
 

 
 

 

 
Aspects of Nʋngʋrama Grammar  

A functional-typological approach based on data from three 
varieties (Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama) 

 

Inauguraldissertation 

zur Erlangung des Akademischen Grades 

eines Dr. phil., 

vorgelegt dem Fachbereich 07 Geschichts- und 
Kulturwissenschaften 

der Johannes Gutenberg-Universität Mainz 

von 

Friederike Vigeland 

aus Bonn 

 2024 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Betreuer der Dissertation 

 

Referent: Prof. Dr. Raimund Kastenholz 

Koreferent: PD Dr. Klaus Beyer 

 

 

 

Tag der mündlichen Prüfung 

23. Mai 2025 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nachnutzungslizenz:  

Namensnennung, keine Bearbeitungen (CC-BY-ND-4.0) 



 

 
 

Acknowledgements 

Many people have supported and accompanied me during my time as a Ph.D. student. I 
am immensely grateful to each and every one of them.  

I would like to express my gratitude to Prof. Dr. Raimund Kastenholz in particular. 
Without his offer to be my supervisor and the opportunity to work at the Department of 
Anthropology and African Studies I may not have pursued a Ph.D. I am grateful to him 
for sharing his knowledge on many aspects of this thesis, for hour-long discussions on 
numerous grammatical topics and for his patience regarding my completion of this thesis. 

I would like to thank PD Dr. Klaus Beyer, my second supervisor, for his valuable 
feedback on earlier versions of this paper, our discussions about the world of academia 
and, most importantly, for always having a kind word of encouragement.  

I am deeply indebted to Dr. Ulrich Kleinewillinghöfer for entrusting me with his 
recordings and manuscripts of Nʋngʋrama/Longuda, as well as every other source on 
Nʋngʋrama (and beyond). He generously shared his seemingly never-ending knowledge 
about ‘Adamawa’ languages with me and offered feedback and discussions on drafts and 
various topics. 

This work would not have been possible without the assistance of the Nʋngʋrama 
speakers in Jos. I would like to extend my gratitude to each and every one who took the 
time to meet with me and provided valuable insights into their language. I would like to 
thank Enoch Gumnini Melton, Gayus Gulkawi and Ezekiel Galangu Benson in particular 
for their patience, for giving me a better understanding of their language, culture and 
history, for spending hours and hours on what must have seemed like strange and trivial 
questions. I couldn’t have asked for better language assistants! I am also much obliged to 
the Longuda Association of Jos who supported my research. 

Thanks to the staff and students of the Theological College of Northern Nigeria who made 
my stays in Nigeria very pleasant and productive. A special thanks goes to the Department 
of Linguistics and Bible Translation for organizing so many details of my journeys and 
accommodations. I’ve been really blessed to have gotten to know such a beautiful place 
with wonderful people.   

The research trips to Nigeria were made possible by the financial support from the 
Elisabeth Grohs Foundation and the Förderfonds of the Johannes Gutenberg University 
Mainz for which I am very grateful.  

Thanks to my colleagues at the Department of Social Anthropology and African Studies 
in Mainz, especially the small group of Africanists, for providing a friendly and 
supportive working environment, and for their willingness and openness to engage in 
discussions on research, teaching and many other topics.  

I would like to thank my colleagues in Mainz and elsewhere who at various occasions 
discussed topics surrounding the dissertation.  

My ‘Ph.D. support group’ played an important part in writing this dissertation by setting 
examples and working and celebrating with me both online and offline.  



 

 
 

Thanks to everyone in my family for all the prayers and encouragement. I am deeply 
grateful for my parents who taught me the importance of education, always supported me 
in my decisions and showed interest in my studies, and for my sister and friend who read 
and commented on numerous papers and chapters during my studies and proofread parts 
of my dissertation. She shared with me and understands all about the ups and downs that 
come with writing a dissertation. My sister-in-law is an amazing aunt to my children who 
often gave me the freedom to write or attend appointments by looking after them. 

And last but not least I am so happy about my little family: My son and my daughter who 
were born during my Ph.D. studies. They are a wonderful distraction and the greatest 
blessing I could have hoped for. And my husband who always prayed for me, lifted me 
up when I was down and supported me in every way. Thank you for your love. 

 

 

 
  



 

 
 

Content 
i. Overview of tables ................................................................................................. viii 

ii. Overview of figures ................................................................................................... ix 

iii. Overview of maps ...................................................................................................... x 

iv. Abbreviations ............................................................................................................ xi 

1. Introduction ................................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Aim and structure of the thesis ........................................................................... 1 

1.2 The language and its speakers ............................................................................ 2 
1.2.1 Nʋngʋrama and its varieties ........................................................................... 2 
1.2.2 Geographical Distribution .............................................................................. 9 
1.2.3 History .......................................................................................................... 11 
1.2.4 Kinship groups ............................................................................................. 14 
1.2.5 Language Taboo ........................................................................................... 18 

1.3 The data ............................................................................................................ 20 
1.3.1 General remarks ........................................................................................... 20 
1.3.2 Published materials ....................................................................................... 21 
1.3.3 Unpublished data collected by Kleinewillinghöfer ...................................... 23 
1.3.4 Field data collected by the present author .................................................... 28 
1.3.5 Notation conventions .................................................................................... 32 
1.3.6 Presentation and organisation of sample clauses ......................................... 35 

1.4 Theoretical foundations .................................................................................... 35 
1.4.1 Polylectal grammar ....................................................................................... 35 
1.4.2 Functional-typological framework ............................................................... 37 

2. Phonological sketch ................................................................................................. 39 

2.1 Segmental phonology ....................................................................................... 39 
2.1.1 Overview of consonants ............................................................................... 39 

2.1.1.1 Plosives .................................................................................................. 40 
2.1.1.2 Fricatives ............................................................................................... 45 
2.1.1.3 Nasals ..................................................................................................... 47 
2.1.1.4 Continuants ............................................................................................ 49 
2.1.1.5 Affricates ............................................................................................... 50 
2.1.1.6 Labialised consonants ............................................................................ 50 
2.1.1.7 Consonant clusters ................................................................................. 52 

2.1.2 Overview of vowels ...................................................................................... 53 
2.1.2.1 Oral vowels ............................................................................................ 55 
2.1.2.2 Nasal vowels .......................................................................................... 58 

2.1.3 Phonological processes ................................................................................. 60 
2.1.3.1 Vowel lengthening ................................................................................. 60 
2.1.3.2 Gemination ............................................................................................ 61 
2.1.3.3 Hiatus resolution .................................................................................... 62 
2.1.3.4 Assimilation ........................................................................................... 64 
2.1.3.5 Nasalisation spreading ........................................................................... 65 
2.1.3.6 ATR vowel harmony ............................................................................. 72 



 

 
 

2.2 Autosegmental features .................................................................................... 66 
2.2.1 Tonemes ....................................................................................................... 66 
2.2.2 Tonal processes ............................................................................................ 67 
2.2.3 Stress ............................................................................................................ 70 
2.2.4 Intonation ...................................................................................................... 71 

2.3 Syllable structure .............................................................................................. 72 
2.3.1 General remarks ........................................................................................... 74 
2.3.2 Nucleus ......................................................................................................... 75 
2.3.3 Onset ............................................................................................................. 76 
2.3.4 Coda .............................................................................................................. 78 
2.3.5 Vowel weakening ......................................................................................... 79 

3. Parts-of-speech classes ............................................................................................. 80 

3.1 General remarks ................................................................................................ 80 

3.2 Nouns ................................................................................................................ 81 
3.2.1 General remarks ........................................................................................... 81 
3.2.2 Referential suffix -A ..................................................................................... 82 

3.3 Verbs and copulas ............................................................................................. 84 
3.3.1 Verbs ............................................................................................................ 84 
3.3.2 Copulas ......................................................................................................... 87 
3.3.3 Verb extensions ............................................................................................ 89 

3.3.3.1 Causative -kA ~ -gA .............................................................................. 89 
3.3.3.2 Pluractional -nA ..................................................................................... 91 
3.3.3.3 Relational -rÍ .......................................................................................... 95 

3.4 Modifiers .......................................................................................................... 98 
3.4.1 Adjectives ..................................................................................................... 98 
3.4.2 Adverbs ........................................................................................................ 99 

3.5 Ideophones ...................................................................................................... 101 

3.6 Personal pronouns and other proforms ........................................................... 102 
3.6.1 General remarks ......................................................................................... 102 
3.6.2 Subject pronouns ........................................................................................ 103 
3.6.3 Object pronouns ......................................................................................... 105 
3.6.4 Possessive pronouns ................................................................................... 111 
3.6.5 Demonstrative proforms ............................................................................. 112 
3.6.6 Interrogative proforms ................................................................................ 114 
3.6.7 Relative clause marker ............................................................................... 115 

3.7 Numerals ......................................................................................................... 116 
3.7.1 General remarks ......................................................................................... 116 
3.7.2 Cardinal numerals ....................................................................................... 116 
3.7.3 Ordinal numerals ........................................................................................ 118 

3.8 Particles .......................................................................................................... 119 
3.8.1 General remarks ......................................................................................... 119 
3.8.2 Comitative =nA .......................................................................................... 119 
3.8.3 Adpositions ................................................................................................. 120 



 

 
 

3.8.3.1 General remarks ................................................................................... 120 
3.8.3.2 Instrumental preposition nə̀/né ............................................................ 120 
3.8.3.3 Spatial preposition á ............................................................................ 122 
3.8.3.4 Spatial postpositions ............................................................................ 122 

3.8.4 Conjunctions ............................................................................................... 132 
3.8.5 Definite particles =H and =Ù ....................................................................... 132 
3.8.6 Verbal particles ........................................................................................... 136 

3.8.6.1 General remarks ................................................................................... 136 
3.8.6.2 Strict relative *an= ............................................................................... 136 
3.8.6.3 Progressive na= .................................................................................... 137 
3.8.6.4 Ventive =wÁ ........................................................................................ 139 
3.8.6.5 Completive =ÀmÀ .............................................................................. 141 

3.8.7 Interrogative particles ................................................................................. 145 
3.8.8 Negation particles ....................................................................................... 146 
3.8.9 Clause-final marker .................................................................................... 147 

4. Deriflection and gender of nouns ........................................................................... 148 

4.1 Theoretical framework ................................................................................... 148 

4.2 Nominal form classes and deriflection system ............................................... 149 
4.2.1 Overview of the nominal form classes ....................................................... 149 
4.2.2 Nominal form class Ø ................................................................................. 155 
4.2.3 Nominal form class Y ................................................................................. 155 
4.2.4 Nominal form class R ................................................................................. 156 
4.2.5 Nominal form class F .................................................................................. 157 
4.2.6 Nominal form class B ................................................................................. 158 
4.2.7 Nominal form class W ................................................................................ 158 
4.2.8 Nominal form class HA ............................................................................... 160 
4.2.9 Nominal form class L .................................................................................. 161 
4.2.10 Nominal form class A ................................................................................. 162 
4.2.11 Nominal form class KA ............................................................................... 165 
4.2.12 Nominal form class TA ............................................................................... 166 
4.2.13 Nominal form class M ................................................................................. 167 
4.2.14 Deriflection system ..................................................................................... 168 
4.2.15 Allocation of loanwords ............................................................................. 175 

4.3 Derivation ....................................................................................................... 176 
4.3.1 Nominalisation ........................................................................................... 176 
4.3.2 Nominal form class shift ............................................................................ 178 
4.3.3 Noun formation: diminutive ....................................................................... 179 

4.4 Agreement classes and gender ........................................................................ 182 
4.4.1 Overview of agreement classes and genders .............................................. 182 
4.4.2 Adjectives ................................................................................................... 188 
4.4.3 Compounds ................................................................................................. 189 
4.4.4 Ordinal numerals ........................................................................................ 190 
4.4.5 Cardinal numerals ....................................................................................... 191 
4.4.6 Possessive pronouns ................................................................................... 195 
4.4.7 Demonstrative proforms ............................................................................. 198 



 

 
 

4.4.8 Interrogative proforms ................................................................................ 200 
4.4.9 Relative clause marker ............................................................................... 203 
4.4.10 NP-agreement with the subject ................................................................... 206 

5. Noun phrases .......................................................................................................... 211 

5.1 General remarks .............................................................................................. 211 

5.2 Word order ...................................................................................................... 211 

5.3 Noun phrase coordination ............................................................................... 214 

5.4 Complex noun phrases .................................................................................... 215 
5.4.1 Genitive ...................................................................................................... 215 
5.4.2 Dependency reversal in noun-attributive constructions ............................. 217 
5.4.3 Relative clauses .......................................................................................... 220 

6. Tense, aspect, modality and negation .................................................................... 221 

6.1 Introductory remarks ...................................................................................... 221 

6.2 Tense ............................................................................................................... 222 
6.2.1 General remarks ......................................................................................... 222 
6.2.2 Non-past ..................................................................................................... 222 
6.2.3 Remote past ................................................................................................ 225 
6.2.4 Temporal sequence ..................................................................................... 226 

6.3 Aspect ............................................................................................................. 227 
6.3.1 General remarks ......................................................................................... 227 
6.3.2 Factative ..................................................................................................... 228 
6.3.3 Imperfective ................................................................................................ 230 
6.3.4 Future .......................................................................................................... 236 
6.3.5 Past Progressive .......................................................................................... 242 
6.3.6 Progressive ................................................................................................. 244 

6.4 Modality .......................................................................................................... 246 
6.4.1 General remarks ......................................................................................... 246 
6.4.2 Modal verbs ................................................................................................ 246 
6.4.3 Verb repetition ............................................................................................ 252 

6.5 Negation .......................................................................................................... 255 

7. Clause types ........................................................................................................... 260 

7.1 General remarks .............................................................................................. 260 

7.2 Simple verbal clauses ..................................................................................... 260 
7.2.1 General remarks ......................................................................................... 260 
7.2.2 Statements .................................................................................................. 260 

7.2.2.1 General remarks ................................................................................... 260 
7.2.2.2 Intransitive clauses .............................................................................. 261 
7.2.2.3 Transitive clauses with two arguments ................................................ 262 
7.2.2.4 Transitive clauses with three arguments .............................................. 266 
7.2.2.5 Pro-drop in transitive clauses .............................................................. 267 
7.2.2.6 Clauses with oblique arguments .......................................................... 269 

7.2.3 Commands .................................................................................................. 270 



 

 
 

7.2.4 Questions .................................................................................................... 273 
7.2.4.1 General remarks ................................................................................... 273 
7.2.4.2 Content questions ................................................................................ 273 
7.2.4.3 Polar and tag questions ........................................................................ 280 
7.2.4.4 Rhetorical questions ............................................................................ 282 

7.3 Clauses with nonverbal predicates ................................................................. 283 
7.3.1 Nominal predicates ..................................................................................... 284 
7.3.2 Other non-verbal clause types .................................................................... 287 

7.3.2.1 Adjectival predicates ........................................................................... 287 
7.3.2.2 Existentials ........................................................................................... 290 
7.3.2.3 Locational predicates ........................................................................... 292 
7.3.2.4 Possessive predicates ........................................................................... 294 

7.4 Complex clauses ............................................................................................. 296 
7.4.1 General remarks ......................................................................................... 296 
7.4.2 Clause coordination .................................................................................... 296 
7.4.3 Complement clauses and reported speech .................................................. 299 
7.4.4 Adverbial clauses ....................................................................................... 303 

7.4.4.1 General remarks ................................................................................... 303 
7.4.4.2 Adverbial clauses with clause-initial conjunctions ............................. 303 
7.4.4.3 Conditional clauses .............................................................................. 304 

Literature ....................................................................................................................... 308 



 

 
 

i. Overview of tables 
Table 1. Paternal kinship groups ..................................................................................... 17 
Table 2. Maternal kinship groups .................................................................................... 17 
Table 3. Lexical variety ................................................................................................... 19 
Table 4. Overview of wordlists ....................................................................................... 24 
Table 5. Overview of lists including clauses and phrases ............................................... 25 
Table 6. Overview of booklets with interviews and songs ............................................. 25 
Table 7. Interviews in B-N1 to B-N4 .............................................................................. 26 
Table 8. Singers in B-N2 to B-N4 ................................................................................... 27 
Table 9. Overview of language assistants ....................................................................... 30 
Table 10. Overview of the regular changes made in the published sources ................... 33 
Table 11. Overview of the regular changes made in the unpublished sources ............... 34 
Table 12. Consonant inventory in Deeləmə .................................................................... 39 
Table 13. Consonant inventory in Gʋyʋma ..................................................................... 39 
Table 14. Consonant inventory in Gwaandama .............................................................. 39 
Table 15. Regular sound correspondences /ʃ/ and /c/ ...................................................... 47 
Table 16. Regular sound correspondences /ʃ/, /s/ and /ts/ ............................................... 47 
Table 17. Examples of nasal and approximant changes in the word onset ..................... 48 
Table 18. Oral vowel inventory of Deeləmə ................................................................... 53 
Table 19. Nasal vowel inventory of Deeləmə ................................................................. 53 
Table 20. Oral vowel inventory of Gʋyʋma .................................................................... 53 
Table 21. Nasal vowel inventory of Gʋyʋma .................................................................. 53 
Table 22. Oral vowel inventory of Gwaandama ............................................................. 53 
Table 23. Nasal vowel inventory of Gwaandama ........................................................... 54 
Table 24. Vowel inventory of Deeləmə .......................................................................... 72 
Table 25. Vowel inventory of Gʋyʋma ........................................................................... 72 
Table 26. Vowel inventory of Gwaandama .................................................................... 72 
Table 27. Syllables in Nʋngʋrama .................................................................................. 74 
Table 28. Examples of different syllable shapes ............................................................. 75 
Table 29. Copulas ............................................................................................................ 88 
Table 30. Allomorphs of the relational verb extension -rÍ .............................................. 97 
Table 31. Subject pronouns ........................................................................................... 104 
Table 32. Object pronouns ............................................................................................ 105 
Table 33. Possessive pronouns ...................................................................................... 112 
Table 34. Demonstrative proforms ................................................................................ 113 
Table 35. Interrogative proforms .................................................................................. 114 
Table 36. Relative clause marker .................................................................................. 115 
Table 37. Cardinal numerals ......................................................................................... 117 
Table 38. Ordinal numerals in Deeləmə ........................................................................ 118 
Table 39. Ordinal numerals in Gʋyʋma ........................................................................ 119 
Table 40. Ordinal numerals in Gwaandama .................................................................. 119 
Table 41. Spatial postpositions ...................................................................................... 123 
Table 42. Derived spatiality markers ............................................................................ 129 
Table 43. Verbal particles ............................................................................................. 136 
Table 44. Subject agreement markers with the preverbal strict relative marker ........... 137 
Table 45. Subject agreement markers with the preverbal progressive marker ............. 138 
Table 46. Interrogative particles .................................................................................... 146 



 

 
 

Table 47. Negation particles .......................................................................................... 147 
Table 48. The four concepts used for analysing gender ................................................ 149 
Table 49. Nominal form classes .................................................................................... 150 
Table 50. Nominal form classes and referential marker ............................................... 150 
Table 51. Allomorphs -À and -Ó in Deeləmə and Kɔlama in comparison to other 

varieties ......................................................................................................... 160 
Table 52. Allomorphs -l and -d in comparison ............................................................. 162 
Table 53. NF class suffixes -mó and -mé in Kɔlama in comparison to other varieties . 168 
Table 54. Agreement affixes on attributes .................................................................... 183 
Table 55. Agreement markers in Deeləmə .................................................................... 184 
Table 56. Agreement markers in Gʋyʋma .................................................................... 185 
Table 57. Agreement markers in Gwaandama .............................................................. 186 
Table 58. Agreement affixes on cardinal numerals ....................................................... 192 
Table 59. Subject agreement markers for first, second and third person ...................... 207 
Table 60. Subject agreement markers in agreement classes 1 to 9 ............................... 207 
Table 61. Occurrence of the FV in the imperfective and the aspectual future .............. 223 
Table 62. Tense and aspect marking in Nʋngʋrama ..................................................... 228 
Table 63. Subject agreement markers for first, second and third person with the 

preverbal imperfective marker ...................................................................... 231 
Table 64. Subject agreement markers in agreement classes 1 to 9 with the preverbal 

imperfective marker ...................................................................................... 231 
Table 65. Object pronouns in imperfective constructions in Deeləmə ......................... 232 
Table 66. Object pronouns in imperfective constructions in Gʋyʋma .......................... 234 
Table 67. Object pronouns in imperfective constructions in Gwaandama ................... 236 
Table 68. Subject agreement markers with the preverbal future marker ...................... 237 
Table 69. Subject agreement markers in classes 1 to 9 with the preverbal future  

marker ........................................................................................................... 237 
Table 70. Object pronouns in aspectual future constructions in Deeləmə .................... 239 
Table 71. Object pronouns in aspectual future constructions in Gʋyʋma ..................... 241 
Table 72. Object pronouns in aspectual future constructions in Gwaandama .............. 242 
Table 73. Clause constructions with modal verbs ......................................................... 247 
Table 74. Modal verbs ................................................................................................... 247 
 

ii. Overview of figures 
Figure 1. Structure of nouns ............................................................................................ 81 
Figure 2. The phonological verb ..................................................................................... 86 
Figure 3. The phonological copula .................................................................................. 89 
Figure 4. Possible former structure of the progressive .................................................. 138 
Figure 5. NF suffixes combining to deriflections in Nʋngʋrama .................................. 169 
Figure 6. Agreement classes and nominal form classes in Nʋngʋrama ........................ 187 
Figure 7. Agreement classes combining to genders in Nʋngʋrama .............................. 188 
Figure 8. Order of attributes in a noun phrase ............................................................... 212 
Figure 9. Order of adjectives in a noun phrase ............................................................. 213 
Figure 10. Basic word order .......................................................................................... 261 
 

 



 

 
 

iii. Overview of maps 
Map 1. Geographical distribution of the Nʋngʋrama varieties ......................................... 5 
Map 2. Languages of Northeastern Nigeria ...................................................................... 7 
Map 3. States of Nigeria .................................................................................................... 9 
Map 4. Nʋngʋrama-speaking area (with previous state name Bauchi instead of  

Gombe) ................................................................................................................ 10 
 

  



 

 
 

iv. Abbreviations
A NF class -A 
AGR subject agreement marker 
ASP aspect marker 
ATR advanced tongue root 
AUX auxiliary 
B NF class -b 
C consonant 
CAUS causative verb extension 
CF clause final marker 
COM comitative 
COMPL complementiser 
CON connector 
COORD coordinating conjunction 
COP copula 
CPL completive 
DEF definite marker 
DEM demonstrative proform 
DISJ disjunctive conjunction 
EXCL exclusive 
F NF class -A 
FUT future 
FV / FV verb final vowel 
Gal Galatians (book in the bible) 
GEN genitive marker 
Gen Genesis (book in the bible) 
HA NF class -hA 
Hab Habakkuk (book in the 

bible) 
IMP imperfective 
INCL inclusive 
INST instrumental preposition 
INT interrogative marker 
KA NF class -kA 
L NF class -l 
lit. literally 
Lk Luke (book in the bible) 
M NF class -m 
Mk Mark (book in the bible) 
N nasal that occurs in some 

clauses with adjectival and 
possessive predicates  

NEG negation marker 
NF nominal form (class) 
NOM nominal predicate 
NPST non-past 
NUM numeral marker 
OBJ object pronoun 
ORD ordinal numeral 
PST past 
PL / pl plural 
PLU pluractional verb extension 
POSS possessive pronoun 
PP postposition 
PRG progressive  
PROG progressive verbal particle 
Ps Psalms (book in the bible) 
R NF class -r 
R recipient-like argument 
REF referential marker 
REL relative marker 
RLT relational verb extension 
Sam Samuel (book in the bible) 
SBJ subject pronoun 
SG / sg singular 
so. someone 
SPAT spatial preposition 
SR strict relative verbal particle 
STAMP subject, tense, aspect, mood, 

polarity 
sth. something 
T theme argument 
TA NF class -tA 
TAM tense, aspect, mode 
TBU tone-bearing unit 
V verb (root); vowel 
VEN ventive verbal particle 
W NF class -w 
Y NF class -y 
1 first person 
2 second person 
3 third person 
? unknown/unclear 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 



 

1 
 

1. Introduction 
1.1 Aim and structure of the thesis 
Nʋngʋrama/Longuda is a language cluster spoken in the northeast of Nigeria in Adamawa 
and Gombe State. It comprises five different varieties or dialects. Three out of the five 
varieties, namely Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, are the focus of this polylectal 
grammar (as described in §1.4).  

This thesis aims to document and describe the most salient linguistic structures, with a 
particular focus on the field of morphosyntax, in a comparative manner in order to 
acknowledge the existence of language variation. This comparative study further has the 
objective of contributing to the descriptions of African languages, in particular those 
referred to as ‘Adamawa’ and ‘Benue-Volta’ languages. This will facilitate typological 
and comparative research, historical reconstructions1 and any further work on 
Nʋngʋrama. This description may also contribute to the revision of the orthography, 
which, according to the speakers of the language with whom I worked, is challenging to 
read. This is, at least in part, due to the absence of crucial information, such as tone and 
vowel harmony.  

The thesis is comprised of seven chapters. Chapter 1, including this subsection, serves as 
an introductory overview of the language, encompassing its varieties and their respective 
speakers, as well as providing insight into the classification of the language cluster and 
the sociolinguistic context. Furthermore, it provides an overview of the data used in this 
thesis and the theoretical framework upon which this language description is based. 
Chapter 2 is a phonological sketch of the varieties, which is an important foundation for 
comprehending and interpreting the examples presented throughout the thesis. The parts-
of-speech classes identified in Nʋngʋrama are presented in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents 
the deriflection and gender of nouns, while Chapter 5 gives an overview of noun phrases. 
Chapter 6 is dedicated to the description of tense, aspect, modality and negation. The 
various clause types that occur in Nʋngʋrama are presented in Chapter 7. 

 

 

  

 
1 Compare Güldemann (2018a: 204) in this regard: “While the first part of Boyd’s (1988b: 236) 
following statement may no longer apply, its second part has not lost anything of its relevance 
after more than 25 years of additional research: ‘Les possibilités de comparaison au niveau 
général dans la sous-branche Adamawa (sans compter encore avec les langues oubangiennes) sont 
si limitées qu’on voit plus d’interêt actuellement à concentrer les efforts de reconstruction sur des 
groupes individuels ou sur les sous-ensembles principaux’ [The possibilities for comparison on a 
general level in the Adamawa subbranch (even without including the Ubangi languages) are so 
limited that it currently appears to be of greater interest to concentrate efforts toward 
reconstruction on individual goups [sic!] or the principal subgroups]” (English translation by 
Güldemann). 
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1.2 The language and its speakers 
1.2.1 Nʋngʋrama and its varieties 
This chapter provides an overview of the language Nʋngʋrama and its varieties, as well 
as an account of its usage and the influence of other languages on it. 

Nʋngʋrama2 is the endonym of the language. The suffix -ma (cf. §4.2.13) indicates that 
the term Nʋngʋrama refers to a language, while the suffixes -ya and -ba mark the singular 
and plural of one person or more than one, respectively (cf. §4.2.3 and 4.2.6). 
Consequently, Nʋngʋrama is the term used to refer to the language, Nʋngʋraya to a 
Nʋngʋra person and Nʋngʋraba to Nʋngʋra people. Nʋngʋrama is typically regarded as 
the endonym term, whereas Kleinewillinghöfer (1996a: 85, 2014b) states that the Kɔlaba, 
who speak one of the other two varieties, refer to themselves as Longura(-ba). A similar 
lexeme, namely Longuda or Lunguda (cf. §2.1.1.1 for the allomorphs [d] and [r]), is used 
as an exonym for both the language and the people. The former is the more commonly 
used term in scientific literature, while the latter is employed in other contexts in Nigeria, 
such as the news.3 

The precise number of Nʋngʋra speakers is difficult to determine. Meek (1931: 332) 
identifies 7,288 Nʋngʋraba in the north and 2,360 in the south4. These figures correspond 
to the administrative division of the region into two districts at the time. The Handbook 
of African Languages (cited in Jungraithmayr 1968/1969: 173) reports a total of 11,809 
speakers, while Newman and Newman (1977a: 9) report 34,0005 people, a number that is 
based on the 1971 census. The most recent data stems from the PeopleGroups database 
(International Mission Board 2024) and the Joshua Project (2023), which estimate the 
current population to be 108,000 and 110,000, respectively. The sources underlying these 
estimates are not clarified. It is unlikely that the most recent census in 2006 is the source 
of this data, as it only provides age distribution data for Local Government Areas and not 
for ethnic groups.6 However, given Nigeria’s population growth, with an annual increase 
of more than 2% in recent years (World Bank Group 2024, United Nations Statistic 
Division 2024), it can be assumed that the number of Nʋngʋraba has also increased (cf. 
Brunk 1994). This assumption is consistent with the various numbers presented above 
and is also corroborated by my language assistants. 

Nʋngʋrama is a Niger-Congo language. However, its exact placement in the family tree 
remains unclear. Based on lexical evidence, Nʋngʋrama has been proposed to be an 
‘Adamawa’ language (c.f. e.g. Greenberg 1949: 89, Blench 2004), a controversially 

 
2 Since tones differ for language terms and speakers in the different varieties (e.g. [ˈnʋ́ŋgʋ́rámà] 
in Deeləmə, but [ˈnʋ́ŋgʋ́rámá] in Gʋyʋma), they are omitted here and throughout this thesis. 
3 In folk etymology, the meaning of Nʋngʋra is described as “people that stay close to each other“ 
(Abdullahi 2018) or “descendants of their patriarch whose name was Nungur” (Dunnamah et al. 
2016: 42).  
4 This probably excludes the people from the towns Dele (i.e. Jessu), Gwaanda (i.e. Nyuwar) and 
Wala (Meek 1931: 331). 
5 Divided by speakers of the five varieties (as described below): 14,005 Cerĩba, 10,515 Gʋyʋba, 
5,572 Kɔlaba, 2,630 Deeləbə and 1,500 Gwaandaba.  
6 https://web.archive.org/web/20170120201645/http:/www.population.gov.ng/images/Priority% 
20table%20Vol%204.pdf [accessed 2024-06-21]. 
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discussed term (Kleinewillinghöfer 2019b: 193, footnote 1, 2024: 5). Güldemann (2018b: 
200) describes ‘Adamawa’ as a “highly diverse genealogical pool of Niger-Congo”, not 
a distinct branch as such. It is placed in single inverted commas in this thesis to indicate 
its questionable status as a genealogical term. The term ‘Adamawa’ should thus be 
understood as a provisional cover term for languages that have yet to be (genetically) 
classified more precisely. ‘Adamawa’ was also suggested to have possible links to an 
Eastern Niger-Congo branch, also called Ubangi (cf. Greenberg 1949: 89, footnote 5, 
1963: 9, Samarin 1971: 225). Another subbranch of Niger-Congo, namely Gur, is thought 
to form a continuum with ‘Adamawa’ or ‘Adamawa-Ubangi’ (Köhler 1975: 197, 
Bennett/Sterk 1977: 249, Bennett 1983, cf. Kleinewillinghöfer 2019b: 193). The 
prevailing opinion today is that Ubangi should be regarded as separate from Adamawa, 
as “no study ever backed Greenberg’s Adamawa-Ubangi” (Kleinewillinghöfer 2020: 221, 
cf. Güldemann 2018b: 200).7 Kleinewillinghöfer (2024: 5) proposes an alternative 
classification that includes the Gur languages and the (previously regarded) ‘Adamawa’ 
groups Samba-Duru, Tula-Waja, Nʋngʋrama/Longuda, Ɓəna-Mboi and possibly Bua, all 
of which exhibit noun class morphology. His proposed cover term is ‘Benue-Volta’. His 
classification is based on morphology, while previous classifications of ‘Adamawa’ and 
‘Adamawa-Ubangi’ were lexically defined. 

No classification is suggested in this thesis. It also remains to be seen which language or 
language group may be closest to Nʋngʋrama. Instances where similarities with 
languages spoken in its vicinity can be observed, are occasionally mentioned in the 
respective chapters. However, whether these are genealogical or areal, contact-induced 
features are not the topic of this thesis. As these languages, in particular Tula, Waja, Baa, 
Kam and Kyak, are predominantly considered in the literature to belong to the 
‘Adamawa’ group, they are also referred to as such in this thesis.8  

Nʋngʋrama is considered to be a ‘dialect cluster’ (e.g. Westermann/Bryan 1970: 111, 
Bennett 1983: 35, Kleinewillinghöfer 2014b, Güldemann 2018b: 205) or a ‘dialect group’ 
(e.g. Kleinewillinghöfer 1996a: 86, 1996b: 37, 1996c: 113). In this thesis, the term 
‘variety’ is employed in lieu of ‘dialect’ in order to maintain objectivity and to avoid the 
linguistically untenable distinction between the terms ‘language’ and ‘dialect’ 
(Kastenholz 2002: 58, footnote 6, cf. Löffler 1990: 1ff., Chambers/Trudgill 2009: 4f.). 
The varieties of Nʋngʋrama are understood here as diatopic varieties, which are based on 
patterns that can be explained by the concepts of ‘space’ and ‘geography’ (Auer 2013: 
270, cf. Löffler 1990: 7f.).  

The Nʋngʋraba perceive themselves as speaking five distinct varieties. This five-fold 
subdivision is part of the common self-perception of my language consultants. It is 
confirmed in a comparative dialect survey by Newman and Newman (1977a: 5) and in 
other publications (e.g. Sabe 1995: 7, Kleinewillinghöfer 2014b) as well as comparative 
wordlists collected by Kleinewillinghöfer (cf. §1.3.3). The earlier two-fold division into 
‘Hill Longuda’ and ‘Plain Longuda’ distinguished by Meek (1931) is based on 

 
7 However, until today, the Ethnologue (Eberhard et al. 2024) remains the exception where 
Adamawa-Ubangi is still listed as a subbranch.  
8 But see Lesage (2019) on the position of Kam in Niger-Congo. 
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geographical and historical aspects, rather than linguistic ones. Three of the five varieties, 
namely Deeləmə, Kɔlama and Gwaandama, can be subsumed under Meek’s ‘Hill 
Longuda’, while the other two, Gʋyʋma and Cerĩma, constitute ‘Plain Longuda’ 
(Newman/Newman 1977a: 25). Despite the division into five varieties, the people share 
common cultural practices, as described, for example, in Meek (1931), Panyi Bairah 
(1987), Vanden Berg (1999, 2005), Abdullahi (2018) and Dunnamah et al. (2016).  

The following section will introduce the five varieties in alphabetical order. 

Cerĩma is the most spoken variety of Nʋngʋrama. It is spoken south of the town of 
Guyuk. According to folk etymology, they are the ‘separated people’ or ‘the ones who 
deviated from the path’ as they took a different route from Waanda (the place from which 
the Nʋngʋraba dispersed, cf. §1.2.3) than the rest of the Nʋngʋraba.  

Deeləmə9 is spoken in the southwestern region of Dumna Hill and in the southeastern 
region of Nyuwar in both Adamawa and Gombe States. The main town is Jessu (also 
known as Dele) in Adamawa State. The origin of the Deeləbə is uncertain. According to 
Newman and Newman (1977a: 6), two theories have been proposed to explain their 
origins. One suggests that they separated from the Tarima-speaking10 Nʋngʋraba, while 
the other proposes that they migrated directly from Waanda over the mountains into their 
present-day territory. Their neighbours are the Bacama and the Cham people.  

Gʋyʋma is a variety spoken in the northeast of the Nʋngʋrama language area, primarily 
in the town Guyuk, as well as the surrounding towns and villages in the plains.11 Since 
the mid-19th century, the Gʋyʋba have been in contact with the Chadic-speaking Dera 
(West Chadic, Afroasiatic) in the Gongola basin (Newman/Newman 1977a: 5). 

Gwaandama12 is primarily spoken by the residents of Nyuwar13, a town situated in the 
southwestern part of the Nʋngʋra area, which encompasses the southern part of Gombe 
State. The Gwaandaba are the smallest group of the Nʋngʋra people. According to [B-
N1]14, they were originally part of the Gʋyʋba until their leader discovered a fertile valley 
in the southwest and founded a town there. The Gwaandaba have a close relationship with 

 
9 Pronounced as [deːləmə], but also as [deːleme], e.g. in the variety Gʋyʋma. Nʋngʋrama does not 
have long vowels (except across morpheme boundaries, cf. §2.1.3.1), but the term Deelə probably 
refers to the hill Deele (with a long vowel), which is described as an important place for the Waja 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 12). The long vowel in the variety Gwaandama (see below) cannot be 
explained.  
10 Tarima is a Nʋngʋrama variation similar to Cerĩma and Kɔlama, according to one of my 
language assistants.  
11 Another variety, called Wala (after the town Wala in which it is spoken), is subsumed under 
Gʋyʋma due to their close similarities. Wala is also influenced by Waja; the speakers of both 
languages cohabitate. Differences between Wala and Gʋyʋma include the lack of nasalisation 
spreading on NF class suffixes (compare §2.1.3.5) and the use of Lunguda as an endonym term 
in Wala (Kleinewillinghöfer 2014b). 
12 Or Gwaandɩma.  
13 Possible origins of the term ‘Nyuwar’ are described in Sabe (2014: 1f.) and [B-N2]. 
14 For abbreviations of this type, cf. §1.3.3.  
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the Hill Waja of Degri and Sikam (Kleinewillinghöfer/Vigeland forthcoming, 
Newman/Newman 1977a: 5). 

The Kɔlama variety (spoken by the Kɔlaba, also called Taraba) is spoken in the 
southeastern part of the Nʋngʋra territory, southeast of Dumna Hill  

The following map illustrates the distribution of the five varieties of Nʋngʋrama. 

