  Two- and three- tone languages are common throughout most parts of Sub-Saharan Africa.  Four-tone languages are less common.  (There are some Kru languages with four tones, some Adamawa-Eastern, possibly some Gur, perhaps others.)



Contour tones



In addition to level tones, many African languages also have contour tones.  A contour tone is one which does not remain level, but rather rises or falls (or, in rare cases, both rises and falls!) over the syllable on which it occurs.  Languages that do permit contours are probably more common than those which do not.



Examples of rising and falling contour tones in Efai (Benue-Congo, Cross River, Connell 1994) are shown below:



na(	‘lie down’

ka(	‘go’

i(dje(	‘hair’

i(ti((	‘five’



[Notation in what follows: H-L for a high-to-low falling tone, L-H for a low-to-high rise, M-H for a mid-to-high rise etc.]



There are other kinds of contours in addition to H-L and L-H.  Some languages have H�M, L-M, M-L, or M-H.  (An H-M contour is one that starts high and falls only to a pitch level corresponding to mid, in contrast to a H-L contour which falls all the way to low.)  Ngiti (Central Sudanic, Lojenga 1994), for example has all six logical possibilities expected in a three-tone language: L-M, L-H, M-H, M-L, H-M, H-L.  These are illustrated below.  (Note: Some of these contours are not underlying, but are derived by tone spreading or other processes.)



L-M:	a(n(( (		(type of bird)

L-H:	ka(nda(		‘trap’

M-L:	a(vh(( (		‘sister’

M-H:	((dh((du(	(	‘my brothers’ (vocative)

H-L:	ko(bi(ts((	‘entrance to the market’

H-M:	na( (dz((		(they) ‘wept’



There is considerable evidence that contour tones in African languages (though not in all other parts of the world) should be analyzed as sequences of two level tones that are both associated with the same tone-bearing unit (vowel or syllable).  In other words, a H-L falling tone is in reality (phonologically) a high tone plus a low tone realized (in that order) on the same vowel.



As a way of making this claim more graphic, we can make use of one very popular approach to analyzing tone (and other phenomena), known as autosegmental phonology.  This theory represents tones not as part of the vowels themselves, but on a separate line or “tier.”  They are attached to the vowels by what are called association lines.  As an example, the autosegmental representation of the Efai word ‘lie down’ given above would be as shown below:



L H

 \  /

na



This type of representation directly incorporates the claim that L-H contours in Efai are actually a sequence of L and H tones.



One piece of evidence for the view that contours are really sequences of level tones comes from restrictions on which contours can exist with which level tones in a given language. What we find in language after language is that the contours which exist will be only those whose “endpoints” correspond to level tones in the language.  Two-tone languages will have (at most) L-H and H-L.  Three-tone languages on the other hand may have, in addition, some or all of the contours H-M, L-M, M-L, and M-H.  If contours are in reality sequences of level tones, then we have an obvious explanation for this fact: the reason you can’t have a H-M contour in a two-tone language is that there is no M in the language to form the second half of the sequence.



Another piece of evidence that is available in many languages comes from distributional facts.  In many languages, contour tones cannot be associated with short vowels, but only with long vowels or CVN syllables.  Assuming that long vowels are in some sense a sequence of two vowels (or at least two timing units or tone-bearing units), we can account for this fact by assuming that contours are really two tones:  if there is a restriction of exactly one tone per vowel, then it follows that a contour tone could not occur on a short vowel.  



There are other pieces of evidence as well, which for reasons of time it will not be possible to go into here.  [Goldsmith 1976 has some discussion.]



Somewhat rare are contour tones which contain both a rise and a fall, e.g. Moghamo (Grassfields Bantu, Cameroon) has a L-H-L contour (rise then fall) that can occur on a single vowel. 



Lexical and grammatical tone



In most languages in which it occurs, tone plays a lexical role, that is it serves to differentiate lexical items.  In other words, it is possible to have two words which are identical except for their tone patterns and yet differ in meaning.  



Akan examples:



pa(pa(	‘good’			da(	‘day’		((b((f((	‘hunter’�pa(pa(	‘father’			da(	‘never’		((b((f((	‘creator’

pa(pa(	‘fan’



In many languages, tone may also play a grammatical role.  This means that the tone pattern of an utterance serves to signal “grammatical” information like tense and aspect, singular and plural, or a possessive relationship between two nouns.  In West African languages, use of tone to mark tense and aspect is particularly common.  Here are some examples from Deg (Gur, Ghana, Crouch 1995):



t(((g	‘spoiled’				da(a(	‘cooked’

t(((g	‘spoil’ (imperative)			da(a(	‘cook’ (imperative)



In Ngiti, a Central Sudanic (Nilo-Saharan) language, tone is used to distinguish singular and plural in inalienable kinship terms (Kutsch-Lojenga 1994):



a(d((-du(		my brother			a(bhu(-du(	my grandfather

a(d((-du(		my brothers 			a(bhu(-du(	my grandfathers



Downdrift



In many, perhaps most, African languages with two tone levels, a high tone is lowered (relative to preceding H’s in the phrase) when it directly follows a low tone.  What this means for example is that an HLH sequence is realized as 



������������

rather than



������������

(Here the Horizontal lines represent pitch levels.)



This is illustrated below with some examples from Krachi (Kwa, Ghana, Snider 1989).



������������������ki(�re(�ki(�re(�ku(�ku((��‘turkey’��





����������������ki(�te(�pi(�na(�s((��‘frog’��

[Note: These pitch representations abstract away from the fact that final L’s in Krachi fall, and the fact that L’s also undergo downdrift.  These things are mentioned below.]



This kind of lowering of a high tone after a low tone is called downdrift.  (Another term for it is automatic downstep.)



This same kind of lowering is also evident if there is more than one low-toned syllable separating the two heights, e.g. a HLLH would have the schematic pitch contour shown below:



����������

Situations of this type are shown in the following additional Krachi examples:



����������������yi(�ka(�b((�m((�t((��‘to press against’��





����������������o(�wu(�(((�k((n�t((��‘chief’s elephant’��

Not only is the second H in a HLH sequence lowered with respect to the first H in languages with downdrift, but downdrift sets a new “pitch ceiling” or “register” for all subsequent high tones.  Thus, a sequence HLHH is realized as 



����������

and not



����������

Downdrift is often indicated using an exclamation point.  In this kind of notation, the Krachi word for ‘frog’ seen earlier would be written:



ki(te(pi(na(!s((  



(Note that the exclamation mark, which is often raised or superscripted, comes before the syllable in which the downdrifted H occurs, and not between the onset of the syllable and the vowel.)



Although the exclamation point is often used, however, it is not the official IPA symbol, which is a downward arrow:



ki(te(pi(na((s((  



Descriptively, downdrift can be captured (and has been, in many accounts) using a rule like the following: 



H ( ( H / HL ___



Many writers have preferred however not to explicitly indicate downdrift at all in their transcriptions, but simply mention that it exists.  This is an entirely workable system, since the locations where downdrift will occur is entirely predictable, and the reader who is used to dealing with languages with downdrift will be able to tell where downdrift occurs even though it is not marked.



Exercise: Assuming that Dilo has downdrift, where would you put the downdrift symbols in the following Dilo utterance?



(Note: The downdrift symbol, whether an exclamation point or an arrow, is only used at the places where an actual lowering of a H relative to preceding H’s occurs.)



w(( da(a(li( ti(bu( (o(lo( si(la(a( ((na(a( ju(w(((((		‘One day a boy followed his mother to �						  the farm.’



It is important to realize that the effect of downdrift if cumulative: Every occurrence of downdrift (i.e. every time a fresh H occurs after sequences of L’s) leads to a further lowering of the H ceiling or register, e.g. HLHLH is realized as follows:



������������������

Note: This lowering or downdrift does not go on indefinitely, otherwise the speaker would soon get to the bottom of his/her pitch range.  Rather, the pitch level (register) of high tones is reset at certain intervals (roughly at every pause in the utterance).



Although it has not received as much attention, downdrifting of low tones is also very common, that is in a LHL sequence, the second L will be lower than the first.  Thus, in many languages with downdrift, a more accurate representation of an HLHLH sequence would be:



������������������������

It is something of an open question whether this downdrifting of low tones occurs in all languages with downdrift.  On the one hand, there are certainly many descriptions which mention only downdrifting of H and do not report downdrifting of L.  On the other hand, there are not many which say explicitly that downdrifting of L does not occur, and it may be that downdrifting of low tones is simply not as noticeable or striking as downdrifting of H.  Also, one would think that communication would be impaired if low tones did not lower to some degree.  (If low tones did not lower, the downdrifting of H tones would cause the interval between H and L to get smaller and smaller to the point where the difference between the two levels is no longer perceptible, leading to loss of an underlying contrast.)



Exercise: 



1. Try to draw the expected pitch contour for the Dilo utterance given above (repeated here).  Assume that low tones downdrift also.



w(( da(a(li( ti(bu( (o(lo( si(la(a( ((na(a( ju(w(((((



2. Try draw the expected pitch contour for the Igbo utterance below (again, assuming that low tones downdrift also).



(( na( a((wa( (((a( i(gwe(		‘he is trying to ride a bicycle’



Phonetically, a HLH sequence in a two-tone language with downdrift will sound very similar to a HLM sequence in a three-tone language.



Although downdrift is very common in two-tone languages, it appears to be quite rare in languages with three or more tones.  Hyman (1975) says that “virtually all tone languages exhibiting automatic downdrift have only two tones.”  He cites Yoruba, Ewe, Nupe, and Jukun as examples of three-tone languages which lack downdrift.



Question: Can you think of a reason why downdrift would lead to communication difficulties in a three-tone language?



(A downdrifted H tone would be potentially confused with mid.)



Lowering of final low tones



In addition to the tendency of low tones to downdrift (which may or may not occur in all languages in which high tone downdrifts), it is also extremely common to find [perhaps even in languages without downdrift, though I’m not sure] that a low tone occurring before pause will be realized as a fall (which starts low and goes still lower), rather than as a level low tone.



Gichode examples:	[Please draw in contours by hand - final L’s start at same level as�			preceding L, fall lower.]



d(((		‘rot’

�bu((		‘cover’

�t(a((((		‘exchange’�

p((b(((((:(	‘new’�

Downstep



In addition to cases in which a H is lowered following L (i.e. downdrift), many African languages exhibit cases in which H tones in certain words are lowered directly after a high tone.  This phenomenon, which is also transcribed using the downward arrow notation,  is called downstep (or sometimes “non-automatic downstep,” to clearly distinguish it from downdrift, which is sometimes called “automatic downstep”).  It is illustrated below with examples from Nawuri, in which the left column contains words with (L)HH patterns, the middle column words with the (L)H(H pattern we are primarily concerned with, and the right column contains words exhibiting a (L)HL pattern (rare in Nawuri except in loans):



��������������������g((�l((��t(a(a(�(pa(a(��g((m�p((���‘pot’	         			‘spider’			‘eraser’�





������������������������g((�ba(a(� bi(��ga(�bwi(�(bi(��l((((�ka(a(�k((��‘finger’			          ‘bird’			          ‘next day’





����������d((�(((��‘is farming’��	

Phonetically, a H(H sequence will sound very much like a HM sequence in a three-tone language.  There is no way to tell which you are dealing with just from the way it sounds.  This of course raises the question of how you can distinguish H(H from HM.