 

Map 1. Geographical distribution of the Nʋngʋrama varieties 
(Newman/Newman 1977a: 2) 
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It is evident that the classification into five major varieties represents a simplification of 
the actual situation. The transition from one variety to another is often fluid, and the 
isogloss of one linguistic feature does not necessarily have to be the same as that of 
another feature (cf. Löffler 1990: 135f., Kabatek 2023: 63f., 73). For example, Cerĩma 
shares certain characteristics with Gʋyʋma in the towns Lokoro and Banjiram 
(Newman/Newman 1977a: 7). Another case is Wala, a variety that can be linguistically 
subsumed under Gʋyʋma. The five varieties are therefore reported to be mutually 
intelligible to differing degrees, depending on factors such as exposure to the other 
varieties and similarity of varieties, especially regarding the lexicon (cf. 
Newman/Newman 1977a: 20ff., Sabe 1989: 2).15 Nevertheless, the bundles of isoglosses 
and geographical and social evidence justify the assumption of five varieties, a distinction 
which is used in this thesis.  

Among the reasons for the differences in the varieties, two can be emphasised in 
particular. First, language contact situations and multilingualism gave rise to borrowings 
and calques. Multilingualism is a widespread phenomenon, especially among younger 
Nʋngʋra people and in larger towns where the predominant languages are Hausa and 
English (and/or Nigerian Pidgin English) (Newman/Newman 1977a: 27f., Sabe 2014: 
47f., 259). The increasing use of Hausa, the lingua franca of Northern Nigeria, has had 
and continues to have, the most significant impact on Nʋngʋrama. This is typical of a 
contact situation between a ‘pragmatic dominant language’ (in this case, Hausa) and a 
less dominant language (in this case, Nʋngʋrama) (Matras 2009: 137). It is noteworthy 
that, as Sabe (1989: 3) points out, this influence rather corroborates and increases the 
differences between the varieties:  

Because it [i.e. Hausa] is the language of wider communication in the northern part 
of the country its influence has penetrated deep into the Nungura land thus 
reinforcing dialectal differences (depending on how the various receivers perceive 
it). (Sabe 1989: 3) 

In addition to English and Hausa as a means of wider communication, Nʋngʋrama has 
been or still is in contact with several other languages, including Waja16 in the northwest 
and Cham in the southwest, as well as the two Chadic languages Bacama in the southeast 
and Dera in the northeast (Sabe 1989: 3, 2014: 28). Another language spoken in the 
vicinity of Nʋngʋrama was Jalaa, which is now extinct and appears to have been a 
language isolate (cf. Kleinewillinghöfer 2001: 240). Sabe (1995: 7f.) also mentions Lala-
Roba of the the Ɓəna-Mboi group, a language spoken to the northeast, which has 

 
15 For example, according to Sabe (1989: 2) and interviews with a Gʋyʋma and a Gwaandama 
speaker, Kɔlama is considered the most challenging to comprehend for other speakers. However, 
Newman and Newman’s (1977a: 20ff.) dialect survey only confirms this for Gwaandama 
speakers, while speakers of other varieties seem to understand Kɔlama much better. The survey 
conducted by Newman and Newman (1977a: 20) and my own interviews reveal that Gʋyʋma 
speakers have more difficulty understanding other varieties, with the exception of Cerĩma, than 
speakers of those other varieties understanding Gʋyʋma. 
16 Compare Kleinewillinghöfer/Vigeland (2016) for an analysis of language contact and lexical 
borrowings between Waja and the Gwaandama variety of Nʋngʋrama as well as borrowings from 
Kanuri. 
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influenced Gʋyʋma. The influence of neighbouring languages on Nʋngʋrama is limited 
to certain regions. For example, the Deeləbə had more contact with the Cham, the 
Gwaandaba with the Hill Waja and the Gʋyʋba (Wala speakers) with the Plain Waja as 
well as the speakers of the Chadic language Dera (cf. Newman and Newman 1977a: 5f.). 
Consequently, imported neologisms, loanwords and calques are usually found in some, 
but not all, dialect areas. For instance, the Gwaandaba borrowed the lexeme ɟàngàrɩ̀wà 
‘louse’ from Waja jangarà (Kleinewillinghöfer 1995/2014: 2), but the Deeləbə and 
Gʋyʋba have ɲɩnagápɩ̀wà and kurumlá, respectively [WL-D2, WL-G2]. Similarly, làkɩ̀wà 
‘hoe’ in Gwaandama is derived from Waja lakí (Kleinewillinghöfer/Vigeland 2016), 
while ‘hoe’ translates as ʃáwʋ̀̃wà and cáwʋ̀̃lá in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, respectively.  

 

Map 2. Languages of Northeastern Nigeria  
(Nʋngʋrama area is marked in red) (Simons/Fennig 2016)  
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The lexical differences are likely to be the result of both language contact and a language 
taboo, which is the second reason for the variety distinctions. The language taboo is a 
peculiarity of the Nʋngʋraba and the neighbouring Jalaa, Cham and Tsobo to the 
southwest, that has resulted in the renewal of parts of their vocabulary, including the so-
called basic vocabulary (Kleinewillinghöfer 1995). This practice is now receding or has 
already become extinct (cf. §1.1.8).  

The abovementioned multilingualism that is common in Nigeria is contributing to a 
decline in the use of Nʋngʋrama. Nʋngʋraba living outside the Nʋngʋra area report that 
their children often have only a rudimentary understanding of the language or do not 
understand it at all because Hausa is preferred. This became evident in personal 
conversations with Nʋngʋra speakers living in Jos and with students of the Theological 
College of Northern Nigeria who, at the time of the interviews, lived nearby but not in 
the Nʋngʋra area (cf. §1.3.4). This may be attributed to their residence outside the 
Nʋngʋra area, leading to a more frequent use of Hausa. However, even within the 
language community in the area of the Nʋngʋraba, Hausa is often the preferred language. 

For instance, a Gʋyʋma speaker from Gʋyʋk confirmed that when trading goods in 
Nyuwar, where Gwaandama is spoken, he would rather use Hausa than Nʋngʋrama.17 
Nevertheless, especially when addressing elders, it would be considered disrespectful to 
speak any language other than Nʋngʋrama. The dominant use and prestige of Hausa is 
also observed in other language communities and is a common trend among young people 
in northern Nigeria.  

Despite the receding use of Nʋngʋrama and the division into five varieties, the Nʋngʋraba 
have a “sense of belonging to a single language body” (Sabe 2014: 28). Newman and 
Newman (1977a: 27f.) also note that “[t]here seems to be a sense of pride in belonging to 
the Longuda group and in the Longuda language”. After outlining the differences among 
the varieties, one of my consultants concluded by stating: “But we are all Longuda!”  

 

 
17 For a detailed description of the use of Gwaandama in Nyuwar, compare Sabe (2014: 47f.). 
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1.2.2 Geographical Distribution 

 
Map 3. States of Nigeria  
(States in which Nʋngʋrama is spoken are marked) (Source: mapsopensource.com/9ft ext-map-
black-and-white.html) 

Nʋngʋrama is spoken on and around the Longuda Plateau, which is situated between the 
Gongola River to the east and the Muri mountains to the west. The majority of the 
Nʋngʋra area is situated in Adamawa State (previously, until 1991, part of Gongola 
State), specifically in the Gʋyʋk Local Government Area (LGA) with over 36 towns and 
villages, and - to a much smaller amount with only a few settlements - in Lamurde LGA. 
The Balanga LGA in Gombe State (previously, until 1996, part of Bauchi State) is home 
to the Gwaandama, Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma (Wala) varieties, primarily in the three major 
settlements of Nyuwar, Jessu and Wala (Adelberger/Kleinewillinghöfer 1992: 45, Sabe 
2014: 1, Dunnamah et al. 2016: 39).  
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Map 4. Nʋngʋrama-speaking area (with previous state name Bauchi instead of Gombe) 
(Source: Sabe 1995: 434) 

The towns, villages and farms of the Nʋngʋraba on the plateau and its foothills “are 
generally situated on terraces jutting out of the hills” (Brackenbury 1917: 1, for a detailed 
description of the area cf. Berns 1986: 4ff.). The majority of the Nʋngʋraba relied on 
subsistence farming, a practice that partly continues to this day. Terraced cultivation is 
employed to prevent erosion and to cultivate crops such as millet, guinea corn, cotton, 
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beans and rice. The soils and climate offer ideal conditions for good harvests. In addition 
to agriculture, livestock farming, including goats, sheep and poultry, and hunting are 
common practices (Newman/Newman 1977a, Panyi Bairah 1987: 24, Sabe 1995: 3, 
Adelberger et al. 1996: 15, Dunnamah et al. 2016: 39, 46). 

The Nʋngʋraba are surrounded by other peoples and languages, as reported in 
Kleinewillinghöfer (1996c: 113):  

The mountains of the Tangale-Waja Uplands are inhabited by a number of small ethnic 
groups. They speak different languages which belong to two un-related linguistic stocks. 
The Afroasiatic stock is represented by Chadic languages […]. But the majority of the 
languages belong to the Adamawa branch of the Niger-Congo stock. 

Nʋngʋrama is spoken in close proximity to the Tula-Waja languages (part of ‘Adamawa’ 
or ‘Benue-Volta’) Waja and Cham, the Mbula-Bwazza cluster that belongs to the 
Southern Bantoid languages and the Chadic languages Bacama and Dera.  

 

1.2.3 History 
According to an Assessment Report from the early 20th century, the Nʋngʋraba have little 
knowledge of their migration history. The report notes that it “was hard to get from the 
Longuda […] any definite account of their previous history. ‘They had always lived 
here’” (Brackenbury 1917: 13). Similarly, the ‘Anthropological Notes on Longuda Tribe’ 
(Anonymous 1929) state that the present generation has no traditions of their earlier 
history. This is also the prevailing sentiment expressed in the interviews conducted in the 
1990s, where the interviewer received the following response to the question regarding 
the origin of Gwaandama speakers: 

We ascended from Gimsa. […] From Gimsa we came to Waanda. [… Gimsa] is down 
there, after Waanda. I have not personally seen the place. I have only heard of it. Our actual 
home is Waanda only. [B-N1] 

The interviewee was unable to provide information on when his people emigrated or the 
reasons for their departure from Gimsa in the first place (cf. Brunk 1994: 15). The 
following is a brief history of the Nʋngʋraba as reported in various works, including 
Newman and Newman (1977a), Panyi Bairah (1987), Berns (1986), Nissen (1993), Brunk 
(1994), Sabe (1995, 2014), Adelberger (2009) and Berns and Fardon (2011). 

It can be assumed that the Nʋngʋraba migrated into the present-day area alongside other 
ethnic groups, such as the Lala and the Yungur18, from the northeast (Berns 1986: 18, 
Nissen 1993: 161). According to Kleinewillinghöfer (p.c.), some of their ancestors may 
have possibly come from the Mandara mountains, similar to the ancestors of the Ɓena-
Mboi groups.19 Currently, only Chadic languages are spoken in the Mandara mountains. 

 
18 Contrary to this, Meek (1931: 332) reports: “It was suggested that some of the hill sites now 
occupied by the Longuda were formerly held by the Yungur, but there was no general belief that 
this was so”. 
19 Cf. Kleinewillinghöfer (2019b) on the contact of Benue-Plateau languages and ‘Adamawa’-
Gur languages.  
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In some sources, Yamen (=Yemen?) is even reported as being the country of origin 
(Brackenbury 1917: 13, Panyi Bairah 1987: 3, Sabe 1995: 1, 2014: 2f.).20 

Panyi Bairah (1987: 3) assumes that the Nʋngʋraba’s relocation to their present area was 
precipitated by a history of recurrent conflict with the autochthones. He estimates that 
they arrived in Waanda at the end of the 18th century, after travelling through the Jukun 
kingdom (=Kororofa) in the 17th century. It is unclear who inhabited the area before the 
arrival of the Nʋngʋraba (Kleinewillinghöfer p.c., Nissen 1993: 46). Dukil on the 
Longuda plateau is regarded as the ancestral homeland of the Cham people, who may 
have inhabited the area prior to the Nʋngʋraba. According to oral traditions, the Yungur 
and/or the Dera resided in and exercised control of the Gongola lowlands until they were 
driven out of Lakumna, a town on the opposite side of the Shellen River, by the 
Nʋngʋraba in the 1850s (Meek 1931: 331ff., Nissen 1993: 161f., cf. Berns 1986: 361). 
Ikime (1980: 169) also reports on this: “Before the 19th century the Kanakuru [Dera] 
exercised control over some Lunguda […] on the Lala Plateau and in the region north of 
the Gongola-Hawal confluence”. This area is located to the north of the present-day 
location. Contrary to this, Brackenbury (1917: 14) suggests in the aforementioned 
Assessment Report that “the Longudas may be the original inhabitants of the Gongola 
and Benue valleys at this point, driven into the hills by later immigration” (cf. Berns 1986: 
19, 361, 408). Panyi Bairah (1987: 7f.) presents both possibilities but concludes that the 
Dera were the first settlers (cf. Nissen 1993: 90, 162).21  

Waanda is considered the central area of the Nʋngʋraba, from which the various family 
groups subsequently dispersed (Nissen 1993: 161).22 While some groups settled on the 
plains, the majority continued their journey into the mountains. The reasons for this 
further migration wave may have included the outbreak of smallpox, a famine due to 
unfertile soils (Sabe 2014: 3) and overpopulation “leading to insufficient land for 
expansion and cultivation“ (Panyi Bairah 1987: 5). The Gwaandaba were the last group 
to leave Waanda and settle in Nyuwar, according to Sabe (2014: 4). In contrast, 
Woodhouse (1924: 112f.) reports that the settlers of Nyuwar allocated land to the Jessi23, 
who arrived later. In a narrative of the Gwaandaba, Kwayawi, the founder of Nyuwar, is 
said to have discovered the fertile valley by chance while searching for his lost bull 
(Newman/Newman 1977a: 5, Nissen 1993: 161, Sabe 2014: 4 and [B-N1]). 

The first contact with British colonialists was in 1906, or possibly even earlier in 1902, 
when the British established colonial rule and undertook military patrols in the Tangale-
Waja region and the wider Muri mountains (cf. Nissen 1993: 50, Brunk 1996: 11, 
Adelberger 2009: 13ff., 29, 51f.). Sabe (2014: 8f.) reports on “Carlyle the white man“, 
who came to Nyuwar in 1906 with the intention of learning about the chiefs of the towns 

 
20 This is a common story of origin by many peoples in the wider region, as reported e.g. by Lange 
(2004: 321f., 2011: 580). 
21 For an account of the “dramatic and disruptive events” in the Benue River Valley in the 19th 
century, cf. Berns and Fardon (2011: 23, 34f.). 
22 According to Meek (1931: 332f.), however, Dukil was the first town where the Nʋngʋraba 
settled before dispersing further.  
23 I.e. Deeləbə? 
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and villages and later became a famous District Officer in the area. Although the initial 
encounter is described as peaceful, the Nʋngʋraba were compelled to defend themselves 
on numerous occasions against the British colonial power. The towns Banjiram and 
Gʋyʋk24 were attacked and burnt down in this context (Meek 1931: 334, 
Newman/Newman 1977a: 4, Nissen 1993: 50, 162, Adelberger 2009: 34ff.). In the 
following years, Christian missionaries were permitted to enter the ‘Pagan districts’ of 
the Northern Provinces and establish mission stations, amongst them several in the area 
of the Nʋngʋraba: The first were opened in Gʋyʋk around 1930, followed by towns such 
as Bobini, Banjiram and Nyuwar. Churches were built, but the Christian faith was 
primarily disseminated through educational institutions and health services (Panyi Bairah 
1987: 38ff., Nissen 1993: 50f., 167f., 170f., Sabe 2014: 115f., 258).25  

The Nʋngʋraba traditionally believe in a higher being or “supreme God” (Dunnamah et 
al. 2016: 43), although the specific name of this deity differs across the sources.26 
Currently, Islam and Christianity are the dominant religions in the Nʋngʋra region, having 
displaced traditional beliefs to a large extent. According to Sabe (2014: 81), Islam was 
introduced to the region “through traders (who traded in animal skins and cotton) and 
cattle rearers” during the reign of Pisagih (1906 to 1927)27 (cf. Dunnamah et al. 2016: 
49).  

The establishment of mission stations resulted in the division of the area into four 
districts: Banjiram and Gʋyʋk Districts each comprised fifteen villages, while Nyuwar, 
Dele, and Wala-Lafiya were located in the Tangale Districts. Three additional villages 
were under the direction of the Sudan Interior Mission Church (SIM), which later became 
part of the Evangelical Church of West Africa (ECWA). These districts belonged to two 
different provinces. 

In the case of the Longuda people, the division of the Longuda land into two major district 
churches – the Luthren [sic]28 Church in Adamawa Province and the Sudan Interior Mission 
Church in Bauchi Province marks the subsequent division of the Nʋngʋra people into two 
provinces by the colonial administrators (Panyi Bairah 1987: 41).  
[…T]he colonial masters drew the boundary between these provinces irrespective of the 
oneness of the Longuda people. The decision was taken for administrative convenience – 
without due consideration for the unity of the people (Panyi Bairah 1987: 44). 

During the British colonial period, the system of ‘indirect rule’ was implemented. This 
allowed chiefs and other leaders to hold office, but they de facto lost much of their 

 
24 Actually Gweo, which is the Nʋngʋrama name for Gʋyʋk, according to Meek (1931: 332, cf. 
Nissen 1993: 162).  
25 For a detailed account of the missionary activities from 1929, cf. Nissen (1993: 165ff.). A 
description of how religion has an impact on everyday life today can be found in Sabe (2014: 
66ff.). 
26 Yalakəduunyi (‘heavenly sun‘) or Yambawadunyi (‘heavenly God’) in Panyi Bairah (1987: 29), 
Tambarade in Dunnamah et al. (2016: 43) and Nyalaka de (‘sun above’) in Meek (1931: 351). 
27 At least in Nyuwar amongst the Gwaandaba. 
28 Probably the Lutheran Church of Christ in Nigeria, which was “founded in 1913 by SUM 
(Danish branch) […] with its headquarters in the city of Numan of the North East Adamawa 
province” (LCCN Nigeria 2012). 
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power.29 Pany Bairah (1987: 45, 47) suggests that “the chiefs no longer served the interest 
of their people but rather served as British representatives”. Following Nigeria’s 
independence in 1960, the Nʋngʋraba of Nyuwar, Dele and Wala-Lafiya, which were all 
part of the Bauchi province, requested administrative consolidation with the rest of the 
Nʋngʋraba who lived in the Gongola province. Their objective was to benefit from a 
better health system, access to clean drinking water and improved roads (Panyi Bairah 
1987: 55f.). Despite the rejection of their request, it did result in improvements to 
healthcare and road infrastructure (Panyi Bairah 1987: 59f.).  

Conflicts, including military ones, repeatedly interrupted the peace between the 
Nʋngʋraba and their surrounding peoples, as described in the songs and interviews in [B-
N2], [B-N3], and [B-N4].30 

 

1.2.4 Kinship groups 
The Nʋngʋraba are divided into kinship groups, also called ‘clans’ in the literature and 
by the speakers. Each person belongs to two groups, one on the paternal side and one on 
the maternal side, regardless of the variety they speak (Panyi Bairah 1987: 27). There are 
several31 paternal groups called wʋ̀lá32, each with its own set of obligations or 
prohibitions. The Bɔ̃kwəhəbə, for example, assume leadership roles, while the Bɔ̃ɲamba 
are responsible for hunting and the Bɔ̃tsumba for peace negotiations (Sabe 2014: 53ff.). 
Some groups are reported to have a special relationship with certain animals (Nissen 
1993: 164). As an example, one of my language assistants, who is a Bɔ̃ɲisubye, also called 
Bɔ̃hɔyaya, shared with me:  

I can’t kill a snake and I can’t eat snake. And my parents told me that if anybody is born in 
our clan […], the day or a few days you are born in that clan, definitely, a snake will visit 
the house to welcome a new visitor [… and you] see a snake lying beside your child and 
you will not talk, you will not shout, you will just go back quietly because the ancestors 
have visited […] ordinarily a snake can’t harm us, ordinarily.  

The maternal kinship groups are called kwàntà.33 They are fewer in number than the 
paternal groups and do not involve any obligations. According to the people I spoke to, 
the maternal kinship groups seem to be declining.  

Table 1 gives an overview of the paternal kinship groups, including their associated 
obligations and prohibitions (the absence of data in a field indicates that no information 

 
29 It is worth noting that in acephalous societies (i.e. societies without a formal leader), such as 
several of the peoples in that region, the British system of indirect rule required the imposition of 
a paramount chief or political leader, even in cases where none had previously existed 
(Kleinewillinghöfer p.c.). 
30 For sources in square brackets, cf. §1.3.3.  
31 Six according to Sabe (2014: 53), eight according to one of my language assistants, nine 
according to Meek (1931: 342). Dunnamah et al. (2016: 43f., 48) mention six kinship groups by 
name, but unfortunately it is unclear whether this is an exhaustive list. 
32 Plural wʋ̀á (in Gʋyʋma), also called wʋla or ʋʋtha in (Sabe 2014: 53) and ʋ̀là in [B-N1].  
33 There are two kinship groups with subdivisions according to Meek (1931: 340), but three 
according to Sabe (2014: 53) and six according to [B-N1].  
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is available). Table 2 lists the maternal kinship groups. It includes all kinship groups 
mentioned in the literature and in the interviews conducted during the research. Whether 
these are all indeed distinct kinship groups, or whether they can be grouped together as 
subgroups or as alternative names for the same groups, needs further investigation.  
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Paternal kinship groups Obligations Prohibitions Source 

Bõcəbə / Bõsibe guide runners during cicibiwə festival; forecasters and advisors  Sabe 2014: 53, B-
N1, own data 

Bɔ̃dzʋʋba blowing horn at the eve of cicibiwə festival; giving order for the 
weaving of zana mats; leading prayers on bad omen; handling 
pwalam lʋgama festival; clearing the venue for cicibiwə 

 Sabe 2014: 54, B-
N1, own data 

Bɔ̃hɔyaba / Bɔ̃ɲisubye 
(name derived from 
‘snake/cobra’) 

handling destructive birds killing/eating 
snakes 
 

Sabe 2014: 54, 
Dunnamah et al. 
2016: 43, B-N1, 
own data 

Bõkwehəbə (“those who do 
not fall sick easily”) 

rulers; collecting information for sanctions and cleansing of the land  Sabe 2014: 54f., 
B-N1 

Bɔ̃ɲamba (“those who like 
meat too much”) 

praying for rain and good crops; exerting revenge; hunting of 
animals 

 Sabe 2014: 55, B-
N1 

Bɔ̃tsʋmba / Bansumbe 
(name derived from the tree 
tsʋmka under which the 
kinship group used to meet) 

stopping evil spirits34; confirming the appointment/election of a new 
headman/chief; arrangements for the pəryəwə festival; giving the 
lead for the commencement and stoppage of hunting; alerting people 
on the need to start fresh roofing of their huts and prepare the 
farmlands for the next rainy season; making peace 

killing/eating 
locusts 

Sabe 2014: 56, 
Dunnamah et al. 
2016: 44, B-N1 

Bɔ̃saba / Bakimbaraba  killing/eating 
crocodiles 

Dunnamah et al. 
2016: 43, own 
data 

 
34 For example by using “healing vessels […] in ritual procedures […] to transfer the spirits of disease from a patient to a specially made ceramic pot” 
(Berns/Fardon 2011: 35f.). These clay vessels used for ritual purposes can also be found with the neighbouring Cham and Waja (Adelberger n.d.: 22). For more 
detailed descriptions, cf. Meek (1931), Hare (1983), Panyi Bairah (1987), Nissen (1993: 162ff.) and Dunnamah et al. (2016).  
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Bɔ̃wablɩba  killing/eating 
monkeys 

Dunnamah et al. 
2016: 43 

Bõshuryebe / Bɔ̃zaɲɩba  killing/eating birds Dunnamah et al. 
2016: 43f. 

Bõjumbe  killing/eating 
bigger animals (e.g. 
elephants, buffalos) 

Dunnamah et al. 
2016: 44, own 
data 

Bɔ̃jaba  killing/eating dogs own data 
Bõkubebe   own data 

Table 1. Paternal kinship groups 

 

Maternal kinship groups Source 
Baafʋ̃wa / Bà̃fʋ́̃wá Sabe 2014: 57, B-N1, own data 
Də́swíkə́ B-N1 
Jóújòùwə̀ B-N1 
Lı̃̀wə̀ Sabe 2014: 57, Dunnamah et al. 2016: 44, B-N1, own data 
Sakasənawa35 Sabe 2014: 57, own data 
Sʋmgɩlwa / Súmgə́lwə́36 Sabe 2014: 57, B-N1 
Waalʋwa / Wálʋ̀wà  Sabe 2014: 57f., B-N1, own data 
Yàrgáwá own data 

Table 2. Maternal kinship groups 

 
35 This is the only maternal kinship group mentioned in the data as having an obligation, which is handling ants, according to Dunnamah et al. (2016: 44). In 
Sabe (2014: 57), it is described as having assimilated with Lɩ̃̀wə̀. However, one of my language assistants identified with this kinship group, and therefore it still 
seems to be differentiated.  
36 Assimilated with Wálʋ̀wà, according to Sabe (2014: 57). [B-N1] reports that Wálʋ̀wà, Lı̃̀wə̀ and Súmgə́lwə́ had been one kinship group, called Də́swíkə́.  
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Usually, the oldest member of a kinship group is its representative and implicitly its leader 
(Sabe 2014: 53). These leaders, known as kwandiri, “are the traditional forces that ensure 
the coherent adherence and compliance of the laws passed by the priests” (Dunnamah 
2016: 47). In addition to the duties associated with a kinship group membership, there are 
two types of relationships between certain kinship groups. Paternal kinship groups have 
joking relationships with certain other kinship groups, which are expressed through 
“jokes, abuses, satire, irony and forms of mockery that aim[…] at satirizing one or 
correcting one’s behaviour” [B-N1]. Maternal kinship groups, on the other hand, have 
burial relations. Burial relations refer to the practice of two maternal groups burying their 
deceased members, i.e. a “member from one clan lays to rest […] the deceased from his 
contrasting clan and vice-versa” [B-N1]. The customs of both paternal and maternal 
kinship groups are currently in decline, as already noted by Meek (1931: 341f.) and 
confirmed by my own interviews. 

 

1.2.5 Language Taboo 
As mentioned above, one striking distinction between the varieties is the difference in 
their lexicon. For example, nouns such as ‘tree’, ‘goat’ and ‘foot’ often differ significantly 
between varieties. It probably goes back to a custom of not speaking the name of a 
deceased person aloud. It is only reported for a few languages in northeastern Nigeria, 
namely Nʋngʋrama, Tso, Cham, Kwa/Baa and Jalaa (Kleinewillinghöfer 2001: 243, 
2010). Neighbours such as the Waja and the Dera do not follow this custom.  

The emic view of this custom is described by Newman and Newman (1977a: 10), who 
provide three reasons for it in Nʋngʋrama: “1) it would be disrespectful to use the name 
of the deceased person, 2) if the deceased’s name is used it is as if one is calling the 
deceased and talking to him in person, 3) using the deceased’s name will bring sad 
memories to the relatives”. In addition to the third point, one of Kleinewillinghöfer’s 
(1995: 126) consultants stated that using the name of a deceased relative could cause 
emotional distress to their family members and potentially lead to conflict. 

Aikhenvald and Storch (2019: 10) describe language taboos, such as the one found in 
Nʋngʋrama, as “easily translat[able] into practices of avoidance and secrecy. It also has 
discursive and performative dimensions”. According to Allan and Burridge (2006: 222), 
the primary reason for a taboo related to death is fear:  

Death is a fear-based taboo. There is fear of the loss of loved ones; fear of the corruption 
and disintegration of the body; fear of the very finality of death; fear of what follows the 
end of life […]; fear of malevolent spirits, or of the souls of the dead.  

A custom like the one in Nʋngʋrama is not uncommon in languages, because “[o]ne’s 
name is an inalienable part of one’s identity; it is the essence of self and it is a means by 
which one is known to one’s fellows” (Allan/Burridge 2006: 125). 

As many Nʋngʋraba are given names that are appellatives, these words have to be 
replaced by others decided upon by the older relatives of the deceased (Newman/Newman 
1977a: 11). In many societies where such a taboo exists, it is common for the word itself 



 

19 
 

and sometimes even phonetically similar words, to be tabooed (Allan/Burridge 2006: 
127). Newman and Newman (1977a: 11) give the example of a man called Tsalwa, which 
means ‘ant’. After his death the older relatives decided to call the animal nyi tsanawa 
‘thing that smells’. The speech community (of the area, not necessarily all Nʋngʋra 
speakers) adopted this term, which led to the replacement of the original noun. The result 
of such a custom is a “considerable and extremely rapid change, even in core items that 
normally resist change in other languages“ (Allan/Burridge 2006: 128). This is also true 
for the Nʋngʋrama varieties, where large lexical differences can be found. It can be 
assumed that the taboo is the reason for this.  

A few examples of lexical variety are shown in the following table. 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama Gloss 

yírà mwàyà gɩ́hɩ ̃́yá ‘woman’ 
sʋ́̃wà ɟɩ́ɟáwá sʋ̃wa (Sabe 2014: 51) ‘dog’ 
ɲɔ́m mwárʋ́wà  
(lit. big animal) 

làràwá ɲàm ɲʋ́sʋ̀nwà [WL-N1] ‘elephant’ 

kɔ́bà kɩ̀káwá kààwà [WL-N1] ‘face’ 
tɩ́kà tɩ́ká wáhákà (lit. place to rest) ‘tree’ 
mámà mámá dwàmà [WL-N1] ‘water’ 
ʃáwʋ̀̃wà cáwʋ̀̃lá làkɩ́wà / cícíwə̀37 [WL-N1] ‘hoe’ 

Table 3. Lexical variety 
So far, little is known about the strategies of the Nʋngʋraba for appointing new words. 
Sometimes paraphrases are used, as with the names for ‘elephant’ in Deeləmə, ‘ant’ in 
Gʋyʋma or ‘tree’ Gwaandama (see table above), or words are ‘borrowed’ from 
neighbouring languages. For the word mɩ̀yáwà/mɩ̀yáwá ‘goat‘ (Deeləmə/Gwaandama, as 
opposed to ɟíɟùwè in Gʋyʋma), the speakers suggested that it might be onomatopoeic, i.e. 
imitating the bleating of a goat. Strategies used in other languages with similar taboos 
include “circumlocution, phonological modification, extending the meaning of a near-
synonym (thus reintroducing rarely used words into the basic vocabulary), borrowing 
from another language, or even by coining a new word“ (Allan/Burridge 2006: 128). It is 
possible that at least some of these strategies were used in Nʋngʋrama, but neither the 
literature on this phenomenon in Nʋngʋrama nor my own interviews shed much light on 
this question. What is striking is that in most cases the old and the new word can be found 
within the same nominal class (Kleinewillinghöfer 1995: 128), as can also be observed in 
the table above (cf. §4.2.1).  

Kleinewillinghöfer reports that the Cham are mostly aware of the lexical differences 
between their two dialects  

while Tsobo and Longuda often only have a limited knowledge of the most common 
differences found between the various sections. Although Tsobo and Longuda people each 
regard the various sections as parts of one ethnic group, speaking the same language – the 
grammar is identical to a very high degree – they do admit that they have difficulties in 

 
37 Also làkɩ̀wà and cı̃́cı ̃́wə̀ in [WL-N1].  
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understanding what is spoken in some of their other settlements. (Kleinewillinghöfer 1995: 
129) 

This is an observation that I have also made in my research, although Sabe (1995: 6) 
reports that “[w]ords peculiar to each group – which naturally exist – are generally well 
known”.  

Today, the language taboo does not seem to be a common practice anymore. Newman 
and Newman (1977a: 11) already wrote in the 1970s: “Although the custom is dying, in 
each area, the older men can remember the time when this belief was practised and are 
able to relate this custom and give examples”. Among the Gʋyʋba, a child could even be 
named after its late father, but out of respect the word tam ‘the cry of’ would be used 
before the deceased’s name. In the town of Dangir, the taboo was still in practice in the 
1970s, but the name could be used when important decisions had to be made. From the 
Deeləbə it is reported that the language taboo was abolished in the 1960s: “The people of 
the town gathered together and agreed to keep the original names of the deceased ‘so that 
the language will not die‘” (Newman/Newman 1977a: 11).  

My own interviews with students at the Theological College of Northern Nigeria (TCNN) 
also revealed that the taboo of mentioning the name of a deceased person is not as 
prevalent as it once was. The students initially denied the existence of this taboo, but 
subsequently acknowledged that it is still sometimes perceived disrespectful to mention 
the name of a deceased person. For instance, one student mentioned that he was not 
allowed to say his late grandfather’s name out loud. Another person said: “An old man, 
we don’t just call their names like that. But now, it doesn’t work like that [anymore]”. 
When asked why it is disrespectful, he replied: “Because we believe in ancestors. So when 
you are in trouble, when you call their names, then they respond to you […]. They may 
likely render help because they may say ‘our son is in trouble’. […] We don’t use it [i.e. 
the name] casually like that”. 

 

1.3 The data 
1.3.1 General remarks 
The Nʋngʋrama data is derived from a multitude of sources, both published and in 
manuscript form. It can be categorised into three groups, which are discussed in the 
following subchapters:  

1) published material and theses on Nʋngʋrama by various authors (§1.3.2) 
2) unpublished data collected and compiled by Kleinewillinghöfer (§1.3.3) 
3) data collected by the present author in Nigeria and online (§1.3.4) 

The three groups cover a wide range of text genres and types of data collection, including 
wordlists, paradigms of inflected word forms, translated clauses, interviews, greeting 
dialogues, songs, retellings of picture stories and folk tales. Whenever referring to ‘the 
data’, it encompasses all three groups collectively. 
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As the data comes from various sources, it is necessary to address the notation used in 
this thesis and the presentation of language examples, which is done in §1.3.5 and §1.3.6, 
respectively. 

Besides linguistic data that is described in the following subchapters, various books and 
articles of non-linguistic nature have been published on the Nʋngʋraba or the Nʋngʋra 
area. These include works on history (Woodhouse 1924, Berns 1986, Panyi Bairah 1987, 
Adelberger 2009, Abdullahi 2018), anthropology (Brackenbury 1917, Anonymous 1929), 
geography (Gebauer 1996, Kasidi/Ndatuwong 2008), archaeology (Hare 1983, 
Schädler/Duchâteau 1997, Berns/Fardon 2011) and religion (Nissen 1993, Vanden Berg 
1999, 2005, Dunnamah et al. 2016) or cover several of these topics (e.g. Brackenbury 
1917, Meek 1931). The aforementioned sources were the main sources for the description 
of the sociolinguistic setting in §1.2. As they do not constitute sources that contribute to 
the linguistic data, they are not listed in the following chapter.  

Comparative data on ‘Adamawa’ languages and beyond is taken from monographs and 
papers on individual languages, particularly those surrounding Nʋngʋrama. These include 
Kleinewillinghöfer’s (1991) work on Waja, Elstermann’s (2021) and Hall’s (1954/1956) 
analysis of Tula, Ajede’s (2022, 2023) research on Cham, Lesage’s (2020) thesis on Kam, 
Möller Nwadigo‘s (n.d.) manuscript on Baa and Newman’s (1974) description of Dera. 
Additionally, comparative works were consulted, including those of Kleinewillinghöfer 
(e.g. 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 2020), Elders (2006) and Boyd (1989). 

 

1.3.2 Published materials 
This chapter provides a comprehensive list of published articles and books as well as grey 
literature such as files from archives, theses and alphabetisation material, that are mainly 
or partially related to Nʋngʋrama. Unless otherwise indicated, they were included in the 
corpus used for this thesis.  

In his publication ‘Tribal Studies in Northern Nigeria’, Charles K. Meek (1931) dedicates 
a chapter to the Nʋngʋra people. The chapter includes a description of the geographical 
setting, the history and culture of the people, as well as wordlists and clauses from both 
Plain and Hill Nʋngʋrama38. While some of the information on geography, history and 
culture are included in §1.2, the wordlists and clauses were not taken into consideration, 
mainly because the distinction between Plain and Hill Nʋngʋrama is not sufficient for the 
purposes of this thesis.  

The ‘Benue-Congo Comparative Wordlist’ by Kay Williamson and Kiyoshi Shimizu 
(1968) and Williamson (1973) compares over one hundred lexemes in 96 languages, 
including Nʋngʋrama. The Nʋngʋrama data was contributed by Herrmann Jungraithmayr 
(Gwaandama variety) and by John Ballard (Gʋyʋma variety). Jungraithmayr also 
contributed wordlists and grammatical data to Voorhoeve and de Wolf’s ‘Benue-Congo 
noun class systems’ (1969). Moreover, the same author (1968/1969) analysed the noun 

 
38 Cf. §1.2.1 on the varieties of Nʋngʋrama. 
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class systems of languages from the Tangale-Waja district, including Gwaandama of 
Nyuwar. The analysis also entails wordlists. With the exception of the last publication, 
the materials were not used in favour of more recent and more detailed work. 

Between May 1971 and January 1973, Bonnie Newman and John Newman, who were 
affiliated with SIL, resided in the Nʋngʋrama speaking area (Newman 1976: 67). They 
wrote a series of articles and two monographs on Nʋngʋrama. The latter are a dialect 
survey (1977a) and a description of the phonology of the Gʋyʋma variety (1977b). All 
articles focus on Gʋyʋma and cover various topics such as tonology (1974), the verb with 
its verbal extensions and TAM markers (1978), clause structure (1976) and “participant 
orientation“ (1978). Some of their linguistic analyses have proven to be incorrect, e.g. the 
distribution of vowels or the description of the comitative marker and the pluractional 
verb extension as one morpheme. Nevertheless, with the caveat that not all examples are 
marked with tone, the Gʋyʋma examples were included in the corpus.  

A first translation of the New Testament in the variety Gʋyʋma was published in the 
1970s by the Longuda Bible Translation Society (1978, cf. Sabe 2014: 27) and an app 
containing a full translation of the Bible (i.e. the Old and New Testament) has been 
released, probably in 2022 or 2023 (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.). These Bible 
translations were only used when no other comparable material to Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama was available in the corpus, as they may not reflect actual spoken language 
use. Therefore, only a few phrases and clauses from both translations are cited throughout 
this thesis. In these cases, a reference is made to the respective part of the Bible using an 
abbreviation of the book, chapter and verse (e.g. Lk 5, 1 refers to Luke, fifth chapter, 
verse 1). In addition to the written Bible translations, Joshua Project (2023) offers “short 
audio Bible stories and evangelistic messages” in Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, as 
well as a translation of the Jesus Film.39 They were not included in the corpus.  

Alphabetisation material, most likely developed by Newman and Newman, comprises a 
collection of folk tales (Anonymous 1975) and a booklet designed as a primer for 
alphabetising Nʋngʋra speakers in their own language (Institute of Linguistics 1975).  

Three theses have been written by native speakers of the Gwaandama variety. Francis T. 
Hiraki (1986) and Charles Z. Sabe (1989, 1995) comparatively analysed the challenges 
encountered by Nʋngʋra students of English as a second language in Curriculum Studies 
at the Faculty of Education, University of Jos. Sabe (2014) also published a book on the 
history and cultural practices of the people of Nyuwar, which includes a grammatical 
sketch of the Gwaandama variety.  

Ulrich Kleinewillinghöfer published a few wordlists and a short description of the 
Nʋngʋrama cluster (1994/2014, 2014a, 2014b) as well as a paper on the vowel harmony 
system in Nʋngʋrama ((1994), later updated with new insights 1994/2019)). He 
furthermore referred to Nʋngʋrama with lexical data in comparative studies of 

 
39 https://globalrecordings.net/en/language/lnu and 
https://www.jesusfilm.org/watch/jesus.html/longuda.html [accessed 2024-06-21]. 

https://globalrecordings.net/en/language/lnu
https://www.jesusfilm.org/watch/jesus.html/longuda.html
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‘Adamawa’ languages (e.g. 1995, 1996a, 2014c, 2020, Kleinewillinghöfer/Vigeland 
2016). 

The latest publications and papers on Nʋngʋrama with new data are from Vigeland 
(2019a, 2019b, 2020a, 2020b, 2021, 2023a, 2023b). 

 

1.3.3 Unpublished data collected by Kleinewillinghöfer 
The unpublished data, on which this thesis partly relies, was provided by Ulrich 
Kleinewillinghöfer. Any quotations from this data are labelled with an abbreviation in 
square brackets, as opposed to parentheses for published material. These abbreviations 
are given in the last column of the tables in this chapter.  

The unpublished data can be divided into three categories, which will be described below: 
(1) wordlists, (2) clauses and phrases, and (3) interviews and songs.  

As part of a research project40, Kleinewillinghöfer recorded wordlists in the years 1990 
to 1995. Additionally, Nʋngʋra speakers were commissioned to record wordlists. The task 
was extensive, with each of the five varieties having approximately 600 to 1500 lexemes, 
including nouns (mostly with their plural forms), verbs, adjectives, pronouns, numerals 
and question words. Although not all lexemes are marked with tones, the lists offer an 
invaluable contribution to the description of the varieties in the field of phonology and 
morphology, especially in relation to ‘noun classes’. They enable not only comparative 
work across varieties, but also with other ‘Adamawa’ languages and beyond. All 
wordlists were made available to the present author in digitised form (i.e. as word and/or 
PDF documents), and some are also available as originals (i.e. handwritten lists and 
recordings on cassettes). The following table gives an overview of the wordlists, 
including their varieties, content (if possible to specify), names of the speakers and the 
abbreviations for citing.41

 
40 ‘Research on Cultural Vocabulary in Gur and North-Western Adamawa Languages’ as part of 
the multidisciplinary project ‘History of Culture and Language in the Natural Environment of the 
West African Savannah’ (SFB 268) at the Goethe University Frankfurt, funded by the German 
Research Foundation (DFG) between 1988 and 2002. 
41 Two wordlists cited in this thesis were published by Kleinewillinghöfer and are therefore not 
included in this table, but were mentioned in §1.3.2. 
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Variety Content Speakers Source 

Deeləmə, 
Kɔlama, 
Gwaandama 

Based on Swadesh’s 100 wordlist42 Belforce C. Jessu, D’Daniel A. Salomon (Deeləmə), Bitrus Zagwaldcou, 
Gimmeye Ginde (Kɔlama), Haskainu T. Lethele (Gwaandama) 

WL-L1 

Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama 

Wordlist with geographical and 
geological terms 

Golfa Akila, Akila Limá, Richard Ali (Gʋyʋma), Abraham Pwatama 
(Gwaandama) 

WL-L2 

Gʋyʋma and 
Kɔlama 

 Michael Jamthi, Williams Zalson (Gʋyʋma), Charles Z. Sabe (Kɔlama) WL-L3 

Cerĩma Numerals 1-100 unknown WL-C1 
West African Savannah (WAS)43 
wordlist 

Kiliyobas Shaibu Danbera WL-C2 

Deeləmə WAS wordlist (basic vocabulary) D’Daniel A. Salomon WL-D1 
WAS wordlist (cultural vocabulary) D’Daniel A. Salomon WL-D2 

Gʋyʋma WAS wordlist Michael Jamthi, Williams Zalson WL-G1 
 Eli Filibus, Jessey Amos Wala, Malam Husseini Hanábi WL-G2 

Gwaandama WAS wordlist Matinja Kalmani Ahmalo44, Charles Z. Sabe, Haskainu T. Lethele45 and 
others (collected by Hiraki) 

WL-N1 

Various words (including loanwords) Francis T. Hiraki WL-N2 
 Francis T. Hiraki, Charles Z. Sabe WL-N3 

Table 4. Overview of wordlists

 
42 Compare http://comparalex.org/index.php?page=stdlist&id=19 [accessed 2024-06-21]. 
43 Wordlist developed in 1988/1989 as part of the research project ‘Research on Cultural Vocabulary in Gur and North-Western Adamawa Languages’ 
(Kleinewillinghöfer n.d.). 
44 Born in Nyuwar, raised in Zagun, 45 years old at the time of the interview. 
45 Born and raised in Nyuwar, 36 years old at the time of the interview. 

http://comparalex.org/index.php?page=stdlist&id=19
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In addition to the wordlists, lists with short clauses in the varieties Gwaandama and 
Gʋyʋma shed light on various aspects of the grammar, such as the use of adjectives and 
the formation of possessive constructions. In addition, there is a list of all Gwaandama 
clauses used as examples in Hiraki (1986). These clauses were compiled into a list, which 
was subsequently revised and corrected by Sabe. 

Variety Content Speakers Source 
Gʋyʋma Attributive possession Williams Zalson (?) S-G1 

Various clauses and phrases (e.g. noun 
phrases, possessive constructions, 
tense/aspect/mode) 

Williams Zalson, 
Michael Jamthi 

S-G2 

Gwaandama Various clauses from Hiraki (1986) 
with corrections by Sabe 

Francis T. Hiraki, 
Charles Z. Sabe 

S-N1 

Tense/aspect/mode Charles Z. Sabe S-N2 
Various clauses and phrases (e.g. noun 
phrases, possessive constructions, 
tense/aspect/mode) 

unknown S-N3 

Attributive possession, genitive, 
demonstratives 

unknown S-N4 

Table 5. Overview of lists including clauses and phrases 

Besides the aforementioned wordlist and lists of clauses and phrases, interviews (often 
rather in the form of a conversation between two or more people) and songs were 
collected in the variety Gwaandama. These were carried out and recorded by native 
Gwaandama speakers Francis T. Hiraki, Sarakuna Samu and Haskainu T. Lethele on 
behalf of Ulrich Kleinewillinghöfer in the early 1990s. The interviews and songs were 
recorded on cassettes46, with side A and B each, and written down in four foolscap A4-
sized booklets by Hiraki. All cassettes available to me were digitised, except for those 
with poor sound quality, and about half of the text was typed up. An approximate 
interlinearisation47 and a free translation into English were also provided in the booklets, 
which proved to be a valuable aid in analysing the Gwaandama data. Apart from their 
relevance for a linguistic description, as in the present thesis, the interviews and songs 
also offer significant insights into the history and culture of the Gwaandaba and the 
Nʋngʋraba in general (cf. §1.2). The following table summarises the content of the 
interviews and songs. The citation codes correspond to the booklet in which they occur: 

Variety Content Source 
Gwaandama History and culture (cassette 1) B-N1 

History and culture continued, songs (cassettes 1 to 4) B-N2 
Songs, history (cassettes 5 to 8) B-N3 
Songs, history continued, swaraha (cassettes 8 to 10) B-N4 

Table 6. Overview of booklets with interviews and songs 

 
46 In a letter to Ulrich Kleinewillinghöfer on 11th March 1992, Francis T. Hiraki mentions 22 
cassettes. However, only 10 are available to me. 
47 E.g. not always one-to-one word correspondences. 
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The following table gives an overview of the interviewees, including their age at the time 
of the interviews, place of origin and the topics discussed: 

Interviewees Topics of the interviews Source 
Baba48 Bakara  
(from the village Tsuaku, about 
105 years old, then “one of the 
oldest man alive at Nyuwar. So 
much that he hardly steps away 
from his house. He was 
interviewed in his house”) 

origin of Nʋngʋra (Gwaanda) people; 
migration routes and reasons for 
migration; kinship groups: origin, 
characteristics, forbidden fruit and 
animals, joking relations; relationships 
and wars with neighbouring ethnic 
groups  

B-N1 

Baba Sule 
(“The Great Hunter” [B-N2], 
about 78 to 80 years old, had 
lived long with his grandfather 
who taught him about the culture 
of the Gwaandaba) 

trade and craftsmanship; arrival of the 
Europeans; politics and culture of the 
Gwaandaba 

B-N1, 
B-N2 

Baba Dzirwi  
(about 75 years old, flutist) 

wars and disputes B-N3 

Group of women  
(among them Nachi Chawi-
Gudzuabla, Yegra and Gədzali) 

wars and disputes B-N4 

Table 7. Interviews in B-N1 to B-N4 

Booklets 2 to 4 partly contain songs and dances. Hiraki categorises the songs into ‘songs’ 
and swaraha, with the latter being compared to poetry due to its short lyrics, frequent 
repetitions and “rich and beautiful” [B-N4] language. The content of the songs and 
swaraha is similar, and they are often performed at special occasions, such as the end of 
the farming season, festivities or hunting. Others are referred to as “satirical songs” [B-
N2], in which “[t]he singer casts ridicule on the folly he sees in people’s behaviours, 
conventions etc.” [B-N4]. Alternatively, they are “abusive songs […] sung either to scold, 
mock at, rebuke or expose the bad things of the opponent. They are not meant to insult or 
hurt one’s feelings […but rather] for correcting social ills” [B-N4]. Yet other songs and 
swaraha “express people’s sorrows and disappointments in life, especially as it relates to 
poverty” [B-N2].  

Different people or groups sang and played the songs and swaraha, as the following table 
demonstrates. 

 

 

 

 
48 Baba, meaning ‘father’, is used as a respectful form of address. 
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Singers Source 
Fela Sarki Juji,  
Hubi Nehemiah Bakara  
(both between 45 and 50 years old) and others 

B-N2 

Dzirwi (about 75 years old, playing flute49),  
Matinga (in his late 50s) 

B-N3 

Dzirwi (playing flute),  
Matinga,  
Mrs Bakara (about 80 to 85 years old, wife of one of the oldest men in 
town), 
Mama Chakambu (about 79 to 83 years old, sister of Mrs Bakara), 
Dukəlati50 (about 79 to 83 years old), 
Chunyu (about 65 to 68 years old) 

B-N3 

Nehemiah Bakara,  
Jatau Dɩbɩ,  
Manti Zullum,  
Asɩya Dɩbɩ,  
Lɩatu Kenan,  
Sallnatu Kalman,  

Haruna Galmaka,  
Waba Jalthago,  
Bedan Pisagih,  
Naawam Jwamata 
(all between 45 and 80 years old) 

B-N4 

Nehemiah Bakara,  
Manti Zullum,  

Laitu Kenan51 
(all between 45 and 80 years old) 

B-N4 

Table 8. Singers in B-N2 to B-N4

 
49 The flute is described as “one of the musical instruments used in pɩryəwə music during the big 
annual festival” [B-N2]. Dzwiri “is the only fellow who can blow this type of flute” [B-N2]. 
50 The handwriting in this word is hard to decipher. 
51 Or Lɩatu (see row above). 
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1.3.4 Field data collected by the present author 
Field data by the present author was mainly collected during two research visits in Nigeria 
and through online interviews. All examples without a reference are from this field data 
(as opposed to published materials cited with parenthesis and unpublished data collected 
by Kleinewillinghöfer cited in square brackets). 

The first research visit took place from March to April 2019 and the second from January 
to February 2020. They were financed by the Dr. Elisabeth Gros Foundation and the 
Inneruniversitäre Forschungsförderung of the Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz. 
Due to political instability and terrorist attacks in Gombe and Adamawa provinces, the 
German Foreign Office had imposed travel restrictions for these areas. Under these 
conditions, the Johannes Gutenberg University did not permit direct travel to the Nʋngʋra 
area for staff members and doctoral students. Thanks to an invitation from Matthew 
Harley, the then head of the Department of Linguistics and Translation at the Theological 
College of Northern Nigeria (TCNN) in Jos, I conducted my research there. 

Because, as mentioned above, data was already available (mostly for Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama), the purpose of the research visits was to close specific gaps in the material. 
The time frame and the location were exactly right for this purpose as many Nʋngʋraba 
live in Jos and are even organised in an association to help and support each other. I 
attended two of their meetings and met with some of the elders selected by the 
association’s committee several times. They were selected mainly based on their language 
skills: all of them grew up in the Nʋngʋra area and only moved to Jos as adults due to 
their professional occupations. They speak three out of the five varieties: Deeləmə, 
Gʋyʋma52 and Gwaandama. Besides data collection with members of the association, 
most data was gathered with TCNN students who grew up in the Nʋngʋra area and whose 
mother tongue is Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma. They were studying theology at TCNN during 
the time of the research and lived with their families in or near the Nʋngʋra area during 
the semester holidays. 

The table below lists all the Nʋngʋraba participants in the study according to their spoken 
variety. The speakers who contributed the majority of the data are highlighted in grey. 

 
52 One of the Gʋyʋma speakers later revealed that he is actually a Cerĩya, not a Gʋyʋya. The data 
he provided is very similar to that of the Gʋyʋma speakers.  
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Variety Name Details 

Cerĩma  Samuel Jackson lives in Jos 

Deeləmə  

  

Anuhu Melton Sundu born and raised in Sabon Layi Jessu, so was his father, his mother is Dadiya but speaks Deeləmə at 
home, lived in Tallase (Gombe State), lives in Gombe now, his wife speaks Kilba (Chadic) 

Reverend Nore Kachubi from Jessu, lives in Jos 

Reverend Nahor Samaila† from Jessu, lived in Jos 

Salihu George Bawe from Dumna, lives in Jos 

Haggai Mgwandi from Dumna, lives in Jos 

Gʋyʋma Gayus Gulkawi born and raised in Gʋyʋk, lives in Numan (Bacama area) for around 10 years, speaks Nʋngʋrama with 
his wife and family 

Ezekiel Galangu Benson born in Numan, raised in Lafiya, also lived in Gandauri and Gwalura (Cerĩ area) for two years, 
parents are both Gʋyʋma speakers, his wife speaks Nʋngʋrama (mother Deeləmə speaker, father 
Yoruba) 

Abel Kakuru Kake lives in Jos 

Odal Kaliwa from Chikila53, lives in Jos 

Justina Akaa from Bobini, lives in Jos 

 
53 Although Chikila belongs to the Cerĩma variety area, Kaliwa identifies as a Gʋyʋma speaker. 
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Reverend Dr. Peter 
Bartimawus 

Bishop of the Congregations of the Lutheran Church of Christ in Nigeria (LCCN) in Northwestern 
Adamawa State (Gongola Diocese) 

Golfa Nelson Jebes from Gʋyʋk, lives in Jos 

Rev. James Reynolds born in Bobini, raised in Bobini and close to Gʋyʋk, Provost of TCCN, lives in Jos 

Gwaandama  Tafiyar Juwur† born in Nyuwar, lived in several Nʋngʋra towns before moving to Jos 

Jones Kilau from Nyuwar, lives in Jos 

Table 9. Overview of language assistants 
(main interview partners are highlighted in grey)
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All interviews and data collection sessions were audio recorded with the speakers’ 
permission. Some recordings contain the full session, while others only include the results 
that were discussed in length beforehand. A total of 161 files with varying durations, 
ranging from one minute to an hour, were collected. Handwritten notes were taken during 
the interviews to document the speakers’ statements. This served two purposes: first, it 
allowed the speakers to correct the notation of the words and phrases54, and second, it 
provided a helpful reference for later analyses. They made it easier to review the 
recordings afterwards, transcribe the notes and answers and make any necessary 
corrections or additions. Whenever possible, I reviewed the recordings immediately after 
the interviews to conduct a preliminary analysis and prepare for subsequent interviews 
(cf. Kießling 2002: 47f.). The data collection sessions primarily focused on linguistic 
topics. However, related issues such as differences between varieties, the language taboo 
and geography were also discussed in the interviews.  

In addition to the data collection during the two trips to Nigeria, contact was maintained 
with a few Nʋngʋra speakers via e-mail, WhatsApp and phone calls on Skype for 
Business. The calls on Skype for Business were recorded with the permission of the 
speakers. Expanding the corpus was not the primary objective of this type of data 
collection. Rather, the main focus was to check and, if necessary, revise existing data and 
clarify open questions that arose during the analysis of the data. Skype for Business calls 
were helpful, although the sound quality was often poor. Therefore, for questions 
regarding phonetics and phonology, I asked the speakers to send voice notes on 
WhatsApp. These recordings proved to be of good quality and were therefore very useful 
for determining tone, for example. 

Although recording basic vocabulary is normally the first step in linguistic field research 
(cf. e.g. Kießling 2002: 32 and Kastenholz 2002: 68), it was only marginally necessary in 
my research as extensive wordlists of Nʋngʋrama varieties were already available. 
Because the main interviewees speak the three varieties Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama, and much of the available material was on Gwaandama and Gʋyʋma, I 
aimed to obtain comparable data to enable a better understanding of the Nʋngʋrama 
cluster as a whole, rather than of one single variety. The material described in §1.3.2 and 
§1.3.3 was frequently used as a starting point, e.g. for retellings of narratives55 and a 
picture story56. Questionnaires, particularly those of Dahl (1985: 198ff.) and Wiesemann 
(n.d.), were used for some topics on tense, aspect, and mood, and were partly adapted for 
my purpose. Paradigms and clauses with slight deviations were elicited.57 Following 
Kastenholz (2002: 67), elicitation in this context is understood as translations from the 
meta language English into one of the Nʋngʋrama varieties, substitutions of elements in 
a clause and the Nʋngʋra speaker’s exemplary use of a word or grammatical form in a 

 
54 Apart from one of the speakers, the speakers were not familiar with the phonetic alphabet I was 
using. Nevertheless, their remarks were helpful in preventing misunderstandings. 
55 Taken from a compilation of folk tales (Anonymous 1975) and a story printed in Sabe (2014). 
56 “Frog, where are you?“ by Mercer Mayer (2003).  
57 This procedure has (hopefully) reduced the problems that can arise during elicitation (cf. 
Kießling 2002: 44) since the starting points for data collection were often naturally produced 
utterances. 
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clause.58 Freely spoken texts were also recorded to a lesser extent and then segmented 
with the help of the speakers, in the manner described by Kastenholz (2002: 69ff.). 
Kastenholz (2002: 67) states, that the main source for a language description should be 
text corpora. However, he acknowledges that data from interviews, i.e. elicitation, is 
commonly used for two main reasons. Firstly, it is rare that paradigms of inflected or 
derived word forms can be extracted solely from text corpora, even if they are of a 
substantial size. Secondly, without knowledge of certain structures of a language, which 
can be obtained through elicitation, working on texts and translating them can become 
very challenging. Therefore, it is a crucial aspect of any linguistic analysis, not only at 
the beginning but throughout the field research (cf. e.g. Kießling 2002: 43, 45 and Tröbs 
1998: 24).  

As a result, the analysis of the varieties Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama is roughly equally based 
on both elicited material and free spoken text (given that many texts are available in the 
published material and in Kleinewillinghöfer’s unpublished material, cf. §1.3.2 and 
1.3.3). The analysis of Deeləmə, on the other hand, mainly relies on elicited data.  

If not stated otherwise, any statements about ‘Nʋngʋrama’ in chapters §2 to §7 apply to 
Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama collectively. Further research is needed to determine 
if the statements made about ‘Nʋngʋrama’ can be extended to the other two varieties 
Cerĩma and Kɔlama. 

 

1.3.5 Notation conventions 
The multitude of sources in a non-standardised language naturally also entail a multitude 
of orthographic possibilities. To enable comparison of the data from different sources, I 
have unified the notation. Therefore, all examples in this thesis have been changed to a 
notation that follows the recommendations of the International Phonetic Association 
(2015). An exception is the palatal approximant (cf. §2.1.1.4), other exceptions are 
indicated in the examples. 

The following table provides an overview of the regular changes made for each source. 
An empty field indicates that the phoneme is either absent in the respective source or is 
represented by the same grapheme. 

 
58 Cf. Kießling (2002: 39ff.) for different types of elicitation.  
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Notation in 
this thesis 

Kleine-
willing-
höfer 
(2014a) 

Sabe 
(2014) 

Sabe 
(1995) 

Sabe 
(1989) 

Hiraki 
(1986) 

Newman/Newman (1974, 
1977a, 1977b), B. 
Newman (1976, 1978), J. 
Newman (1978)59 

Institute of Linguistics (1975), 
(Wycliffe Bible Translators 
n.d.)60, Anonymous (1975), 
Longuda Bible Translation 
Society (1978) 

ɩ  ə, i̲61 ị i, e, ə i, ẹ, ɛ ı, e, ə, ɛ, ɜ i, ə 
i      i  
ʋ  u̲ ụ u u u, u u 
ə  ə̲ e, ẹ62 e ẹ, e ʌ  
ɔ  o o o o o o 
a  ɑ    ʌ  
d̪ d, dh d̲ đ đ d ḍ  
t  th th th t t̯, th th 
c  tʃ  ch ch č  
ɟ j j j j j dž, j j 
ɲ ny ny ny ny ny ñ, ny ny 
r      r,̃ ř  
Ṽ V̰, V̰n Vng Vn Vn Vn Ṽ, V̰ Vng 

Table 10. Overview of the regular changes made in the published sources 

 

 
59 These sources present Nʋngʋrama examples in various ways, depending on the respective objective of the author(s): They are “in phonetic form, in 
phonemicised form, and in orthographic form” (Newman/Newman 1977b: 49).  
60 A vowel <ɨ> occurs frequently in the Bible translation. It most probably applies to both /ɩ/ and /ə/.  
61 Sabe (2014: 30f.) also mentions a vowel /ɨ/. He provides several examples of minimal pairs. However, he uses the Schwa as a grapheme for both [ɨ] and [ə], 
which causes confusion. Additionally, certain symbols are used interchangeably for probably the same phoneme, such as ɨ and +, i̲ and ɩ as well as ə and ə̲. To 
improve clarity, the examples from Sabe (2014) were compared with other sources, particularly the wordlists, whenever possible. 
62 Contrary to his proposal from 2014, Sabe (1995: 17f.), in his thesis from 1995, distinguished two Schwa sounds (orthographically written as <e> and <ẹ>, but 
phonetically both as [ə]) that he places into the two different vowel sets “lax” and “tense” (i.e. [+ATR] and [-ATR]). 
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Notation in 
this thesis 

[S-N1]63 [S-N2] [S-N3] [S-G1,  
S-G2] 

[WL-D1, 
WL-D2] 

[WL-G1, 
WL-G2] 

[WL-C2] [WL-N1, WL-N2, 
WL-N3] 

ɩ i, e e i, e, ə i i, e i, e, ə i, ə i, e, ə 
ʋ ʋ ʋ ʋ ʋ ʋ ʋ ʋ ʋ 
ə e, ə e  e, i a    
ɔ ɔ ɔ ɔ ɔ ɔ ɔ ɔ ɔ 
d̪ d  ɗ   dh dh dh, dh, d̰, ð 
t th th th th th, ð th th th 
c c c c c c c ch ch 
ɟ j j j j j j j j, dӡ 
ɲ ny ny ny ny, n̰ ny ny ny ny 
ʃ - - - - sh sh sh sh 
k     kh kh  kh 
Ṽ Vn Vŋ Vŋ V̰, Vng, Vñ  Vŋ Vŋ V̰, Vn, Vn̰, V̰n 

Table 11. Overview of the regular changes made in the unpublished sources

 
63 This document presents the corrected words and phrases from Hiraki’s (1986) work, as revised by Sabe in 1992. Only the notation from the corrections is 
shown in this column, while the notation in Hiraki is presented in the previous table.  
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1.3.6 Presentation and organisation of sample clauses 
This thesis provides numerous sample clauses to illustrate the proposed analyses. The 
examples presented here were primarily selected based on their relevance and 
unambiguousness to the described phenomenon. Whenever possible, examples were 
taken from freely spoken texts. Phrases and clauses are consistently presented in the same 
format:  

 Name of variety    
(1)  Text in Nʋngʋrama  

 Interlinearisation of text  
 ‘English translation’ (lit. translation) (source) 

In the heading of each example, the name of the respective variety is provided. If there 
are multiple consecutive examples from the same variety, only the first example is 
labelled. Examples in subsections dedicated to a single variety are not headed with the 
name of the variety. Each example is numbered on the left-hand side (in brackets). The 
text next to it presents a phonological (not phonetic) realisation of one of the Nʋngʋrama 
varieties (cf. §1.3.5 for changes made to unify the data and §2 for an overview of 
phonemes and allophones), written in italics. Tone is only marked if available in the 
respective source. Morphologically complex lexemes are segmented by hyphens. The 
Nʋngʋrama text is interlinearised according to the Leipzig Glossing Rules64, relevant 
abbreviations are listed in §iv. The final line provides a free translation of the phrase or 
clause (sometimes followed by a literal translation for better understanding of the 
constructions), along with the source (cf. §1.3.2 to 1.3.4 for citation conventions in this 
thesis). The translations given in the Gwaandama texts [B-N1 to B-N4] are more often 
than not approximates. Therefore, I have replaced them with more literal translations.  

 

1.4 Theoretical foundations 
1.4.1 Polylectal grammar 

As far as linguists are concerned, the desirability of a polylectal grammar is fairly obvious 
– one wants as true and complete a picture of the language as possible. (Kropp Dakubu 
2019: 257) 

Grammatical studies of African languages often focus on a single variety or dialect.65 
However, the study at hand takes a comparative approach by describing salient 
grammatical structures and highlighting the similarities and differences of the varieties. 
There are three reasons for this comparative approach. First, most publications on 
Nʋngʋrama (§1.3.2) and the data collected by Kleinewillinghöfer (§1.3.3) distinguish five 
varieties, but mainly focus on either Gʋyʋma or Gwaandama. Thus, there is literature on 
two different varieties of various topics, but no systematic comparison. Second, the nature 
of my research (cf. §1.3.4 for details) in combination with the existing data (cf. §1.3.2 

 
64 https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/pdf/Glossing-Rules.pdf [accessed 2024-06-21]. 
65 But see e.g. Fleisch (2009), Pratchett (2017) and Nassenstein (in press). 

https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/pdf/Glossing-Rules.pdf
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and 1.3.3) suggested a comparative approach. Limiting the focus to a single variety would 
have resulted in the exclusion of a significant amount of research data and published 
material from this thesis, which would have been unfortunate given the overall lack of 
knowledge on ‘Adamawa’ languages. However, it is important to acknowledge that this 
situation has undergone significant changes in recent years, resulting in a more abundant 
availability of data. The description in this thesis has the caveat that it excludes the two 
varieties Cerĩma and Kɔlama due to insufficient data: neither the published literature or 
Kleinewillinghöfer’s unpublished data, nor the field research conducted for this 
description (cf. §1.3) provided sufficient data to justify a description of these two 
varieties. Third, during the work on this thesis, it became apparent that the analysis and 
description of certain phenomena would have yielded a different outcome had only one 
variety been considered (cf. Bickerton 1972/1973: 35). For instance, without the 
comparative approach of the tense and aspect system, a binary distinction 
(perfective/factative vs. imperfective) would have been proposed, rather than a ‘default’ 
basic form that can be modified by different means (cf. §6 for details). On occasion, the 
analysis of one variety proved instrumental in understanding a particular phenomenon in 
another. If only one variety was described, some phenomena would have been omitted 
entirely, as they may be less salient in one variety than in another.  

Thus, this thesis provides a ‘polylectal grammar’ of Nʋngʋrama. This term66 refers to 
“grammars that attempt to account for variety in a language whether geographical, social, 
or idiolectal” (Kropp Dakubu 2019: 254).67 To my knowledge, the term is only used in a 
few works, such as the language descriptions on Royal Thai (Diller 2006) and Senhaja 
Berber (Gutova 2021) or in a workshop titled ‘Towards polylectal grammars of African 
languages’, which took place in Hamburg from 27 to 29 November 2009. Unfortunately, 
I could not access the workshop program. However, I do have the documents for two of 
the talks and an article that resulted from the workshop (Caron 2009, Kießling 2009, 
Kropp Dakubu 2019). The latter mentions four concepts for describing different 
approaches to language description proposed by the workshop organisers (Kropp Dakubu 
2019: 254, 256, 264, 272). The ‘hierarchical model’ depicts the variety used as the 
standard for writing purposes, with reference made to other dialects where possible. In a 
language description following the ‘additive-sequential model’, the varieties are 
described separately in different chapters, while in the ‘additive-contrastive model’, the 
different varieties are included and compared in the same chapter. The ‘dynamic model’, 
which includes “historical, environmental, and social factors as far as they can be 
determined” (Kropp Dakubu 2019: 262), is not entirely clear to me.  

Kropp Dakubu (2019: 272) suggests that  

 
66 Sometimes also ‘panlectal grammar’, e.g. Kießling (2009).  
67 The term has been used with varying meanings in the past, especially in terms of 
presuppositions and objectives (e.g. Bickerton 1972/1973) and in that sense has even been called 
“a theoretical dead-end” (Chambers/Trudgill 2009: 43) because it originated in structuralist 
linguistic theory and was later introduced into generative theory.  
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a polylectal grammar must be tailored to the circumstances of the particular language. If 
dialect variation does not seriously inhibit intelligibility and the systems governing 
variation are reasonably clear, a version of the Additive-Contrastive model, with a 
particular topic covered in one chapter in which all the varieties are compared, should be 
feasible.  

In line with this, the description of Nʋngʋrama uses a combination of the ‘additive-
contrastive model’ and the ‘additive-sequential model’. The chapters always provide an 
overview of the given grammatical issue in all three varieties before addressing any 
differences in separate subchapters, when necessary.68 The varieties are consistently 
ordered as Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama. The alphabetical order of the varieties 
does not provide any indication of quantity or quality, nor does it reveal any underlying 
diachronic developments. For example, it does not show which varieties have undergone 
more recent changes compared to others that may have been more conservative in terms 
of lexical or grammatical changes. 

 
1.4.2 Functional-typological framework 
This thesis adopts a functional-typological approach to describe grammar (cf. Croft 2003: 
2). Functional grammar examines the connection between form and function, aiming to 
“explain language structure in terms of language function” (Ramat 2002: 2). In other 
words, it attempts to derive the rules and structures of a language from its communicative 
functions (Smirnova/Mortelmans 2010: 13). The functional approach focuses on 
language as a means of communication, considering both the speaker and the hearer (cf. 
Auer 2013: 35f.). Therefore, language use, as in actual spoken language, as opposed to 
what a speaker can construct, is fundamental for a grammatical description (cf. Tröbs 
1998: 21). As Du Bois puts it: “grammars code best what speakers do most” (Du Bois 
1985: 363, cited in Auer 2013: 38). Bybee (2007: 5) highlights the importance of word 
and structure frequency in language study. The thesis at hand follows the principle of 
basing grammatical descriptions on usage, drawing from spoken language in discourse 
wherever possible. However, the data comprises a mixture of texts, including stories, 
historical narratives and interviews, as well as elicited paradigms (cf. §1.3). This 
reciprocal relationship is crucial: without the paradigms, a comparison and description of 
the three varieties would not have been possible. However, the results of the paradigms 
were always cross-checked against the texts and the examples selected to illustrate the 
analysis were drawn from both discourse and elicited material.  

Functional grammar, in contrast to generative grammar, considers language change and 
variation. Auer (2013: 35) explains that generative grammar treats and describes an 
abstract system, while functional grammar focuses on language use. This is evident in a 
polylectal grammar, where varieties or dialects of a language show similarities and 
differences at all levels, including phonetic, morphosyntactic, and semantic. However, 
the boundaries between these language varieties cannot be clearly determined as they are 

 
68 Similar approaches can be found for example in Zorc and Nibagwire (2007) and Pratchett 
(2017). 
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fluid and do not always exhibit ‘ideal language use’ (Smirnova/Mortelmans 2010: 13f.). 
One factor contributing to this is language variation, where speakers freely choose from 
a set of different options. This can lead to grammaticalisation, which is “the development 
from lexical to grammatical forms and from grammatical to even more grammatical 
forms” (Heine/Kuteva 2004: 2). As grammaticalisation is a gradual process, a synchronic 
comparison can reveal various stages of this process. However, it may not always be easy 
to determine which form is more grammaticalised (cf. Heine/Kuteva 2004: 5f.). 
Therefore, this thesis only discusses grammaticalisation processes or relations between 
lexical items and grammatical forms if they are clearly observable from a synchronic 
perspective. 

The typological approach involves two subsequent steps: categorising languages based 
on a specific “linguistic property” (Song 2018: 2), and then allowing “for generalization 
across highly divergent languages, since the functions […] may be said to be universally 
recognizable” (Hengeveld 1992: 29). To contribute to “typological generalizations” and 
“cross-linguistic comparison” (Croft 2003: 1), the various topics of this thesis are based 
on typological works by different authors. Some of them have influenced this work 
considerably, including Aikhenvald (2016), Anyanwu (2008), Dryer (2007a, 2007b, 
2013a, 2013b), Givón (2001a), Güldemann and Fiedler (2019), König and Siemund 
(2007), Kroeger (2015), Payne (1997) and Schachter and Shopen (2007), among others. 
The relevant literature is explicitly stated in the respective chapters.  
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2. Phonological sketch 
2.1 Segmental phonology 
2.1.1 Overview of consonants 
This chapter gives an overview of the consonant phonemes in the three varieties. They 
are presented in Table 12 for Deeləmə, Table 13 for Gʋyʋma and Table 14 for 
Gwaandama. Instances of phones with unclear phonemic status are placed in parentheses.  

Deeləmə labial dental/ 
alveolar 

postalveolar palatal (post-)velar 

plosive 
labialised 

p 
pw 

b 
bw 

t 
tw 

d 
dw 

  c 
cw 

ɟ 
ɟw 

k 
kw 

g 
gw 

fricative  
labialised 

f  s 
sw 

z 
zw 

ʃ 
ʃw 

   h  

nasal  
labialised 

 m 
mw 

 n 
(nw) 

   ɲ   

continuant w   l    y   
Table 12. Consonant inventory in Deeləmə 

 
Gʋyʋma labial dental/alveolar palatal (post-)velar 
plosive 

labialised 
p 
pw 

b 
bw 

t 
tw 

d 
dw 

c 
cw 

ɟ 
ɟw 

k 
kw 

g 
gw 

fricative  
labialised 

f  s 
sw 

z 
zw 

  h  

nasal  
labialised 

 m 
mw 

 n 
(nw) 

 ɲ 
(ɲw) 

  

continuant w   l  y   
Table 13. Consonant inventory in Gʋyʋma 

 
Gwaandama labial dental alveolar palatal (post-)velar 
plosive 

labialised 
p 
pw 

b 
bw 

t 
tw 

d̪69  d 
dw 

c 
(cw) 

ɟ 
ɟw 

k 
kw 

g 
gw 

affricate 
labialised 

    ts 
t͡ sw 

dz 
d͡zw 

    

fricative 
labialised 

f    s 
sw 

   h  

nasal 
labialised 

 m 
mw 

   n  ɲ 
ɲw 

  

continuant w     l  y   
Table 14. Consonant inventory in Gwaandama 

 
69 For the difference in notation to the voiceless dental plosive, cf. §2.1.1.1.  
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While there is a significant overlap between the varieties, there are also differences, which 
will be discussed in turn according to manners of articulation.  

 

2.1.1.1 Plosives 
The unvoiced bilabial plosive /p/, realised as [ph], is rare and restricted to word-initial 
position.70 

Deeləmə    
pɩ̀sá [phɩ̀sá] ‘to shoot’  

Gʋyʋma    
pɔ̀lá [phɔ̀lá] ‘thigh’  

Gwaandama    
pwáláká [phwálákhá] ‘wing’ [WL-N1]  

In contrast to /p/, the voiced bilabial plosive /b/ is very widespread. It is realised as [b˺] 
in morpheme-final position and [b] in all other positions. 

Deeləmə    
bálkà [bálkhà] ‘stick’  
ɟíb [dʒíb˺] ‘to beat’  

Gʋyʋma    
bùlé [bùlé] ‘bag’  
háb [háb˺] ‘to catch’  

Gwaandama    
bírə́ [bíɾə́] ‘many’  
mwàb [mwàb˺] ‘to build’  

The following examples demonstrate that /b/ is unreleased in morpheme-final position 
unless it is followed by a vowel. Since the allophones show a clear complementary 
distribution, the unreleased plosive is not indicated in other examples throughout this 
thesis. 