There are at least two ways:



1. Whereas mid tones in a three-tone language would be expected to occur in all positions within a word, downstepped high can generally occur only after another high tone. 



2. Just like downdrift, downstep sets a new ceiling or register for subsequent high tones.  Thus a high tone following a downstepped high tone will be at the same pitch level as the downstepped high:



��������H�(H�H��

Thus, a pitch contour like the following should not be found in a two-tone language with downstep:



��������H�(H�H��

If contours that sound like this do occur, it is therefore a sign that the middle tone is really M.



We can illustrate the fact that downstep lowers the ceiling for high tones by taking the Nawuri words ‘spider’ and ‘bird’ shown just above, and putting them before the definite article /m((/.



The results are 



������������t(a(a(�(pa(a(� m((��‘the spider’��





��������������ga(�bwi(�(bi(�m((��‘the bird’��





and not 





������������t(a(a(�(pa(a(� m((��‘the spider’��





��������������ge(�bwi(�(bi(�m((��‘the bird’��

Although downstep and downdrift might seem like very different phenomena, in that it looks as though only the latter is triggered by a L tone, there is actually a very close relationship between the two.  To begin with, it is very common for both to occur in the same language.  Second, the pitch interval between a downstepped H and the preceding H is often said to be the same as between a downdrifted H and the preceding H.  Third, there is a lot of evidence that downstep often develops historically from downdrift through the loss of the intervening low-toned syllable, as for example in the scenario shown below, where the middle vowel is lost historically:

 

  H   L  (H                     H L (H

    |     |    |                        |       |�CVCVCV	(	CVCCV



In some languages, there are also synchronic instances of this kind of process.



Note that although the vowel has been deleted in the second representation above, the L that was associated with it has not.  In cases like this, where downstep has arisen historically from downdrift via the loss of a L toned vowel, phonologists now generally assume that the L tone continues to exist in the synchronic phonological representation.  Even though it is not pronounced, its effect is still felt in the lowering (downstepping) of the following H tone.  Tones which are assumed to persist in a representation without being associated with any vowel are called “floating tones.”



While we will not be able to go into all of the arguments for positing floating tones here, notice that one consequence of assuming (as is now generally assumed) that downstep is caused by a floating L tone is that the lowering associated with downstep can be carried out by the same rule needed for downdrift, i.e. the one presented earlier, H ( (H / L __H.  Since the same rule is responsible for the lowering that takes place in both cases, we have a natural explanation for why it is that the actual degree of lowering is the same (if this is in fact true).



Tone Stability



When a vowel is deleted in an African tone language, it often happens that the tone that was associated with that vowel is not deleted, but remains behind, showing up on a neighboring vowel.  This may take place in one of two ways.  One possibility is that the tone of the deleted vowel can combine with the tone of a neighboring vowel to form a contour tone.  This possibility is attested for example in Igede (Bergman 1971 JWAL), as seen in the following examples.  (Note that these involve compensatory lengthening.)



be(  ((k((		(	b((:k((			‘to chop a shout (to shout)’

w((a(		(	wa( (:  (H-M fall)	‘to boil them’

t(( a(ha(		(	ta(:ha(			‘sweep traveling’ (gloss uncertain)

o(je( o(:kpo(kpo(	(	o(jo( (::kpo(kpo(		‘one bicycle’

du(  i(ju( 		(	di( (ju(			‘to harvest yams’



The other possibility is that the tone of the deleted vowel displaces the tone of some neighboring vowel.  This happens in certain cases in Yoruba, as shown in the following examples:



wa( o(wo(	(	wo(wo(			‘look for money’

ni( o(ko(		(	no(ko(			‘at the farm’

e(we( ki( e(we(	(	e(we(ke(we(		‘any leaf at all’



In all of these examples, the mid tone that is underlyingly present on the word-initial vowel (the one that is not deleted) simply disappears, being replaced by the high tone of the deleted vowel. 



If however the displaced tone in Yoruba is a L tone, it will not simply disappear without a trace, but will manifest its presence by causing following H (or M) tone (if there is one) to be downstepped:



wa( ((k((		(	w(( (k((			‘look for education’�wa( ((n((		(	w((n((			‘look for knowledge’

ji(  ((b((		(	j(( (b((			‘steal a knife’



[Note the fact that that M vanishes without a trace has been taken as evidence that M is underlyingly unspecified in Yoruba.  Not only does a M that is displaced by a surviving tone not show up, as in the first set of Yoruba examples above, but the M tone of a deleted vowel is not preserved, i.e. M tones fail to show a stability effect:



j((  a(j((		(	ja(j((			‘resemble a witch’

ra(  ((g((d((	( 	r((g((d((			‘buy bananas’



This is further evidence that M’s are in some sense simply the absence of any tone.]



The phenomenon in which the tone of a deleted vowel shows up on a neighboring vowel (whether it displaces the tone of this vowel or combines with it to form a contour) is known as tone stability.  Tone stability has been taken as evidence that tones are not really features of vowels on a par with vowel features like [round], [back] etc., but are in some sense separate segments.  (If the tones were actually part of the vowel, then they should be deleted along with the vowel.  The fact that they remain shows that they have a certain autonomous existence.)  This led to the development, in the mid 70’s, of a theory known as autosegmental phonology, in which certain features like tone are viewed as “autosegmental” or “suprasegmental” in that they are not part of the segment but occupy a separate tier or level of representation from the segments themselves.  Examples of this kind of representation (which we saw earlier in connection with contour tones) are shown below:



H                                        L   H                                 H  L

 (                                          \  /                                     \  /

 u    (u with high tone)		i   (i with rising tone)	      a   (L with falling tone)



[Exercise: Try to represent some of the Igede and Yoruba examples autosegmentally. Can you come up with rules (in prose) to account for these data?]



Tone Spreading



Just as consonants and vowels often undergo assimilation processes, for example a voiceless consonant may become voiced when adjacent to a voiced consonant, so tones undergo assimilation as well, for example a H-toned vowel may become L-toned next to a L-toned vowel in a preceding or following syllable, or a L-toned vowel may become H-toned next to a H-toned vowel.  When this happens, we say that a tone spreads onto a neighboring tone-bearing unit.  In a two-tone language, spreading processes can be divided into four basis types:



H spreading leftward

H spreading rightward

L spreading leftward

L spreading rightward



(We will see below that there are other ways of classifying spreading as well, so that these four basic types can be subdivided into further types.  Also, a three-tone language will of course have two other possible types: M spreading left, and M spreading right.)



Exercise: What types of spreading are illustrated by each of the following data sets? How do examples 1c and 1d provide evidence that contour tones in Ejagham are best analyzed as sequences of level tones?  Can you explain the presence of the downsteps in the Anuf( examples?



[Note - Anuf( is hard.]



1. Ejagham (Grassfields Bantu, Watters 1997)



a. /a(ko(  e(go(me(	/	(	a(ko( e(go(me(		‘she should take the plantain’

b. /e(ka(t i( n((a(m/	(	e(ka(ti(n((a(m		‘the foot of the animal’

c. /ka(  n(ju(/		(	ka(n(ju(			‘in the house / at the house’

d. /e(ya( m(bi(n/		(	e(ya(m(bi(n		‘your own farms’



2. Ngizim (Chadic, Schuh 1978 as cited in Snider 1988)



a. /gu(b((s ba(i(/		(	gu(b((sba(i(		‘it’s not a warthog’

b. /ma(ri( ba(i(/		(	ma(ri(ba(i(		‘it’s not a beard’



3. Pasale (Gur, Ghana, Nkrumah 1995)



a. /n((-du(wo(ri(bo(ro(/	(	n((du(wo(ri(bo(ro(		‘boat’�b. /n((-pu(wo(/		(	n((pu(wo(		‘current of water’�c. /n((-vi(:/		(	n((vi(:			?

d. /s(((-vi(:/		(	s(((vi(:			?�e. /da(:-ja(bo(ro(/		(	da(:ja(bo(ro(		board for carrying firewood



4.  Anuf( (Kwa, Ghana, Adjekum et. al. 1993)



a. /(( t(a(a(/		(	(( (t(a(a(			‘his dog’

b. /a(fa(-m(/		(	a( (fa(m(			‘pigs’

c. /ji(sa(-n(-nu(/		(	ji((sa(n(nu(		‘inside the compound’



Tone spreading process processes can also vary in terms of how many vowels they affect.  A bounded spreading process is one in which spreading affects only the closest tone-bearing unit (vowel or syllable), i.e. a process in which spreading proceeds only one TBU leftward or rightward.  The examples above are all cases of bounded spreading.



An unbounded spreading process is one which is iterative, proceeding leftward or rightward over some longer stretch, till it affects every tone-bearing unit within some domain (e.g. word or phrase).  An example of unbounded spreading is found in Nawuri, in which an underlying H-tone on a noun prefix will spread all the way to the end of the word:



/o(-wu((a(/		(	o(wu((a(		‘chief’

/gi(-le(m(bi((i(/		(	gi(le(m(bi(ri(	‘black object’  (cf. le(m(bi((i( ‘black’)

/gi(-te(n(te(m(bi((i(/	(	gi(te(n(te(m(bi((i(	‘darkness’



Spreading can also be categorized as partial or complete.  In complete spreading, the spreading tone displaces the tone of the TBU onto which it spreads entirely.  The examples we have seen so far have mostly been of this sort.  In partial spreading, the spreading tone does not displace the underlying tone, but combines with it to form a contour tone, e.g. /H L/ ( H H-L, /L H/ ( L L-H.



Examples (Gwari, Hyman 1975):



/o(kpa(/		(	o(kpa(	‘length’

/su(kNu(/	(	su(ku(	(second vowel nasalized) ‘bone’



Question: Would the Nawuri examples given above be considered complete spreading, or partial spreading?



Rule Formalism



In the theory of autosegmental phonology, partial spreading is indicated simply by adding an association (indicated by a dotted line) between a tone and the vowel onto which spreading occurs:



�H  L�     (�    V



Complete spreading involves a slightly more complicated rule, which both adds an association line and delinks the original tone (indicated by drawing a short horizontal line through the original association line):



�H  L�     (�     V
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Syntax



Word order



Languages families / subfamilies usually have characteristic word orders for clauses and phrases.



At the level of the clause (simple sentence), it is customary (since Greenberg 1966) to classify languages according to the relative order in which subject (S), verb (V), and Object (O) normally occur.  (We say “normally” because many languages permit more than one order under certain conditions.  Even English, in which the normal order is clearly Subject-Verb-Object, has instances where other orders are possible, especially in more “poetic” speech, e.g. A sad day it was, where the order is OSV.)  