 Deeləmə     
(2)  zwá-b-à   zwá-b˺ sɩ́-bà 
 child-B-REF   child-B.2 new-2 
 ‘children’   ‘new children’ 

  
 
 

 
70 There are only two exceptions in the data in which /p/ occurs as an onset of the second syllable, 
which happens to be the prosodically prominent syllable (cf. §2.2.3): yàpɩ́lwà / yàpɩ́lwá ‘sheep’ 
(in Deeləmə and Gwaandama respectively) and gàpʋ́̃wà ‘hyena’ (Gwaandama, [WL-N1]). In 
Gʋyʋma, all instances of /p/ word-medially are loans, e.g. lɩ̀pɩ́ràwá ‘needle’ (from Dera líbə́rà) 
and tàpáwá ‘tobacco’ (from Hausa tābà̄) (Newman/Newman 1977b: 32). Hausa words are taken 
from Newman’s (2007) Hausa-English dictionary, unless stated otherwise. 
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 Gʋyʋma     
(3)  zwà-b-á   zwàb˺-tá  
 child-B-REF   child-TA.REF  
 ‘children’   ‘childhood’  

   
 Gwaandama     

(4)  mwàb-á tswá-w-á  mwàb˺ tswá-w-á 
 build-FV house-W-REF  build house-W-REF 
 ‘building a house’  ‘built a house’ 

Unreleased plosives also occur in other ‘Adamawa’ languages, usually for most or all 
plosives, for example in Mambay (Anonby 2008: 45, 54f.), Kyak (Harley 2020: 380), 
Kam (Lesage 2020: 124f.) and Baa (Möller Nwadigo n.d.: 49f.). In yet other languages, 
plosives are described as being voiceless in word-final position, such as in Waja 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 24) (cf. the Chadic language Tangale (Kidda 1993: 18)). 

The relative scarcity and restriction of /p/, in comparison to /b/, is called the ‘missing /p/ 
pattern’. This pattern is almost exclusively found “in Africa north of the equator, 
especially around the margins of the Sahara desert, in languages from all three of the 
major language families present in the area” (Maddieson 2013). Maddieson considers it 
to be an areal feature that could have been caused by pronunciation changes or through 
social factors, such as the dominant role of Arabic, which also exhibits the ‘missing /p/’ 
(cf. Clements/Rialland 2008: 65ff.).  

The unvoiced dental plosive /t/ is realised as [t̪h], i.e. with aspiration and the tongue tip 
touching the back of the teeth (cf. Newman/Newman 1977b: 29).71 Both aspiration and 
dental pronunciation are not represented in notation as they regularly occur. The phoneme 
occurs morpheme-initially. 

 
71 Nʋngʋrama does not have an unvoiced alveolar plosive [t] or [th]. However, some texts in 
Gwaandama [B-N1 to B-N4] and a wordlist [WL-N1] differentiate between <th> and <t> (or <t̊> 
and <t>). This may suggest the existence of an unvoiced alveolar plosive alongside an unvoiced 
dental plosive. In the first Gwaandama text [B-N1], <t̊> is described as “flat t as in t̊áá̰ (rooms)”; 
it remains unclear what the author means by this. However, according to Sabe (1989: 11), there 
is no such phoneme. In addition, the difference between the two graphs is not consistently used, 
and many lexemes that are written with <t> in one source are spelled <th> elsewhere, e.g. thau in 
Sabe (2014: 37) but táú in [B-N1] for ‘to finish’ as well as tham in (Sabe 2014: 37) and tám in 
[B-N1] for ‘to send’, ɲàtà or ɲàthà in [WL-N1] for ‘mouth’. The phone [t] is also present in 
loanwords, e.g. tákàrdáwà ‘book’ (Deeləmə), sàkátàwà ‘bolt‘ (from Hausa sakata), àkwàtìwà 
‘box’ (from Hausa akwati) and káfíntàwà ‘carpenter‘ (from English) [WL-N2] (Gwaandama).  
According to Newman and Newman (1977b: 29f., 68), the voiceless alveolar plosive [t] in 
Gʋyʋma is exclusively found in loanwords from Hausa and Dera. However, examples such as 
bàkàtìwè ‘bucket’ in their own data (Newman/Newman 1977b: 62) suggest that this extends to 
loanwords from other languages (in this case English). Additionally, there are a few sources, 
where certain words are spelled with <t> instead of <th>. These are mostly borrowed (Christian) 
terms, proper names and places, such as the following: Yohana zi Baptismayã ‘John the Baptist’, 
Nazaret ‘Nazareth’, Yesu Kristi ‘Jesus Christ’ (Longuda Bible Translation Society 1978: 2, 5f.), 
Bitrus ‘Petrus’ (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.), karatuwa ‘to read’ (from Hausa kàrà̄̃tū ‘reading, 
learning (v.n.)’) (Institute of Linguistics 1975: 1). 
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Deeləmə    
tàm [t̪hhàm] ‘to weep’  
tʋ̀mà [t̪hʋ̀mà] ‘blood’  

Gʋyʋma    
tíb [t̪híb] ‘short’  
tɩ́ká [t̪hɩ́khá] ‘tree’  

Gwaandama    
tʋ́ [t̪hʋ́] ‘to talk’  
tàyàwà [t̪hàjàwà] ‘locust’ [WL-N1]  

Gwaandama also features a voiced dental plosive /d̪/, realised as [d̪] (cf. Sabe 1989: 5, 10, 
1995: 13f., 2014: 34, [S-N1], [WL-N1])72, which only occurs morpheme-initially. As it 
is not present in Deeləmə or Gʋyʋma, the examples below are solely from Gwaandama.  

Gwaandama    
d̪àwʋ̀ [d̪àwʋ̀] ‘sharp’ [WL-N1]  
d̪ɩ́lɩ́mká [d̪ɩ́lɩ́mkhá] ‘tongue’ [WL-N1]  
d̪ḭ́ [d̪ḭ́] ‘we (excl.)’   

The voiced alveolar plosive /d/ is realised as [d] without aspiration and without fronting 
of the tongue tip (cf. Newman/Newman 1977b: 29). It occurs in all three varieties 
morpheme-initially.  

Deeləmə    
dákà [dákhà] ‘road’  
dú [dú] ‘to cook’  

Gʋyʋma    
dúlé [dúlé] ‘head’  
díb [díb˺] ‘to hit/beat/kill so.’  

Gwaandama    
dálá [dálá] ‘wound’  
dúmkə́ [dúmkhə́] ‘horn’ [WL-N1]  

The Gwaandama data contains three minimal pairs73 that demonstrate the contrast 
between /d̪/ and /d/, confirming their status as distinct phonemes rather than allophones. 

 
72 Gwaandama is the only variety among the three examined that has the phoneme /d̪/. It is 
geographically closest to Tangale, a Chadic language, which also exhibits [t], [d] and [d̪] (as well 
as implosive [ɗ]). [d̪] is described as only occurring in the Shongom dialect of Tangale: “Whether 
the dental stop in Shongom is an ‘innovation’ or ‘remnant’, it is very difficult to say at this point” 
(Kidda 1993: 13). 
73 Minimal pairs in Nʋngʋrama here and throughout this thesis are primarily chosen based on their 
contrast and only secondarily for their parts-of-speech class. A minimal pair that does not belong 
to the same class is referred to as a “pseudo minimal pair” by Anyanwu (2008: 148). Anyanwu 
suggests that if no better minimal pair is available “then we have to make do with the best minimal 
forms that are available”. 
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Gwaandama   
d̪à ‘to eat’ dà ‘to enter’ [WL-N1] 
d̪ú ‘to unload, transplant’ dú ‘to cook74, boil (up)’  
d̪ɩ́ká ‘to drive, ride, enslave’ dɩ́ká ‘shirt, wrapper’ (Sabe 2014: 36), [WL-N1] 

The phoneme /d/ has an allophone [ɾ]75, which is notated as <r> in the examples. While 
[d] appears word-initially, as shown above, [ɾ] occurs in other positions, predominantly 
syllable-final. However, it can also be found at the beginning of syllables, provided that 
it is not the initial syllable of the lexeme. 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  
wár.kà war.ka wàr.kà ‘marriage’ [WL-G1, WL-N1] 
mwàr mwàr mwàr ‘to grow’ 
kú.rí.wə̀ kù.rù.wé (wáyá) ‘father’76 
-rÀ -rÀ -rÁ ‘on’ 

With the verb extension -rÍ (cf. §3.3.3.3) and the suffix -rA ‘on’ (cf. §3.8.3), [ɾ] appears 
to be the underlying phoneme as [d] is more restricted, occurring only after /m/ and /l/.  

Some deviations from the described distribution of the allophones [d] and [ɾ] occur in the 
data. These deviations can mostly be explained by composition, reduplication in 
ideophones and integration of loanwords into Nʋngʋrama: 

- [ɾ] in lexeme-initial position 

Gʋyʋma   
ràgáwá ‘forked stick’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 35), possibly from 

Hausa rāgàɗā ‘to poke at something’ 
rogowe ‘cassava’ [WL-G1], from Hausa rōgṑ 

Gwaandama 
rédíòlè ‘radio’ (Sabe 1995: 8), from Hausa rē̃diyṑ 
rèfríwà ‘referee’ [WL-N2], from English 
rèkéká ‘sugar-cane’ (Sabe 1995: 8), from Hausa ràkē 

- [d] in word-medial position  

Deeləmə 
  

bɾèdílə̀ ‘bread’ from English 
dùndù ‘very dirty’ ideophone with reduplication 

 
 
 
 

  

 
74 In [WL-N1] ‘to cook’ is dzúr.  
75 Newman and Newman (1977b: 53) distinguish between a voiced alveolar trill and a voiced 
alveolar flap in Gʋyʋma. The former is used as a syllable coda, while the latter is used as a syllable 
onset. This distinction is not apparent in my own data. 
76 kurù (pl. kuruwà) means ‘priest, religious specialist’ in Waja (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 12). 
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Gʋyʋma 
tákàdáwà ‘book’ from Hausa takàrd̃ā ‘paper’ 
dʋ̀ndʋ̀má ‘dream’ compound of dʋ̀ná ‘to see’ and dʋ̀má ‘sleep’  

Gwaandama 
  

àdáká ‘club, machete’ [WL-N1], from Hausa àddā ‘machete’  
dzʋ̀ndʋ́wá / 
kúlgùdʋ́wà77 

‘mosquito, fly / 
vulture’ 

[WL-N1], compound with dʋ́wá (meaning 
unknown) 

In this thesis, the allophones of /d/ are represented by <d> and <r> respectively, as the 
underlying rules and diachronic developments of compound words are not always 
straightforward. 

The occurrence of [d] and [r] as allophones is a common phenomenon in ‘Adamawa’ 
languages, although they do not always have the same complementary distribution (cf. 
for example Baa (Möller Nwadigo n.d.: 48) and Samba-Duru languages such as Pèdè 
(Kastenholz 2020: 353), Kolbila (Littig 2016: 45) and Lɔŋto (Kleinewillinghöfer 2024: 
14, cf. 29)).  

The unvoiced palatal plosive /c/ is realised as [tʃ]. Phonetically, it can be regarded as an 
affricate, which is an “[alveolar] plosive with a [postalveolar] fricative offset” (Anyanwu 
2008: 61). However, phonologically it is seen as a plosive since it fits into the plosive row 
(see consonant chart above). This phoneme is rather rare in Deeləmə, but in Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama, it is the counterpart of /ʃ/ in Deeləmə and is therefore more common. It 
generally occurs morpheme-initially but can also occur word-medially with reduplication.  

Deeləmə    
cá̃kà [tʃá̃khà] ‘leg’  
cɩ́cɩ́hà [tʃɩ́tʃɩ́ħà] ‘small sticks’  

Gʋyʋma    
cáwʋ̀̃-lá [tʃáwʋ̀̃lá] ‘hoe’  
cíɾéwé [tʃíɾéwé] ‘knife’  

Gwaandama    
cı̃́cı ̃́wə̀ [tʃı ̃́tʃı ̃́wə̀] ‘hoe’ [WL-N1]  
cə̀ [tʃə̀] ‘to count’ [WL-N1]  

The voiced palatal phoneme /ɟ/, realised as [dʒ], is considered a plosive phonologically, 
despite being an affricate phonetically. It is altogether more prevalent than the unvoiced 
palatal plosive.  

Deeləmə    
ɟà [dʒà] ‘to eat’  
ɟʋ́wà [dʒʋ́wà] ‘painful, difficult’  

 
 

   

 
77 Also kúlgùrʋ́wà. 
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Gʋyʋma 
ɟà [dʒà] ‘to eat’  
ɟṹwé [dʒṹwé] ‘fish’  

Gwaandama    
ɟɩ̀máwá [dʒɩ̀máwá] ‘knife’  
ɟɩ̀r [dʒɩ̀ɾ] ‘to look for, search’  

The unvoiced velar plosive /k/, realised as [kh], appears only morpheme-initially.78  

Deeləmə    
kú [khú] ‘to preserve’  
kɔ́bà [khɔ́bà] ‘face’  

Gʋyʋma    
kʋ̀̃lá [khʋ̀̃lá] ‘war’  
kún [khún] ‘bite’ [WL-G2]  

Gwaandama    
yɩ́lká [jɩ́lkhá] ‘road’  
kʋ̀̃là [khʋ̀̃là] ‘fight, war’  

The voiced velar plosive /g/, realised as [g], occurs at the beginning of a syllable: when 
the syllable is word-medial, its occurrence is restricted to an environment where it follows 
a nasal vowel or a nasal /n/, which then assimilates to the place of articulation of /g/. This 
assimilation is not represented in the notation elsewhere in this thesis (cf. §2.1.3.4). 

Deeləmə    
nʋ́ngʋ́rámà [nʋ́ŋgʋ́rámà] ‘Nʋngʋra person’  
gámnà [gámnà] ‘to share’  

Gʋyʋma    
gáràlá [gáràlá] ‘tooth’  
də̀ngèlé [də̀ŋgèlé] ‘crooked, bend’  

Gwaandama    
gʋ̀bálá [gʋ̀bálá] ‘stone’  
kʋ́̃gɩ̀lɩkà [khʋ́̃gɩ̀lɩkhà] / 

[khʋ́̃ŋgɩ̀lɩkhà] 
‘squirrel’ [WL-N1]  

 

2.1.1.2 Fricatives 
The voiceless labiodental fricative /f/, realised as [f], is remarkable in that it lacks a voiced 
counterpart in any of the varieties and is rare itself. It can occur morpheme-initially.  

Deeləmə    
fà [fà] ‘to find’  
fɩ́lá̃wà [fɩ́lá̃wà] ‘chicken’  

 
78 With two known exceptions: ták.má.kwán.gí.là ‘tortoise, turtle’ (Deeləmə) and ɟɩ́k ‘straight’ 
(Gʋyʋma, (Newman/Newman 1977b: 63)). 



 

46 
 

Gʋyʋma    
fúrí [fúɾí] ‘narrow’  
fárnʋ̀wá [fáɾnʋ̀wá] ‘importance, need’  

Gwaandama    
fàm [fàm] ‘to jump’ [WL-N1]  
fílé̃ [file] ‘small’  

The voiceless alveolar fricative /s/, realised as [s], occurs mostly morpheme-initially.  

Deeləmə    
súmə̀wə̀ [súmə̀wə̀] ‘worm’  
sátà [sát̪hà] ‘to be tired’  

Gʋyʋma    
sʋ̀lá [sʋ̀lá] ‘heart’  
sé [sé] ‘to take’  

Gwaandama    
sínə̀ [sínə̀] ‘long’  
sə̀r [sə̀ɾ] ‘to freeze’  

The voiced alveolar fricative /z/, realised as [z], is present in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, but 
not in Gwaandama, where /dz/ is used instead (cf. §2.1.1.5). The fricative only occurs 
morpheme-initially.  

Deeləmə    
zɩ́kà [zɩ́khà] ‘(a certain kind of) snake’ 
zà [zà] ‘to walk, go’  

Gʋyʋma    
zír [zíɾ] ‘to bark’  
zɩ́lɩ́mlá [zɩ́lɩ́mlá] ‘language’  

The unvoiced postalveolar fricative /ʃ/, realised as [ʃ], has phonemic status in Deeləmə79. 
The following minimal pairs show that the phoneme is mostly found morpheme-initially 
and is distinct from /s/. 

Deeləmə  
ʃʋ́ ‘to cut’ sʋ́ ‘to farm’ 
ʃwà ‘to sit’ swà ‘to buy’ 
ʃə́’ə̀ ‘food’ sə́’ə̀ ‘song’ 

The phoneme /ʃ/ in Deeləmə corresponds to the phonemes /c/ and /s/ in Gʋyʋma and to 
/c/ and /ts/ in Gwaandama. Table 15 and Table 16 demonstrate the regular 
correspondences between these phonemes.  

 
79 In Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, the fricative [ʃ] occurs only in loanwords, e.g. ʃéréwé ‘gazelle’, 
ʃáʃálá ‘a certain type of fruit’ (Gʋyʋma (Newman/Newman 1977b: 30, 36)), brúʃìlà ‘brush’ and 
àlmákàʃiwa ‘scissors’ (Gwaandama, [WL-N2]) and sometimes as a free variant of /s/, e.g. ʃwàwá 
instead of swàwá ‘house’ (Gʋyʋma). 
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Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  

/ʃ/ /c/ /c/  

ʃúmlə̀ cùmlə̀ cùmlə̀ [WL-N1] ‘darkness’ 
kàʃɩ́lkà kʋ̀cɩ́lká  (kʋ́sʋ́wá) [WL-N1] ‘big calabash’ 
ʃí cí cí ‘other’ 

Table 15. Regular sound correspondences /ʃ/ and /c/  

 
Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  

/ʃ/ /s/ /t͜ s/  

ʃwáwà swàwá tswáwá [WL-N1] ‘house’ 
ʃíʃímə̀ sìsìmé tsìtsìmə̀ [WL-N1] ‘urine’ 
ʃɩ́m sɩ́m tsɩ́m [WL-N1] ‘to know so.’ 
ʃɩ́kàʃɩ́kà sɩ́kàsɩ́kà tsìkàtsìkà [WL-N1] ‘green’ 

Table 16. Regular sound correspondences /ʃ/, /s/ and /ts/ 

Variation between the fricative /ʃ/ and affricates also occurs in other ‘Adamawa’ 
languages. For instance, Tula exhibits free variation between [ʃ] and [t͡ ʃ] in word-initial 
position (Blench 2020b: 160). In their examination of the Jen cluster, Norton and Othaniel 
(2020: 60) demonstrate numerous instances where e.g. [ʃ], [t͡ ʃ] and [t͡ s] correspond with 
each other in the Jen languages. 

The voiceless pharyngeal fricative /h/, realised as [ħ], occurs mostly morpheme-initially, 
but can rarely also occur as an onset of a syllable at any position within a lexeme.  

Deeləmə    
hɔ̀yáhà [ħɔ̀jáħà] ‘snake’  
hámà [ħámà] ‘good’  

Gʋyʋma    
háb [ħáb˺] ‘to catch’  
ɟṹhé [ɟṹħé] ‘fish (pl.)’  

Gwaandama    
hábáká [ħábákhá] ‘fire’ [WL-N1]  
gɩ́hɩ ̃́yá [gɩ́ħɩ ̃́ɲá] ‘woman, wife’  

 

2.1.1.3 Nasals 
The bilabial nasal /m/, realised as [m], can be both the onset and the coda of a syllable.  

Deeləmə    
mwàr [mwàɾ] ‘to grow’  
mwɔ̀m [mwɔ̀m] ‘to build’  

Gʋyʋma    
múr [múɾ] ‘to follow’  
ɲàmhá [ɲàmhá] ‘animal’  
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Gwaandama    
mwàb [mwàb˺] ‘to build’ [WL-N1]  
ɲàmwà [ɲàmwà] ‘animal’ [WL-N1]  

The alveolar nasal /n/ can occur as the onset or coda of a syllable. It partially assimilates 
to a following consonant and is therefore realised as [m] before /b/, [ŋ] before /g/ and /k/ 
and [n] elsewhere (for examples, cf. §2.1.3.4). 

Deeləmə    
nákà [nákhà] ‘hand’  
swɔ̀n [swɔ̀n] ‘to smell’  

Gʋyʋma    
nàká [nàkhá] ‘hand’  
gwànwá [gwànwá] ‘horse’  

Gwaandama    
dʋ̀ná [dʋ̀ná] ‘to look’  
wùn [wùn] ‘to ferment’ [WL-N1]  

The palatal nasal /ɲ/, realised as [ɲ], is restricted to syllable onsets.  

Deeləmə    
naːɲɔ́ [naːɲɔ́] ‘five’  
ɲɩ́mà [ɲɩ́mà] ‘milk’  

Gʋyʋma    
ɲàmhá [ɲàmħá] ‘animal’  
kwèɲìlé [khwèɲìlé] ‘forest’  

Gwaandama    
ɲàmwà [ɲàmwà] ‘animal’ [WL-N1]  
ɲʋ̀ [ɲʋ̀] ‘to drink’ [WL-N1]  

Interdialectal variation exists between the nasals /n/ and /ɲ/ as well as the approximant 
/y/. This variation is unpredictable between varieties and is limited to word-initial 
position. A table from Newman and Newman, with slight adaptations, is provided below 
to illustrate possible changes. 

Cerĩma Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama Kɔlama Gloss 

yàlákà yàlákà ɲàlákà yàlákà yàlákà ‘sun’ 
yɩ́rá yírə̀ ɲíré yìrə̀ yíré ‘person’ 
ɲùló ɲʋ̀lá yʋ̀lá (áhálá) ɲʋ̀lá ‘breast’ 
ɲù ɲò ɲù ɲù nù ‘drank’ 
ɲìm yìm yìm yìm yìm ‘died’ 
nù nù nù nù ɲù ‘heard’ 

Table 17. Examples of nasal and approximant changes in the word onset  
(adapted with changes from Newman and Newman 1977a: 14) 
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2.1.1.4 Continuants 
The labial-velar approximant /w/, realised as [w], occurs as the onset and the coda of a 
syllable. 

Deeləmə    
mɩ̀yáwà [mɩ̀jáwà] ‘goat’  
wə̀hə̀ [wə̀ħə̀] ‘to break’  
dáw [dáw] ‘to make sth.’  

Gʋyʋma    
làràwá [làɾàwá] ‘elephant’  
wàr [wàɾ] ‘to marry’  
cáwká [tʃàwkhá] ‘leg’  

Gwaandama    
kàlɩ́wà [khàlɩ́wà] ‘one’  
wàkà [wàkhà] ‘to wash’  
táw [t̪háw] ‘to finish’ [WL-N1]  

The alveolar lateral approximant /l/, realised as [l], occurs as the onset and coda of a 
syllable.  

Deeləmə    
límlə̀ [límlə̀] ‘cloud’  
déːlébə̀ [déːlébə̀] ‘Deeləmə person’  
yàpɩ́lwà [jàphɩ́lwà] ‘sheep’  

Gʋyʋma    
làràwá [làɾàwá] ‘elephant’  
gwàɟʋ̀lá [gwàdʒʋ̀lá] ‘sick person’  
nàːkàl [nàːkhàl] ‘one’  

Gwaandama    
làbà [làbà] ‘to forget’ [WL-N1]  
kàlɩ́wà [khàlɩ́wà] ‘one’  
yɩ́lká [jɩ́lkhá] ‘way, road’  

The voiced palatal approximant /y/, realised as [j], can be found at the beginning of a 
syllable and rarely at the end.80 

Deeləmə    
yɩ́rà [jɩ́ɾà] ‘woman, wife’  
zwáyɩ́rɩ́yà [zwájɩ́ɾɩ́jà] ‘female teenager’  
dɛ́y [dɛ́j] ‘isn’t it?’  
 
 

   

 
80 Contrary to the common linguistic convention of using the symbol <j> for the palatal 
approximant, <y> is used in this thesis instead, which is a common practice in studies on African 
languages. Moreover, the use of <j> could lead to confusion throughout this thesis as it is also 
used for the affricate [dʒ] in published and unpublished written texts and wordlists used here for 
the analysis. 
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Gʋyʋma 
yá [já] ‘to fall’  
mwàrɩ̀yá [mwàɾɩ̀já] ‘older sibling’  

Gwaandama    
yárgɩ̀n [jáɾgɩ̀n] ‘to hurry’  
mɩ̀yáwá [mɩ̀jáwá] ‘goat’  

At the onset of certain lexemes, the palatal approximant /y/ may be in free variation with 
the palatal nasal /ɲ/. Examples of this can be seen in Gʋyʋma below. However, as 
previously demonstrated in Table 17, some lexemes have a nasal onset in one variety and 
an approximant onset in another. Yet other lexemes do not show any variation across 
varieties. 

Gʋyʋma    
yìré ~ ɲìré ‘person’   
yìbé ~ ɲìbé ‘people’   

 

2.1.1.5 Affricates 
In Nʋngʋrama, there are two affricates phonetically that can be considered to be part of 
the plosives phonologically. These were described in the relevant section above. 
Gwaandama has two additional affricates: /ts/ and /dz/.81 

The voiceless alveolar affricate /ts/ is realised as [ts]. Lexemes that contain this phoneme 
in Gwaandama have /s/ or /ʃ/ in Deeləmə and only /s/ in Gʋyʋma.  

Gwaandama    
tsɩ̀mà [tsɩ̀mà] ‘smoke’ [WL-N1]  
tswàn [tswàn] ‘to abuse, insult’ [WL-N1]  
tsʋ́lá [tsʋ́lá] ‘heart’   

The voiced alveolar affricate /dz/ is realised as [dz]. According to Newman and Newman 
(1977a: 14f.), the phoneme is not only present in Gwaandama, but also in Cerĩma, 
Gʋyʋma and Deeləmə. However, my data for Gʋyʋma and Deeləmə does not support this 
claim. Instead, the phoneme /z/ is used where Gwaandama uses /dz/. 

Gwaandama    
dzìkà [dzìkhà] ‘town, city’  
dzɩ́rá [dzɩ́ɾá] ‘soon’  
dzwı̃́bə́ [dzwı ̃́bə́] ‘children’  

 

2.1.1.6 Labialised consonants 
Labialised consonants are consonants that have a secondary vowel-like articulation [u], 
represented by <w>. This secondary articulation is “most audible at the ends of the 

 
81 This also applies to Cerĩma and Kɔlama, according to Newman and Newman (1977a: 13). 
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consonants” but is “present throughout its entire duration” (Anyanwu 2008: 96f.). 
Labialised consonants are analysed as distinct phonemes due to the existence of (near) 
minimal pairs in the data (albeit only a few). Compare the lexemes on the left with those 
on the right. 

Deeləmə 
ʃwɔ́má ‘poison’ ʃɔ́mà ‘mother’ 
bwálà ‘salt’ bàlà  ‘to write’ 
bwá ‘to break, hatch’ bá 3PL.IMP 
nwa ‘to bear a child’ ná ‘to give’ [WL-D1] 

Gʋyʋma 
swà ‘to sit’ sá ‘to run’ [WL-G2] 
kwà ‘to chew’ kà 2PL (Newman/Newman 1977b: 66) 
cwàkà ‘to dip’ càkà ‘to shake’ [WL-N1] 

Gwaandama 
twá ‘to examine’ tá ‘to melt’ (Sabe 2014: 35, 37) 
bwàhàwà ‘crocodile’  bāhāwā82 ‘chisel’ [WL-N1] 
dwala ‘to reduce, decrease’ dálá ‘wound’ [WL-N1] 

In Nʋngʋrama, and in fact in any other language with labialised consonants according to 
Anyanwu (2008: 97), the number of consonants that can be labialised is more restricted 
than consonants without a secondary articulation. The approximants /w/ and /y/, the 
lateral /l/ and the fricatives /f/ and /h/ cannot be labialised in any of the three varieties in 
Nʋngʋrama.83 With other consonants, there are differences between the dialects. In 
Deeləmə, the palatal nasal /ɲ/ is not attested to occur with a secondary articulation. In 
Gwaandama, there are no examples of a labialised voiced dental plosive /d̪/ and a 
labialised alveolar nasal /n/. Other labialised consonants occur only in a very limited 
number of lexemes, with three at most. These are /nw/ in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, /nw/ and 
/ɲw/ in Gʋyʋma and /cw/ in Gwaandama. The following table displays all attested 
examples. All other labialised consonants are more common. Examples are found 
throughout this thesis. 

Deeləmə   
/nw/ nwɩla’a ‘doubt’ [WL-D1] 
 nwa ‘to bear a child’ [WL-D1] 

Gʋyʋma   
[nw] nwɔ̂m ‘ten’ 
[ɲw] ɲwà ‘to buy, pay for’ 
 -ɲwà ‘five’ 

Gwaandama   
[cw] cwàtà ‘to increase’ [WL-N1] 
 cwàkà ‘to dip’ [WL-N1] 
 cwáncʋ́rwà ‘snail, toad’ [WL-N1] 

 
82 This is the only example throughout the wordlists in which midtones are explicitly mentioned. 
83 Except for a few examples of /yw/ in Gʋyʋma in [WL-G1], e.g. ywar ‘winnow, fan’.  
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Labialised consonants occur in two environments: stem-initially and rarely stem-
medially. The latter can mostly be explained by reduplication (in ideophones) and 
compounds, as the following lexemes exemplify. 

Deeləmə  
cwabcwab ‘warm’ 

Gʋyʋma  
yakwahawa ‘dryness, aridity’ (lit. dry place) [WL-G1] 

Gwaandama  
swìswìwə̀ ‘trap’ [WL-N1] 

Labialised consonants often, but not exclusively, occur before the vowel /a/ (cf. Sabe 
(2014: 37f.) and). This is a common phenomenon in other languages (e.g. in Waja 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 35)), where “consonants (especially obstruents and nasals) 
become labialised before vowels with the features [+back] and [+low]” (Anyanwu 2008: 
186). However, in Nʋngʋrama, labialised consonants can be followed not only by back 
and low vowels but also, to a lesser extent, by for instance a front mid-high vowel /e/ or 
even a high vowel /i/. 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama   
zwə̀ zwè dzwə̀ ‘to ask’ 
swì- swí- swí- ‘black’ 

Labialised consonants are also common in other ‘Benue-Volta’ languages, e.g. in Waja 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 35) and Tula (Blench 2020a: 11f.), and in neighbouring Chadic 
languages, such as Dera (Newman 1974) and Tangale (Kidda 1993: 21).  

 

2.1.1.7 Consonant clusters 
Cases where one consonant appears at the syllable coda followed by another consonant 
at the syllable onset are not considered a consonant cluster. ‘Real’ consonant clusters, i.e. 
clusters that occur as the onset or coda of a single syllable (Catford 2001: 195), only occur 
in loanwords such as [gl] in the English borrowing gláslà ‘mirror’ (Deeləmə, Gwaandama 
[WL-N2]) or [tr] in índustrìwà ‘industry’ (Gwaandama [WL-N2]). Most of the time, 
however, loanwords are adapted to the Nʋngʋrama syllable structure by inserting a vowel, 
mostly /i/, such as in kírsímàwà ‘Christmas’, diraftawa ‘draft’, dírébà ‘driver’ 
(Gwaandama [WL-N2, S-N1]).  

In the wordlists, a few instances of the consonant clusters [fɾ] and [bɾ] occur at the onset 
of a syllable. However, it is suggested that although these consonant clusters arise in 
spoken language, underlyingly a vowel occurs between the consonants (cf. §2.3.3).  
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2.1.2 Overview of vowels 
Nʋngʋrama exhibits oral and nasal vowels which are presented in the tables below. The 
nasal vowels are in “contrast[…] with the corresponding oral vowel[s] of the same 
quality” (Anyanwu 2008: 90). Vowels in brackets occur infrequently in the respective 
varieties and their phonemic status cannot be determined with the available data. The 
distinction into [+ATR] vowels on the left and [-ATR] vowels on the right is explained 
and discussed in §2.2.5.  

Deeləmə  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close i  u ɩ  ʋ 
mid  ə (o) (ɛ)  (ɔ) 
open     a  

Table 18. Oral vowel inventory of Deeləmə  

Deeləmə  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close ĩ  (ũ) ɩ ̃  ʋ̃ 
mid (ẽ)     ɔ̃ 
open     ã  

Table 19. Nasal vowel inventory of Deeləmə 

Gʋyʋma  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close i  u ɩ  ʋ 
mid e (ə) (o) (ɛ)  (ɔ) 
open     a  

Table 20. Oral vowel inventory of Gʋyʋma  

Gʋyʋma  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close ĩ  ũ ɩ ̃  ʋ̃ 
mid ẽ     ɔ̃ 
open     ã  

Table 21. Nasal vowel inventory of Gʋyʋma 

Gwaandama  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close i  u ɩ  ʋ 
mid  ə84 (o)   (ɔ) 
open     a  

Table 22. Oral vowel inventory of Gwaandama85  

 
84 Contrary to his proposal from 2014, Sabe (1995: 17f.), in his thesis from 1995, distinguished 
two Schwa sounds, represented orthographically as <e> and <ẹ>, but both pronounced 
phonetically [ə]), which he categorised into the two different vowel sets “lax” and “tense” (i.e. 
[+ATR] and [-ATR]). Additionally, he proposed a phoneme [e] for the [+ATR] set.  
85 Sabe (2014: 30f.) includes another vowel [ɨ] in the [+ATR] set. He provides numerous examples 
of minimal pairs. However, in his orthography, he uses the Schwa symbol for both [ɨ] and [ə], 
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Gwaandama  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close ĩ  (ũ) ɩ ̃  ʋ̃ 
mid (ẽ)     ɔ̃ 
open     ã  

Table 23. Nasal vowel inventory of Gwaandama  

The (oral) vowel system in all three varieties is unbalanced, with front and central vowels 
being used more frequently than mid-back vowels.86 In addition, vowels with closed and 
open aperture are more common than mid-vowels. It is noteworthy that the nasal vowels 
[ẽ] and [ə̃] rarely occur in the data, while their oral counterparts [e] and [ə] frequently 
occur in the three varieties. Moreover, while the close back rounded oral vowel [ɔ] is 
infrequent in the data and its phonemic status is unclear, the nasal counterpart [ɔ̃] is quite 
common. Overall, it can be concluded that nasal vowels are less common than oral 
vowels, as is the case cross-linguistically (Anyanwu 2008: 281). Nevertheless, nasal 
vowels with phonemic status are a distinctive characteristic of the Sudanic belt 
(Clements/Rialland 2008: 45).  

Although almost no minimal pairs for nasal and oral vowels are attested, the nasal vowels 
occur ‘context-free’ and are therefore true nasal vowels. Some near minimal pairs are 
presented below. 

Deeləmə    
ɟʋ̀̃là ‘hunger, famine’ ɟʋ́wà ‘hard, painful, difficult’ 
tá̃‘à ‘rooms’ tá’à ‘firewood’ 
swɩ ̃́kà ‘wing’ zɩ́kà ‘(particular) snake’ 

Gʋyʋma  
  

ɟáwà̃ ‘to be tired’ ɟàwá ‘fresh cut grass for animals’ 
bɔ̀̃lá ‘lion, leopard’ bɔ́rá ‘to remind so.’ 
zwɩ̃̀yá ‘younger sibling’ zwàlɩ̀yá ‘man, husband’ 
kʋ̀̃lá ‘war’ kʋla ‘straw, weed’ [WL-G1] 
sı ̃́sı ̃́ ‘cold’ sìsìmé ‘urine’ 
kù̃wé ‘mother’ 

 
kùwè  ‘to pour’ 

(Newman/Newman 1977b: 20) 

Gwaandama  
  

d̪ʋ́̃ ‘our’  d̪ú ‘transplant’ [WL-N1] 
fílé̃ ‘small’ fı ̃́lə̀ ‘flower’ [WL-N1] 
tsá̃wá ‘porcupine’ tsáká ‘tail’ [WL-N1] 
swı̃̀tə̀wə̀ ‘horse’ swìswìwə̀ ‘trap’ [WL-N1] 
swɩ̃̀yá ‘francolin,bush fowl’ swɩ́yà ‘old person’ 

 
which causes confusion. Additionally, certain symbols are used interchangeably for probably the 
same phoneme, such as [ɨ] and [+], [i̲] and [I] as well as [ə] and [ə̲].  
86 Unbalanced vowel systems are also present in other ‘Adamawa’ languages. According to 
Kleinewillinghöfer (1996b: 28), the vowel systems of Nʋngʋrama, Tula, Waja, Burak-Loo 
(Bikwin group) and Tangale (Chadic) are fairly similar compared to other Bikwin-Jen and Ɓəna-
Mboi languages. 
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2.1.2.1 Oral vowels  
The subsequent paragraphs provide a description and examples of each vocalic phoneme 
occurring in Nʋngʋrama. Following the works of Kramer (2014: 33), Tröbs (1998: 48ff.) 
and Kastenholz (1987: 44), the vowel of the first syllable is referred to as V1, while the 
vowels in all other syllables are referred to as V2. 

The close front unrounded vowel /i/, realised as [i], can occur in V1 and V2 position.  

Deeləmə    
ɟìkə́ [dʒìkhə́] ‘arrow’  
kúríwə̀ [khúɾíwə̀] ‘father’  

Gʋyʋma    
gwìrcìtè [gwìɾtʃìthè] ‘divorce’  
fúrí [fúɾí] ‘narrow’  

Gwaandama    
pwúkílə́ [pwúkhílə́] ‘dust cloud of harmattan’ [WL-N1]  

The close to close-mid front unrounded vowel /ɩ/, realised as [ɩ], is commonly used and 
can occur in any syllable, i.e. V1 and V2.  

Deeləmə    
tɩ́kà [thɩ́khà] ‘tree’  
cɩ́cɩ́hà [tʃɩ́tʃɩ́hà] ‘small sticks’  

Gʋyʋma    
nɩ̀ngá [nɩ̀ŋgá] ‘to give’  
mwàrɩ̀bá [mwàɾɩ̀bá] ‘older siblings’  

Gwaandama    
zɩ̀kà [zɩ̀khà] ‘snake’  
gárɩ́wá [gáɾɩ́wá] ‘crab’  

The close back rounded vowel /u/, realised as [u], typically appears in V1 position.  