There are six logically possible orders of these three elements:



SVO

SOV

VSO

VOS

OSV

OVS



Not all of these logically possible orders are well-attested in actual languages.  The orders OVS and OSV are extremely rare.



Distribution of clause word orders in Africa [source: Gregersen 1977]



SVO, the same order as English, is by far the most common word order throughout Africa.  It is found in most Niger-Congo languages, and many, if not most, Nilo-Saharan, languages.  Within Afro-Asiatic, SVO is characteristic of Chadic languages.  Languages with this word order include Fulani, Yoruba, Zulu, Luganda, Hausa, Shilluk (Nilo-Saharan), Songhai.



SOV occurs regularly in Cushitic and Semitic (both Afro-Asiatic), and Khoisan.  It is also found in Kanuri (Nilo-Saharan).



VSO “is found regularly in” three branches of Afro-Asiatic: Egyptian, Berber, and Semitic.  (“The occurrence of SOV in African Semitic languages (i.e. Ethiopic) mentioned above may be due to the influence of neighboring Cushitic speaking groups.” -- Gregersen)  VSO is rare in Africa outside Afro-Asiatic: it does however occur in certain Nilotic languages, e.g. Nandi, Maasai, Lotuho.



There is one apparent case in Africa of OSV word order, which is exceedingly rare in languages of the world: Mamvu (Nilo-Saharan, Central Sudanic).



What was Proto Niger-Congo word order?



Within Niger-Congo, the predominant order is SVO, as already mentioned.   SOV order is however found in Ijo and Mande (with some variation).  There are also traces of SOV word order in other Niger-Congo languages (for example in certain constructions).  This raises the question of what the original word order (in Proto-Niger-Congo) was.  Arguments have been made in support of both SVO and SOV.  (See Williamson 1989 for discussion.)  



Phrase word order



Languages also vary as to their characteristic word order within phrases.  



Exercise: (1) Based on the following data, figure out the order of these same elements within the noun phrase in Nawuri.  (2) Make a list of every word in the data with its English meaning (gloss).  (3) What is the word order of the clause in Nawuri? (4) How would you say ‘the two white trees’ in Nawuri?



oyu m( t(( gas(		‘the tree fell to the ground’

oyu t(( gas(			‘a tree fell to the ground’

(t((( m( k(( oyu lala		‘the woman is looking for the big tree’

naat( fufuli m( d( gas(		‘the white cow is lying on the ground’

ba k(( (naat( ((( m(		‘they are looking for the two cows’

ba k(( (t((( m(			‘they are looking for the woman’

(t((( m( k(( naat( fufuli	‘the woman is looking for the white cow’

ba s( (naat( fufuli (((		‘they have two white cows’

iyu t(( gas(			‘Some trees fell to the ground’



The noun phrase in Nawuri has the following internal order: Noun + Adjective + Number + Determiner.  This is the exact mirror image of the order in English.  Languages like Nawuri, in which the noun comes first, are said to have head-initial NP order.  (The noun is the head of the NP; the other words are said to be modifiers of the noun.)  Noun phrases in English are head-final.  



The head-initial N+A+Num+Det order found in Nawuri is very common in African languages.  Other languages with this order include Fulani, Swahili, and Yoruba.  



A slightly different head-initial order, N+Det+Num+Adj is attested but rare in African languages according to Gregersen 1977 (no examples given).



Head-final NP word order is rarer in African languages than head-initial order.  Languages with head-final order include Ijo, Efik, Amharic, Sidamo, and Nama (Khoisan).



Maasai has a somewhat different order (presumably not common), in which demonstratives precede the head noun while adjectives follow.



Possessives



In some African languages possessive pronouns precede the noun they modify, as in the Nawuri examples below.  (Note that in Nawuri there is no distinct form for possessive pronouns.  There is one form for subject pronouns, and one form for direct & indirect objects, possessives, and everything else.)



m( g(s(b(ta		‘my sandal’

me sandal



f(     g(w((((	‘your hat’

you   hat



m( naat(		‘his cow’

he  cow



an(   t(aas(		‘our chicken’

us     chicken



fan(         t((maa	‘your (pl.) neighbor’

you (pl.)  neighbor



bam(  ad(i-t(		‘their food’

them   food



The same order holds when the possessor is a full noun or noun phrase:



(((( g(s(b(ta		‘man’s sandal’

owu(a g(w((((	‘chief’s hat’

(f( naat(		‘stranger’s cow’

(d((p( t(aas(		‘farmer’s chicken’

omelensipu t((maa	‘fool’s neighbor’

at((( ad(i-t(		‘women’s food’



Some other languages in which possessor precedes possessed: Ijo, Nubian, Ewe, Nupe, Songhai, Akan, Nama.



In other languages, the order is just the reverse, i.e. the possessor follows the possessed.  This is illustrated in the Hausa examples below (from Burquest 1989 SAL):



gidan 		       mutum		‘man’s compound’

compound-POSS.  man



kan	          	      mutum		‘man’s head’

head-POSS.           man



Other languages of this type include Berber, Fulani, Shilluk, Efik, Kresh, Iraqw.



In some languages, possessive NP’s involve an overt “associative,” or “linking” element.  This type of morpheme fills the same kind of functions as the word of in English phrases like car of the teacher (car belonging to the teacher).  (Presumably these associative markers can also signal more abstract meanings, beyond literal possession, just like in English man of the year etc.)



Example: Mundani (Grassfields Bantu, Cameroon, Elizabeth Parker University of Reading M.A. thesis) has an associative marker /a/ or /e/ [with the choice of allomorph determined by ATR harmony?] that occurs between the two nouns in a possessive construction:



ani     e   lu		‘husband’s knife’

knife of  husband



an(   e    lu		‘husband’s bird’

bird   of  husband



aka   a    lu		‘husband’s leg’

leg    of  husband



a(g(      a    lu		‘husband’s plantain’

plantain  of  husband



ani     e   we		‘your knife’

knife of  you



an(   e    we		‘your bird’

bird   of  you



aka   a    we		‘your leg’

leg    of  you



a(g(      a    we	‘your plantain’

plantain  of  you



[Note: the vowel of the associative marker in the above examples is usually elided, with compensatory lengthening of the adjacent vowel.  Its tone is preserved, showing up on the preceding vowel.]



As in other languages, possessives in African languages often indicate more than literal possession, but may signal a range of more abstract meanings as well.



Alienable vs. inalienable possession 



In many African languages, certain nouns, especially kinship nouns, cannot occur in isolation, but only in possessive contexts.  In Nawuri, for example, the words /s(/ ‘father’ and /(ii/ ‘mother’ can only occur possessed:



Acceptable



n-s(		‘my father’		(-(ii		‘my mother’

f( s(		‘your father’		fu (ii		‘your mother’

(-s(		‘his/her father’		o-(ii		‘his/her mother’�bam( s(	‘their father’		bam( (ii	‘their mother’

owu(a m( s(   ‘the chief’s father’	owu(a m( (ii	‘the chief’s mother’



Unacceptable



*s( m(		‘the father’

*(ii m(	‘the mother’



Nouns of this sort, which can only occur possessed, are called inalienable nouns.



Languages with inalienable nouns often have two different ways of forming possessives, one which occurs with inalienable nouns, and one which occurs with alienable nouns.  This is the case to a limited extent in Nawuri, where the first person singular possessive used with the inalienable nouns /s(/ ‘father’ and /(ii/ ‘mother’ in the example above is a homorganic syllabic nasal.  This way of marking first singular possession is only found in Nawuri with this handful of inalienable nouns (all kinship terms).  With all other nouns, the form of the pronoun is /m(/, as we saw in the examples given earlier.  (Contrast n-s( ‘my father’ (*m( s() with m( g(s(b(ta ‘my sandal’ (*n�g(s(b(ta).) Similarly, the third person singular possessive pronoun used with inalienables, /o/, differs from the ordinary (alienable) possessive pronoun, which is /m(/.  [It is interesting that the alienable possessive pronouns are the same as the ordinary non-subject pronouns, while the inalienable ones are the same as the subject pronouns, cf. [n-su] ‘I cried’, [o-su], ‘he/she cried’.  Since in the second person singular and third person plural the subject and non-subject pronouns have the same forms, viz. /f(/ and /bam(/, there is no overt distinction between alienable and inalienable possession in these examples.]



Where a language has two different forms for marking possession like this, the one used with alienable nouns is called the alienable possessive, and the one used with inalienable nouns is called the alienable possessive.



Whether a given noun will be treated as alienable or inalienable is not arbitrary, but is based on semantic criteria.  Inalienable nouns are inherently “possessed” in some sense as part of their meaning.  This shows up clearly with kinship terms: A father is only a father if he is the father of someone, i.e. there is an inherent “inalienable” relationship involved.  Another type of noun that is often treated by a language as inalienable (though not in Nawuri) is body parts.  Here again, this is a type of “possession” which is inherent--a nose or eye is not something that can ordinarily change owners.



In Nawuri, there are very few inalienable nouns (‘father’, ‘mother’ are perhaps one or two others).  In some other African languages there are a great many.  Also, whereas an overt distinction between alienable and inalienable possession in Nawuri shows up only in certain persons (1st and 3rd singular), the distinction is much more widespread and productive in some other African languages.



Example: In Ngiti (Nilo-Saharan, Central Sudanic, Lojenga 1994), there is a substantial number of body part nouns, kinship terms, and other nouns that cannot occur in isolation but must be possessed, including the following:



adzi		‘back’

d(		‘head’

b(		‘ear’

ago		‘liver’

da		‘tongue’



aba 		‘father’

akpa		‘husband’

avh(		‘sister’

iya		‘mother’

ive		‘wife’



b(		‘leaf’		(inherently “possessed” by the plant to which it belongs)

dh(		‘joy’

ali		‘large quantity of something’

b(b(		‘rumor’

hu		‘surface of something’

(dh(		‘first fruits’

pb(d(		‘corner’

(pb(		‘branch’

ka		‘feather’



In N + N possessive constructions, a possessed inalienable noun simply follows the other noun; there is no overt possessive marker:



kama d(		‘chief’s head’

chief  head



nzonzo   avh(		‘children’s sister’

children  sister



alungbe  d(		‘monkey’s head’

monkey  head



a((       ka		‘chicken feather’

chicken  feather



When the possessed noun is alienable, on the other hand, an overt possessive marker (of which there are several, including /bha/ and /t(/) intervenes between the two nouns:



kama  bha     dza		‘the chief’s house’   (cf. ‘chief’s head’ above)

chief  POSS house



nzonzo  t(       mb(r(		‘the children’s clothes’

children POSS clothes



ikyi   bha      m(h(r(		‘the rope(s) for the cow’

cow  POSS  rope



ipir(nga  t(         dha		‘water of life’

water      POSS  life



[To some degree, /t(/ is the plural counterpart of /bha/:  /t(/ is used when the possessing noun is plural.  This is only an approximation however; the actual facts are more complicated.  In addition to /bha/ and /t(/, there are several other possessive markers which are not illustrated here.]