Deeləmə    
fúlə̀ [fúlə̀] ‘fear’  
kú [khú] ‘to preserve’  

Gʋyʋma    
yú [jú] ‘to sing’  
súndì [súndì] ‘old’  

Gwaandama    
dùmlə̀ [dùmlə̀] ‘hat’ [WL-N1]  
wùndì [wùndì] ‘shall, will’  

The close to close-mid back rounded vowel /ʋ/, realised as [ʋ], mostly occurs in V1 
position.  
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Deeləmə    
dʋ̀má [dʋ̀má] ‘to sleep’  
gʋ́yʋ́bà [gʋ́jʋ́bà] ‘Gʋyʋma people’  

Gʋyʋma    
ɲʋ̀lá [ɲʋ̀lá] ‘eye’  
bʋ̀lá [bʋ̀lá] ‘to play’  

Gwaandama    
mʋ̀ [mʋ̀] ‘you (sg.)’  
tsʋ́lá [tsʋ́lá] ‘heart’   

The close-mid front unrounded vowel /e/ only occurs in Gʋyʋma. It is realised as [e] as 
well as [ẽ] in the last syllable of some nouns (cf. §4.2.3, 4.2.7, 4.2.8).  

Gʋyʋma    
swè [swè] ‘to farm’  
cùmlé [tʃùmlé] ‘darkness’  
bə̀lı ̃́wé [bə̀lı ̃́wé̃] ‘cow’  

The mid central rounded vowel (Schwa) /ə/, realised as [ə], is common in Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama, but is not attested in Gʋyʋma.  

Deeləmə    
bə̀lı ̃́wə̀ [bə̀lı ̃́wə̀] ‘cow’  
ʃə́ [ʃə́] ‘to read’  

Gwaandama    
yìrə̀ [jìɾə̀] ‘person, man’ [WL-N1]  
dzə̀ [dzə̀] ‘to go’  

The phonemic status of the open-mid front unrounded vowel [ɛ] is unclear as it is rather 
uncommon. According to Kleinewillinghöfer (1994/2019), it is more customary in 
Kɔlama, particularly with the negative particle gɛ. The data only includes the following 
lexemes in Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama. 

Deeləmə   
ʃɛ́ʃún  ‘short’  
dɛ́y ‘isn’t it?’  

Gʋyʋma   
gwɛ̀rcíwé87 ‘fear’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 43, 55), [WL-G1, WL-G2]  
gwɛ́l ‘request’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 43)  
dɛ̀ngèléké88 ‘crooked’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 43)  
dɛ́l ‘when’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 43)  

Gwaandama   
bɛ̀làkí ‘black’ (borrowed from English) [WL-N1]  

 
87 But also: gwàrcúwé/gwercuwe/gwarciwe [WL-G1, WL-G2]. 
88 But dengile in [WL-G1].  



 

57 
 

As the only Gwaandama example is a loanword, [ɛ] is not included in the vowel inventory 
of that variety (as seen above). However, it is provisionally included (in brackets) in the 
vowel inventory of the other two varieties, as it occurs in a few cases that cannot be 
explained otherwise.  

The open central unrounded vowel /a/ is realised as [a] and in some cases as [ɔ]. The latter 
occurs almost exclusively in V1 position after a labialised consonant and is often in free 
variation with [a], as demonstrated by some examples below.89 The phoneme can occur 
in both V1 and V2 position. 

Deeləmə    
zà [zà] ‘to walk, to go’  
ná’à [náɁà] ‘arms’  
ʃwáwà [ʃwáwà] / [ʃwɔ́wà] ‘house’  
zwàn [zwàn] / [zwɔ̀n] ‘to kick’  

Gʋyʋma    
gáràlá [gáɾàlá] ‘tooth’  
fà [fà] ‘to find’  
mwàm [mwàm] / [mwɔ̀m] ‘to eat (fruit), suck’  
swàmbɩ́ràwá [swàmbɩ́ɾàwá] / 

[swɔ̀mbɩ́ɾàwá] 
‘devil’  

Gwaandama    
tsámáká [tsámákhá] ‘laziness’  
yà [jà] ‘here’  
tswáwá [tswáwá] / [tswɔ́wá] ‘house’  

For certain lexemes, only the pronunciation with [ɔ] is attested, as in the following 
examples. Therefore, it is included in the vowel inventory in Nʋngʋrama in brackets. 

Deeləmə    
kɔ́bà [khɔ́bà]90 ‘face’  
nàːɲɔ́ [nàːɲɔ́] ‘five’  

Gʋyʋma    
nàːɲɔ́ [nàːɲɔ́] ‘five’  

Gwaandama    
tɔ́má [thɔ́má] ‘soil’ [WL-N1]  
nàːɲɔ̀ [nàːɲɔ̀] ‘five’  
fɔ̀là [fɔ̀là] ‘granary’ [WL-N1]  
ɟɔ́rɔ́wá [dʒɔ́ɾɔ́wá] ‘time’ [WL-N1]  
hɔ́yáwá [ħɔ́jáwá] ‘(a particular) snake’ [B-N1]  

 
89 According to Newman and Newman (1977b: 27, cf. 30), “especially in the presence of labial 
and velar consonants, there is free fluctuation between the following sounds: (o) (ɔ) (u) (au) (eu) 
(əu) (ʌu)”. Cf. §4.2.7 for more examples.  
90 But kàwà ‘face’ in Gwaandama [WL-N1].  
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The close-mid back rounded vowel [o] is mostly found in loanwords. It is also attested in 
Kɔlama where it appears in noun class suffixes (e.g. duu-mó ‘seed’, núú-mó ‘oil’ 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 1994)). As the phonemic status is unclear in Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama, it is preliminarily included in their vowel inventories.  

Deeləmə  
bò ‘they’ 
kôw ‘ten’ 
mángòròlà ‘mango’ (from Hausa mangwàrò̃) 

Gʋyʋma  
rogowe ‘cassava’ (from Hausa rōgṑ) [WL-G1] 
múngòròmé ‘mango tree’ (from Hausa mangwàrò̃) 
sorɲike91 ‘shrew’ [WL-G1] 
gombuwe ‘sesame’ [WL-G1] 

Gwaandama  
tóbòlíwá ‘mud-brick’ (from Hausa tóbòlíwá ‘brick of dried mud’) [WL-N1] 
bókótihə̀ ‘bucket’ (from Hausa bōkitì) (Kleinewillinghöfer 1994) 
dùmbótə́ ‘dagger’ [WL-N1] 

 

2.1.2.2 Nasal vowels 
The close front unrounded nasal vowel /ĩ/, realised as [ĩ], is not frequently found in the 
data, mostly appearing in V1 position but also in V2 position.  

Deeləmə    
bə̀lı ̃́wə̀ [bə̀lı ̃́wə̀] ‘cow’  

Gʋyʋma    
bə̀lı ̃́wé [bə̀lı ̃́wé] ‘cow’  
zwı̃́yè [zwı ̃́jè] ‘child’  

Gwaandama    
dzwı̃́yə́ [dzwı ̃́yə́] ‘child’  
ɟı ̃́wə́ [dʒı ̃́wə́] ‘fish’  

The close-mid front unrounded nasal vowel /ɩ/̃, realised as [ɩ]̃, is more frequent than /ĩ/. It 
generally occurs in V1 position but can also occur in V2 position.  

Deeləmə    
zwɩ̃́yà [zwɩ ̃́jà] ‘younger sibling’  
swı̃́kà [swı ̃́khà] ‘wing’  

Gʋyʋma    
zwɩ̃̀yá [zwɩ ̃̀já] ‘younger sibling’  
sĩsĩ [sĩsĩ] ‘cold’  

 
 

   

 
91 But swírɲíkə́ or sʋ́lɲɩ́ká ‘shrew’ in Gwaandama [WL-N1].  
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Gwaandama 
swɩ̃̀yá [swɩ ̃̀já] ‘francolin, bush fowl’  
gɩ́hɩ ̃́yá [gɩ́ħɩ ̃́já] ‘woman’  

The close back rounded nasal vowel /ũ/, realised as [ũ], is a phoneme in Gʋyʋma. 
However, its status as a phoneme in both Deeləmə and Gwaandama is uncertain as only 
one lexeme is attested in these varieties. 

Deeləmə    
zwṹtə̀ [zwṹthə̀] ‘excrement’  

Gʋyʋma    
ɟṹwé [dʒṹwé] ‘fish’  
kù̃wé [khù̃wé̃] ‘mother’  

Gwaandama    
kù̃yìlə̀ [khù̃ɲìlə̀] ‘bush’ [WL-N1]  

The close back rounded nasal vowel /ʋ̃/, realised as [ʋ̃], is not commonly used in Deeləmə 
and Gʋyʋma, but is more frequently found in Gwaandama. It can occur in any syllable 
within a word.  

Deeləmə    
ɟʋ̀̃là [dʒʋ̀̃là] ‘hunger, famine’  
sakakʋ̃wa [sakhakhʋ̃wa] ‘elbow [WL-D1]  

Gʋyʋma    
kʋ̀̃lá [khʋ̀̃lá] ‘war’  
kʋ̀kʋ́̃gàlá [khʋ̀khʋ́̃gàlá] ‘tortoise, turtle’  

Gwaandama    
dʋ́̃ [dʋ́̃] ‘our’  
sʋ̀̃wà [sʋ̀̃wà] ‘dog’ [WL-N1]  

The close-mid front unrounded vowel [ẽ] occurs mostly in free variation with /e/ in 
Gʋyʋma (cf. §4.2.3, 4.2.7, 4.2.8). Although a few other Gʋyʋma examples suggest that it 
could be considered a phoneme, its phonemic status is unclear in Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama, where only one example each is attested. 

Deeləmə    
filè̃ [filè̃] ‘small’  

Gʋyʋma    
cìré̃wé [tʃìré̃wé] ‘knife’  
zwè̃ké [zwè̃khé] ‘question’  
gàmáyèlè̃ké [gàmáyèlè̃khé] ‘worm’  
gẽgərke [gẽgərkhe] ‘mantis’ [WL-G1]  
kẽzile [khẽzile] ‘trunk’ [WL-G1]  

Gwaandama    
fílé̃ [filé̃] ‘small’  
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The open-mid back rounded nasal vowel /ɔ̃/, realised as [ɔ̃], appears in all three varieties 
in V1 and V2 position. It is worth noting that /ɔ̃/ is a phoneme, while /ɔ/ is not. 

Deeləmə    
ɔ́̃ [ɔ́̃] ‘yes’  
yɩ́lɔ̀̃tà92 [yɩ́lɔ̀̃t̪hà] ‘slavery’  
fɔ̀̃là [fɔ̀̃là] ‘egg’  
tɔ̃fɩrma93 [t̪hɔ̃fɩɾma] ‘brain’ [WL-D1]  
bɔ̃la [bɔ̃la] ‘lion’ [WL-D2]  

Gʋyʋma    
bɔ̀̃lá [bɔ̀̃lá] ‘lion, leopard’  
kárásɔ̀̃là [khárásɔ̀̃là] ‘wing’  
sɔ̃ya [sɔ̃ja] ‘witch’ [WL-G1]  
ɟɔ̃ka [dʒɔ̃kha] ‘nose’ [WL-G1]  

Gwaandama    
bɔ̀̃là [bɔ̀̃là] ‘leopard’ [WL-N1]  
bɔ́̃ká [bɔ́̃khá] ‘skin’ [WL-N1]  
swɔ̂̃kà [swɔ̂̃khà] ‘flour’ [WL-N1]  

The open central vowel /ã/, realised as [ã], is a phoneme that can occur in any position 
within a word. In Gʋyʋma, it is also an allophone of /a/ (cf. §4.2.3, 4.2.7, 4.2.8). 

Deeləmə    
cá̃kà  [tʃá̃khà] ‘leg’  
fɩ́lá̃wà  [fɩ́lá̃wà] ‘chicken’  
tá̃là [t̪há̃là] ‘room’  

Gʋyʋma    
dà̃sɩ́ká94 [dà̃sɩ́khá] ‘door’  
ɲà̃wá [ɲà̃wá] ‘animal, meat’  
swá̃ [swá̃] ‘smell’   

Gwaandama    
tsá̃wá [tsá̃wá] ‘porcupine’ [WL-N1]  
kwà̃tsáyá [kwà̃tsájá] ‘chief’ [WL-N1, B-N1]  

 

2.1.3 Phonological processes 
2.1.3.1 Vowel lengthening 
Vowel length is not a distinctive feature in Nʋngʋrama.95 Any instances of long vowels 
are conditioned by specific parameters (cf. Wiesemann 2000: 173, Anyanwu 2008: 282).  

 
92 But yɩ́là̃wà ‘slave’ (Deeləmə) and yɩ̀látá ‘slavery’ (Gʋyʋma).  
93 But tàfɩ̀rmà/táfàrmá ‘brain’ (Gwaandama) [WL-N1].  
94 But daka/bãsɩka ‘door’ [WL-G1].  
95 Sabe (2014: 32) considers vowel length to be distinctive in Gwaandama, although no minimal 
pairs are presented nor do they occur elsewhere in the data. However, long vowels occur in the 
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Firstly, lengthening of vowels is used to mark stress (Sabe 2014: 32), which is particularly 
evident in ideophones. The vowel can be prolonged by the speakers to emphasise the 
syllable. The more the speaker wants to stress the syllable, the longer s/he can prolong 
the vowel, as is possible with the following ideophones.  

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma  
ˈswe ˈswé ‘poor taste’ 
ˈswábà ˈswábá ‘very slow, very careful’ 
ˈɟàwà ˈɟàwá ‘sharp’ (e.g. blade) 

Secondly, loanwords may contain long vowels, such as Gʋyʋma’s borrowing of the 
English word ‘letter’: léːtéwà.  

Thirdly, long vowels can arise due to affixation or cliticisation. For details and examples, 
cf. §2.1.3.3. 

 

2.1.3.2 Gemination 
Gemination is the articulation of two identical consonants as one long consonant. 
According to Maddieson (2018: 585), geminates “can easily have twice the (acoustic) 
duration of singletons”. Geminates are generally classified into two types: underlying 
geminates, also known as long consonants, and derived geminates or double consonants. 
The latter can appear in the combination of morphemes or words (Catford 2001: 106, 
Kubozono 2017: 2).  

In Nʋngʋrama, underlying geminates are only attested with nasals and continuants 
(including [ɾ]). They appear word-medially in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma ideophones (cf. 
§3.5), but they do not occur in the Gwaandama data96. 

Deeləmə 
yʋ̀lːá ‘warm’   
bʋ̀lːá ‘smooth’ compare bʋ̀lá ‘fade’  

Gʋyʋma 
yʋ̀lːá ‘warm’   
nɩ́mːá ‘close to sth.’   
tɩrːá ‘stretched out’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 23)  
sɩrːá ‘silent’ compare sɩ́rà ‘wet’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 23)  

A frequently used lexeme with a geminate is kálːá ‘small, little’. Unlike the lexemes 
above, it is not an ideophone but a borrowing from the Dera term kállá with the same 
meaning (Newman 1974: 126). The geminate can be lengthened to emphasise the 
dimension of the particular object.  

 
data that cannot be explained with one of the parameters below. They are marked as Vː or as VV 
if the tones are different. More research on this discrepancy is needed.  
96 There are a few instances in the wordlists where lexemes are spelled with double consonants. 
However, all of them also have alternative notations with single consonants, e.g. búllùmtə̀ or 
búlùmtə̀ ‘nest’, mámmá or mámá ‘water’ [WL-N1].  
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 Deeləmə    
(5)  à-ɟə́=ú bwà-l dà kálːà 
 3SG-give.gift=1SG.OBJ salt-L small small 
 ‘she gave me a very little amount of salt (as a gift)’ 

Derived geminates are more frequent in Nʋngʋrama than underlying geminates. The 
examples from Gʋyʋma illustrate gemination through affixation, while those from 
Deeləmə and Gwaandama exemplify it at word boundaries.  

 Deeləmə     
(6)  má-m má-ɲɩ̀  [mámːáɲì]  
 water-M.9 9-1SG.POSS    
 ‘my water’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma     

(7)  zwá-b-á=ʋ̀ ná-b-bà  [nábːà]  
 child-B.2-REF-DEF NUM-2-how.many    
 ‘how many children?’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma     

(8)  d}̀b=bè   [d}̀bːè]  
 beat=3PL.OBJ     
 ‘beat them’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 23) 

 
 Gwaandama     

(9)  yì-b bírə́-bə́  [yìbːírə́bə́]  
 people-B.2 many-2    
 ‘many people’ 

 

2.1.3.3 Hiatus resolution 
A hiatus can be defined as two vowels succeeding each other across morpheme 
boundaries (Anyanwu 2008: 105). In Nʋngʋrama, a hiatus is generally not permitted. 
When such a situation arises, for example by adding a suffix with a vowel onset to a 
lexeme without a coda, it is resolved through phonological means. These include 
approximant insertion, coalescence (also called reciprocal assimilation), labialisation and 
vowel lengthening. The following sections introduce these means. 

With approximant insertion, a hiatus can be resolved by adding an approximant between 
the two vowels. In Nʋngʋrama, the approximant used is either /y/ or /w/, depending on 
the place of articulation of the second vowel (i.e. whether it is a front or a back vowel).  

Deeləmə   
/ná-dʋ́=àm/ [nádʋ́wàm] ‘I see you (sg.)’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/márná=í/ [máɾnáyɩ́] ‘teach him/her’ 
/ɟìké=Ù/ [dʒìkhéwù] ‘the arrow’ 
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Gwaandama 
/dzə̀=ú/ [dzə̀wú] ‘to come’ (lit. to go back) 

As there is a clear rule for approximant insertion, examples in this thesis do not show it 
unless it occurs in a lexicalised item, such as nàkwàyɩ́ ‘three’ in Gʋyʋma (cf. §3.7.2).  

Sometimes, approximant insertion is combined with partial regressive assimilation. This 
means that the first vowel partially assimilates to the second vowel, i.e. it does not 
“necessarily inherit[…] its features completely” (Anyanwu 2008: 178). For example, in 
Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, the last vowel of a noun can partially assimilate, i.e. become a 
back vowel, before the definite marker =Ù. Additionally, an approximant is inserted. The 
two examples illustrate this. 

Gʋyʋma   
/ɟìké=Ù/ [dʒìkhówù] ‘the arrow’ 

Gwaandama   
/ɟɩ̀má-wá=Ù/ [dʒɩ̀máwɔ́wʋ̀] ‘the knife’ 

Coalescence or reciprocal assimilation is a phonological process in which two adjacent 
vowels merge, resulting in a vowel that is usually between the two original vowels. This 
means that they “meet somewhere in the centre” (Anyanwu 2008: 177). For instance, in 
Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, the last vowel of a noun can merge with the definite marker 
=Ù. Compare the following two examples with those above.  

Gʋyʋma   
/ɟìké=Ù/ [dʒìkhô] ‘the arrow’ 

Gwaandama   
/ɟɩ̀má-wá=Ù/ [dʒɩ̀máwɔ̂] ‘the knife’ 

Labialisation is a phonological process “in which a sound becomes ‘rounded’” (Anyanwu 
2008: 186). It should be noted that labialisation must not be confused with labialised 
consonants as phonemes (cf. §2.1.1), although they could have developed from 
labialisation processes.97 In Nʋngʋrama, if the first vowel of two adjacent vowels is /U/ 
or /O/, it can become an approximant /w/, as the following examples show. 

Deeləmə   
/ná-dʋ́=àm/ [nádwâm] ‘I see you (sg.)’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/dú-é/ [dwé] ‘heads’ 

Gwaandama   
/ɲwʋ̀-à/  [ɲwàː] ‘eyes’ [WL-N1] 

 
97 For example, Lesage (2020: 115, 134f.) proposes that labialisation synchronically led to 
labialised consonants in Kam.  
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When two identical vowels appear together, they can be pronounced as a single, elongated 
vowel. This is known as vowel lengthening. In Nʋngʋrama, vowel lengthening is the only 
way to resolve a hiatus with identical vowels. 

Deeləmə   
/ná-á-bánà/ [náːbánà] ‘how many’ (with NF class 6) 
/à=à=zwə́/ [àːzwə́] ‘s/he will ask him/her (a question)’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/bɩ̀mbá-Á/ [bɩ̀mbáː] ‘bows’ 
/bá=á=/ [báː] 3PL.PROG 

Gwaandama   
/mə́-A/ [mə́ː] ‘bodies’ 
/ná-A/ [náː] ‘hands, arms’ 

Vowel hiatus and its resolution through various phonological processes is also common 
in other ‘Adamawa’ languages. For example, Baa (Möller Nwadigo n.d.: 57ff.) and Kam 
(Lesage 2020: 129ff.) exhibit similar patterns.  

 

2.1.3.4 Assimilation 
Anyanwu (2008: 175) defines assimilation as “a phonological process whereby a sound 
becomes more like a neighbouring one in terms of certain features”. The direction of 
assimilation can be both regressive and progressive.  

In Nʋngʋrama, two regressive assimilation processes occur. The first process involves 
nasals and nasal vowels assimilating to the following plosives in terms of place of 
articulation (cf. Newman and Newman (1977b: 21)). 

Deeləmə   
/wá̃kà/ [wá̃ŋkhà] ‘leaf’ 
/wá̃tà/ [wá̃nt̪hà] ‘leaves’ 
/dàngà/ [dàŋgà] ‘to think’ 
/ɟʋ̀̃là/ [dʒʋ̀̃nlà] ‘hunger, famine’ 
/cá̃kà/  [tʃá̃ŋkhà] ‘leg’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/ǹ bà/ [m̀ bà] ‘with what’ 
/zɩ́ká ńkyà/ [zɩ́khə́ ŋ́kyà] ‘which town’ 
/zɩ́tá ńtyà/ [zɩ́t̪hə́ ńt̪yà] ‘which towns’ 
/kʋ̀kʋ́̃gàlá/ [khʋ̀khʋ́̃ŋgàlá] ‘tortoise, turtle’ 
/zwɩ̃̀yá/ [zwɩ ̃̀ɲá] ‘younger sibling’ 
 
Gwaandama 

  

/nɩ́á á̃bɩ̀/ [nɩ́já á̃mbì] ‘this thing / these things’ 
/ɟɔ́̃ká/ [dʒɔ́̃ŋkhá] ‘nose’ [WL-N1] 
/sɩ ̃̀là/ [sɩ ̃̀nlà] ‘tsetse fly’ [WL-N1] 
/swɩ̃̀yá mwárwá/ [swɩ ̃̀ɲá mwárwá] ‘francolin, bush fowl’ [WL-N1] 
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As nasals and nasal vowels only assimilate to plosives, assimilation of one nasal with a 
following nasal does not occur. This is illustrated in the following examples from 
Gʋyʋma. 

Gʋyʋma   
/yɩ́má ɟìnmè/ [jɩ́m dʒìnmè] ‘your (pl.) milk’ 
/yɩ́má bɩ̀nmà/ [jɩ́m bɩ̀nmà] ‘their milk’ 

The examples in this thesis do not indicate this type of assimilation of nasals and nasal 
vowels, as it is a regular phonological process.  

The second type of regressive assimilation occurs in Nʋngʋrama when a vowel precedes 
an approximant /y/ or /w/. The vowel tends to become closed and thus assimilates to the 
following approximant (cf. Newman/Newman 1977b: 58).  

Deeləmə   
/dwá yá/ [dwɩ́ já] ‘saw him/her’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/á ɲʋ̀-lá-yà=ʋ̀/ [á ɲʋ̀lɩ̀jɔ̀wʋ̀] ‘in the eye’ 
/zà=wá/ [zʋ̀wá] ‘to come’ 

Gwaandama   
/dzɩ̀=wá/ [dzʋ̀wá] ‘to come’ 

 

2.1.3.5 Nasalisation spreading 
Nasalisation spreading is a process unique to Gʋyʋma. It occurs on the referential marker 
-A (§3.2.2) when two conditions are met: the noun root ends in a nasal vowel or nasal, 
and the noun root occurs with NF classes Y, W, HA or A (cf. Newman and Newman 1977b: 
20).  

Gʋyʋma   
/zwı̃́-yÁ-A/ [zwı ̃́yé̃] ‘child’ 
/sɔ̃-yÁ-A/ [sɔ̃yá̃] ‘witch’ [WL-G1] 
/bə̀lı ̃́-wÁ-A/ [bə̀lı ̃́wé̃] ‘cow’ 
/làtʋ́̃-wÁ-A/ [làtʋ́̃wá̃] ‘onion’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 20) 
/gwàn-wÁ-A/ [gwànwá̃] ‘horse’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 20) 
/ɲà̃-hÁ-A/ [ɲà̃há̃] ‘animals’ 
/làtɩ́m-hÁ-A/ [làtɩ́mhá̃]98 ‘onions’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 20) 
/bɔ̀̃-Á-A/ [bɔ̀̃wá̃] ‘leopards’ 
/fɔ̃-Á-A/ [fɔ̃á̃] ‘eggs’ [WL-G1] 

Nasalisation spreading is not attested in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, nor in Wala, a variety 
that is generally subsumed under Gʋyʋma (cf. §1.2.1). Compare the following Gʋyʋma 
examples with those in Wala, Deeləmə and Gwaandama. Note that the order of the 
varieties differs from the general order depicted in this thesis. 

 
98 Note the change in the noun root from singular to plural (see §4.2.7). 
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Gʋyʋma Wala  Deeləmə Gwaandama99  
[swɩ̀yá̃wá̃] [swɩ́yáwá] [fɩ́lá̃wà] [swɩ̃̀yáwá] ‘chicken’  
[ɲà̃wá̃] [ɲawá] [ɲɔ́mà] [ɲàmwà] ‘flesh, meat, animal’ 
[zwɩ̃̀yá̃] ? [zwɩ̃́yà] [tsíràyà] ‘younger sibling’ 
[kù̃hé̃] [kũhé] [ʃámhà] [kùmdzı̃́yə́] ‘mothers’ 

Nasalisation spreading is not indicated elsewhere in this thesis, as it is a regular 
phonological process.  

 

2.2 Autosegmental features 
2.2.1 Tonemes 
Anyanwu (2005: 7) defines tone as “the distinctive pitch level of a syllable”. A language 
is classified as a tone language if the core meaning of a word is changed only by pitch 
(Yip 2007: 229). Nʋngʋrama is an example of such a language, having two tonemes with 
the tone levels high and low. The tone-bearing unit (henceforth TBU) is the syllable (Yip 
2007: 236f.). The Nʋngʋrama data includes only a small number of minimal pairs, some 
of which are presented below.100 Newman and Newman (1974: 113) estimate for 
Nʋngʋrama that “words which are distinguished from each other only by differing tones 
[…] probably represent less than 5% of the words in the language”.  

Deeləmə 
tʋ́má ‘to desire sth. to eat’ tʋ̀mà ‘blood’ 
dá ‘small’ dà ‘to reserve sth. (e.g. food)’ 
mɔ́m ‘to eat (a fruit)’ mɔ̀m ‘to build’ 
 
Gʋyʋma 
ɟáwà̃ ‘to be tired’ ɟàwá ‘fresh cut grass for animals’ 
fúrí ‘narrow’ fúrì ‘sth. white’ 
sʋ́wá ‘part of arrow’ sʋ̀wá ‘rope; fly’ (Newman/Newman 

1977b: 15) 

Gwaandama 
wáhàlà ‘cough’ wàhàlà ‘wood, log’ (Sabe 2014: 39) 
tsámáká ‘laziness’ tsàmáká ‘slippery’ tsámàkà ‘(a specific) tree’ 
támká ‘enjoyment’ tàmkà ‘ladder’ támkà ‘sweet, delicious’ 

(Sabe 2014: 39) 

Contour tones do not have tonemic status in Nʋngʋrama. Rising contour tones, on the one 
hand, could not be found in the Nʋngʋrama data, with the exception of the distant 
demonstrative proform kwǎ̃ in Gwaandama (cf. §4.4.7).101 Falling contour tones, on the 

 
99 Source for Wala: [WL-L3]. Sources for Gwaandama: [WL-N1] and own data.  
100 Some of these pairs may not be considered ideal minimal pairs as they originate from different 
lexical categories. However, they have been included here due to the rarity of true minimal pairs. 
101 According to Newman and Newman (1974: 109, 1977b: 25), rising contour tones appear 
on -ai- sequences. However, they are not considered as contour tones in this thesis as they occur 
on two consecutive syllables, e.g. dàyɩ́ ‘all’. 



 

67 
 

other hand, are quite frequent. These falling tones occur for two different reasons. First, 
they can be intonational features “marking phonological clause final syllables where they 
are also accompanied by length” (Newman/Newman 1974: 110). They occur in certain 
interrogative clauses with the general question markers ní and wí, in the positive 
imperative where the last syllable is marked by stress, length and a falling contour tone, 
and in conditional clauses (Newman/Newman 1974: 110f., cf. §3.8.6.4 and §7.2.4.3, §6 
as well as §7.4.4.3). Second, falling contour tones can arise when two syllables, one with 
a high tone and the other with a low tone, merge.102 The definite article =Ù in Gʋyʋma 
and Gwaandama is the most common trigger for contour tones (cf. §3.8.5).  

Tone patterns on lexemes are very diverse, with almost every possible pattern being 
detectable. However, a few patterns are more prevalent, such as low-high and high-high 
on two syllable lexemes and low-high-high and low-low-high on three syllable lexemes 
(cf. Newman/Newman 1977b: 14 for a more detailed description of Gʋyʋma). The three 
varieties Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama also differ in their preferred patterns. For 
example, the nominal form class suffixes display predominantly low tone in Deeləmə, 
high tone in Gʋyʋma, but undergo tone copying in Gwaandama (cf. §4.1). 

 

2.2.2 Tonal processes 
Tones can influence and interact with other neighbouring tones. Regular tonal processes, 
also known as tone rules, explain the changes that occur (Anyanwu 2008: 260).  

Nʋngʋrama has four tonal processes that are discussed below: tonal polarisation, copying, 
dissimilation and assimilation. These processes typically do not occur across word 
boundaries (with one known exception in Gwaandama, see below), allowing for a 
distinction between free morphemes and affixes and clitics. Both affixes and clitics also 
share the ability to acquire or cause tone changes from/on the root.  

Some grammatical morphemes in Nʋngʋrama are toneless, possibly due to a loss 
diachronically. These morphemes acquire tone from surrounding TBUs in two ways: The 
first is through (progressive) tonal polarisation, where the morpheme acquires a tone 
that is the opposite of the preceding TBU. This means that it “acquire[s] its tonal 
realisation by virtue of standing in contrast to the tone of the preceding adjacent TBU” 
(Anyanwu 2008: 264f., original emphasis). For instance, the pluractional suffix -nA does 
not have an inherent tone in any of the three varieties. Instead, it acquires a tone that is 
opposite to that of the preceding TBU (indicated by a triangle (‘inverted value’) in the 
following schema) (cf. §3.3.3.2). 

 

 

 
102 Newman and Newman (1974: 110) claim on the contrary that contour falling tones “never 
occur on single syllables”.  
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kángɩ́-na  à  kángɩ́-nà 

 

H  à H  

Deeləmə   
/kángɩ́-nA/ [káŋgɩ́nà] ‘break into many pieces’ 
/ʃʋ́-nA/ [ʃʋ́nà] ‘cut into pieces’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/yáhá-nA/ [jáħánà] ‘disperse in many directions’ 
/gwèl-nA/ [gwèlné] ‘beg many times’ 

Gwaandama   
/tá-nA/ [t̪hánà] ‘melt’ 
/dʋ̀-nA/ [dʋ̀ná] ‘look at sth.’ 

The second way for toneless syllables to acquire tone is through tone copying, where the 
syllable takes on the same tone as that of the preceding or following TBU. In Nʋngʋrama, 
both progressive and regressive tone copying occur. For example, the noun form class 
suffixes in Gwaandama lack inherent tone, and, in most cases, copy the tone of the 
preceding TBU (progressive). The following schema and examples illustrate this.  

yɩ́l-ka  à  yɩ́l-ká 

 

H à H 

Gwaandama   
/yɩ́l-kA/ [jɩ́lkhá] ‘road’ 
/lú-mA/ [lúmə́] ‘oil’ 
/tsɩ́rà-yA/ [tsɩ́ɾàyà] ‘younger sibling’ [WL-N1] 
/twə̀hə̀-wA/ [t̪hwə̀ħə̀wə̀] ‘owl’ [WL-N1] 

An example of regressive tone copying is the past progressive clitic na= which has no 
inherent tone. It copies the tone of the following TBU in all three varieties (cf. §3.8.6.3). 

na=nə́  à  ná=nə́ 

 

 H à H 

Deeləmə   
/na=nə́-/ [nánə́] PROG=1SG 
/na=kə̀-/ [nàkhə̀] PROG=1PL.INCL 

Gʋyʋma   
/na=ná-/ [náná] PROG=1SG 
/na=nà-/ [nànà] PROG=2SG 
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Gwaandama 
/na=nə́-/ [nánə́] PROG=1SG 
/na=mə̀-/ [nàmə̀] PROG=2SG 

Another tonal phenomenon is tonal dissimilation, a process in which two identical tones 
become less alike, i.e. “the phonetic distance between two phonetically similar entities 
[…] increases” (Anyanwu 2008: 264). Tonal dissimilation differs from tonal polarisation 
because it involves a syllable with an underlying tone that changes “when it is in 
proximity with a syllable of identical tone” (Hyman/Schuh 1974: 100). In Nʋngʋrama, 
the processes also differ in their direction: tonal polarisation is a progressive process, 
while tonal dissimilation is regressive, occurring from right to left, because affected 
syllables precede the affecting syllables. An example of regressive tonal dissimilation 
is the subject agreement marker for nominal form class 1 in Deeləmə, which always 
acquires the opposite tone to that of the following TBU (of the verb). In accordance with 
Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, it is suggested that the subject agreement marker has a high 
underlying tone (cf. §6.3.2). This is illustrated in the following schema where the first 
example shows that the high tone remains because the following TBU exhibits a low tone, 
while in the second example, the high tone of the subject agreement marker is blocked 
(indicated by two parallel lines) and instead the tone of the following TBU regressively 
projects an ‘inverted value’ onto the subject agreement marker.  

á-nɔ̀ à á-nɔ̀  á-ʃʋ́ à à-ʃʋ́ 

 

H L à H L H H à H H 

Deeləmə   
/á-nɔ̀/ [ánɔ̀] ‘s/he heard’ 
/á-ʃʋ́/ [àʃʋ́] ‘s/he cut’ 

Another case of tonal dissimilation occurs in Gwaandama where the second syllable of 
the completive marker =ÀmÀ obtains a high tone if the following TBU is low (cf. §6.3.3). 
It is the only example of tones influencing each other across word boundary. 

bʋ́l=àmà  àʃáːnáwá à  bʋ́l=àmá  àʃáːnáwá 

 

H  L  L L H  à H L  L L H 

Gwaandama   
/bʋ́l=ÀmÀ àʃáːnáwá/ [bʋ́làmá àʃáːnáwá] ‘have struck a match’ (Sabe 1995: 395) 
/wàr=ÀmÀ dɩ́káʋ̀/ [wàɾàmà dɩ́kháʋ̀] ‘have pulled the rope’ (Sabe 1995: 398) 
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The fourth tonal process in Nʋngʋrama is (progressive) tonal assimilation, where a tone 
assimilates to the tone of the preceding TBU. For instance, in Gwaandama, the first tone 
of the modal verb dàhà ‘can’ becomes that of the preceding TBU.  

nə́-dàhá à  nə́-dáhá 

 

H L H à  H L H 

Gwaandama   
/nə́-dàhà-Á/ [nə́dáħá] ‘I can’ (Sabe 1995: 240) 
/mə̀-dàhà-Á/ [mə̀dàħá] ‘you (sg.) can’ [B-N1] 

 

2.2.3 Stress 
Stress is described by Anyanwu (2008: 197) as “a suprasegmental feature of utterances, 
which can be defined as perceived PROMINENCE” (original emphasis)103. It can be 
expressed by three features, namely increasing loudness, pitch and/or length, and always 
occurs on a whole syllable in a lexeme, not just on individual vowels or consonants 
(Anyanwu 2008: 115f., 163, 197).  

In Nʋngʋrama, stress is expressed through length and/or loudness, rather than pitch. This 
is because pitch is distinctive in Nʋngʋrama, while stress is not. Typically, the first 
syllable of a lexeme is stressed, particularly in disyllabic words of all parts-of-speech 
classes. This phenomenon, known as “stem-initial prominence” (Lionnet/Hyman 2018: 
652), is a characteristic feature of Niger-Congo languages in the area of the Macro-Sudan 
Belt (cf. Idiatov/Van de Velde 2015). However, stress can also occur on syllables other 
than the first in lexemes with more than two syllables, such as the second syllable in 
trisyllabic lexemes. The data suggests that certain consonants may influence the 
distribution of stress, causing it to shift from the initial syllable. For example, the 
consonant /p/ generally occurs lexeme-initially. In two instances, however, it appears 
lexeme-medially, in which case the stressed syllable is the one containing /p/. Other 
phonemes that exhibit the same tendency are /b/, /l/ and /y/.104 Compare the lexemes on 
the left, where the first syllable is stressed, with those on the right, where the stress is on 
the second syllable, possibly due to the initial consonant of the second syllable. 

 

 

 
103 Anyanwu (2008: 116, 163) also uses other terms such as ‘emphasis’, ‘degree of force’ and 
‘greater amount of energy’. 
104 Further research could investigate whether there are additional phonemes causing stress to 
move to another syllable. See also Lesage (2020: 92ff., 102ff.) who provides a detailed discussion 
of prosodic prominence in Kam, demonstrating that the phoneme inventory is larger in 
prosodically strong positions. 
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Deeləmə    
ˈbàmbàlà ‘bow’ ʃɩ̀ˈbátà ‘poverty’ 
ˈlámtàlà ‘bag’ kwàˈlálà ‘adult, elderly person’ 
ˈpàkálà ‘field, vast land’ yàˈpɩ́lwà ‘sheep’ 

Gʋyʋma 
   

ˈbə̀lı ̃́wé ‘cow’ gʋ̀ˈbálá ‘stone’ 
ˈlàràwá ‘elephant’ zwàˈlɩ́yá ‘husband, man’ 

Gwaandama 
   

ˈyáláká ‘day’ mɩ̀ˈyáhà ‘goat’ 
ˈbámáká ‘antelope’ [WL-N1] gùrˈbílə̀ ‘he-goat’ [WL-N1] 
ˈpàhàkà ‘law’ [WL-N1] gàˈpʋ́nwà ‘hyena’ [WL-N1] 

 

2.2.4 Intonation 
Intonation is not a distinctive feature in Nʋngʋrama. However, there are general patterns 
that occur, such as falling intonation towards the end of a declarative clause and rising 
intonation towards the end of an interrogative clause (for Gʋyʋma cf. Newman/Newman 
1974: 110ff.105, 1977b: 6, cf. §7.2.4). The falling intonation in a declarative clause is a 
general downdrift, which is “a progressive overall lowering of pitch throughout a phrase” 
(Anyanwu 2008: 266).106 The rising intonation, on the other hand, can be either “due to 
some sort of upstep effect, […or] due to the suspension of downdrift” (Anyanwu 2008: 
268f.).  

In contrast to a general downdrift, there is also a phenomenon known as ‘contrastive 
downdrift’ (Odden 2020: 39), which is a non-automatic downstep. In this case, the pitch 
of the TBU is lowered due to a floating low tone. This floating tone belongs to a TBU 
that has been lost diachronically or is not overtly expressed synchronically. It docks onto 
“the next available TBU in its nearest neighbourhood” (Anyanwu 2008: 268), causing a 
high tone to be lowered. This phenomenon generally occurs when a floating tone appears 
between two high tones (Anyanwu 2008: 267, Maddieson 2018: 579, Odden 2020: 39). 
This is exemplified in the first Gʋyʋma example, where the low tone docks onto the 
following TBU causing it to be low, whereas in the second example, the tone is already 
low (cf. §6.3.3 and §6.3.4). 

Gʋyʋma   
/náL-cíné/ [nátʃìné] ‘I meet’ 
/náL-wùné/ [náwùné] ‘I get up’ 

 

 
105 However, according to the same source, there is no downdrift. This, combined with little pitch 
variation, leads the authors to suggest “that Longuda may be developing into a pitch-accent 
language” (Newman/Newman 1974: 113). 
106 Cf. Kleinewillinghöfer (1996b: 27) who refers to this as “pausal lowering” and describes it as 
being common in Waja and Tangale. 
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2.2.5 ATR vowel harmony 
Vowel harmony is a common feature in many Niger-Congo languages and some Nilo-
Saharan languages (Anyanwu 2008: 283, Casali 2008: 497). Such languages organise 
their vowel harmony systems “based on the feature [ATR] (Advanced Tongue Root) […]. 
This means that each time, two groups of vowels must contrast in this feature” (Anyanwu 
2008: 283) (for more details on the phonetics of the ATR vowel harmony, cf. Maddieson 
(2018: 569ff.) and Anyanwu (2008: 93)). The implication of the vowel harmony is that 
only vowels of one set, either [+ATR] vowels or [-ATR] vowels, can occur in a lexical 
root (Anyanwu 2008: 283). In other words, all vowels in a root harmonise in their ATR 
value. 

Nʋngʋrama is one of those languages that distinguishes two sets of vowels based on the 
position of the tongue root. This applies to both oral vowels and nasal vowels. The tables 
presented in §2.1.2 are combined below to illustrate the division of the two ATR sets.  

Deeləmə  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close i/ĩ  u/(ũ) ɩ/ɩ ̃  ʋ/ʋ̃ 
mid (ẽ) ə (o) (ɛ)  (ɔ)/ɔ̃ 
open     a/ã  

Table 24. Vowel inventory of Deeləmə  

 
Gʋyʋma  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close i/ĩ  u/ũ ɩ/ɩ ̃  ʋ/ʋ̃ 
mid e/ẽ (ə) (o)   (ɔ)/ɔ̃ 
open     a/ã  

Table 25. Vowel inventory of Gʋyʋma  

 
Gwaandama  [+ATR]   [-ATR]  
 front central back front central back 

close i/ĩ  u/(ũ) ɩ/ɩ ̃  ʋ/ʋ̃ 
mid (ẽ) ə (o)   (ɔ)/ɔ̃ 
open     a/ã  

Table 26. Vowel inventory of Gwaandama  

Vowel harmony in Nʋngʋrama is progressive, spreading from left to right. This means 
that suffixes and enclitics, which are morphemes that follow a stem, fall within the 
domain of ATR vowel harmony of the root they follow and select the vowel that 
harmonises with the root (cf. Casali (2008: 500)). This is one of the indicators to 
distinguish free morphemes from suffixes and enclitics. It does not apply to prefixes and 
proclitics as they precede the noun root and therefore do not harmonise with it. In such 
instances, vowels of both ATR values can co-occur in one word.  

In contrast to most African languages with a ATR vowel harmony system, for instance in 
neighbouring languages such as Waja (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 56ff.), the vowel /a/ in 
Nʋngʋrama is not neutral (cf. Anyanwu 2008: 285, Casali 2008: 528f.). Instead, it is the 
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counterpart of /ə/ (in Deeləmə and Gwaandama) or /e/ (in Gʋyʋma) in suffixes or 
clitics107. Compare the examples below where the capital letter A stands for the harmonic 
counterparts /a/ and /ə/ or /a/ and /e/, respectively.108 

Deeləmə 
/ɟì-kÀ/ [dʒìkhə̀] ‘arrow’ 
/bál-kÀ/ [bálkhà] ‘stick’ 

Gʋyʋma 
/ɟì-kÁ/ [dʒìkhé] ‘arrow’ 
/bàl-kÁ/ [bàlkhá] ‘stick’ 

Gwaandama 
/ɟì-kA/ [dʒìkhə̀] ‘arrow’ 
/bál-kA/ [bálkhá] ‘stick’ 

Vowel harmony in Nʋngʋrama does not necessarily apply to loanwords. As a result, 
loanwords may contain vowels from both sets, as in the examples given below. 

Deeləmə  
windɔwe ‘window’ (from English)  
wàsíkáwà ‘letter’ (from Hausa wàsīƙà̄)  

Gʋyʋma  
mádúbúyé  ‘mirror’ (from Hausa madūbī)  
léːtéwà ‘letter’ (from English)  
Gwaandama  
kèkéwá ‘Keke’ (three-wheeled motor vehicles) [WL-N2]  
déslà ‘desk’ (from English) [WL-N2]  

Nʋngʋrama has a higher frequency of [-ATR] vowels compared to [+ATR] vowels. This 
becomes apparent, for example, in the lists of nouns given in §4.2.3 to §4.2.13. This 
observation is also noted by Kleinewillinghöfer (1991: 43) for Waja.  

Most publications on Nʋngʋrama do not mention the ATR vowel harmony system (e.g. 
Hiraki 1986, Sabe 1995) or only provide a brief description that does not cover its full 
extent (e.g. Newman/Newman 1977b: 61, Sabe 2014). Kleinewillinghöfer’s talk ‘Vokal 
Harmonie in Longuda’ (1994, later on updated und published online 1994/2019) aimed 
to fill this gap, present new data and correct some statements made by others. According 
to Kleinewillinghöfer, Kɔlama has the most complex vowel system. Further data on 

 
107 In Kɔlama, like in Gʋyʋma, the counterpart of /a/ is /e/. However, in NF class 9, there are 
instances where the counterpart is /o/ (compare §4.2.13). This is noteworthy for two reasons: 
Firstly, in Casali’s (2008: 530) study on ATR harmony in African languages, only Waja displays 
both a mid-front vowel /e/ and a mid-back vowel /o/ as counterparts of /a/ (Casali 2008: 530). 
Secondly, the study reveals a clear geographical distribution. The harmonic counterparts /a/ and 
/e/ seem to be more dominant in West Africa, while /a/ and /o/ is more common in East Africa.  
108 The capital letter A always represents a vowel that falls within the domain of the ATR vowel 
harmony. In Deeləmə and Gwaandama, A is realised as /a/ or /ə/, while in Gʋyʋma, it is /a/ or /e/, 
unless otherwise stated.  
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Kɔlama could therefore provide additional insight into the development or reduction of 
the vowel harmony system in Nʋngʋrama. 

Although ATR vowel harmony systems are more common in other Niger-Congo 
subgroups, such as Kwa, Gur and Kru, a few other ‘Adamawa’ languages also exhibit 
vowel harmony (Casali 2008: 505). Kleinewillinghöfer (1996b: 28) mentions the Waja 
group (cf. Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 54ff., Blench 2020a), Burak-Loo of the Bikwin group 
and, of course, Nʋngʋrama of the northwestern ‘Adamawa’ languages. Elders (2006: 56) 
states that some ‘Adamawa’ languages seem to have lost the ATR vowel harmony feature, 
but still show traces of it, such as the languages Kulaal and Mundang. Vowel harmony 
was also observed in the neighbouring Chadic language Tangale (Jungraithmayr 1971, 
Kidda 1993: 90ff.), which is believed to be an innovation resulting from contact with 
‘Adamawa’ languages (Kleinewillinghöfer 1990: 95). Therefore, ATR vowel harmony 
can be considered a regional feature.  

 

2.3 Syllable structure 
2.3.1 General remarks 
A syllable is minimally composed of a nucleus, which may be preceded by an onset and/or 
followed by a coda (Catford 2001: 170). The nucleus and the coda together are called a 
rhyme. Therefore, it can be said that “the syllable is composed, so to say, of a certain 
number of slots, of syntagmatic positions, in which subsets of the phonological segments 
of the language may occur in well-formed utterances” (Anyanwu 2008: 191). 

In Nʋngʋrama, the nucleus is usually a vowel or nasal vowel (represented as V in this 
chapter), while the onset and coda are consonants (represented as C) (cf. §2.3.2, §2.3.3 
and §2.3.4 for details and exceptions). The most common syllables in all Nʋngʋrama 
varieties are light, monomoraic syllables (V and CV) and heavy, bimoraic syllables 
(CVC) (cf. Newman/Newman 1977b: 11f., Sabe 2014: 40). In addition, the syllable VC 
occurs, but rarely and mostly in grammatical markers, not lexical items. Therefore, 
Nʋngʋrama has the following syllable structures in all three varieties:  

Syllables Shape 

light syllables V 
CV 

heavy syllables CVC 
VC 

Table 27. Syllables in Nʋngʋrama 

The table below displays examples from various lexical categories. The full stop indicates 
a syllable boundary. 

 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  Gloss 

V =Í =Ì =Ì ‘him/her’ (3SG.OBJ) 
á- à- á- agreement marker of NF class 

6 with interrogative proforms 
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CV bɩ́.mà bʋ́.má bɩ́.má ‘dirt, filth’ 
fà fà fà ‘to find’ 
zwá.yà zwı̃́.yé dzwı̃́.yə́ ‘child’ 
mɔ̀ mɩ̀.ná mʋ̀ ‘you (sg.)’ 
-kÀ -kÁ -kA NF class 7 

CVC bál.ká bàl.ká bál.ká ‘stick’ 
ɲàm yɩ́m ɲɩ́m ‘to die’ 
mɩ̀r mɩ̀r.ná mɩr ‘we (excl.)’ 

 
VC àr ár àr ‘to call, answer’ 

? ? èm ‘to defecate’ [WL-N1] 
- ɩ́b-, ɩ ̃́k-, ɩ́m- - agreement markers with 

demonstratives 
Table 28. Examples of different syllable shapes 
Another heavy syllable, namely CVː, also occurs in Nʋngʋrama, but it is the result of 
morphophonological processes. An example from Gʋyʋma may illustrate this. 

Gʋyʋma    
CVː /kà-à-tàm/ [khàː-t̪hàm] ‘you (pl.) were crying’ 

In Nʋngʋrama, diphthongs that cannot be explained morphophonologically are 
interpreted as CVC structures, as suggested by Anyanwu (2008: 57).109 The coda in these 
cases is always an approximant /w/ or /y/. 

Deeləmə  
dɛ́y ‘isn’t it?’ 
dáw ‘to make sth., put sth. somewhere’ 

Gʋyʋma 
 

càwká ‘leg’ 

Gwaandama 
 

tɔ́wmátɔ́wmá ‘sand colour’ 
dàw ‘lie down’ 

Most lexical stems are mono- or disyllabic, but there are up to six syllable lexemes, which 
are mostly compounds (cf. Newman/Newman 1977b: 7ff.). Almost all affixes and clitics 
are monosyllabic and have a V or CV structure.110 

 

2.3.2 Nucleus 
In Nʋngʋrama, the nucleus always consists of a vowel or nasal vowel. While syllabic 
consonants like nasals or trills can function as nuclei in other languages (Catford 2001: 
170, Anyanwu 2005: 182), they cannot do so in any of the three varieties, with one 

 
109 This was also implemented in other ‘Adamawa’ languages, for example Tupuri and other Kebi-
Benue languages (Elders 2006: 53). 
110 An exception is the completive -ÀmÀ (§3.8.6.5). 
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exception in Gʋyʋma: the subject agreement marker for the first and second person 
singular in future clauses (cf. §6.3.6). Syllables that consist of only a nucleus are primarily 
grammatical morphemes. They only rarely occur in lexical words, and when they do, they 
always appear at the beginning of a lexeme.111 The list below contains most of these 
lexical lexemes. The syllables in the list and further below are separated by full stops to 
clarify their structure. 

Deeləmə   
ʋ́.nà.ɲɔ́ ʋ́.nà.ɲɩ́r ‘nine’  
ɔ̀̃ ‘yes’  

Gʋyʋma   
é ‘to leave sth., to stop doing sth.’ 

Gwaandama   
ʋ̀.là112, ʋ̀.tà ‘paternal kinship group’ [WL-N1], (Sabe 2014: 53) 
ə̀.ɾə̀m.kə̀  ‘mantis’ [WL-N1]  

 

2.3.3 Onset 
The three varieties share the characteristic that all phonemic consonants can serve as an 
onset of a syllable. While all consonants can be placed morpheme-initially, only a subset 
(/b/, /k/, /s/, /h/, /m/, /n/, /l/, /r/, /c/ and /w/) can be used as an onset morpheme-internally. 
The list below provides some examples. 

Deeləmə  
hɔ́.nà ‘bad’ 
yá.hà.wà.là ‘ghost’ 
ɟɔ́.mà ‘sour’ 
gwà.ká.là ‘male teenager’ 

Gʋyʋma 
 

ká.rá.sɔ̀̃.là ‘wing’ 
dà̃.sɩ́.ká ‘door’ 
nì.cé ‘to count, read’ 
sɩ́.là ‘to tear’ 

Gwaandama 
 

lá.há.tà ‘tiredness’ 
gʋ̀.bá.lá ‘stone’ 
mwá.rá ‘big’ 
ɟɩ̀.má.wá ‘knife’ 

In Deeləmə, unlike in the other varieties, the glottal stop [Ɂ] can be the initial sound of a 
bound morpheme (cf. §4.2.10) in order to maintain its silbility: where there is a glottal 

 
111 This is also often the case with loanwords as they may have a vowel word-initially: e.g. ófìswà 
‘office’ (from English), àgógówá ‘watch’ (from Hausa àgōgo ‘clock, watch’) (both from 
Gwaandama, [WL-N2]). 
112 But wʋla in Gʋyʋma. 
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stop in a bound morpheme in Deeləmə, there is only a vowel in Gʋyʋma113 and in 
Gwaandama. When the vowel of the bound morpheme and the preceding vowel are of 
the same quality, they are pronounced as one long vowel in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama. It 
is important to note, however, that not all bound morphemes with an initial vowel show 
a glottal stop in Deeləmə. For example, the NF class marker A merged with the REF marker 
-A ([a] or [ə]) is preceded by a glottal stop, while the final vowel -A in a verb is not. It 
often even merges with the previous vowel. This is illustrated by the following examples, 
which are always compared to Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama. 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama114  
/ná-’à/  [náʔà] /ná-á/ [náː] /ná-á/ [náː] ‘hands, arms’ 
/káb-’à/ [kábʔà] /kàb-á/ [kàbá] /kàb-à/  [kàbà] ‘foreheads’ 
/pɔ̀-’à/ [pɔ̀ʔà] /pɔ̀-á/ [pɔ̀á] /pɔ̀-à/  [pɔ̀à] ‘thighs’ 
/mə́-’ə̀/ [mə́ʔə̀] /mə́-ə́/ [mə́ː] /mə́-ə́/  [mə́] ‘bodies’ 

/mɔ́m-á/ [mɔ́má] /mwɔ̀m-á/ [mwɔ̀má] /mwàb-á/ [mwàbá] ‘will build’ 
/yà-á/ [yá] /yà-à/ [yà] /yà-á/ [yá] ‘will fall’ 

 
113 Two exceptions have been attested in the Gʋyʋma data where a glottal stop appears as an initial 
sound of an NF suffix when followed by a definite marker. Elstermann et al. (2021: 341) 
hypothesise from this that “the glottal stop after the class marker 6~A may be the result of 
dissimilation indicating the boundary between two different morphemes”. Compare the following 
examples:  
 

Gʋyʋma      
swa-a mwar-a  swa-‘a=ʋ ha mwar-a 
heart.A.6-REF big-6  heart.A.6-REF=DEF COP big-6 
‘big hearts’ [S-G2]  ‘the hearts are big’ [S-G2] 

  

ma-a far-a  ma-‘a=ʋ ha far-a 
field.A.6-REF red-6  field.A.6-REF=DEF COP red-6 
‘red fields’ [S-G2]  ‘the fields are red’ [S-G2] 

However, I believe the occurrence of the glottal stop to be an inconsistency in the data as these 
are the only examples, and two very similar examples in the same questionnaire (see below) do 
not exhibit such a ‘dissimilation process’. 
 

ywa-a mwar-a  ywa-a=ʋ ha mwar-a 
breast-A.6 big-6  breast-A.6=DEF COP big-6 
‘big breasts’ [S-G2]  ‘the breasts are big’ [S-G2] 

 

swa-a mwar-a  swa=ʋ ha mwar-a 
house-A.6 big-6  house.A.6=DEF COP big-6 
‘big houses’ [S-G2]  ‘the houses are big’ [S-G2] 

 

The phonology of the Gʋyʋma variety, as described by Newman and Newman (1977b), does not 
attest to the use of a glottal stop either, except in word-initial position. According to their analysis, 
every syllable in Gʋyʋma must contain a consonant in the onset (1977b: 11) and therefore a glottal 
stop is considered a phoneme occurring before a vowel (1977b: 23f.), e.g. Ɂàpɩ́nwá ‘corn’, Ɂàrám 
‘call you’. Cf. Boyd (1989: 200) for a general overview on the status of the glottal stop in 
‘Adamawa’ languages, Elders (2006: 49f.) on Kebi-Benue languages that form a subgroup of 
‘Adamawa’ languages and Anonby (2008: 54f.) on a similar problem for Mambay. 
114 Sources for Gwaandama: [WL-N1] and own data. 
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The Deeləmə examples indicate the glottal stop with <’> since there is no established 
phonological rule for its addition.  

Nʋngʋrama does not allow syllables with a complex onset, except for the syllable CrV, 
where C is either /f/ or /b/ and V is usually /a/ or /ə/.115 However, underlyingly, these are 
two syllables: CV.rV. The first vowel is a “short transition sound […] which was found 
to be less than half the length of the normal vowel”. The vowel has a tone of its own that 
can be “distinct from that of the following syllable” (Newman/Newman 1977b: 26) (cf. 
Möller Nwadigo (n.d.: 49) who suggests the same analysis for Baa). The following 
lexemes illustrate this.  

Deeləmə  
fɩ́.rá.mà ‘kindness, goodness, blessing’ 
bí.rə́ ‘many’ 

Gʋyʋma  
swàm.bɩ́.rà.wá ‘devil’ 
mám bà.bɩ́.rà.mà  ‘yellow’ (lit. water tree) 
gɩ̀.rám.ká ‘cock’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 26) 

Gwaandama  
gà.bɩ́.ràm.wà ‘tick’ [WL-N1] 

 

2.3.4 Coda 
Only the voiced consonants /b/, /m/, /n/, /l/, /r/, /w/ and /y/ are allowed in the coda of a 
syllable. As they are frequent and also occur as an onset, they are the least restricted 
consonants regarding their position in a syllable. 

Deeləmə  
ʃám.hà ‘mothers’ 
nʋ́n.gʋ́.rá.mà ‘Nʋngʋra language’ 
gám.nà ‘share, divide’ 
bál.kà ‘stick’ 
dɛ́y ‘isn’t it?’ 

Gʋyʋma 
 

dɩ́b ‘to beat’ 
màr.ná ‘to teach’ 
nɩ̀n.gà ‘to give’ 
yɩ́m.lá ‘death’ 
càw.ká ‘leg’ 
 
 

 

 
115 Loanwords sometimes contain consonant clusters, but in most cases are adapted to the syllable 
structure of Nʋngʋrama. Labialised consonants are not considered consonant clusters because 
labialisation is a secondary articulation of the consonant. However, Newman and Newman 
(1977b: 11f.) describe labialisation and propose CwV and CwVC as possible syllable structures.  
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Gwaandama 
ɲàm.hà ‘animals’ 
wán.lá ‘leaf’ [WL-N1] 
kɩ̀b.tà.wà ‘mat’ [WL-N1] 
yà.pɩ́l.wá ‘sheep’ 

That the inventory of initial consonants is much larger than the inventory of final 
consonants correlates with many other ‘Adamawa’ languages for which this is a common 
feature. This is in contrast to Ubangi languages, which do not exhibit such differences, 
according to Boyd (1989: 199). 

 

2.3.5 Vowel weakening 
In all varieties of Nʋngʋrama, there is a common phenomenon of weakening or 
centralising the last vowel of a noun in fast speech when it is followed by another lexeme, 
affix or clitic (cf. Newman/Newman 1977b: 60). It is most prevalent when the consonants 
/k/ and /t/ precede the weakened vowel. This weakening phenomenon specifically applies 
to the vowel /a/. It is retained when there is a brief pause after the noun.  

For example, the vowel in coda position of a noun class suffix becomes [ə] when followed 
by an attribute or a suffix. The examples below demonstrate the difference by presenting 
both the phonological and the phonetic forms.  

Deeləmə   
/dɩ́kà sɩ́kà/ [dɩ́khə́ sɩ́khà] ‘new shirt/cloth’ 
/á cá̃kà=rà/ [á cá̃khə̀=ɾà] ‘on the leg’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/dɩ́bàkà sʋ́ká/ [dɩ́bàkhə̀ sʋ́khá] ‘new shirt’ 
/á zɩ́ká-yÁ=Ù/ [á zɩ́khə́jɔ̂w] ‘in(side) the town’ 

Gwaandama   
/sʋnwa ɲu/ [sʋŋwə ɲu] ‘my dog’ (Sabe 2014: 40) 
/dɩ́ká kə̀bì/ [dɩ́khə́ khə̀bì] ‘this shirt’ 

Vowel weakening is not obligatory. In slow speech and elicited clauses, both the ‘normal’ 
and the weakened vowel occurred without a change of meaning. Vowel weakening is 
therefore not indicated throughout this thesis. However, in those instances in which vowel 
weakening has become lexicalised, the weakened vowel is written out, for example with 
some numerals such as ‘six’ nàkə́nàkwàyɩ́ in Gʋyʋma and nàkə́nàkwɩ̀ in Gwaandama and 
‘twenty’ kʋ́tə̀nátə̀kwá̃ in Deeləmə (cf. §3.7.2).  
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3. Parts-of-speech classes 
3.1 General remarks 
The term parts-of-speech is often used interchangeably with other terms such as ‘word 
classes’, ‘lexical categories’ or ‘grammatical categories’. I follow the definition of 
Schachter and Shopen (2007: 1), who define parts-of-speech as “major classes of words 
that are grammatically distinguished in a language”. It is widely acknowledged that there 
are two classes of parts-of-speech classes, called open and closed classes in Schachter 
and Shopen (2007: 3)116, which have significantly different functions (cf. Sasse 1993, 
Givón 2001a).117 Open classes, on the one hand, consist of an unlimited number of 
lexemes, typically content or lexical words that “represent our shared physical, cultural 
and internal universe” (Givón 2001a: 45). These classes are nouns, verbs, adjectives and 
adverbs. Closed classes typically consist of a small and fixed number of members, which 
frequently correspond to function words, such as pronouns, proforms, particles and 
conjunctions (Payne 1997: 20, Schachter/Shopen 2007: 24, 52). Function words can be 
further divided into two types: grammatical and derivational morphemes. Grammatical 
morphemes “partake in the grammatical structure of clauses” (Givón 2001a: 45). They 
may be free morphemes or clitics that form a phonological lexeme with the root they 
attach to (cf. Dixon/Aikhenvald 2002: 13, 19, 25, 27). Derivational morphemes, on the 
other hand, are grammaticalised content words but their description may not always be 
straightforward (Sasse 1993: 198). They are typically affixes positioned closer to the root 
than clitics (cf. Payne (1997: 173) on the order of derivational and inflectional operations 
on the verb). 

Content words prototypically fulfil specific functions, such as verbs functioning as 
predicates and nouns serving as the “head of a term” (Dik 1997: 151). They also share 
certain morphosyntactic or formal properties, such as distribution and categorisation 
based on features like person, number, aspect or tense (Sasse 1993: 195, Dixon 2004: 2, 
Schachter/Shopen 2007: 1ff.). However, Schachter and Shopen (2007: 1) as well as Dixon 
(2004: 2) argue that relying solely on familiar parts-of-speech definitions can be 
inadequate and unclear in many cases. Therefore, when describing parts-of-speech in a 
particular language, it is important to prioritise form and function over semantics. This 
principle is applied in the following description of the parts-of-speech classes in 
Nʋngʋrama, for instance, by describing the interrogatives in two different chapters due to 
their form (cf. §3.6.6 and §3.8.7). 

The following subchapters introduce the different parts-of-speech classes in Nʋngʋrama 
and provide examples to illustrate their form and semantic notions or refer to other 
chapters where they are discussed in greater detail.  

 
116 Other terms occur in the literature, such as major and minor grammatical categories in Payne 
(1997: 32).  
117 It is important to remember that theoretical considerations on parts-of-speech have mainly 
been developed through studies on European languages. Therefore, these principles may not 
always be applicable to non-European languages, as demonstrated, for instance, by Sasse (1993, 
cf. Rijkhoff 2002). 
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3.2 Nouns 
3.2.1 General remarks 
Lexemes are usually classified as the lexical category ‘noun’ when they refer to names of 
people, places or things that are temporally stable, complex, concrete, compact or 
countable. They function as an argument or a head of an argument and can also serve as 
a predicate with or without a copula. Nouns typically have inflectional features such as 
case, number and gender. However, the specific arrangement of grammatical and 
semantic differences is language-specific (Givón 2001a: 51, Schachter/Shopen 2007: 5ff., 
Haspelmath/Sims 2010: 82). 

Rijkhoff (2002: 12) distinguishes three types of languages with regard to nouns: “1. 
languages without a major word class of nouns; 2. languages in which nouns cannot be 
distinguished from other word classes (verbs, adjectives); 3. languages with a distinct 
class of nouns”. Nʋngʋrama belongs to the third type because nouns are easily identified 
by the nominal form classes to which they are assigned and by their agreement marking 
on dependent attributes as well as verbs. Nouns, verbs and adjectives can be distinguished 
by their syntactical positions in a phrase or clause and their morphophonological 
differences (cf. §3.4.1 and §4.4.2). While adjectives are formally closer to nouns than 
verbs, nouns are bound to a deriflection class and gender (cf. §4.1). Adjectives, on the 
other hand, depend on the gender of a head noun and take an agreement suffix 
accordingly. 

In Nʋngʋrama, a noun minimally consists of the root, which is mono- or disyllabic. 
Polysyllabic roots with more than two syllables often originate from compounds 
diachronically. The general syllable structure follows a CV and CVC pattern, with light 
syllables that consist of a vocalic nucleus being infrequent in nouns. Each noun root is 
assigned to at least one nominal form (NF) class, which is usually overtly marked by a 
suffix indicating number. Proper nouns and toponyms do not have an overt NF class suffix 
but have agreement marking on most attributes, as do all other nouns. The NF class 
suffixes have the shapes C, CV or V and are discussed in detail in §4.2. In the citation 
form and in certain grammatical contexts, a referential suffix -A is added to the noun (or 
merges with the preceding vowel, cf. §3.2.2). In addition, a definite article can cliticise to 
the noun, forming a phonological unit with it (cf. §3.8.5). The following figure shows the 
maximum form a noun can have.  

Noun stem  

Noun root Nominal form class Referential suffix Definite article 

N -NF -REF =DEF 

Figure 1. Structure of nouns 

Examples of nouns are given in §3.2.2 on the REF marker, in §3.8.5 on the definite 
particles and in §4.2.1 with a detailed discussion of the NF classes and their semantic 
tendencies, agreement marking and derivation. 
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3.2.2 Referential suffix -A 
The suffix -A follows the NF class marker of a noun (cf. §3.2.1 and §4.2).118 It has a low 
tone in Deeləmə (-À), a high tone in Gʋyʋma (-Á) and it is inherently toneless and copies 
the preceding tone in Gwaandama. The examples below demonstrate the use of the suffix 
following the noun root and the NF class suffixes. 

Deeləmə   
/káb-l-À/ [káblà] ‘forehead’ 
/yí-r-À/ [yírə̀] ‘person, man’ 
/yí-b-À/ [yíbə̀] ‘people’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/bə̀lı ̃́-w-Á/ [bə̀lı ̃́wé] ‘cow’ 
/zwá-b-Á/ [zwábá] ‘children’ 
/tʋ̀-m-Á/ [tʋ̀má] ‘blood’ 

Gwaandama   
/lú-m-A/ [lúmə́] ‘oil’ 
/bàmbà-l-A/ [bàmbàlà] ‘heart’ 
/bwá-l-A/ [bwálá] ‘salt’ [WL-N1] 

Some NF class suffixes have the syllable structure CV. In these cases, the suffix -A is not 
present in the surface structure. However, in line with the examples provided above, it is 
hypothesised that it merges with the vowels of the NF class suffixes, leaving no trace. 
The following examples illustrate this assumed process. Note that in Gwaandama, both 
the NF class suffixes and the suffix -A copy the tone of the preceding TBU.  

Deeləmə   
/wár-tÀ-À/ [wártà] ‘wedding’ 
/fà-kÀ-À/ [fàkà] ‘rainy season’ 
/dá-kÀ-À/ [dákà] ‘road’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/bə̀lı ̃́-hÀ-Á/ [bə̀lı ̃́hé] ‘cows’ 
/tén-À-Á/ [téné] ‘rooms’ 
/bàl-tÀ-Á/ [bàltá] ‘sticks’ 

Gwaandama   
/yɩ́l-kA-A/ [jɩ́lkhá] ‘road’ 
/ ɲàm-hA-A/ [ɲàmhà] ‘animals’ [WL-N1, WL-N3] 
/gùb-A-A/ [gùbə̀] ‘water-carrying pot’ [WL-N1] 

 
118 Unlike Elstermann et al. (2021: 334), I do not consider this morpheme as a clitic that always 
attaches to the rightmost position of the noun phrase. The only instances in my data that would 
suggest such an analysis are the two examples provided by Elstermann et al. (numbered (11c) and 
(14b) in their article), which are cited from Newman and Newman (1977b: 70) and Meek (1931: 
365) respectively. Their example (11b), which they use to support their analysis, simply shows 
an agreement marker. 
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In Gʋyʋma, the suffix can be nasalised under two conditions which are discussed in 
§2.1.3.5.  

The full range of functions of the suffix has yet to be studied in detail. Provisionally, the 
suffix will be referred to as a referential marker (REF), following Kastenholz (2012: 136), 
who describes a similar marker, a suffix -i, in the Almé variety of Pɛrɛ. Four functions of 
the REF marker in Nʋngʋrama have been identified so far. First, it is compulsory for the 
citation form of a noun. Examples of the citation form were provided above.  

Second, the particle is used when referring to aforementioned entities. For instance, in 
example (10), ‘my house’ is new information, whereas in example (11), ‘my house’ is 
previously mentioned and therefore already known information. 

 Deeləmə    
(10)  ʃwá-w  wá-ɲɩ̀   

 house-W.3 3-1SG.POSS   
 ‘my house’  

  
(11)  ʃwá-w-à wá-ɲɩ̀   

 house-W.3-REF 3-1SG.POSS   
 ‘my house (the one we talked about)’ 

Third, it tends to occur with specific nouns or noun phrases that lack elements of inherent 
specificity, such as possessive pronouns, demonstratives or certain interrogatives. For 
instance, the noun in example (12) is non-specific and does not exhibit that marker, while 
in example (13), it is specific and is therefore marked with the referential marker.  

 Deeləmə    
(12)  à-fá gə́ ʃwá-w=gà  

 3SG-find.FUT NEG house-W=NEG  
 ‘s/he will not have a house’ 

  
(13)  à-fá gə́ ʃwá-w-à=gà  

 3SG-find.FUT NEG house-W-REF=NEG  
 ‘s/he will not have this particular house’ 

The second and third functions described above occur mainly in Deeləmə. In Gʋyʋma 
and Gwaandama, the definite particle =Ù is more commonly used in these contexts (cf. 
§3.8.5 below).  

Fourth, the referential marker typically appears in pausa position, even when introducing 
new or non-specific information. This is demonstrated in the following examples. 

 Deeləmə    
(14)  ná-dʋ̀ hɔ̀yá-w-à   
 1SG.IMP-see snake-W-REF   
 ‘I see a snake’ 
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 Gʋyʋma    
(15)  ná-nɩ́ngɩ́ zwɩ̃́-y-é=ù gwàrtʃʋ́-w-é  
 1SG.IMP-give child-Y-REF=DEF fright-W-REF  
 ‘I gave the child a fright’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(16)  à-nǎ yè làkɩ̀-w-à  
 3SG-give.FV 3SG.OBJ hoe-W-REF  
 ‘s/he gives him/her a hoe’ [S-N2] 

However, there are some exceptions in the data that cannot be accounted for yet. For 
instance, in example (17) in Deeləmə, the object ‘stone’ is clefted but only has an optional 
REF marker (indicated by the brackets). In the Gʋyʋma example (18), two clauses are 
juxtaposed. Although in pausa position, the noun ‘stone’ does not show the REF marker. 

 Deeləmə    
(17)  kó gʋ̀bá-l(-à) mə̀-dáw  
 even stone-L(-REF) 2SG-put  
  
 á làmtà-l-á lì-bə́ də́ 
 SPAT bag-L.5-REF 5-DEM1 if 
 ‘even if you put a stone in this particular bag, ...’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(18)  á-sɩ́ gʋ̀bá-l ń-swì  
 3SG-take stone-L 3SG.SR-throw  
 ‘s/he took a stone, (then) s/he threw it’ 

Kastenholz (2012: 131) notes that the occurrence of a particle in pausa position and its 
deletion in all other environments is “a well-known phenomenon in Central Adamawa 
languages”. For example, a similar particle to the one found in Nʋngʋrama is present in 
Kebi-Benue languages. Its occurrence is syntactically motivated because in Kebi-Benue 
languages, such as Mambay and Mundang, the final vowel or even the final syllable is 
dropped when the noun occurs in a clause (known as the ‘linked form’), but is retained 
when the noun occurs before a pause, including its citation form (known as the ‘free/full 
form’) (Elders 2006: 63).119 This phenomenon is also observed in other ‘Adamawa’ 
languages such as Waja, Lɔŋto and Pɛrɛ, where a final vowel is dropped in the same 
environment (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 92, 2012: 7, Kastenholz 2012: 131). 

 

3.3 Verbs and copulas 
3.3.1 Verbs  
Verbs are a major parts-of-speech class cross-linguistically, including Nʋngʋrama. Verbs 
have a semantic function of depicting actions and processes, among others. They are often 

 
119 Boyd (1974, cited in Elders 2006: 63) calls this marker “voyelle d’appui” and Hagège (1974, 
1975, cited in Elders 2006: 63) describes it as “a pause suffix”. 
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temporally unstable, compact, complex and concrete (Givón 2001a: 52). For Schachter 
and Shopen (2007: 9), as per Langacker, the key feature is “the foregrounding of temporal 
relations (relations that are anchored in time) or of relations concerned with process”. 
‘Foregrounding relations’ refers to the level of communication that is highlighted through 
verbs. Functionally, verbs are characteristically predicates. They can be inflected by 
tense, aspect, mode, voice and polarity through morphological or syntactic means. All 
languages differentiate transitive and intransitive verbs, sometimes through different 
grammatical constructions. Often, there is a subclass of copula verbs or of active and 
stative verbs (cf. Givón 2001a: 70ff.).  

Nʋngʋrama verb roots are predominantly monosyllabic, although a small number of roots 
are disyllabic. Verbs can have both open and closed syllables. All verbs have lexical tone, 
and all combinations of low and high tones are permitted. The list below provides 
examples of verbs with different syllable structures and tone patterns. 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  
[WL-N1] 

 

fà fà fà ‘to find’ 
dú dú dú  ‘to cook’ 
dʋ̀m dʋ̀m dwùm ‘to sleep’ 
mɔ̀m mwɔ̀m mwàb ‘to build’ 
ɟɩ́b dɩ́b də̀b ‘to beat’ 
wúmə̀ wúmè wúmə̀ ‘to open’ 
hɩ́ntír sʋ́tɩ́r hɩ́ntɩ́r ‘to show/teach’ 

In Nʋngʋrama, verb stems are derived by adding verb extensions to the verb root. These 
verb extensions can co-occur on one verb, resulting in more complex verb stems (cf. 
§3.3.3). 