When the possessor is a pronoun, the inalienably-possessed noun usually precedes (the possessive pronoun is, in most person-number combinations, a suffix):



afi-du 		‘my heart’

heart-my



a((-ka		‘our aunts’

aunts-our



da-du		‘my tongue’

tongue-my



(ts(-n(	‘your hands’

hands-your (sg.)



When on the other hand the noun is alienable, the possessive pronoun does not follow the possessed noun, but rather precedes it.  Another difference is that the actual forms of the possessive pronouns are different (i.e. Ngiti has distinct sets of possessive pronouns for alienable and inalienable nouns):



pbaka  ikyi			‘my cow’   (cf. ‘my heart’ above)

my      cow



faka obhi			‘our knife’

our   knife



pbaka  mbara			‘my arrow’

my       arrow







Given that inalienable nouns cannot occur in isolation, apart from a possessor, what happens when someone wants to refer to a concept like ‘head’ without having a particular person’s head in mind? 



In this case, a kind of ‘dummy’ (in the sense of conveying little real semantic content) possessor noun is used: /al(/ ‘person’ or /dhu/ ‘thing’.



al(-d(		head (of person)	

person-head					

						

dhu-d(		head (of animal)

thing-head



al(-bi		ear (or person)	

person-ear



dhu-bi		ear (of animal)

thing-ear



Although most nouns in Ngiti will be invariably either alienable or inalienable, there are a few nouns which can be treated as either, i.e. which form their possessives in either way.  Examples:



noun�inalienable possessive�alienable possessive��dada      ‘elder sister’�dada-du  ‘my elder sister’�pbaka dada ‘my elder sister’��kadza    ‘cousin’�khadza-du   ‘my cousin’�pbaka kadza  ‘my cousin’��(s(         ‘saliva’�(s(-du  ‘my saliva’�pbaka (s(   ‘my saliva’��

In these examples, there is no difference in meaning that results from the choice of possessive construction.  With certain other nouns that can take either alienable or inalienable possession, however, there is a difference in meaning between the two.  Some examples are shown below:



noun�inalienable possessive�alienable possessive��az(      ‘male in-law’�az(-du    ‘my brother-in-law’�pbaka az(    ‘my son-in-law’��adha   ‘jealousy’ / ‘co-wife’�adha-du  ‘my co-wife’�pbaka adha  ‘my jealousy’��adz(    ‘earth, soil’�adz(-du   ‘my grave’�pbaka adz(   ‘my soil’��

Prepositions and postpositions



Many African languages have postpositions rather than prepositions.  Postpositions perform the same functions as prepositions, i.e. they have the same “meanings.”  They differ only in that they come after the noun phrase rather than before it:



English: in the room��Nawuri: obu    m(  t(  	‘in the room’�               room the  in�

There are also many African languages that have prepositions.  In fact, there is an interesting correlation between having prepositions / postpositions and the relative order of possessed and possessor nouns.  Languages in which the possessor follows the possessed (e.g. book my, rather than my book) generally (“almost always,” according to Gregersen), have prepositions.  Languages in which the possessor precedes the possessed (i.e. the same order as in English) generally have postpositions.   Thus, all of the languages listed earlier as having possessor following possessed, i.e. Berber, Fulani, Shilluk, Hausa, Efik, Kresh, Iraqw, have prepositions, while all of the languages listed earlier as having possessor before possessed (Ijo, Nubian, Ewe, Nupe, Songhai, Akan, Nama) have postpositions.



A partial explanation for this correlation may have to do with the historical origin of postpositions.  We can get a feel for this by taking a closer look at postpositions in Nawuri.



Exercise: (1) Find the meanings of all the words in the data below. (2) Can you suggest what words the Nawuri postpositions may have developed from historically? (3) Based on your answer to (2), and what we already know about the relative order of possessed and possessor in Nawuri, can you explain why it is that Nawuri has postpositions rather than prepositions?



(-kpamp( ga-maa	‘hunter’s back’ / ‘behind the hunter’

(n-(m(( ga-maa	‘after these things (happened)’ 

o-bu ga-maa		‘behind the house’



m( (-t(		‘his stomach’

ba-m( (-t(		‘their stomachs’

(-b( t(			‘in the hole’

obu t(			‘in the room’



ga-s( ga-n(m((	‘this land/ground’

l(((( ga-s(		‘under the truck’

l(((( s(		‘on the truck’

o-yu as(		‘near the truck’



f( s(			‘your father’

fu (ii			‘your mother’

(kpamp( gud(o	‘hunter’s yam’

owu(a	gud(o		‘chief’s yam’



Nawuri postpositions seem to have developed mainly from two sources: (1) body part nouns (/(-t(/ ‘stomach’, /ga-maa/ ‘back’), and (2) nouns referring to locations (/ga-s(/ ‘ground’).  [Note: /as(/ ‘near’ is probably also from /ga-s(/ ‘ground’, /s(/ ‘on’ is possibly from /g(-s(/ ‘ear’.]  So for example a phrase like /afiti(i t(/ ‘in the grass’ is etymologically ‘stomach of room’ or ‘room’s stomach’.   Note that in some cases both meanings are still available, e.g. /(kpamp( gamaa/ can mean either ‘hunter’s back’ or ‘behind the hunter’.  (On the other hand /obu gamaa/ can presumably only mean ‘behind the room’, since rooms do not have literal backs.)  This being the case, it is clear why Nawuri has postpositions.  These words where originally possessed body part / locative nouns, and since possessed nouns follow the possessor in Nawuri, these words originally came second and continued to do so even though their meaning changed (presumably over a long period of time) and they assumed more of an abstract, grammatical function in place of (or in addition to) their original literal meanings as nouns.



This same type of explanation has been proposed (Heine 1980) for the existence of postpositions in Ewe.  It may be that similar facts in other languages can explain the general tendency of languages with the possessor-possessed order to have postpositions, and conversely for languages with possessed-possessor order to have prepositions.  At the very least, the tendency for post- (and pre-) positions to arise from body part and locative nouns in African languages is certainly widespread.  (It is found for example in Kru languages, according to Marchese 1989.)



Ewe examples (Heine 1980):



ati   megbe		‘behind the tree’	(literally ‘tree’s back’)

tree “back”



x(       me		‘in the house’		(literally ‘house’s interior’)

house interior



[For more examples see: Heine, Bernd. 1989. Adpositions in African Languages.  Linguistique Africaine 2.77-127.  I think Welmers also discusses this.]



Passive [source: Gregersen]



Many African languages lack a true passive.  In Nawuri, for example, the closest thing to a passive sentence is an active sentence with the third person plural subject pronoun used without clear reference, e.g. the closest thing to “the dog was sold” is “they sold the dog,” where ‘they’ need not have a clear referent in the context.



Examples:



ba   m(( m(			‘they killed him’ / ‘he was killed’

they kill  him



ba   man y(g( n((  (    ba	‘they didn’t let her to come’ / ‘she wasn’t allowed to come’

they not let    that she come



Similar situations are said to hold in Hausa, Coptic, Luo, and probably many other languages.  



Other African languages do have passive constructions, e.g. Ijo, Shilluk, many Bantu languages.  The ways in which the passive is formed in these languages will not however be exactly the same as in English -- no African language seems to use an auxiliary verb like English be -- but will involve other devices.  In Ijo, for example, the change is signaled primarily by tone, cf. kori-mi ‘catch’ (LMM), kori-mi ‘be caught’ (LHH).  [These are the only examples I have.  Presumably there are more in Williamson’s grammar: Williamson, Kay. 1965. A grammar of the Kolokuma dialect of Ijo. (West African Language Monographs, 2) Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.]



Frequency of verbs



If one were to count the number of verbs in a narrative text in most African (or at least Niger-Congo) languages, and compare this with the number of verbs in an English text of comparable size and content, the African text would probably contain a higher number of verbs.  Many concepts which are generally expressed by adjectives in European languages are expressed by verbs in African languages.  Consider for example the following English sentences:



He is fat.

He is old.

It is red

It is broken.

It is thin.

They are numerous.



Each of these sentences has the form Pronoun + copula + adjective.  In many African languages, these same meanings would be expressed using only verbs, with no adjectives.  This is the case for example in Nawuri:



( k((((		‘he is fat’	(k(((( = verb meaning ‘be fat’)

( b(l(		‘he is old’	(b(l(    = verb meaning ‘become old/mature’)

g( pay((	‘it is red’	(pay(( = verb meaning ‘become red’)

g( (iita		‘it is broken’	((iita =  verb meaning ‘become broken/spoiled’)

g( w(l(t(	‘it is thin’	(w(l(t( = verb meaning ‘be thin’)

ba t((		‘they are numerous’ (t(( = verb meaning ‘be numerous’)



At the same time, Nawuri does have a small number of true adjectives, e.g. /lala/ ‘big, /lembi(i/ ‘black, /fufuli/ ‘white’.



Despite the fact that the verbs in the above list of examples convey meanings which are conveyed by adjectives in some other languages, we can tell they are verbs rather than adjectives in Nawuri because (1) They take tone patterns which are characteristic of verbs, not adjectives.  (2) They can occur in positions in which other (unambiguous) verbs occur (cf. ( k((( ‘he is fat’ with ( ba ‘he came’).  Genuine adjectives like /fufuli/ cannot occur in these positions, e.g. one cannot say *( fufuli ‘he is white’; instead the correct form is ( d(( fufuli, in which d(( is a copula like English ‘is’.  (3) These verbs cannot occur in positions reserved for adjectives, e.g. one cannot say, *( d(( k(((( ‘he is fat.’



It is also common for verbs to fill functions which are filled by adverbs in English:



English: He came again.	(‘again’ is an adverb)



Nawuri: o  bwii     ba		(bwii is a verb, cf. o bwii gewu ‘he returned to the house’)�             he return  come



Other examples with bwii:



N bwii    naa fwaala owu(a	‘I went and greeted the chief again’�I   return go  greet  chief



ba    bwii    kpe k(ta((		‘They went to Kitare again’

they return go   Kitare



Serial verbs



Most languages, including English, do not ordinarily permit sequences of two immediately adjacent main verbs, with no intervening NP.



(Can you think of an exception where this does happen in English?  What about let’s go eat?)



Such sequences, known as serial verbs, are however permitted in many West African languages, especially of the Kwa family and some branches of Benue-Congo (they are found for example in Yoruba).  We have already seen a few instances of serial verbs in the Nawuri examples above (e.g. bwii kpe ‘return go’).  Here are some from other languages: 



Yoruba examples:  [Note: In all Yoruba examples, I have replaced the standard orthographic symbols (with the dots under the vowels) with IPA.  The same is true of Ebira examples given later.]