The verb, with or without verb extensions, can form a phonological unit with preverbal 
subject agreement markers, aspect markers, a postverbal ‘final’ vowel (FV) that likely 
serves as a tense marker, object pronouns and verbal particles, among others. The copula 
is more restricted regarding its possible phonological form (cf. §3.3.2). The figure below 
displays the order of the various affixes and clitics and refers to the relevant chapters.
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   Verb stem      

Preverbal particle 
(§3.8.5) 

Subject 
agreement 
(§4.4.10) 

Aspect 
markers 
(§6.3) 

Verb 
root 

Verb extensions 
(§3.3.2, 3.3.3.2,  

3.3.3.3) 

Final 
vowel 

(§6.2.2) 

Object 
pronouns 
(§3.6.3) 

Postverbal particles 
(§3.8.5) 

Tense 
marker120 
(§6.2.2) 

Negation 
particle121 
(§3.8.8) 

PROG= / 

SR=122 

SBJ- ASP- V -CAUS -PLU -RLT -FV =OBJ =VEN =CPL123 = NPST =NEG 

Figure 2. The phonological verb 
 

 
120 Only in Gʋyʋma, cf. §6.2.2. 
121 Only in Gʋyʋma, cf. §6.5. 
122 The progressive and the strict relative preverbal particles cannot co-occur. 
123 Object pronouns and the completive particle cannot occur on the same verb stem. In these cases, an independent object pronoun (§3.6.3) must be used.  



 

87 
 

Many examples can be found throughout the following chapters, so only a few are given 
here. 

 Deeləmə    
(19)  bá-ʃʋ̂-n ɲɔ̀m-à   
 3PL.IMP-cut-PLU meat-W(.REF)   
 ‘they are cutting meat into pieces’ 

  
(20)  mə̀-ʃɩ̂n nə̀ mwár-y-à ɲì wâ 
 2SG-meet INST older.brother-Y.REF 1SG.POSS INT 
 ‘did you meet (with) my older brother?’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(21)  sɩ̀l-gɩ́-n-dɩ́r=jír=wá̃    
 split-CAUS-PLU-RLT=1PL.EXCL.OBJ=VEN.NPST.FV   
 ‘splitting (it) over for us with something here’ (B. Newman 1978: 26) 

  
(22)  nà-è=gè    
 2SG-leave=NEG    
 ‘you do not leave’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(23)  Gwàːndɩ̀-b-á nà=bə̀-pìsî-n=bà   
 Gwaanda-B-REF PROG=3PL-shoot-PLU=3PL.OBJ   
 ‘Gwaanda people were shooting them’ [B-N4] 

  
(24)  nə́-gwár=àmá gùngə̀l-kə́=ù   
 1SG-close=CPL door-KA=DEF   
 ‘I have closed the door’ (Sabe 1995: 398) 

  

3.3.2 Copulas 
Pustet (2003: 5) defines a copula as “a linguistic element which co-occurs with certain 
lexemes in certain languages when they function as predicate nucleus”. According to 
Hengeveld (1992: 32), copulas have “empty” semantics, which means that they add no 
meaning to the phrase.  

In Nʋngʋrama, copulas occur between a non-verbal predicate and its argument, which is 
one of the three “most widely acknowledged syntactic functions” (Pustet 2003: 2). They 
share many features with verbs, such as the ability to add verb extensions and subject 
agreement markers. Therefore, they may be referred to as ‘verbal copulas’ (cf. Curnow 
2000: 3). 
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

nominal predicates124 

COP.PST.NOM hárá har hárá125 
COP.FUT.NOM yʋ̀rá yɩwrã126 yʋ̀rá 

other non-verbal predicates 

COP.PST(=N) háyá(=n) há há127 
COP(=N) hà(=n) hà hà128 
COP.FUT(=N) yʋ̀wá(=n) yʋ̀wà̃ yʋwá129 

Table 29. Copulas130 
The copulas are probably derived from two roots, há and yʋ̀, although their etymology is 
unknown. The following explanations may account for the surface forms: 

- Nominal predicates use copulas with /r/, which may come from the relational verb 
extension -rÍ (cf. §3.3.3.3). However, the final vowel in the forms hara and hárá 
in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, respectively, remains unexplained. 

- For non-verbal predicates other than nominal predicates that refer to the present, 
the root há takes on a low tone. The preceding portmanteau morphemes may cause 
this, as the subject agreement markers have merged with the imperfective 
auxiliary resulting in floating low tones. However, this floating tone only occurs 
in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, not in Deeləmə (cf. §6.3.3).  

- All forms referring to the future have the non-past marker =A (=Á in Deeləmə 
and Gwaandama and =À in Gʋyʋma). In Gʋyʋma, the final vowel is also nasalised 
as described in B. Newman (1978) (cf. §6.2.2).  

- In Deeləmə, a nasal =n attaches to the copula with some adjectival predicates and 
certain constructions expressing possessive predication. The nasal is clearly a 
clitic in possessive predications. With adjectival predicates, it occurs only when 
the adjective agrees with the head noun, but not with adjectives that do not agree. 
Further investigation is required to determine whether the nasals in both contexts 
are, indeed, the same. In the meantime, both nasals are glossed as N. 

Like with verbs, copulas can form a phonological unit with preverbal subject agreement 
markers, a postverbal ‘final’ vowel and (verbal) particles. The figure below illustrates the 
order of the affixes and clitics. Refer to §6 for examples of the usage of the copulas. 

 
124 Nominal predicates with a present reference are constructed through juxtaposition, without the 
use of a copula. 
125 háráː in [S-N2] and in one example in Sabe (1995).  
126 Sometimes also yiwã (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.). 
127 háː in [S-N2]. 
128 With possessive predicates sometimes also hàr or hànɩ̀.  
129 The first TBU is toneless. It copies the tone from the preceding TBU. 
130 Sources for Gʋyʋma: Newman 1976, J. Newman 1978, Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d. and 
own data. Sources for Gwaandama: Hiraki 1986, Sabe 1995, [S-N1, S-N2, S-N3, B-N1 to B-N4] 
and own data.  
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Figure 3. The phonological copula 
 

3.3.3 Verb extensions 
Verb extensions are derivational suffixes that can alter the argument structure of a verb, 
i.e. either increasing or decreasing its valence, “(re-)orient action” (Hyman 2007: 149) as 
well as change “other semantic aspects of the state of affairs” (Güldemann 2018a: 118). 
They are a common feature in African languages, particularly in such Niger-Congo 
subgroups such as Atlantic, Gur and Bantu. In contrast, ‘Adamawa’ languages may have 
fewer verb extensions (cf. Williamson & Blench 2000 and Hyman 2007: 150). Boyd 
(1989: 206) identifies four common verb extensions in ‘Adamawa-Ubangi’ languages: 
iterative, intensive, benefactive and causative. However, only the causative extension 
occurs in Nʋngʋrama. In Nʋngʋrama, altogether, three verb extensions have been 
identified: causative -kA ~ -gA, pluractional -nA134 and relational -rÍ. The first two do not 
have inherent tone; their tones rather depend on the tone of the following or preceding 
TBU.135 Verb extensions occur not only on verb roots but also on copulas, as mentioned 
above and demonstrated in the following subchapters.  

 

3.3.3.1 Causative -kA ~ -gA 
The causative verb extension, also known as factitive, typically increases the valency of 
a verb, often an intransitive or inherently reflexive one. This means that the verb takes on 
an additional argument, the ‘causer’ or ‘source’ of the situation, which often occupies the 

 
131 Only in Gʋyʋma, cf. §6.2.2. 
132 Only in Gʋyʋma, cf. §6.5. 
133 Only in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, cf. §7.3.2.1 and §7.3.2.4. 
134 The capital letter represents a vowel that changes based on the ATR vowel paradigm used in 
the preceding verb. According to B. Newman (1978: 39), this involves two interacting processes: 
first, the verb drops its last vowel (-e or -a), and then the vowel harmony rule applies. Since “the 
final vowel e or a on the base form of the verb affect the vowel quality of the suffixes by vowel 
harmony […] the vowel harmony rule precedes the rule that drops the final vowel in certain 
tenses“ (B. Newman 1978: 39). However, to be precise, these two processes do not affect each 
other because the entire verb is either +ATR or -ATR, not just the final vowel. Therefore, the 
suffix can be aligned with the verb whether or not the final vowel is dropped. 
135 For a detailed description of tones on verb extensions in Gʋyʋma, cf. Newman/Newman (1974: 
115f.) and B. Newman (1978: 41ff.). 
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subject position, while the original subject becomes the object (Payne 1997: 176, Hyman 
2007: 149).  

In Nʋngʋrama, the causative is -kA ~ -gA. -kA is used after vowels and bilabial plosives, 
while -gA follows all other consonants. The causative does not have an inherent tone and 
instead copies the tone from the following TBU (cf. §2.2).136 Any tone changes on the 
verb root when a causative is added can also likely be explained by tone copying (compare 
examples (26), (27) and (28) with (29)).  

The following examples demonstrate various uses of -kA ~ -gA. The causative is rarely 
attested in the Deeləmə data. 

 Deeləmə    
(25)  kwá-y mà-w-á à-wún-gə́=bə́  
 owner-Y farm-W-REF 3SG-rise-CAUS=3PL.OBJ  
 ‘the owner of the farm relieved them [from work]’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(26)  á-sɩ̀là  á-sɩ́l-gá tá-a 
 3SG-split  3SG-split-CAUS wood-A.REF 
 ‘it split (past)’  ‘s/he split wood’ (B. Newman 1978: 29) 

   
(27)  á-pìrè  á-pír-gé di-ka 
 3SG-tear  3SG-tear-CAUS rope-KA.REF 
 ‘it tore’  ‘s/he tore the rope’ (B. Newman 1978: 29) 

 
(28)  á-hàmà  à-hám-gá137 zwı̃́-y-é 
 3SG-wake.up  3SG-wake.up-CAUS child-Y-REF 
 ‘s/he woke up’  ‘s/he woke up the child’ (B. Newman 1978: 29) 

  
(29)  á-swà má-m-á138 á-swà-kà gàn-á 
 3SG-wash water-M-REF 3SG-wash-CAUS clothes-A.REF 
 ‘s/he bathed himself/herself’  ‘s/he washed clothes’ (B. Newman 1978: 29) 

  
 Gwaandama 

(30)  bə̀-tswà-kà bə̀-tswà-kà-r=i  
 3PL-wash-CAUS 3PL-wash-CAUS-RLT=3SG.OBJ  
 ‘…they would wash it [the cocoyam] thoroughly’ [B-N1] 

  
 
 

 
136 Newman and Newman’s (1974: 115f.) description differs from this. According to them, when 
the causative is used in a factative clause, there is tone copying from the verb to the extension. 
This means that the extension has the same tone as the preceding TBU. However, in an 
imperfective clause with a monosyllabic verb, it always takes a high tone. 
137 Currently, there is no explanation for the low tone of the subject agreement marker in this 
context, as all other examples before and afterwards display a high tone. 
138 This clause seems to be an inherently intransitive clause with mámá ‘water’ as a cognate object 
(cf. §4.4.7). 
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(31)  tò bə́ hár-gáw dɩ́-tá=ʋ̀ 
 say COMPL be.lose-CAUS.1SG.OBJ rope-TA=DEF 
 ‘he [the prisoner] asked: “untie the rope”’ [B-N1] 

  
(32)  nán-hár-gá ná-á=ʋ̀   
 PROG.3SG-be.lose-CAUS hand-A=DEF   
 ‘she was untying his hands’ [B-N1] 

  
(33)  á-tsɩl-gà-nâ     
 7-split-CAUS-PLU     
 ‘it [the fire] would split it [the grinding stone] into pieces’ [B-N1] 

  
Two phonological assimilations occur with the causative. First, the extension causes a 
preceding nasal to become velar, thus assimilating to the place of articulation of the 
consonant of the extension. This is illustrated with the following two verbs. Compare also 
examples (25) and (28).  

Deeləmə      
wún ‘to stand up’ à /wún-gə́/ [wúŋgə́] ‘to lift, to relieve’ 

Gʋyʋma      
hàmà ‘to wake up’ à /hám-gá/ [háŋgá] ‘to wake so. up’  

The second phonological assimilation is only attested in Gʋyʋma. When the verb 
extension is followed by other verb extensions, the vowel changes to /I/. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(34)  dékìr á-sɩ́l-gɩ́-n-dɩ́r bwá̃ tá-mà 
 when 3SG-split-CAUS-PLU-RLT skin.8 8-DEM3 
 ‘when he finished splitting these skins…’ (B. Newman 1978: 33) 

 
(35)  bá-swá-kɩ́-r=ɩ́ dì   
 3PL-wash-CAUS-RLT=3SG.OBJ if   
 ‘if they washed him with it [water]’ (B. Newman 1978: 32) 

 

3.3.3.2 Pluractional -nA 
Paul Newman (1980) coined the term ‘pluractionality’, which can be broadly defined as 
“characterized by one or another kind of multiplicity” (Gerhard 1984: 12, for a detailed 
discussion of the term cf. Wood 2007, Bertinetto/Lenci 2012). Pluractional verbs have 
been described as denoting actions that occur multiple times, are carried out by multiple 
subjects and into different directions, or are directed towards multiple objects (P. 
Newman 2012: 185f.).  
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In Nʋngʋrama, pluractionality is expressed by the verb extension -nA.139 This extension 
includes all the notions described above, except for multiple subjects. Additionally, the 
verb extension can have a reciprocal meaning (‘each other’). In this case, the clause does 
not require an object noun phrase. However, to avoid ambiguity, “the reciprocal meaning 
can be clarified by specifically mentioning the participants either by name or pronoun” 
(B. Newman 1978: 30), as in example (44). 

The extension itself does not have an inherent tone. Its tone depends on the tone of the 
preceding TBU and is the opposite of that tone (tonal polarisation) (cf. §2.2, cf. 
Newman/Newman 1974: 116). In Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, the extension is shortened to -n 
when followed by another suffix or lexeme. With the shortened morpheme, the tone 
attaches to the preceding TBU, causing a contour tone140 as shown in examples (36), (37) 
and (47). 

 Deeləmə     
(36)  nə́-kángɩ̂-n bál-kà    
 1SG-break-PLU stick-KA.REF    
 ‘I broke the stick (many times, into many pieces)’141 

   
(37)  à-ʃʋ̂-n ɲɔ́̃m-à    
 3SG-cut-PLU meat-W.REF    
 ‘s/he cut the meat (many times, into many pieces/slices)’142 

  
(38)  yì-bə́ bə́-yáhá-nà    
 person-B 3PL-disperse-PLU    
 ‘the people dispersed/scattered’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma     

(39)  bá-yáhá-nà     
 3PL-part-PLU     
 ‘they dispersed in many directions’ (B. Newman 1978: 30) 

   
 
 
 

 
139 B. Newman (1978: 30) does not differentiate between the pluractional and the comitative 
particle -nA (see §3.8.2). She describes it as a “verb suffix” that can have distributive, reciprocal 
and habitual meanings.  
140 Only falling tones are attested in the data.  
141 Compare with the following example: 
 

nə́-kángɩ́ bál-kà 
1SG-break stick-KA.REF 
‘I broke the stick (into two pieces)’  

 
142 Compare with the following example: 
 

à-ʃʋ́ ɲɔ́̃m-à 
3SG-cut meat-W.REF 
‘s/he cut (a piece/slice of) meat’ 
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(40)  mwá-y-á=ʋ̀ à-zù-né   
 woman-Y-REF=DEF 3SG-go-PLU   
 ‘the woman walked around’143 

  
(41)  à-gwèl-né̃ nì-á   
 3SG-beg-PLU.FV thing-A   
 ‘s/he habitually begs for things’ (i.e. s/he begs for things many times)  

(B. Newman 1978: 30) 
  
(42)  bá-àr-ná̃ kɩ́rːá   
 3PL-call-PLU.FV together   
 ‘they are calling out all with one voice’ (B. Newman 1978: 30) 

 
(43)  bá-nʋ̀-ná    
 3PL-hear-PLU    
 ‘they understood each other’ (B. Newman 1978: 30) 

 
(44)  kà-nʋ̀-ná̃ mɩ̀r ǹ ɲé 
 1PL.INCL-hear-PLU.FV 1PL.INCL INST 1SG 
 ‘you and I understand each other’ (B. Newman 1978: 30) 

  
(45)  lárá-w nán-cíngìn mí-l-è  
 Elephant-W PROG.3SG-be.ready body-L-REF  
     
 nùngì-w-è nán-cíngìn mí-l-è  
 Hippo-W-REF PROG.3SG-be.ready body-L-REF  
     
 bà-à-wàr-ná    
 3PL-PROG-pull-PLU    
 ‘Elephant was ready, Hippo was ready, they were pulling each other’  

(B. Newman 1978: 30) 
  

 Gwaandama   
(46)  dʋ̀-nɩ́=bà    
 look-PLU=3PL.OBJ    
 ‘look at them!’ 

  
(47)  à-tsʋ̂-n ɲà-w-à   
 3SG-cut-PLU meat-W-REF   
 ‘s/he cut the meat (many times, into many pieces/slices)’ 

  
 
 
 

 
143 Compare with the following example:  
 

mwá-y-á=ʋ̀ à-zá 
woman-Y-REF=DEF 3SG-go 
‘the woman walked’ 
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(48)  mə̀-dàhá mə̀-tsʋ̀-ná wàhà-m-á má-bɩ̂ dzí-nù 
 2SG-can 2SG-cut-PLU tree-M.9-REF 9-DEM1 all-9.DEF? 
 ‘can you cut all these trees?’ (Hiraki 1986: 105) 

   
(49)  kə̀-kwàkɩ̀-ná=ɲī    
 2PL-correct-PLU.FV=1SG.OBJ    
 ‘you (all) correct me’ [B-N1] 

  
(50)  à-ha-n yâ   

 3SG-COP.PST-PLU here   
 ‘s/he has been here [for the past three weeks]’ (Hiraki 1986: 221), [S-N1] 

Verbs ending with /b/ assimilate to the verb extension in the manner of articulation, which 
means that they become a nasal [m]. 

Deeləmə 
ɟɩ́b ‘to beat’ à ɟím-nà ‘to attack’ [WL-D2] 

Gʋyʋma 
tìb ‘to gossip’ à tìm-né ‘to gossip again and again’144  

(B. Newman 1978: 44) 

Gwaandama 
swab ‘to drive away’ à swàm-ná ‘to drive/chase away many’ [WL-N1] 

The Gʋyʋma example below illustrates assimilation in a clause. It is worth noting that 
there is at least one exception that occurs in the data, as shown in the Gwaandama example 
(52). 

 Gʋyʋma 
(51)  dí yɩ́ràm sɩ́r-há=ʋ̀ bà-yáhâ-n 
 and now bee-HA=DEF 3PL-disperse-PLU 
      
 bà-ʃwàm-ním=bà    
 3PL-chase-PLU?=3PL.OBJ    
 ‘and now the bees scatter and chase them [the boy and his dog]’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(52)  nán-háb-nà gà-á̃ yì-b=nà  
 PROG.3SG-catch-PLU good-A.REF person-B=CF  
 ‘s/he was catching the goods of the people’ [B-N1] 

The pluractional verb extension is similar in both form and meaning to the verb extension 
-Vŋ in Waja. The Waja marker mostly requires plural subjects, but can also occur to refer 
to the number of objects or to the duration, frequency and intensity of the action denoted 
by the verb (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 194, cf. 1996b: 35). According to Hyman (2007: 
161), pluractionality is particularly common in Nigerian and Cameroonian languages.  

 
144 B. Newman (1978: 44) translates it as ‘gossip habitually’. 
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3.3.3.3 Relational -rÍ 
The function of the relational verb extension in Nʋngʋrama is idiosyncratic. It “asserts 
that there is an instrumental, accompaniment, or resultative relation between the verb and 
some information given elsewhere” (B. Newman 1978: 32). It can refer to an instrument 
mentioned earlier or more generally to a preceding temporal paragraph, or to a person or 
object accompanying the subject of the clause. It is also “used in relative clauses to show 
a relationship between the verb and the head of the noun phrase to which the clause is 
attached as a modifier” (B. Newman 1978: 33).145 I have adopted Newman’s term 
‘relational’ for lack of a better alternative. 

The underlying form of the verb extension is -rÍ, which is most frequently used. It appears 
in all cases where no other suffix is attached to the verb. However, when another suffix 
follows, it is shortened to -r in Deeləmə (examples (55) and (56)) and sometimes in 
Gwaandama (-rÍ and -r may be free variants in these cases, compare examples (64) and 
(65)). In Gʋyʋma, -rÍ only occurs when a consonant, except for an approximant, follows 
(example (63)). When a vowel follows, the vowel of the verb extension is lost, the 
extension becoming -rH with a remaining floating high tone. The floating tone attaches to 
the following TBU if it is a suffix or enclitic that forms a phonological unit with the verb. 
Conversely, when no suffix or clitic follows the relational suffix, the floating high tone is 
completely lost. For instance, in examples (59) and (60) the floating tone causes the first 
TBU of the completive marker and the object pronoun, respectively, to become high. In 
contrast, in example (61), the TBU following the first relational suffix is low as it is not 
part of the verb. It is unclear from the available data whether the reduced relational suffix 
in Deeləmə also carries a floating high tone.  

 Deeləmə     
(53)  zɔ́bɔ́l-y-á á-yál ból-w-ə̀  
 boy-Y.1-REF 3SG-take ball-W-REF  
     
 á-wʋ̀b-rɩ́ zwáyɩ́r-y-à   
 3SG-throw-RLT girl-Y-REF   
 ‘the boy took the ball [and] he threw it to the girl’ 

  
(54)  ná=á-yí-rí yé á má-m-á-yà 
 PROG=3SG-take-RLT 3SG.OBJ SPAT water-M-REF-PP.inside 
 ‘s/he took it out of the water’ [lit. s/he was taking it from inside the water] 

  
(55)  ná=á-dʋ́-nà yá ɩ ̃́  
 PROG=3SG-see-PLU place.6 REL.6  
     
 à-fà-r-á gɩ́ngɩ́rɩ́-l-à=nà   
 3SG.FUT-find-RLT-FV frog-L-REF=CF   
 ‘s/he looked around where s/he could find the frog’ 

  
 

145 Most of the examples below suggest an itive/andative reading, i.e. a “motion away from the 
center (usually the speaker)”. However, other examples such as (64) do not fit this notion as the 
itive and ventive exclude each other semantically. 
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(56)  á-swá-r-á ʃɩ́nà-’à zwàyɩ́r-y-à  
 3SG-buy-RLT-FV gift-A.REF girl-Y-REF  
 ‘[if the boy would have gotten the money] he would buy a gift for the girl’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma     

(57)  ná-sé gʋ̀bá-l ná-swí-r zɩ́-ká=ʋ̀  
 1SG-pick.up.FV stone-L 1SG-throw-RLT snake-KA.REF=DEF  
 ‘I take a stone [and] I throw it at the snake’ 

  
(58)  à-zì-r-a=ɩ̃́146    
 3SG.IMP-go-RLT-FV=3SG.OBJ    
 ‘s/he is going away with him/her’ (B. Newman 1978: 33) 

  
(59)  á-zɩ̀-r=ꜛàmà    
 3SG-go-RLT=CPL    
 ‘s/he went with it [the rope]’ (B. Newman 1978: 33) 

   
(60)  gàlɩ́-r=ꜛɩ̀    
 wait-RLT=3SG.OBJ    
 ‘waited on him/her with it’ (Newman/Newman 1974: 116) 

  
(61)  dékìr mwá̃ yá̃-mà  
 when wife.1 1-DEM3  
     
 á-sí-r sùtà-l-à á-zì-r má-mà-yà 
 3SG-pick.up-RLT pot-L-REF 3SG-go-RLT water-M-PP.inside 
 ‘when this (aforementioned) wife picked up the pot (mentioned in the 

previous paragraph), she went with it (accompaniment) to the water’  
(B. Newman 1978: 33) 

 
(62)  há-r=ꜛwá    

 COP.PST-RLT=VEN    
 ‘was here with something’ (B. Newman 1978: 29) 

 
(63)  hà=gá nán-dáw-rɩ́=gà   
 COP=NEG PROG.3SG-put-RLT=NEG   
 ‘s/he is not responding’ 

  
 Gwaandama 

(64)  yí=nə̀ swɩ̃̀yá-w-á=ʋ̀ rì ı ̃̀-dzɩ́-rɩ́=wá 
 3SG.SUBJ=COM hen-W-REF=DEF if 3SG-go-RLT=VEN 
 ‘if he had a hen, he would bring it’ [B-N1] 

  
 
 
 
 

 
146 Note the vowel change of the verbal root: zà ‘to go’ becomes zɩ̀-r (cf. Newman/Newman 
(1977b: 26)).  
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(65)  bə́-yí-r=ú yà wándà  
 3PL-leave-RLT=VEN place.A Wanda  
     
 yɩ́ká bə́-dzí-r=ú ɲâ=nà  
 before 3PL-go-RLT=VEN here=CF  
 ‘they left Wanda before they came here’ [B-N1] 

 
(66)  nán-tsí dzwı̃̀-w-ə̀ nán-dzí-rí  
 PROG.3SG-dance dance-W-REF PROG.3SG-go-RLT  
     
 nán-yú sə̀-ə̀   
 PROG.3SG-sing song-A   
 ‘she was dancing, she was going with it [a hoe], she was singing’ [B-N1]147 

The verb extension has the following three allomorphs. They are attested in Gʋyʋma (cf. 
Newman and Newman 1974, B. Newman 1978) and Gwaandama, but not in Deeləmə. It 
is important to note that the absence of these allomorphs in the Deeləmə data does not 
necessarily mean that they do not exist. As these allomorphs are phonologically restricted 
in their occurrence, the underlying form must be -rÍ. This is unusual, as allomorphs are 
usually shorter (or at least not longer) than the underlying morpheme. 

Allomorphs of -rÍ Phonological environment 

-d148 following a verb that ends with the bilabial nasal /m/ and 
directly preceding the final vowel -A 

-dÍr following the verb extension -nA or a verb that ends with a 
nasal or nasalised vowel 

-tÍr following a verb that usually ends in /r/, the /r/ is dropped when 
followed by the verb extension (cf. §2.1.1 on the allophones [ɾ] 
and [d]) 

Table 30. Allomorphs of the relational verb extension -rÍ 
The examples below demonstrate the use of the different allomorphs. 

 Gʋyʋma 
(67)  bà nà-tàm-d-á̃=nà   
 what 2SG.IMP-cry-RLT-FV=CF   
 ‘what are you crying about?’ (B. Newman 1978: 33) 

  
(68)  dékìr á-síl-gí-n-dír bwá̃ tá-mà 
 when 3SG-split-CAUS-PLU-RLT skin.8 8-DEM3 
 ‘when he finished splitting these skins…’ (B. Newman 1978: 33) 

  
 
 

 
147 The translation of Nʋngʋrama (Gwaandama) into English in [B-N1] is only an approximation: 
‘s/he was dancing on the way with the hoe raised high in the air’. 
148 It is not possible to verify whether -d has a floating high tone, as is the case with -rH in Gʋyʋma, 
as all examples in the available data have a following vowel that is high in either case.  



 

98 
 

(69)  swam-dɩ́r=àmá    
 chase-RLT=CPL    
 ‘have chased’ (Newman/Newman 1974: 116) 

  
(70)  mù-tír-é̃    
 follow-RLT-FV    
 ‘follow with it’ (B. Newman 1978: 44) 

  
 Gwaandama 

(71)  bə́-ɲɩ́m-d-á yáká-há Gwààndà=nà  
Gwà 3PL-receive-RLT-FV corn-HA.REF Gwaanda=CF  
 ‘[…] they receive the (aforementioned) corn from a Gwaanda man’ [B-N1] 

  
(72)  nán-múngṹ-dír ɲà-l-á=ʋ̀   
 PROG.3SG-grab-RLT edge149-L-REF=DEF   
 ‘s/he was grabbing the edge’ [B-N1] 

 
(73)  bə́-á-tɩ́r bə́ Lʋ́ngʋ̀ndá-w-à=nà  
 3PL-call-RLT 3PL.OBJ Lungunda-W-REF=CF  
 ‘[…] they call them Lungundawa’ [B-N1] 

  

3.4 Modifiers 
3.4.1 Adjectives 
Adjectives can be classified according to two criteria: semantic and grammatical 
characteristics. Dryer (2007b: 168) defines the term semantic adjectives “as a label for 
words that are descriptive words that denote what some people call ‘properties‘“, for 
example size and colour. Dixon (2004: 3f.) identifies four basic semantic categories for 
adjectives: dimension, age, value and colour. If a language has adjectives, even if it is a 
small and restricted set of adjectives, they are likely to come from these categories. Dixon 
(2004: 5) extends his list of semantic categories for adjectives by three so-called 
peripheral semantic types for medium to large adjective classes: physical property, 
human propensity and speed. Larger adjective classes may also include semantic types 
such as difficulty, quantification and cardinal numerals. Givón (2001a: 53) calls the 
semantic content of the adjective class “murky”, as it is rather broad and not easily 
definable. He adds that the “prototype adjectival concepts are abstracted from the direct 
experience of prototype noun-coded entities”.  

Therefore, to define adjectives as a distinct parts-of-speech class, grammatical criteria 
must be taken into account in addition to semantic ones. Lexemes can be classified as 
adjectives when they occur in two contexts: “(a) In a statement that something has a 
certain property” (Dixon 2004: 10), i.e. they appear as “predicates in copular clauses” 
(Givón 2001a: 84) and “(b) As a specification that helps focus on the referent of the head 

 
149 In [B-N1] also translated as ‘melted pieces of iron’, in [WL-N1] as ‘lips, livers’.  
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noun in an NP [noun phrase] that relates to a predicate argument“ (Dixon 2004: 10). They 
are thus “modifiers in the Noun Phrase” (Givón 2001a: 84).  

In terms of quantity, Nʋngʋrama has a medium to large semantic class of adjectives. As 
they are present in both of the grammatical contexts described above, they can clearly be 
considered a separate lexical category from nouns (and even more so from verbs). Context 
(a) is described in detail in §7.3.2.1, while context (b) is discussed in §4.4.2. 

Adjectival roots in Nʋngʋrama are mostly disyllabic and, to a lesser extent, monosyllabic. 
The syllables are generally light and open, i.e. CV, as demonstrated in the table below.  

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama   
hámà hámà dzóú ‘good’ [WL-L1, WL-L3] 
kwáhà kwáhà kwáhá / kwáhà ‘dry’ [WL-L1, WL-N1], 

(Kleinewillinghöfer 1994/2014) 
mwárà mwárá mwárá ‘big’ [WL-L1, WL-G2, WL-N1] 
fɩ̀rá fɩra fɩ́rà ‘kind’ [S-G2]  
sɩ́ swa / sʋ swá ‘new’ [WL-N1], 

(Kleinewillinghöfer 1994/2014) 

Because adjectives agree with their head noun, agreement markers are suffixed onto the 
adjective, as the following examples show. For more details, cf. §4.4.2.  

 Deeləmə    
(74)  yí-r sɩ́rà-yà   
 man-R.1 strong-1   
 ‘a strong man’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(75)  sʋ́-l fàr-lá   
 heart-L.5 red-5   
 ‘a red heart’ 

 
  Gwaandama    

(76)  ɲɩ́-m-á hà ɟwá-má=ʋ̀  
 milk-M.9-REF COP sour-9=DEF  
 ‘the milk is sour’ 

Ideophones can function as adjectives, but they differ from adjectives in their 
morphophonological structure and lack of agreement with the head noun. Examples can 
be found in §3.5.  

 

3.4.2 Adverbs 
An adverb class typically has a broader semantic and functional range than other open 
parts-of-speech classes. According to Givón (2001a: 87), it “is the least homogenous, 
semantically, morphologically and syntactically”. Adverbs can be expressed differently 
in different languages through bound grammatical morphemes, lexemes or complex 
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syntactic constructions. Functionally, adverbs can modify verbs, adjectives, other adverbs 
and even verb phrases and clauses. The type of constituent an adverb modifies determines 
its semantic.  

Sentence modifiers, for example, commonly express the speaker’s attitude toward the event 
being spoken of; modifiers of verbs or verb phrases commonly express time, place, 
direction, manner, etc.; and modifiers of adjectives and adverb commonly express degree 
(Schachter/Shopen 2007: 20).  

Nʋngʋrama exhibits a wide range of adverbs, which can be divided into three categories: 
adverbial modifiers, which will be introduced below; adverbial clauses, which can be 
divided into clauses with adverbial conjunctions/adverbialisers and conditional clauses. 
These are treated in §3.8.4 and §7.4.4 respectively. Finally, there are adpositional phrases, 
which consist of prepositions and a complement and give additional information about an 
adjacent noun phrase. Examples are given in §3.8.3.  

Adverbial modifiers, also called adjuncts, have oblique functions, i.e. they appear 
“whenever they would be semantically appropriate” (Andrews 2007b: 157). In 
Nʋngʋrama, they usually follow the verbal predicate and any object that may be required 
and refer to concepts such as time, place or manner. They include many ideophones, as 
some of the following examples show (for more details on ideophones, cf. §3.5). For 
example:  

 Deeləmə    
(77)  zwáyɩ́r-y-à á-wùb-rí yé dìmə̀ 
 girl-Y-REF 3SG-throw-RLT 3SG.OBJ again 
 ‘the girl throws it [the ball] back to him again’ 

  
(78)  nə́-ʃwì yə̀   

 1SG-sit there   
 ‘I sat there’ 

  
(79)  á-yá búɟə̀búɟə̀   

 3SG-fall IDEO   
 ‘s/he fell completely / s/he fell flat on the ground’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(80)  ná-súnì yà ɲàlá-ká  
 1SG-farm place day-KA.REF  
 ‘I farmed in the afternoon’ 

  
(81)  ba-swa n deke  
 3PL-live like this?  
 ‘they live like this’ (J. Newman 1978: 94) 

 
(82)  sɩ̀ngɩ́lá-w à-zá bárbàrà  

 sheep-W.3 3-walk IDEO  
 ‘a sheep walks very fast’ 
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 Gwaandama    
(83)  ná-mwáb-á tswá-w-á yálá-há dzə̀-hə́=ù 

 1SG-build-FV house-W-REF day-HA.4.REF all-4=DEF 
 ‘I build houses every day’ 

  
(84)  nà-bə̀-dzì sɩ̀nábú   

 PROG-3PL-go far.away   
 ‘they were going far away’ [B-N1] 

   
(85)  Jàgálì wún háʋ̀150 kìrkìrkìr 

 Jagali rise stand IDEO 
 ‘Jagali rose to stand helter-skelter’ [B-N1] 

  
(86)  bə̀-wú tsìm   

 3PL-throw down   
 ‘they threw (him) down’ [B-N4] 

 

3.5 Ideophones 
Dingemanse (2012: 654) describes ideophones as  

marked words depictive of sensory imagery found in many of the world’s languages. 
They are noted for their special sound patterns, distinct grammatical properties, and 
sensory meanings. 

One of these ‘special sound patterns’, i.e. phonological patterns that occur mostly or only 
in ideophones and not in any other parts-of-speech class, is reduplication, which is 
particularly common in ideophones in African languages (Dingemanse 2012: 656, 
Lionnet/Hyman 2018: 650); others are geminates and long vowels (Watters 2000: 196). 
Semantically, they depict “perceptual knowledge that derives from sensory perception of 
the environment and the body” (Dingemanse 2012: 654). 

In comparison to other parts-of-speech classes, ideophones in Nʋngʋrama also typically 
show such ‘special’ morphophonological properties; especially full reduplication, but 
also vowel lengthening and gemination (cf. §2.1.3.1 and §2.1.3.2). They cover meanings 
such as size, colour and taste. The following list is a small selection of the ideophones 
found in the data. 

Deeləmə  
ʃɩ́kàʃɩ́kà ‘green’ 
zʋ́bàzʋ́bà ‘dirty (from eating, spots of food on clothes/table/floor)’ 
sɩ́kàsɩ́kà ‘very small, tiny’ 
ɟàːwà ‘sharp (e.g. blade)’ 
yʋ̀lːá ‘warm’ 
kárkár ‘right, correct’ 
  

 
150 In [WL-N1] haʋ̀ or hàʋ. In the event that both vowels exhibit the same tone, the appropriate 
notation would be hàw in this thesis. 
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Gʋyʋma 
sɩ́kàsɩ́kà ‘green’ 
bʋ́lmábʋ́lmá ‘very dirty’ 
pɩ́tɩ̀npɩ́tɩ̀n ‘very small, tiny’ 
bùbù  ‘soft’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 41) 
cù̃cù̃  ‘very’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 41) 
wʋ̀rwʋ̀r ‘dizzy’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 45) 
swéː ‘poor taste’ 
nɩ́mːá ‘close to sth.’ 

Gwaandama 
 

tsɩ́kə́tsɩ́kà ‘green’ 
yíréyíré ‘not clear, misty’ 
tə̀mtə̀m ‘thick (fat)’ [WL-N1] 
cwàbcwàb, ywùlywùl ‘warm’ [WL-N1] 
bʋ̀lgàbʋ̀lgà ‘shiny’ [B-N1] 

Ideophones in Nʋngʋrama can function as adverbs or adjectives. Examples of ideophones 
as adverbs have been shown in §3.4.2. Ideophones as adjectives are invariable and 
therefore differ from ‘real’ adjectives, because they do not show agreement with the head 
noun (cf. §4.4.2), e.g.  