Ade sun    p(			‘Ade slept for a long time’

Ade sleep  endure



eso   naa  sare  hu		‘the seed germinated fast’

seed  the  run  grow



Olu sunkun de      ile		‘Olu wept until he reached home’

Olu weep    reach house



Edo examples:  [some phonetic symbols changed due to lack of font character]



ozo rul( le      e(a   re		‘Ozu quickly cooked and ate’

Ozo run cook food eat



(  digw( ri(ya ira		‘he knelt and begged them’

he knelt  beg     them



The above examples all involve only two verbs in sequence.  It is also possible to have three or more verbs in direct sequence, as in the following Nawuri examples [taken from Casali 1995 JWAL paper]:



(        ba     taa    sa    m(       g(b(		‘he came and gave it to his family’�(s)he  come take  give  his/her family� �(       t((   taa    waa   (p(   sa     bam( 	‘he cut it and made soup for them’

(s)he cut   take  do     soup give  them��ba     k(ta    ni(    t((     f(l(( t(		‘they grabbed it and pushed it into the fire’�they  catch  push  throw fire    in	 �

f(l(         s(l(  ba      loo     l((  t(		‘the antelope ran and entered the river’�antelope run  come enter  river in	 ��a(   k(s((   faa     kpe  bembe	‘we got up and crossed to the opposite shore’�we  arise      cross  go   opposite-shore	



Unfortunately, the term “serial verb” is something of a misnomer, since what we actually find in these languages are not just sequences of adjacent verbs, but adjacent verb phrases which may contain direct and indirect objects.  Thus, a more accurate term might be “serial verb phrases.” 

(Note that a “verb phrase” consists of a verb plus a following noun phrase (if any) or postpositional phrase (if any), i.e. direct and indirect objects are considered by most linguists to be part of the verb phrase.)

Nawuri examples: [Casali 1995 JWAL]

taa   deebi sa    m(			‘bring me a knife’�take  knife  give me�

ba   taa   mf(l( waa   (t(u   m( t(	‘they took salt and put it in the water’�they take salt     do     water the  in�

(       k(s((  y(         m(       (kpat(aa  taa    sa    m(       mbii

(S)he arise    sharpen his/her  machetes take  give his/her children�‘he got up and sharpened his machetes and gave them to his children’



ba   ma(  ((    gunu( waa gapal( (p(�they not    get   meat   do    fufu    soup�‘they didn’t get meat to make soup for the fufu.’



Ebira examples: [Adive 1989]



oke  (   s(    ((a   t(   (r(s( aga		‘Oke put the load on the chair’

Oke he take load  put on      chair



oke  (   s(    amu g(     (c(			‘Oke hung the cap on the tree’

Oke he take cap  hang tree



oke  (   h(   uye   r(				‘Oke bought meat and ate it’

Oke he buy meat eat



ize  (    vw( (ka  v(				‘Ize cooked uka and brought it’

Ize she cook uka  come



Yoruba examples:  [Bamgbose, Studies in African Linguistics]



olu  gbe   aga    l( ile				‘Olu carried a chair home’

Olu carry chair go house



olu  mu    (ti    yo				‘Olu drank and got drunk’

Olu drink wine be-drunk



[Notice here also the use of a verb ‘be-drunk’, where English uses an adjective ‘drunk’.]



dup(  fa    as(    mi ya				‘Dup( tore my dress’

Dup( pull dress my tear



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Exercise:  Underline all of the serial verb (or serial verb phrase) constructions in the following Nawuri folktale.



[Note: transcription is largely orthographic, e.g. ky = [t(], gy = [d(].  Although /naa/ could be roughly translated ‘go’, I have glossed it as AUX to make it clear that it is not a regular independent verb, hence a naa + verb sequence is not really a serial construction, although this sequence may itself be part of a larger sequence that does constitute a SVC.]



M( gIsIrIkpan  I         tE.  NII  Dekereke   bU     t(.       NII Kyaapaa bU     t(

my story         PROG sit  and  chameleon LOC  there   and  spider    LOC   there



NII owii     ba      loo    bamU.  Ba   man bIla  bee              nyi     ntIn    mU nII

and thorns  come  enter them    they not again they-PROG know places  the that



ba    nyE agyi-t� gyi.  NII  ba    kUsUU loo    agyi-t� gigyi.    NII ba

they get  food     eat    and they get-up enter food     eating    and they



naa     s�� akyenbee kotoku.  Ba  maa   yE          t� mU,                      nII   �

AUX  buy corn         sack       they when proceed at SUBORDINATE and (s)he 



kUmaa taa   mU       lEE   naa      duu.  Dekereke  taa    mU  lEE   naa     duu

every   take his/her own  AUX   plant  chameleon take  his   own AUX  plant



sibiri          t�.  NII Kyaapaa taa   mU  lEE  naa       duu akyarinbuu    t�.

sandy-loam at   and spider     take his  own AUX   plant rocky-soil(?) at



NII Kyaapaa lEE    kpini i          wu.  NII Dekereke   lEE   kpini m��               I

and spider     own all      PROG die    and chameleon own all      CONTRAST PROG



kUsUU bii     sU   kpiri kpiri kpiri.   (  k�    Kyaapaa.  NII Kyaapaa ba      t�wI  Dekereke

rise-up ripen on   fine (ideophone)   it pain spider        and spider    come say    chameleon



yE,  "FU  nyi     ganan   mU nII   fi    biti  fU   waa gE  fu     akyenbee anImUU

that  you know manner the that you FUT you do  so   your corn         this



a                  waa gaa?   Dan                  yE          Ikpakyaa sa    fu     nbii      gE

CONCORD do   much  INTENSIFIER sharpen machetes give your children so



fan        dan                   (ElI akenbee anImUU.  Gudu gudu nII   i biti    I s�yII.

you-PL INTENSIFIER cut   corn      this          ten      ten    that it FUT it sprout



Ganan   kUmaa nII  fi     biti   nII   i biti    I s�yII." NII Dekereke  kUsUU   yE         mU

manner all        that you want that it FUT it grow   and chameleon rise-up  sharpen his



Ikpakyaa  taa   sa    mU      nbii.      NII ba    (ElI. Ba    tEE       (ElI nkyan nny�

machetes take give his       children and they cut    they already cut   row   two



lUwI, gE ba   (ElI gIsasapU, nII  mU  bi       galUwI-asI mU yE,

finish so they cut  third        and his  child   youngest    the say



"A            yEgI gUkUlUn gInImUU.  Any� anImUU gbaa a    waa an  biti   a

we-SBJN leave the-one  this           two   these     even we do    we FUT we-SBJN



waa  kpInI, gUkUlUn  gI             man  waa I man gyI sEhn."    NII mU sI       yE   ba    yIlI.

do    fail      the-one   CONCORD not   do   it not  be  anything and his father say they stop



Free translation: Here is my story.  Chameleon is there, and Spider is there.  And thorns came upon them (their farms?).  They were running out of food to eat.  They got up and ate.  Then they went and bought sacks of corn.  Everyone proceeded to plant their own corn.  Chameleon planted his in sandy loam, but Spider planted his in rocky soil.  All of Spider’s corn died, but Chameleon’s grew beautifully.  It made Spider jealous.  Then Spider said to Chameleon, “Do you know what you should do so that your corn will grow really well?  Give your children machetes and cut all the corn down.  Then it will grow plentifully.  However you want it to grow, it will grow.”  So Chameleon got up and sharpened machetes and gave them to his children, and they cut the corn.  They had already cut two rows and were about to cut the third, when Chameleon’s youngest child said, “Let’s leave this one.  These two we’ve done have not produced anything, this last one is not going to do anything either.”  And his father told them to stop.



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------



In African languages which have them, serial verbs are often exceedingly common.  In fact serial verbs constitute the normal way of expressing many concepts that would be expressed by other means in English.  This means that in order to learn to speak one of these languages well, it is absolutely imperative to learn to use serial verbs.



Semantics of serial verbs



One of the concepts that is very often expressed using serial verbs in languages which permit this type of construction is that of bringing.  Usually this is expressed by means of a sequence take...come.



Nawuri examples:



ba    taa   afiti(i m( ba				‘they brought the grass’

they take grass  the come



taa   (w(l( m( ba					‘bring the book’

take book  the come



n biti  n taa   afulee  m( ba				‘I will bring the money’

I FUT I take money the come



taa   ba							‘bring it’

take come





Ebira example:



ize  (    s(     ece   v(					‘Ize brought some wine’

Ize she take wine come



Another concept that is commonly expressed using serial verbs is that of instrument.  This is a notion that is typically expressed in English using the preposition with, e.g. ‘I cut the bread with a knife’.  (Instrument can also be expressed in English by means of the verb use, e.g. ‘I used a knife to cut the bread’.)



In serializing languages like Nawuri and Ebira, this concept is usually expressed using a verb ‘take’:



Nawuri examples:



(       taa   deebi t(( g(m(			‘(s)he cut it with a knife’

(s)he take knife  cut it



ba    taa   (f(   (mina bam(			‘they tied them up with a rope’

they take rope tie       them



kofi  taa   kpat(aa m(( g(naans(		‘Kofi killed the snake with a machete’

Kofi take machete kill snake



Ebira example:



ocu  (  s(     (hw( da   (n(			‘Ocu cut the yam with a knife’

Ocu he take knife  cut yam



[There is only one good example in Adive.]



Another concept commonly expressed using serial verbs is benefactive, i.e. the notion of performing an action for someone’s benefit.  In English, this is of course normally expressed using the preposition for:



They bought a book for her.

He wrote a recommendation for me.



In serializing languages, this notion is often expressed using a verb ‘give’:



Nawuri examples:



(       waa gusu( sa    m( (ii			‘he is working for his mother’

(s)he do    work  give his mother



(       t((   bam( s(       sa    bam(		‘she healed their father for them’

(s)he heal them  father give them



an(m( i           biti   (       w(     gunu( g(n(m(( sa   m(	‘who will eat this meat

who   TOPIC FUT (s)he chew  meat   this         give me        for me?’



Ebira examples:



oke  (  h(    (ta     y(    ose  an(		‘Oke bought a piece of cloth for his wife’

Oke he buy cloth give wife his



oke  (   m( (k(r( y(    ohin(y(		‘Oke works for the chief’

Oke he  do work  give chief



Diachronically, the verb ‘give’ in constructions like these tends to develop into a preposition translatable as ‘for’.  (This would be an example of “grammaticalization.”) It is of course very difficult to draw the line and say at what point such an element is no longer a verb but has become a preposition.  In fact, one could argue that /sa/ in these Nawuri examples (and /y(/ in the Ebira examples) has already lost its literal meaning of ‘give’ and is therefore in reality already a preposition.  This is in fact how Lange (1996) analyzes Nawuri /sa/.  On the other hand /sa/ also occurs in Nawuri with the literal meaning ‘give’ (note that it cannot have this meaning in the examples above), in both serial and non-serial contexts:



sa    m(  afulee					‘give me money’

give me money



ba    sa    l(((   ad(i-t(			‘they gave the rabbit food’

they give rabbit food



taa   deebi sa   m(				‘give me the knife’

take knife give me



(       k(ta   (k(( sa    m(			‘he caught a fish and gave it to me’

(s)he catch fish   give me



Note that sentences like the last one are ambiguous between a meaning in which /sa/ has its literal sense of ‘give’ and one in which /sa/ is used benefactively, in which case we should gloss the sentence ‘he caught a fish for me’ (without necessarily giving it to me).



On the basis of the fact that /sa/ also occurs with the literal meaning ‘give’, Casali (1995) treats it as a verb rather than a preposition.  (A further argument in favor of treating it as a verb is that Nawuri does not otherwise have prepositions, but rather postpositions.)  It seems clear however that /sa/ is neither a prototypical verb nor a prototypical preposition, but rather shares properties of both.   



Another concept: comparison



What concept is expressed by the serial verb constructions in the following example? How would this concept be typically expressed in English?



Ebira example:



abara oke  ( ba((    hu        aku   ize n(		‘Oke’s room is bigger than Ize’s’

room Oke it be-big surpass room Ize NARRATIVE



Answer: This construction expresses the notion of comparison, using a verb /hu/ which means to surpass.



A somewhat similar construction occurs in Nawuri, using a verb /t((/ (‘surpass’), however in Nawuri the subject must be repeated before /t((/.  For this reason, many linguists would not call this a serial verb construction.



Nawuri examples:



( b( nsw(( ( t(( f(				‘she is taller than you’

(s)he be tall (s)he surpass you



(       s(l( bile( (      t((        f( 		‘he ran faster than you’

(s)he run fast  (s)he surpass you



In Nawuri (not sure about Ebira), this same verb can also be used non-serially to mean ‘be plentiful’ or ‘be large’



(w(l(   (                  t((              gaa		‘there are many books’

books CONCORD be-plentiful very



naat( m( t((					‘the cow is big’

cow  the be-large			



Idiosyncratic lexemes



It is also common to find that certain other specific lexical concepts that are encoded as single verbs in English are expressed as serial verbs in serializing languages.  In Nawuri, and many other West African languages, there is no single verb ‘believe’, for example.  Instead, this notion is expressed as an idiom ‘grasp & eat’, realized as a serial verb construction:



f(    k((l( bam( d(i				‘you believed them’

you grasp them  eat



N man k((l( d(i				‘I don’t believe so’

I  not  grasp eat



N k((l( d(i f((  f(    ba			‘I believe you came’

I  grasp eat that you come



Interestingly, this same concept is also expressed using a serial construction in Ebira--however the verbs involved are different--get...hear instead of grasp..eat:



ocu  (   d(  oke w(				‘Ocu believed Oke’

Ocu he get Oke hear



There are other concepts that are commonly expressed by serial verbs as well--the list presented here is not intended to be exhaustive, but is only meant to give a flavor for what is involved.
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Noun classes



It is very common for African languages, especially within Niger-Congo, to have something called noun classes.  This phenomenon itself is really not all that difficult to describe (though the way it is manifested in individual languages can be complicated), but the terminology associated with it can be confusing, especially since different people have used the same terms (e.g. "class") in different ways.  To try to avoid some of this confusion we will first try to just describe the phenomenon itself, using as few technical terms as possible. Only later will we get into what is mean by the term "noun class."



What the noun class phenomenon has to do with is the fact that (1) different nouns form their singulars and plural using different affixes (note that in most noun class languages there are singular affixes in addition to plural affixes--something which is different from English), and (2) nouns which take the same singular and plural affixes often share some kind of semantic feature in common.



We can start by comparing the situation in noun class languages with the one that exists in English.



Although it is often said, when speaking loosely/informally, that English forms its plurals by adding -s, this is not of course the whole story.  Thus, we have nouns of Greek or Latin origin which have different plural endings, such as the following:



singular:�plural:�����datum�data��bacterium�bacteria��

What are the suffixes in these words?



What is especially interesting about these words is that they differ from most nouns in English not only in taking a different plural suffix, /-a/ instead of /-s/, but they also have singular suffixes as well, /-um/.  Thus, in these nouns, both singular and plural are morphologically marked.



As we shall see, this state of affairs, in which both singular and plural are morphologically marked, is what we typically find in noun class languages in Africa, as opposed to the usual situation in English in which, on most nouns, only plural is morphologically marked.



Can you think of other ways of forming plurals in English?



One other way is illustrated in the following words:



singular:�plural:�����focus�foci��syllabus�syllabi��

What are the singular and plural suffixes in these words?



Another way involves an /-en/ suffix:



singular:�plural:�����ox�oxen��

Still other nouns form their plurals through a vowel change:



singular:�plural:�����mouse�mice��louse�lice��

Can you think of others?



(What about automaton, automata? Also "zero plurals," e.g. fish.)



It seems then that we can classify nouns in English into several groups based on how they form their singular and plurals (note that this list is not intended to be exhaustive):



singular suffix�plural suffix�examples��        (none)�          -s�cat(s), book(s), cup(s)��           -um�          -a�datum/data bacterium/bacteria��           -us�          -i�focus/foci

syllabus/syllabi��         (none)�          -en�ox/oxen��         (none)�vowel change: /aw/ ( /ai/�louse/lice

mouse/mice��            -on�           -a�automaton/automata��         (none)�         (none)�fish, sheep��

 (Strictly speaking, we should probably subdivide the last group into several, one for each different kind of vowel change involved, but for simplicity we will ignore this and treat them all as one group.)



Now let's compare this situation in English with what we find in Niger-Congo languages.  The situation in Nawuri is very typical, and will serve as a good example:



singular prefix�plural prefix�examples��         g(-�          a-�g(s(b(ta/as(b(ta           ‘shoe(s)’�g(baa/abaa                  ‘hand(s)’�g(yaa/ayaa                   ‘leg(s)’��          (�          a-�(sa/asa                       ‘person(s)’�(kpamp(/akpamp(     ‘hunter(s)’�(f(/af(                        ‘vistor(s)’

(kp(/akp(                   ‘witch(es)’��          (�          (-�(f(/(f(                         ‘rope(s)’�(b(/(b(                        ‘hole(s)’�(t(/(t(                         ‘stomach(s)’��         ga-�homorganic syllabic nasal�gabwiibi/mbwiibi         ‘bird(s)’

gabw(/mbw(                ‘goats’�gabii/mbii                    ‘child(ren)’��      (none)�         a-�(a)k(nt(                      ‘elephant(s)’

(a)kpata((                   ‘monkey(s)’

(a)kuu(i                      ‘pig(s)’  

(a)kpaa(aa                  ‘squirrel(s)’

(a)ku(uma                   ‘donkey(s)’��      (none)�         (-�(()t(aas(                       ‘chicken(s)’

(()naat(                        ‘cows’��        gu-�         i-�gunu(/inu(                  ‘animal(s)’�gud(o/id(o                   ‘yam(s)’��

In comparing the two situations, we see a lot of similarities.  First, both languages have several different ways of marking singular and plural.  Second, a given noun will normally always mark its singular and plural in the same way.  Just as we would not normally say cat-i instead of cats for the plural of cat, one could not say a-d(o instead of i-d(o for the plural of ‘yam’ in Nawuri, even though /i-/ is used as a plural prefix with other nouns.



There are however exceptions to this, in both languages.  In English, people often say syllabuses as the plural of syllabus, for example.  In this case, the reason seems to be that the is perhaps in the process of regularizing.  Also, whether you say "syllabuses" or "syllabi" is likely to depend on the formality or informality of the speech context and perhaps on your degree of education.



This same kind of regularization or simplification of the rules for forming singular in plural is also very evident in the historical development of African languages, as we shall see below, and presumably the reasons are at least partly similar, for example we might expect that ways of forming singular and plural that are used with only small numbers of nouns or with nouns that are not used very commonly would be the ones most susceptible to regularization.



In addition, there are other reasons why a given noun in the African noun class languages can sometimes have more than one way of forming its singular and/or plural.  This will be discussed more later.



In what ways do the two languages differ?  Why don't we consider English a noun class language?



One obvious difference is that Nawuri uses prefixes whereas English uses suffixes.  This difference is not true of African noun class languages in general, however.  Although there are many languages which mark singular and plural using prefixes, there are many others, for example in the Gur subfamily of Niger-Congo, which use suffixes.



Setting aside the prefix vs. suffix difference, there are two major differences between the two cases.  First, in English, there is clearly only one normal and productive way of differentiating singular from plural, that is adding the suffix /-s/.  Not only is this by far the most common way, but it is the way in which new words that are coined in the language are handled.  (When the word nerd came into being, for example, people automatically used nerds as the plural--no one would have thought of saying nerdi, for example.)  Also, the other ways of forming plural all have an abnormal or special feel to them.  In the case of the nouns that take /-um/ and /-a/ or /-us/ and /-i/, for example, most people are well aware of their foreign origin, and to use them in some social contexts can almost come across as a bit snobbish.  With these nouns, people often use the more regular English plural instead, e.g. syllabuses instead of syllabi.



Plural formations that involve changes to the vowels of the root (e.g. man, men), on the other hand, may not sound foreign, but people certainly regard them as irregular and children learning the language tend to regularize them, cf. the common 'foots' instead of 'feet'.  So it is clear that the /-s/ plural in some sense represents the “normal" or default way of forming plurals in English.



The situation in the African languages is different.  Typically, all of the ways of distinguishing singular from plural are equally normal and well-integrated into the language.  This shows up in a couple of ways.  First, in terms of sheer frequency, there is usually not one way of marking number that is much more common than all the others (as /-s/ is in English).  Rather, several or even all of the singular-plural groups may contain large numbers of nouns.  Second, even where it is the case that some ways of forming singular and plural are more common than others, the ones that are less common do not carry any stigma, they are not felt by speakers of the language to be somehow abnormal or less than fully appropriate in some social contexts.  



To repeat, one major difference is that in African noun class languages there is no particular way of forming plural (or singular) that is in some sense the norm; all of the different singular-plural combinations are equally "normal."  (Keep in mind however what was said earlier--this does not mean that a particular noun can use all of the ways of forming singular & plural that are found in the language.  In general, each noun will always have one particular singular-plural combination it uses.) 



A second difference is that, in a genuine noun class language, the nouns that belong to a particular group (i.e. that share the same way of marking singular & plural) tend to have some semantic feature in common.  



Do you notice any common semantic features in any of the groups of nouns listed in the Nawuri chart above?



(The ones which hold up fairly well in general: the (-/a- nouns usually refer to persons, the Ø/-(- and Ø/a- classes usually refer to animals.)



We will talk more about the semantic basis of noun classes later.  As we shall, see the semantic correlations are usually just tendencies--there are typically exceptions.



Terminology: classes and genders



We have so far tried to avoid using the word "class" as much as possible, in order to give you an idea for what the noun class phenomenon actually looks like without getting into the terminological issues, which can be a source of some confusion.  Before we go any further, however, we will need to define some terms.



Looking again at the table given for Nawuri, it might seem like the most obvious and useful way of defining "noun class" would be as one of the rows in the chart, i.e. a set of nouns which forms their singulars and plurals in the same way.  If this usage were adopted, then, based on our chart, Nawuri would have seven classes.  (There are actually one or two more “classes” in Nawuri -- one of these will be introduced later.)  This is in fact the way some people have used the term noun class.



Unfortunately, the most common usage of "noun class" is a different one.  Under this usage, which is the one commonly used for Bantu for example, each phonetically different singular or plural affix defines its own class.



Question: Under this usage, how many different noun classes would Nawuri have?



Answer: eight, as determined by the prefixes listed below:



g(-

a-

(-

(-

ga-

N- (= homorganic syllabic nasal)

gu-

i-



[Actually, it turns out that /gu-/ could be subsumed under /g(-/, from which it is derived by rules of ATR harmony and roundness harmony.  Similarly, /i-/ could be derived from /(-/ by ATR harmony.]



Note: this is the minimum number of noun classes which would be recognized, based on what can be learned about Nawuri nouns based on the chart given above.   Because of other factors (which we do not want to get into here), some of these classes could be further subdivided, depending on how they behaved in other respects.  [The main other respect is concord, e.g. if some nouns with the (- noun class prefix took different concordial affixes than others.  To the extent that I understand it, however, the fact that a singular noun class prefix pairs with more than one plural prefix (e.g. (- pairs with both a- and (-) is not taken as sufficient grounds for regarding this prefix as comprising more than one class.]



Although this latter usage of “noun class” is very widespread, especially in Bantu linguistics, it will not be as useful for our purposes.  What we will mainly want to identify in the languages we’ll be looking at are the pairings of singular and plural affixes, i.e. the rows in the charts.  So it would be entirely reasonable to fly in the face of tradition and use the term noun class to refer to these pairings/rows.  Happily, this is not even necessary, however, since there is also another term that is commonly used to refer to these pairings, the term gender.  So we will primarily use this term and not talk much about noun classes at all, except informally where no confusion is likely to arise.  (Also, we will still refer to the affixes themselves as “noun class prefixes/suffixes,” since this usage is nearly universal.)



What is important in any case is understanding how the phenomenon works, and not getting too caught up in terminological matters.  But you should understand when you read descriptions of noun classes that different writers use the term differently, and you will have to figure out how a particular writer is using it.



[The other usage of “noun class” seems counter-intuitive to me, in that it places undo weight on the superficial phonetic form of affixes, rather than giving primary emphasis to the way in which the different pairings of singular and plural prefixes naturally serve to divide the nouns of the language into classes.  In other words, the mere fact that the nouns (sa ‘person’ and (b( ‘hole’ share the same prefix in their singular forms has very little linguistic relevance to anything else in Nawuri, in particular it says nothing in and of itself about what the plural forms will be. If  I remember correctly, Welmers also has something to say about this.]



The description of Nawuri given so far has served to illustrate what noun classes/genders are, i.e. how the basic phenomenon works.  There are however several other things to be said about nouns in Nawuri which are also typical of many other noun class languages.  



Single-class genders



The first is the existence of what are called “single-class genders.”  These are groups of nouns which do not have separate singular and plural prefixes, but instead always take the same prefix.



What kinds of nouns do you think these might be?  (Hint: what are some kinds of nouns in English that do not have singular and plural forms?)



One kind of noun that is often found in a single-class gender in Nawuri is what is called a mass noun.  Mass nouns are nouns that refer to non-discrete / non-countable objects or material.



Examples: water, snow, sand, dirt, sunlight, etc.  (Note that although some of these can be pluralized under exceptional circumstances, this usually involves a somewhat specialized meaning, e.g. “snows” cannot refer to pieces of snow, or snowballs, or snowflakes, but only to snowfalls or instances of snow, as in “We’ve had some heavy snows this year.”--which is perhaps not fully grammatical for everyone.)



In Nawuri, there is a single-class gender, marked by a syllabic nasal prefix, that contains many such mass nouns, especially liquids.



Examples: (-t(u ‘water’, (-kala( ‘blood’, m-p( ‘brain matter’, m-f( ‘oil’, m-bulifo ‘urine’, n-ta ‘alcoholic drink’, (-t((l( ‘saliva’.



This gender also contains a number of abstract nouns as well.



Examples: m-f(((( ‘thoughts’, m-busaa ‘bad luck’, n-s((( ‘sleep’ (noun), (-kpa ‘life’, n�sana ‘middle’.



Since there are no separate singular and plural forms of these nouns, you might wonder how we can tell that the initial syllabic nasals are really prefixes, and not simply part of the noun root.  There are several indications that this is so:



1. Roots in Nawuri (in all other cases) do not begin with syllabic nasals, e.g. there are no verb roots which begin with syllabic nasals, nor are there noun roots in other genders which begin with syllabic nasals (i.e. there are no roots with the shape NCV to which one of the unambiguous noun class prefixes attaches).



2. If these initial nasals are not prefixes, then it is a funny coincidence that they show up on so many mass nouns.



3. The roots of some of these words can occur apart from the initial nasal prefixes in certain other compound words, e.g. the root t(u ‘water’ given above occurs in a-nsi-t(u ‘tears’ (literally “eye water”).



4. As we shall see below, the syllabic nasal prefixes can show up as concord markers on adjectives that modify these nouns.



So in addition to the seven genders in the chart given previously for Nawuri, we have to recognize an eighth, single-class gender, represented by a syllabic nasal prefix.  [There are arguably one or two more single-class genders in Nawuri as well.]



Exercise: Find different the noun genders represented in the following data from Isoko (Benue-Congo, Edoid, Donwa-Ifode 1989).  Do you notice any correlations between genders and semantic categories?



singular�plural�gloss������a(a�((a�animal(s)��(b(�ab(�arm(s)��uke�ike�back(s)��ekete�ikete�basket(s)��ad(a�(d(a�bat(s)��(h(�(h(�bee(s)��ugbo(wa�igbo(wa�bone(s)��evie�ivie�breast(s)��etu�itu�cap(s)��emedaka�imedaka�cassava(s)��udu�idu�chest(s)��(m(�(m(�child(ren)��e(u(�i(u(�cow(s)��eke�ike�egg(s)��eni�ini�elephant(s)��(s(�(s(�father(s)��e(i�i(i�fish(es)��ugb(husu�igb(husu�friend(s)��(s(�(s(�hawk(s)��uzou�izou�head(s)��esi�isi�horse(es)��(g(�(g(�in-law(s)��agba�(gba�jaw(s)��(v(�av(�leg(s)��utu�itu�louse/lice��(pia�(pia�machete��(ka�(ka�maize��eki�iki�market(s)��u(o�i(o�money(s)��evei�ivei�monkey(s)��udo�ido�mortar(s)��unu�inu�mouth(s)��(b(�(b(�native doctor(s)��egwede�igwede�needle(s)��(kpak(�(kpak(�old person(s)��edi�idi�palm oil(s)��(d(kpa�(d(kpa�rat(s)��ufi�ifi�rope(s)��ugbo�igbo�thigh(s)��udele�idele�vulture(s)��aj(�(j(�woman/women��

Semantic basis of noun classification



Noun genders often show a tendency to be organized roughly according to semantic categories, i.e. the nouns belonging to a particular noun gender will tend to refer to the same kinds of entities. The semantic categories to which noun classes most obviously show some measure of correlation in many languages are things like the following:



persons

animals

artifacts 

liquids / non-discrete objects

body parts

natural objects



In Nawuri, for example, most nouns referring to persons belong to the (-/a- gender.



These are all fairly well-defined categories, and so it would indeed be nice if they turned out to map onto noun gender in a consistent fashion; specifying the semantic content of a noun gender would then be pretty straightforward.  The fact is, however, that the correlation is rarely if ever very exact in Niger-Congo languages.  This is something which has often been remarked, and it has lead some researchers to regard synchronic attempts to attribute significant semantic content to membership in noun genders as doomed to failure.  



Some relevant quotes:



“A system of noun classification probably always originates as semantically based...Partial semantic correlates of the various noun classes can be recognized in all the well-preserved Niger-Congo systems.  The semantic-formal correlation is never complete, however, except in reduced systems which have reanalyzed and regularized the older, more complex systems.”  [Williamson 1989, in Bendor-Samuel.  I’m not sure what she has in mind for “reduced systems.”]



“The hypothesis that the noun classes given by the prefixes have characteristic semantic contents has been considered by many Bantuists.  The typical conclusion which is reached is that while all or most members of certain natural classes of entity may be placed in the same class (familiar examples are the placement of trees in class [= our “gender”--RC] 3/4 and fruits in class 5/6), the classes themselves have no overall intrinsic semantic content (with the frequent exception of class 1/2 for humans).  For Proto-Bantu (PB), the situation is very much the same.”  [Denny & Creider 1986]



The problem is not just one of rare exceptions.  Instead, what we often find is that correlations expressed in terms of categories like those listed above hold true only to a crude approximation.  So for example while the e-/i- gender in Degema is described by Donwa-Ifode (1989) as “basically the gender for animals,” it is clear that many nouns for animals occur in other genders.  There are, moreover, almost as many non-animal nouns that fall within the e-/i- gender in her data as animal nouns.  This same (cognate) e-/i- gender in Isoko is even less uniform in its semantic contents.  According to Donwa-Ifode, “this is a fairly large group consisting mainly of animals and man-made objects...Other items that occur in this gender are of fairly mixed nature.”  



This kind of situation seems pretty typical.  As another example, we can take the Nawuri (-/(- gender.  The Nawuri word list in Snider (1989) contains words with the following words in this class [supplemented with a few from my own data].  (Only meanings are given, since this is all we are concerned with here.)



body parts:



nose

neck

skin

sore  

stomach

thigh

penis

vein

tail (of animal, or buttocks of human)



animals:



fish

guinea worm



natural objects:



tree

thorn

root

rope, outer surface of tree bark

moon/month

river

hole

valley

boundary

path



artifacts: 



canoe

room

arrow

pestle

broom

trap

torch

door

chisel

bed



abstract nouns:



song

cough



How can these tendencies toward rough, partial semantic correspondence be explained?  One possibility might be that the system was at one time much more regular and consistent, but that the consistent correspondences between gender and semantic categories have broken down over time, due for example to merger of different genders together and other historical changes. As plausible as this might sound, however, there is so far not a lot of evidence to support this conclusion, at least to the extent that actual reconstruction has been carried out.   (See for example the quote above from Denny & Creider concerning Proto-Bantu.)  So while historical processes like merger have undoubtedly played a role, they are probably not the whole story.



Another possibility is that the reason the semantic correspondences have not appeared very regular is that we have been using the wrong semantic categories.  Denny & Creider (1986) have suggested that the Proto-Bantu system (and presumably other Niger-Congo systems) is only partly based on the fairly concrete categories like those listed above.  In addition, they propose that the several genders are based on more abstract “configurational” properties that have to do with an objects shape and/or spatial extent.



One of the semantic distinctions they propose is between objects which are extended in space and those which are not:  “In descriptive terms ‘extended’ means characterized by relative length in one dimension at the expense of the other two, or less often, by relative length in two dimensions at the expense of the third.  ‘Non-extended’ may be negatively characterized as not extended, and is positively characterized as rounded, protruded, humped, bunched, etc.”  In rough terms, extended objects are relatively long and thin (though of course this is a matter of degree).



A second distinction is between “outline” and “solid” shape: “The contrast between ‘outline’ and ‘solid’ shape is a contrast between objects which have clear profiles, edges or boundaries such that there is a difference between an outside and an inside, and objects which do not have this characteristic.”  Examples of objects with outline shape include pots and other objects of concave shape.  (Note that the object does not literally have to be hollow, thus hill qualifies as having outline shape. [This I found somewhat strange.])



Not only are these categories less concrete (more abstract) than the ones we originally considered (humans, animals etc.), but they are also less discrete or clear-cut.  How extended is “extended”? How solid is “solid”?  Clearly, different objects will possess these properties in varying degrees; it is not necessarily possible to draw rigid boundaries between the categories.  This is where the notion of prototypes is useful.  We might imagine for example that the prototypical extended object is a long, thin pole.  An ordinary piece of firewood might approximate this prototype less closely, an oil drum still less closely.  If a language has a noun gender in which nouns referring to extended objects occur, then the nouns which would be most expected to occur in this gender are those which most closely conform to the prototypical notion of extension.  Those which conform less closely are not necessarily excluded from this gender, but their inclusion is less likely.  This approach potentially allows for a more natural treatment of certain apparent exceptions: we should expect to find some cases where nouns whose objects only remotely resemble the prototype for a gender are nevertheless included, as well as cases where objects which do conform reasonably closely to the prototype nevertheless show up in some other gender, perhaps because they also show some resemblance to the prototypical realization of that gender.  (Example: although Denny & Creider recognize an animal gender in Proto-Bantu, they also cite cases in which certain animals are included in other genders instead, because of their shape.  Perhaps we might also allow for the possibility that resemblance may in some cases be analogical or metaphorical, as for example when an abstract noun referring to something with long temporal duration shows up in a gender whose prototypical characterization is one of spatial extent.)



Exercise: Could any of the categories extended, non-extended, outline, or solid be said to characterize a substantial proportion of the Nawuri (-/�( gender nouns just listed?



[Note that these categories cross-classify, so that a noun gender could in principle be restricted to extended solid objects, for example.]



[Discussion: Quite a few of them could be characterized as extended: neck, thigh, penis, vein, tail, tree, thorn (note that these are long and sharp, not like our wimpy rose thorns), root, rope, river, valley, path, canoe, arrow, pestle (basically a long stick, in Nawuri culture), broom, torch, chisel, fish, guinea worm.  Perhaps also nose (this is pushing it a bit perhaps), sore (due to the oozing?), month (temporal-spatial analogy?), boundary, hole (can also refer to tunnels), trap (I’m not sure what shape they are), door (not prototypically extended, but still extended to some extent), bed (same as door).  While this still leaves a few (e.g. room) unaccounted for, and some of the ones I would like to include are not clear-cut/prototypical, my own opinion is that this is a more promising semantic classification than one which would try to take any of the original categories (body parts, natural objects, animals, artifacts, abstract nouns) as a basis.  (It is also interesting that root, rope, river, arrow, tail, vein, trap, tree, thorn, and pestle are all found in the “extended” gender that Denny & Creider reconstruct for Proto-Bantu.  Some of them may of course be cognates, but none of them are obviously so.)]



Concord



[Not yet written -- see discussion in Welmers.  For brief discussion of concord in Nawuri, see Casali 1995 JWAL.]



Grammaticalization: The tendency for (certain types of) lexical words to change over time into grammatical (function) words or affixes.



Lexical and Grammatical Elements



We’re going to talk about difference between lexical and grammatical elements by describing prototypical characteristics of each type of element.



It is important to realize that the difference is not an absolute, "either-or" distinction.  In between elements which are entirely lexical and those which are entirely grammatical, you will find some that have both lexical and grammatical characteristics.



Prototypical lexical elements are nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs.



Prototypical grammatical elements are certain function words like determiners, copulas and prepositions, and most affixes, especially inflectional affixes like tense and number markers.



Possibly in between: (deictic) demonstratives, auxiliary verbs



LEXICAL ELEMENTS�GRAMMATICAL ELEMENTS��more semantic content�less semantic content��more literal/concrete/specific meaning�more metaphorical/abstract/general meaning��longer�shorter��less likely to be reduced/contracted�more likely to be reduced/contracted��more likely to be free forms�more likely to be bound forms��more likely to carry stress�less likely to carry stress��less frequent�more frequent��larger classes�smaller classes��open classes �closed classes��less restricted in position�more restricted in position��modifiable�not modifiable��

There is also evidence that function words and morphemes are stored differently in the brain than lexical elements.



Grammaticalization, then, is a process in which a word or morpheme starts out with more of the characteristics in the left column and ends up with more on the right.



Examples of Grammaticalization:



Prepositions and postpositions are often derived historically from verbs of motion, nouns referring to environmental landmarks, or nouns referring to body parts. There are many African languages in which this is the case.



Auxiliary verbs often derive from full verbs.



Example: English go as auxiliary.  ["going to eat" - no literal motion necessarily involved. Analogical extension of literal idea of forward motion to metaphorical idea of forward in time.]



Auxiliaries themselves are prone to change into tense affixes: 



full verb > auxiliary > tense affix



Another auxiliary example: A number of African languages have a future tense marker that is derived from a verb meaning “like” or “want.”  [Gregersen: “In Bantu...the future marker (generally ta) is related to the verb to want (cf. English will, which may indicate both volition and futurity).”]



Nawuri example: 



N biti  g(n(m((			‘I like this one’    [Note: N = syllabic nasal prefix] 

I   like this



N biti    gud(o m(			‘I want the yam’

I   want yam    the



Bee             biti    f((  f(   ba		‘they want you to come’

they-PROG want that you come



N biti   N kpe				‘I will go’

I  want I go



e   biti      (       ba			‘He will come’

he-PROG want he come



As stated above, grammatical elements are more likely to be phonologically reduced than lexical ones.  In this connection, it is interesting that /biti/ in its future tense use is optionally realized as a reduced form [ti] (before a vowel, this is commonly reduced even further to just [t]):



N ti      N kpe				‘I will go’

I  want I go



(              t       (   ba			‘He will come’

he-PROG want he come



In its literal lexical use ‘want’ / ‘like’, on the other hand, /biti/ cannot be reduced: 



*N  ti    g(n(m((			‘I like this one’

							

*N ti    gud(o m(			‘I want the yam’



*Bee            ti      f((  f(   ba		‘they want you to come’

they-PROG want that you come



Articles are often derived from demonstratives.  (Although demonstratives are not fully lexical, they are more lexical than articles -- they have a more concrete meaning.)



Articles in turn may loose their status as separate words and become affixes (with presumably the same meaning of definiteness).



In African languages, complementizers often derive from a verb "say." Examples: Akan, Ewe, Ga, Engenni, Nawuri, Gokana, Kusal, Idoma (Lange 1996).



Reading:



Lord, Carol. 1973. Serial verbs in transition. Studies in African Linguistics 4:269-296.



Lord, Carol. 1993. Historical change in serial verb constructions. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: Benjamins.



Ideophones



Some Nawuri ideophones [data is orthographic unless noted]



barr [ba(:r(]  [trilled r]			indicates animal running away suddenly

example: N((  ba    waa bar-r, s(l( naa    l((     B(ran( akuraa

               and they do             run AUX leave Lion    village

               and they rise-up do 

“And they ran away, bar-r, from Lion’s village.”





kpogologoo [kpo(go(lo(go(:(]  		sound of animal falling down dead

example: Kpogologoo. N(( Kyaapaa wu.

                                    and spider     die

“Kpogologoo--Spider died.”



paa [pa:] (repeated 3x)		sound of someone plodding along

example: N((  o  yii      su, paa, paa, paa.

               and he press on 

“And he pressed on, paa, paa, paa.”



kperu [kp((u] 			sound of someone chewing a hard object

example: N((  o  dun kperu, kperu, kperu.

               and he chew 

“And he chewed [a cola nut] kperu, kperu, kperu”



dip [dip]				sound of a small projectile hitting a solid object

example: N(( Gboloso b(la   l((        kikpalimaabuu waa (p(yaa akelebi t(

               and goat      again remove small-stone      do   leopard ribs     at

“and Goat again removed a small stone and hit Leopard in the ribs, dip!”



f(( [f(::] (heavily laryngealized ()	sound of someone’s throat being cut

example: n((   Kyaapaa k(s((,  y(        deebi, n(( (    waa (kpanp( f(( n((   (  taa   t((

               and spider      rise-up sharpen knife and he do    hunter           and he take throw

“and Spider got up and sharpened a knife and cut off the hunter’s head, f((, and threw it“



su((u(m (spoken softly)			indicates a hush, stillness



kikiti [k(k(ti] (repeated several x)	sound of fistfighting

example: n((   bee             loo    iman, kikiti kikiti kikiti�               and they-PROG enter fighting

“and they [two men] began fighting kikiti kikiti kikiti”



gir-r [g(r(]  [trilled r]			sound of intense battle

example: keluu maa   t(( bam( s( m(, n((  (  waa  gir-r.

               war   when fall  them on the  and it does

“War came upon them...gir-r.”



diin [di(:n]				indicates a sorrowful demeanor

example: N((  ba   t( diin

               and they sit

“And they sat sorrowfully.”



Many ideophones do not conform to the regular phonotactic patterns of the language.  Thus some have CV:C syllables (otherwise disallowed), or have a consonant other than [(] (orthographic n) at the end of the word, or even contain sounds (e.g. a trilled r) that do not otherwise occur in the language.



Certain regular lexical items (non-ideophones) sometimes undergo lengthening to indicate long duration of an action:



bee  kpe gan(n-nn (with extreme lengthening of final nasal)’

they go  thus

“They went on (for a long time).”



Some Yoruba ideophones: [from Awoyale MS 1997]



r((((		‘of getting up sluggishly (in fear/shame)’

po(o(		‘of happening /occurring completely’

ha(ba(		‘of walking with serious difficulty’

ji(ngi(n		‘of a single jerky dance step’

ri(gi(di(		‘used of objects which are round, heavy, internally solid’

gba(u(		‘of rough and sloppy walking about’

ki(nu(n		‘of very small quantity’

ba(la(u(		‘of being completely white’

k((r((b((t((	‘of energetic robust adult person’



Dr. Awoyale has collected about 20,000 different Yoruba ideophones!
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� Some sources on Kikuyu transcribe the second height vowels as /e,o/ rather than /(,(/.  It is clear however from phonetic descriptions of these vowels (Leakey 1959, Armstrong 1940) however that they are closer to [(] [(].  Phonologically, they also behave more like high [-ATR] vowels than mid [+ATR] vowels.  
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