 Deeləmə    
(87)  ɲɩ́-m kálːà   
 milk-M small   
 ‘small amount of milk’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(88)  dɩ́-ká sɩ́kàsɩ́kà   
 shirt-KA.REF green   
 ‘a green shirt’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(89)  dɩ́-ká hà tsɩ́kə́tsɩ́kà  
 shirt-KA.REF COP green  
 ‘the shirt is green’ 

 

3.6 Personal pronouns and other proforms 
3.6.1 General remarks 
Schachter and Shopen (2007: 24ff.) distinguish between different types of pronouns: 
personal, reflexive, reciprocal, demonstrative, indefinite and relative. However, Bhat 
(2004: 4) argues that there is not “even a single characteristic that is shared by all of 
them”. They differ especially in terms of their function. Therefore, it is important to group 
them into two sets: Pronouns which include subject, object and possessive pronouns, and 
proforms, which include relative, demonstrative and interrogative proforms.  
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Personal pronouns “refer to the speaker (e.g. I, me), the person spoken to (you), and other 
persons and things whose referents are presumed to be clear from the context (he, him, 
she, her, it, etc.)” (Schachter/Shopen 2007: 24). They are anaphoric elements that refer to 
an antecedent in the same discourse, which is a proper noun or a noun phrase. Pronouns 
agree with the antecedent, at least for the categories of person and number (Kroeger 2015: 
138). 

Nʋngʋrama pronouns agree with their antecedents in number, i.e. singular and plural, and 
in person, i.e. first, second and third person. In the first person plural, there is a distinction 
between inclusive and exclusive based on tone. 1PL.INCL includes the person(s) spoken 
to, while 1PL.EXCL excludes them (Bhat 2004: 91f.). Gender is not distinguished in 
Nʋngʋrama pronouns, so the gender (or rather the deriflection class, cf. §4.1) of the 
antecedent is not a distinctive category within pronouns. Nʋngʋrama distinguishes 
between subject, object and possessive pronouns, which are discussed in §3.6.2, §3.6.3 
and §3.6.4, respectively. Despite their similar form, they differ especially in tone and 
vowel quality and have varying syntactic positions depending on their antecedents. 
Logophoric, reflexive and reciprocal pronouns are not present in Nʋngʋrama. However, 
reflexivity constructions use possessive pronouns. 

Proforms have various functions, which include 

(i) identifying the participants of an event by locating them with reference to the spatio-
temporal location of the speech act participants […], (ii) referring back (or forward) to 
other expressions that occur in the utterance or in previous utterances, or (iii) indicating 
the scope of a question, negation, or exclamation (Bhat 2004: 6f.). 

Proforms can also have different structures, often consisting of two elements: “a general 
term that denotes the scope of those proforms and a pronominal element that indicates the 
purpose for which they are used” (Bhat 2004: 153).  

In Nʋngʋrama, such proforms are demonstratives, interrogatives and relative clause 
markers that agree with the NF class of an head noun. The proforms will be introduced in 
the sections §3.6.5, §3.6.6 and §3.6.7 following the pronouns. Their agreement behaviour 
is discussed in §4.4.7, §4.4.8 and §4.4.9, respectively.  

 

3.6.2 Subject pronouns 
The table below summarises the subject pronouns in Nʋngʋrama. 
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

1SG.SBJ ɲí ɲíné ɲí 
2SG.SBJ mɔ̀ mɩ̀ná mʋ̀ 
3SG.SBJ yè / yɩ̀ yɩ̀ná yɩ́nà 
1PL.INCL.SBJ mɩ̀r151 mɩ̀rná152 mɩr 
1PL.EXCL.SBJ ɟɩ́m ɟírné d̪ḭ́ 
2PL.SBJ ɟì ɟìné d̪ḭ̀ 
3PL.SBJ bò / bɔ̀153 bɩ̀ná bò̃ / bʋ̀̃ 

Table 31. Subject pronouns154 

Subject pronouns are optional in verbal clauses and are usually used emphatically, as 
shown by the brackets and the English translations in the following examples. However, 
agreement with the verbal predicate is mandatory (cf. §4.4.10). 

 Deeləmə    
(90)  (bò) bá-zə̀ ʃɔ̀  
 3PL.SBJ 3PL-go home  
 ‘(it’s them) they go home’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(91)  (yɩ̀ná) á-mwɔ̀m swá-w-á=ʋ̀  
 3SG.SBJ 3SG-build house-W-REF=DEF  
 ‘(it’s him/her) s/he built the house’ 

 
 Gwaandama     

(92)  (ɲí) nə́-dʋ́ gə́ yà-á dáy=gá 
 1SG.SBJ 1SG-see NEG place-A ?155=NEG 
 ‘(as for me) I have not personally seen the place’ [B-N1]  

In Gwaandama, there is one example suggesting that the presence of the subject pronoun 
can be used to avoid ambiguity.  

 Gwaandama      
(93)  Frama thʋ́ bə́ yə̀ dwà=ámà gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y-á=ʋ̀ 
 Frama say that 3SG.SBJ see=CPL woman-Y-REF=DEF 
 ‘Frama said that she (Frama) has seen the woman’ 

 
(94)  Frama thʋ́ bə́ dwà=ámà gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y-á=ʋ̀ 
 Frama say that see=CPL woman-Y-REF=DEF 
 ‘Frama said that she (not Frama) saw the woman’ 

 
 

 
151 mɩ̀rá in Kleinewillinghöfer (2014a). 
152 The first person plural inclusive subject pronoun deviates slightly in Newman (1976: 65) as it 
is denoted as mina. All other pronouns of this paradigm are consistent with Newman’s depiction, 
but are not marked with tones.  
153 It is unclear why there are two forms in Deeləmə and Gwandama. 
154 Sources for Gwaandama: Kleinewillinghöfer 2014a and own data. 
155 Translated as ‘even’ in [B-N1]. It may be (related to) the interrogative tag déy (cf. §3.8.7).  
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3.6.3 Object pronouns 
Nʋngʋrama has two sets of object pronouns: an independent and invariable set and a 
cliticising set. Both sets follow the verb, but the cliticising object pronouns are 
phonologically dependent on the verb. This means that they adapt to the ATR vowels of 
the verbal predicate. They do not include 1PL and 2PL object pronouns and are subject to 
change depending on the aspect marking of the predicate (cf. §6.3.3 for the imperfective 
and §6.3.4 for the future). The cliticisation or incorporation (sometimes even merging) of 
certain object pronouns onto the verb can be explained by a process known as ‘verbal 
attraction’: “Verbal attraction is a complex process by which linguistic units being part 
of or forming arguments of the predicate are attracted to the verb, undergoing Cliticization 
and/or Affixation” (Heine/Reh 1984: 50, cf. Lessau 1994: 909f.). Verbal attraction is 
closely linked to phonological attrition in the cases of 2SG.OBJ, 3SG.OBJ and 3.PL.OBJ. 
Phonological attrition is a process in which an independent morpheme becomes a clitic 
and may even change further to an affix, resulting in a loss of phonological mass. 
However, there is no attrition with 1SG.OBJ, as the independent and the dependent object 
pronouns differ too much from each other to suggest that one is derived from the other. 

The following table summarises the two sets of object pronouns in each variety. The left 
column in each variety shows the independent pronouns, while the right columns show 
the dependent or cliticising pronouns. The interlinearisation of the object pronouns is 
always as depicted in the first row of the table, regardless of whether they are independent, 
dependent or occur in different aspectual constructions. 

 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

indep. dep. indep. dep. indep. dep. 
1SG.OBJ ɲí =Ú156 ɲé =Ò yùú =Á(w) 
2SG.OBJ mɔ́ =Vm157 mɩ̀ná =V̀m mù / mʋ̀158 =V̀m 
3SG.OBJ yé / yá =Í (ɩ́)yà =Ì yà =Ì 
1PL.INCL.OBJ mɩ́r(à)  mìr  mɩ̀r  
1PL.EXCL.OBJ ɟɩ́m  ɟír  d̪ı ̃́  
2PL.OBJ ɟé / ɟí  ɟìn159  d̪ı ̃̀  
3PL.OBJ bɔ́ / bá =b(Á) bu / bı ̃̀ =bÀ bù / bà =b(A)160 

Table 32. Object pronouns  
(indep. = independent, dep. = dependent)161 

 
156 The vowel of the object pronoun clitic is always a back vowel, ranging from [o] to [u] or [ɔ] 
to [ʋ], depending on the ATR quality of the verb stem to which it is attached. 
157 No inherent tone.  
158 Both forms, i.e. with [+ATR] and [-ATR] vowels, occur in [B-N1] and Sabe (1995). Similarly, 
the two forms occurring with other object pronouns and with other varieties occur in the different 
sources. 
159 Newman (1976: 38) contains one instance where the pronoun is ɟe. 
160 No inherent tone. It probably copies the tone of the following TBU.  
161 Sources for Gʋyʋma: B. Newman 1978: 31, J. Newman 1978: 98 and own data. Sources for 
Gwaandama: Hiraki 1986, Sabe 2014, [S-N1, S-N2, S-N3, B-N1 to B-N4] and own data. 
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Object pronouns in Nʋngʋrama, whether independent or dependent, exclusively refer to 
animates, i.e. people and animals.162 Inanimate objects must either be explicitly 
mentioned as a noun or are inferred from the context. For example, in Gwaandama, while 
the object pronoun represents the animate noun in example (87), the inanimate noun has 
no representation in example (96). 

 Gwaandama    
(95)  nə́-dwɩ́=ɩ́ dwá=àmà163   
 1SG-see=3SG.OBJ see=CPL   
 ‘I have seen it [the dog]’ [S-N3] 

 
(96)  nə́-dwá=àmà    
 1SG-see=CPL    
 ‘I have seen it [the knife]’ [S-N3] 

The data of Gwaandama shows a few exceptions to the aforementioned rule, particularly 
in NF classes KA (singular), HA, A (both plural) and M (when used as a plural, not as a 
transnumeral). In these cases, the antecedents are grammatically inanimate but are treated 
as animate. The following examples illustrate these exceptions in Gwaandama. No such 
exceptions were found in the Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma data.  

 Gwaandama    
(97)  nə́-dwɩ́=ɩ́ dwá=àmà   
 1SG-see=3SG.OBJ see=CPL   
 ‘I have seen it [the tree]’ (referring to e.g. tree or leg in NF class KA) [S-N3] 

 
(98)  nə́-dʋ́=b dwá=àmà   
 1SG-see=3PL.OBJ see=CPL   
 ‘I have seen them’ (referring to e.g. trees in NF class M or fields in NF class 

A) [S-N3] 

The conditions for selecting between an independent or dependent pronoun to represent 
an object are currently unclear. It is assumed that the decision to use a pronoun from either 
set is left to the speaker. For instance, a Deeləmə speaker presented the following two 
clauses as equal alternatives without indicating any changes in their meaning. 

 Deeləmə    
(99)  nə́-hɩ́ntɩ́r yá   
 1SG-teach 3SG.OBJ   
 ‘I taught him/her’ 

 
(100)  nə́-hɩ́ntɩ́r=ɩ́    
 1SG-teach=3SG.OBJ    
 ‘I taught him/her’ 

 
162 Cf. Kleinewillinghöfer (2024: 18), who reports a similar phenomenon for the Samba-Duru 
noun class languages which are part of ‘Adamawa’ or ‘Benue-Volta’. 
163 For a description of this two-verb construction, cf. §6.4.3. 
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Object pronouns are selected to represent the roles of theme/recipient and benefactive. 
When both roles are present in the same clause and represented by object pronouns, there 
are two alternative constructions available to the speaker. The first involves cliticising a 
singular object pronoun to the verb, followed by an independent object pronoun. The 
Gʋyʋma examples (101) and (102) illustrate this, with the latter showing ambiguity since 
the order of benefactive and direct object is not fixed. Second, when both pronouns are 
invariable, the first one must be a plural pronoun and the second one must be 3SG (see 
example (103), cf. B. Newman 1978: 31). 

 Gʋyʋma    
(101)  á-háb=ɩ̀ yà   
 3SG-catch=3SG.OBJ 3SG.OBJ   
 ‘s/he caught him/her for him/her’ (B. Newman 1978: 31) 

  
(102)  á-háb=ɩ̀ bá   
 3SG-catch=3SG.OBJ 3PL.OBJ   
 ‘s/he caught him/her for them’ / ‘s/he caught them for him/her’ (B. Newman 

1978: 31) 
  
(103)  á-háb bɩ ̃̀ yà  
 3SG-catch 3PL.OBJ 3SG.OBJ  
 ‘s/he caught them for him/her’ (B. Newman 1978: 31) 

The subsequent sections will describe object pronouns for each variety individually, as 
there are certain peculiarities that are unique in the varieties.  

 

Deeləmə 
The functional load of independent object pronouns is highest in 1PL and 2PL, but in all 
other cases, they can be used interchangeably with the object pronoun clitics. For 
example, compare clauses (104) and (598), (105) and (600) (in §6.3.4) as well as (108) 
and (110). There is free variation in vowel quality in both 3SG and 3PL. The second vowel 
of the 1PL.INCL is dropped when another word follows, as shown in example (106). 

(104)  á-swá ɲí ʃwá-w-à  
 3SG.FUT-buy.FV 1SG.OBJ house-W-REF  
 ‘s/he will buy me a house’ 

  
(105)  à-zwə́ mɔ̀ zwə̀-kə̀  
 3SG.FUT-ask.FV 2SG.OBJ question-KA.REF  
 ‘s/he will ask you a question’ 

  
(106)  á-zwù mɩ́r zwə̀-kə̀  
 3SG-ask 1PL.INCL.OBJ question-KA.REF  
 ‘s/he asked us a question’ 
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(107)  nə̀-dwá ɟé   
 1SG.FUT-see.FV 2PL.OBJ   
 ‘I will see you’ 

  
(108)  á-zwù bɔ́ zwə̀-kə̀  
 3SG-ask 3SG.OBJ question-KA.REF  
 ‘s/he asked them a question’ 

Deeləmə exhibits certain phonological changes when using object pronoun clitics. 

With 1SG.OBJ, an approximant is inserted between the verb and the object pronoun, when 
the verb ends in a light syllable. 

/zwə̀=Ú/ [zwə̀wú] ‘ask/asked me’ 
/swà=Ú/ [swàwɔ́] ‘buy/bought me’ 

The 2SG.OBJ contains an underspecified vowel without an inherent tone. This vowel 
merges with (or changes) the preceding vowel of the verb in a manner that is not yet 
understood (cf. §2.1.3.3 on hiatus resolution).  

/zwə̀=Vm/ [zwùm] ‘ask/asked you (sg)’ 
/nɩ́ngá=Vm/ [nɩ́ngɩ́m] ‘give/gave you (sg)’ 
/dwá=Vm/ [dwám] ‘see/saw you (sg)’ 

The 3SG.OBJ clitic attaches to a verb with a final consonant or replaces a preceding vowel. 

/hɩ́ntɩ́r=Í/ [hɩ́ntɩ́rɩ́] ‘teach/taught him/her’ 
/nɩ́ngá=Í/ [nɩ́ngɩ́] ‘give/gave him/her’ 
/zwə̀=Í/ [zwí] ‘ask/asked him/her’ 

The vowel of 3PL.OBJ is dropped in non-pausa position. Compare the following two 
examples.  

(109)  nə̀-dʋ́=bá    
 1SG-see=3PL.OBJ    
 ‘I saw them’ 

  
(110)  á-zwə̀=b zwə̀-kə̀   
 3SG-ask=3SG.OBJ question-KA.REF   
 ‘s/he asked them a question’ 

 

Gʋyʋma 
The following are examples of clauses in Gʋyʋma that contain independent object 
pronouns.  

(111)  á-háb bı ̃̀ yà  
 3SG-catch 3PL.OBJ 2SG.OBJ  
 ‘s/he caught them for him/her’ (B. Newman 1978: 31) 
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(112)  á-ɲwà ɟír ʃwà-wà  
 3SG-buy 1PL.EXCL.OBJ house-W  
 ‘s/he bought us (excl.) a house’ 

  
(113)  à-ɲwá̃ ɟír ʃwà-wá  
 3SG.IMP-buy.FV 1PL.EXCL.OBJ house-W.REF  
 ‘s/he is buying us a house’ 

  
(114)  Ø-zwé ɟír zwè̃-ké  
 3SG.FUT-ask.FV 1PL.EXCL.OBJ question-KA.REF  
 ‘s/he will ask us a question’ 

As in Deeləmə, object pronoun clitics undergo phonological changes.  

1SG.OBJ has several allomorphs, all of which are represented by =Ò as they share the 
characteristic of being back vowels. The exact shape of the pronoun depends on the 
number of syllables in the verb and whether it ends in a light or heavy syllable. So far, 
three rules have been identified:  

Rule 1: For verbs consisting of one light syllable, the vowels merge and become a back 
vowel, e.g. /a/ and /=Ò/ become [ɔ̀], /e/ and /=Ò/ become [ò].  

/ɲwà=Ò/ [ɲwɔ̀] ‘bought me’ 
/zwè=Ò/ [zwò] ‘asked me’ 

Rule 2: In verbs with a heavy syllable, the object pronoun is [aw] or [ew].164 

/sʋ́tɩ́r=Ò/ [sʋ́t̪hɩ́ráw] ‘showed me’ 
/kutər=Ò/ [kutərew] ‘returned to me’ (Newman 1976: 54) 
/kwáb=Ò/ [kwábáw] ‘drew/fetched (sth., e.g. water) for me’  

(B. Newman 1978: 31) 

Rule 3: In disyllabic verbs with an open second syllable, the object pronoun is either 
[ù]/[ʋ̀] or [à]/[è]. An approximant is inserted to avoid a hiatus. 

nɩ̀ngà=Ò [nɩ́ŋgáwʋ̀] /  
[nɩŋgawa] 

‘gave me’ (J. Newman 1978: 101) 

2SG.OBJ has an underspecified vowel that merges with the preceding vowel, often 
resulting in a high and/or back vowel. The data does not provide any examples of a verb 
with a heavy syllable and 2SG.OBJ. 

/ɲwà=V̀m/ [ɲwʋ̀m] ‘bought you’ 
/zwè=V̀m/ [zwùm] ‘asked you’ 
/nɩ̀ngà=V̀m/ [nɩ̀ŋgɩ̀m]165 ‘gave you’ 

 
164 The suffix often surfaces as a high tone, while the underlying object pronoun clitic has low 
tone. 
165 But ningga-m (i.e. [nɩ̀ŋgàm]) in Newman (e.g. 1976: 56, 1978: 101).  
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3SG.OBJ is cliticised when a verb ends with a heavy syllable. However, it replaces the 
vowel of the verb in a light syllable. 

/tam=Ì/ [t̪hamɩ̀] ‘sent him/her’ (Newman 1976: 49) 
/háb=Ì/ [hábɩ̀] ‘caught him/her’ (B. Newman 1978: 31) 
/ɲwà=Ì/ [ɲwɩ̀]166 ‘bought him/her’ 
/zwè=Ì/ [zwì]167 ‘asked him/her’ 

The vowel of 3PL.OBJ depends on the ATR value of the preceding verb and is subject to 
vowel weakening when followed by another lexeme. 

/zwì=bÀ zwə̀̃ké/ [zwìbə̀ zwə̀̃ké] ‘asked them a question’ 
/dwʋ́=bÀ/ [dwʋ́bà] ‘saw them’ 
/nɩ̀ngɩ̀=bÀ léngèlèrèlè/ [nɩ̀ŋgɩ̀bà léŋgèlèrèlè] 

à [nɩ̀ŋgɩ̀bə̀] 
‘gave them a book’ 

 

Gwaandama 
The following examples illustrate independent object pronouns in Gwaandama. 

(115)  àr=á yùú   
 call=3SG.OBJ 1SG.OBJ   
 ‘call him/her for me’ (Hiraki 1986: 69), [S-N1] 

 
(116)  a-tu mɩr nɩ-a  
 3SG-say 1PL.INCL.OBJ thing-A  
 ‘s/he said something to us’ (Sabe 2014: 47) 

  
(117)  a-tu-a mɩr nɩ-a  
 3SG.IMP-say-FV 1PL.INCL.OBJ thing-A  
 ‘s/he is saying something to us’ (Sabe 2014: 46) 

  
(118)  bə́-wàr bà   
 3PL-marry 3PL.OBJ   
 ‘they gave them in marriage’ (lit. they married them’) [B-N1] 

As observed in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, the object pronoun clitics in Gwaandama also 
undergo phonological changes.  

1SG.OBJ inserts an approximant when the verb ends with a light syllable and often adds 
an approximant at the end as well. 

/tʋ́=Á/ [tʋ́wá] / [tʋ́wáw] ‘said to me / told me’ [S-N1, B-N4] 
/ná=Á/ [náwá] ‘gave me’ [S-N1] 
/cɩ́r=Á/ [cɩ́ráw] ‘greeted me’ [B-N4] 
/dzɩ́r=Á/ [dzɩ́ráw] ‘did/make me’ [B-N4] 

 
166 But nywa-i (i.e. ɲwai) in Newman (1976: 43). 
167 But zwe-ing (i.e. zwèı̃̀) in Newman (1976: 60). 
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Just like in the other varieties, 2SG.OBJ has an underspecified vowel. When the verb has a 
light syllable, an approximant is inserted or the two vowels merge. 

/tʋ́=V̀m/ [tʋ́wàm] ‘said to you / told you’ 
/dzwə̀=V̀m/ [dzwùm] ‘asked you’ 
/mwáb=V̀m/ [mwábɩ̀m] ‘built you’ 
/dáw=V̀m/ [dáwám] ‘kept (for) you’ 

3SG.OBJ merges with the vowel of the preceding verb or is cliticised to verbs with a heavy 
syllable and to some with a light syllable.  

/ná=Ì/ [nɩ́] ‘gave him/her’ 
/tʋ́=Ì/ [tʋ́wɩ̀] ‘said to him/her / told him/her’ 
/àr=Ì/ [àrɩ̀] ‘called him/her’ 

3PL.OBJ has no inherent tone. The tone appears to be copied from the following TBU 
(compare example (119)). It can be difficult to distinguish between independent and 
dependent pronouns when using 3PL.OBJ, as their forms are very similar. However, in 
certain contexts, it is possible to clearly identify a dependent pronoun from an 
independent pronoun. These contexts include:  

Context 1: A pronoun with a [+ATR] vowel must be a dependent pronoun, since the 
independent pronoun has a [-ATR] vowel. 

(119)  bə́-díb=bə́    
 3PL-kill=3PL.OBJ    
 ‘they killed them’ [B-N1] 

Context 2: The vowel of the object pronoun clitic is omitted when a lexeme follows. 

(120)  bə́-bà=b Gàrʋ́wʋ̀ɲì   
 3PL-throw=3PL.OBJ Garuwuɲi   
 ‘they threw them at Garuwunyi (a place)’ [B-N1] 

Context 3: A negative clitic follows the object pronoun clitic. 

(121)  dzʋ̀=wá=bá=gá    
 go=VEN=3PL.OBJ=NEG    
 ‘[so they decided that] it (the place) wouldn’t fit them’ (lit. it does not go back 

to them) [B-N1]  

  

3.6.4 Possessive pronouns 
The following table displays the possessive pronouns in the three varieties.168 Note the 
similarity of their form to the independent object pronouns.  

 
168 In Nʋngʋrama, specifically in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, some possessive pronouns bear a striking 
resemblances to those in Tula. These are in particular 2SG -mɔ, 1PL.INCL -jire (compare with the 
exclusive form in Gʋyʋma) and 2PL -jin (Hall 1954/1956: 114). 
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  

1SG.POSS ɲɩ̀ ɲí ɲʋ́ 
2SG.POSS mɔ̀ mɩ̀ mʋ̀ 
3SG.POSS yɛ̀ / yè169 yì yʋ̀ 
1PL.INCL.POSS mɩ́rà mɩ̀r mʋ̀rʋ̀ 
1PL.EXCL.POSS ɟɩ́m ɟír d̪ʋ́̃ 
2PL.POSS ɟè ɟìn d̪ʋ̀̃ 
3PL.POSS bɔ̀ bɩ̀n bʋ̀̃ 

Table 33. Possessive pronouns170 

Agreement markers in Deeləmə and Gwaandama are prefixed, while those in Gʋyʋma are 
suffixed. This is demonstrated in the following examples (for more examples and details 
on agreement marking, cf. §4.4.6). 

 Deeləmə    
(122)  mɩ̀yá wá-ɲɩ̀   
 goat.3 3-1SG.POSS   
 ‘my goat’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(123)  ná-ká yì-ké   
 hand-KA.7.REF 3SG.POSS-7   
 ‘his/her hand’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(124)  nɩ̀-á á-ɲʋ́   
 thing-A.6 6-1SG.POSS   
 ‘my thing(s)’ 

Possessive pronouns are also used in reflexivity constructions, as shown in §7.2.2.  

 

3.6.5 Demonstrative proforms 
Demonstrative proforms are “deictic expressions [… that] indicate the relative distance 
of a referent in the speech situation vis-à-vis the deictic center“ (Diessel 2013). These 
deictic systems can either be “distance-oriented” or “person-oriented”, i.e. relative to the 
speaker or relative to the first, second or third person (Bhat 2004: 14, 140). In addition, 
Dryer (2007b: 162) notes that demonstrative proforms “can be used to draw the hearer’s 
attention to something in the perceptual space of the speaker and hearer“ (cf. Bhat 2004: 
177). They are universal and can always be divided into two categories: (1) those that can 
stand on their own as a noun phrase, and (2) those that function as an attribute or modifier 
of a noun, i.e. in an adjectival manner (Dryer 2007b: 162).  

 
169 The pronunciation of the vowel ranges from [ɛ] to [e], even with a single speaker. 
170 Sources for Gʋyʋma: B. Newman 1976, 1978, J. Newman 1978 and own data. Sources for 
Gwaandama: Jungraithmayr 1968/1969: 176, Hiraki 1986: 128ff., Sabe 2014: 47, S-N4 and own 
data.  
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The following table summarises the demonstrative proforms found in the three varieties. 
DEM3 is not attested in the Deeləmə data with two exceptions (see below). For examples 
with agreement markers, cf. §4.4.7. 

  Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

DEM1 proximity bə́ à bɩ̀ 
DEM2 distance wà wà kwǎ̃ 
DEM3 (m?) mà171 mà 

Table 34. Demonstrative proforms172 

All three varieties have one demonstrative proform indicating proximity (‘this, these’). 
However, the form in Gʋyʋma differs from the ones in Deeləmə and Gwaandama. With 
the demonstratives denoting distance (‘that, those’), kwǎ̃ in Gwaandama, which is 
exclusively found in [B-N1] to [B-N4], is particularly interesting. The demonstrative 
proform is noteworthy not only because it has suffix agreement markers, unlike all other 
demonstrative proforms with agreement prefixes, but also because it has a rising contour 
tone which is unique in Nʋngʋrama (cf. §2.2). The demonstrative proform mà in both 
Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama shortens to m when followed by the clause final marker =nà 
(§3.8.9). Two examples suggest that this also happens in Deeləmə (examples (283) in 
§4.2.1 and (549) in §6.3.2). However, no full form is attested in the data.  

The semantic distinction of the demonstrative proforms denoting distance is not yet clear. 
The proforms are generally translated as ‘that’ or ‘those’, sometimes (but not consistently) 
with an additional notion such as ‘far away but still visible’ for -wà in Deeləmə or 
‘previously mentioned, out of sight’ for -mà in Gʋyʋma. It is currently unknown whether 
these distinctions also apply to Gwaandama, as the demonstrative proforms are not 
translated with any additional information in the data. 

In all three varieties, demonstratives can also be used to convey the notion of definiteness. 
However, in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, the definite marker is more commonly used (cf. 
§3.8.5). 

The following three examples give an impression of how demonstrative forms behave in 
a noun phrase. More examples can be found in the chapter on agreement, cf. §4.4.7.  

 Deeləmə    
(125)  yàpɩ́l wɩ́-wà   
 sheep.3 3-DEM2   
 ‘that sheep’ 

 
 

171 In some cases, translated as ‘this’, e.g. in Newman/Newman (1977b: 71). In addition, it 
sometimes does not agree with the head noun.  
172 There are only a few examples of demonstrative proforms in the published sources on Gʋyʋma. 
Exceptions, with hardly more than one instance each, are Newman/Newman (1977b: 71), B. 
Newman (1978: 33) and [WL-G2]. Sources for Gwaandama: Hiraki 1986: 122, 133, [WL-N1, B-
N1, B-N, S-N4]. In Kleinewillinghöfer (1994/2014), ḭya̰ and ḭyṵ are given for ‘this’ and ‘that’ in 
Gwaandama respectively. 
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 Gʋyʋma    
(126)  ná-ká ɩ ̃́k-à   
 hand-KA.7.REF 7-DEM1   
 ‘this hand’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(127)  gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y-á yí-bì hà síné-yə́ 
 woman-Y.1-REF 1-DEM1 COP long-1 
 ‘this woman is tall’ [S-N3] 

 

3.6.6 Interrogative proforms 
Interrogative words can belong to different parts-of-speech classes, and not all of them 
are proforms (Schachter/Shopen 2007: 33). In Nʋngʋrama, interrogative proforms and 
interrogative particles can be distinguished. The latter are described in §3.8.6.4 and 
§7.2.4.2. Interrogative proforms agree with their head noun and stand in place of the 
modifier they inquire about.  

The following table provides an overview of interrogative proforms. It should be noted 
that in Gʋyʋma, the interrogative word for ‘whose?’ may be a particle, but there is 
insufficient data to confirm this definitely.  

 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

‘which?’ yà yà yì173 
‘how many/much?’ nà-X-bánà nà-X-bà nà-X-bɩ̀ 
‘whose?’ wà wada wɩ̀ 

Table 35. Interrogative proforms  
(X = agreement marker) 

The following examples give an impression of how interrogative proforms are used in a 
clause. For more details and examples, cf. §4.4.8.  

 Deeləmə    
(128)  zwá-y yá-yà   
 child-Y.1 1-which   
 ‘which child?’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(129)  bɩ̀l-á=ʋ̀ nà-á-bà   
 money-A.6.REF=DEF NUM-6-how.much   
 ‘how much money?’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(130)  yɩ́l-ká ká-yɩ̀   
 road-KA.7.REF 7-which   
 ‘which road?’ 

 
173 The examples from Gwaandama exhibit varying tones, making it difficult to discern the 
underlying tone. The low tone is the most frequently used.  
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3.6.7 Relative clause marker 
The relative clause marker introduces a relative clause. In Nʋngʋrama, it agrees with the 
head noun through an agreement marker. In Deeləmə and Gwaandama, the relative clause 
markers are most likely simply vowels with which an agreement marker has merged (with 
two exceptions in Gwaandama). However, in Gʋyʋma, the situation is more complex. I 
propose that Gʋyʋma also has an underlying vowel, possibly -à, which has completely 
merged with the prefixing agreement markers in six of nine cases, i.e. the relative clause 
marker is no longer recognisable. The assumption of a relative marker à in Gʋyʋma is 
supported by several reasons. First, it is consistent with the corresponding forms in 
Deeləmə and Gwaandama. Second, all other proforms in Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama have prefixing agreement markers. Third, in Gʋyʋma, the same agreement 
markers are used with demonstrative proforms and the interrogative proform ‘which’ (cf. 
§4.4.7 and 4.4.8).174 

 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

relative clause marker è à (?) á 
Table 36. Relative clause marker 
The examples give an impression of the relative marker following the head noun. The 
comparison of the two Gʋyʋma examples clearly shows that it is difficult to define the 
underlying relative marker.  

 Deeləmə    
(131)  yɩ́r-á yè   
 woman-F.1.DEF 1.REL   
 ‘the woman who…’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(132)  bə̀lı ̃́-w ũ   
 cow-W.3 3.REL   
 ‘a cow that…’ 

  
(133)  bə̀lı ̃́-hè áhà   
 cow-HA.4 4.REL   
 ‘cows that…’ 

 
 
 

 
174 Another possibility is that the relative clause marker is a (nasal) vowel Í-/Ḭ́-. In three cases, it 
would then take on some properties of the following agreement marker: In agreement class 3, it 
would take the properties [+round] and [+back] from the approximant /w/: /Ḭ́-w/ à [ʋ́̃], in 
agreement classes 4 and 6 it would copy the properties of the vowel in the agreement marker: 
/Í-hÀ/ à [áhà] and /Í-À/ à [á]. If the relative marker were indeed a nasal vowel Í-/Ḭ́-, then the 
fricative /h/ in agreement class 4 would be permeable, i.e. it would allow one vowel to assimilate 
to another, unlike the plosives /k/ and /t/: [ɩ ̃́kà] and [ɩ ̃́tà] (although in agreement class 7 the vowel 
is rendered differently in the various sources, e.g. ɩ ̃́kà in my own data, but ãka and ãki in [S-G2] 
and ĩke and ĩka in [S-G1]). In both scenarios, the nasalisation of some of the portmanteau 
morphemes cannot be explained, regardless of whether the relative marker is -à or Í-/Ḭ́-. 
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 Gwaandama    
(134)  yì-b-ə́  bá   
 person-B.2-REF 2.REL   
 ‘the people who…’ 

For a complete list of the relative clause marker with all agreement targets, cf. §4.4.1. 
Further examples and details are provided in §4.4.9.  

 

3.7 Numerals 
3.7.1 General remarks 
Numerals can be divided into two categories: cardinal numerals, which are used as 
attributes of a noun, and ordinal numerals, which “typically identify the position a given 
member of a set occupies relative to other members of the same set” (Stolz/Veselinova 
2013).  

In Nʋngʋrama, the functional domains differ between these classes and their 
morphosyntactic behaviour in a noun phrase also varies considerably (cf. §4.4.3 and 
§4.4.5). As a result, they are described in separate chapters below.  

 

3.7.2 Cardinal numerals 
The following table provides an overview of the numerals from ‘one‘ to ‘hundred‘ in the 
three varieties.175  

  Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

‘1’ kàlɩ́wà nàkàl kàlɩ́là 
‘2’ nàkwá̃ nàsɩ̀r nàtsɩ́r 
‘3’ nàsár nàkwàyɩ́ nàkwɩ̀ 
‘4’ nàɲɩ́r nàɲɩ̀r nàɲɩ́r 
‘5’ nàɲɔ́ nàɲɔ́ nàɲɔ̀ 
‘6’ sátàn nàkə́nàkwàyɩ́ nàkə́nàkwɩ̀ 
‘7’ ɲɩ́nàsɩ́r ɲɩ́nàkwàyɩ́ ɲɩ́rnàkwɩ̀ 
‘8’ ɲɩ̀tɩ́n ɲítìn ɲɩ́tɩ̀n 
‘9’ ʋ́nàɲɔ́ ʋ́nàɲɩ́r ɲɩ́nàɲɔ́ ɲɩ́rnàɲɔ̀ 
‘10’ kô nwɔ̂m / gûm kʋ́wɩ̀r176 
‘11’ kô yɩ́r kàlɩ́wà nwɔ́m yɩ́rʋ̀ nàkàl kuwɩr yɩr kalɩla 
‘12’ kô yɩ́r nàkwá̃ nwɔ́m yɩ́rʋ̀ nàsɩ̀r kuwɩr yɩr natsɩr 
‘15’ kô yɩ́r nàɲɔ́ nwɔ́m yɩ́rʋ̀ nàɲɔ́ kuwɩr yɩr naɲwa 

 
175 For a detailed description of the numeral system in all Nʋngʋrama varieties, cf. Vigeland 
(2020a).  
176 Also kʋ̀wàr (e.g. in Hiraki 1986, [S-N1]). 
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‘20’ kʋ́tə̀nátə̀kwá̃ nátə́sɩ̀r nanatsɩr 
‘30’ kʋ́tə̀nátə̀sár nátə́kwàyɩ́ nanakwi 
‘100’ kúlòw/kʋ́lə̀ kàlɩ́wà púlə̀wè kulə kalɩwa 
‘1000’ táwnɔ̀ átáwná tawnawa kalɩwa 

Table 37. Cardinal numerals177 
Many of the lower numerals have a lexeme-initial morpheme nà-.178 This is referred to as 
a numeral marker (NUM), which precedes the numeral root. Diachronically, there are two 
possible explanations for the origin of this morpheme. First, it can be argued that it is the 
root of the lexeme ‘hand’ na-179, which was used for counting, possibly in the sense of ‘X 
items from a hand’. Secondly, the numeral marker could be derived from the lexeme for 
‘thing’, nàà in Deeləmə and nɩ̀á in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, which was originally used 
for general counting (‘thing one, thing two, thing three…‘). The term was then later 
lexicalised (for more details, cf. Vigeland 2020a: 222f.).  

All three varieties use the root kal for numeral ‘one’, but otherwise derive the numeral 
differently. Gʋyʋma adds the numeral marker nà-, while Deeləmə and Gwaandama add 
an epenthetic vowel and a different agreement marker each. The agreement marker is 
lexicalised in general counting, but changes in a noun phrase according to the NF class 
of the head noun. The numeral marker is added to the numeral roots in ‘two’ to ‘five’. 
The reversal of the numerals ‘two’ and ‘three’ is striking, as Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama 
display a different order than Deeləmə. It is assumed that Deeləmə still retains the original 
order (cf. Vigeland 2020a: 240). Numeral ‘six’ is probably a compound in Deeləmə, 
although the origin of -tàn is unknown. In Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, ‘six’ is more 
complex, consisting of the lexeme ‘hand’ naka, the numeral marker na- and the root for 
‘three’. This could be translated to mean ‘three of each hand’. Similarly, the numeral 
‘seven’ is also a compound, combining the numerals ‘four’ and ‘three’, with the latter 
having different roots in the varieties due to the interchange of the numerals ‘two’ and 
‘three’. The numeral ‘eight’ is derived from the root ‘four’ and an unknown 
morpheme -tɩn, which may functions as a reduplicator (compare ‘six’ in Deeləmə). The 
numeral ‘nine’ is a compound of ‘four’ and ‘five’ in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, but of 
‘five’ and ‘four’ in Deeləmə. The vowel ʋ́- that appears before both numerals in Deeləmə 
remains unexplained.180 The only simplex numeral is ‘ten’, which has ‘Adamawa’ origin 
in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, according to Pozdniakov (2018: 168). Gʋyʋma uses two 
different lexemes: nwɔ̂m has an unknown origin, while gûm is most likely borrowed from 
the Chadic language Dera. 

The numerals from ‘eleven’ to ‘nineteen’ all follow the same structure: the numeral ‘ten’, 
a connecting morpheme yɩ́r/yɩ́rʋ̀ and the single numeral. Variations between the different 

 
177 Sources for Gwaandama: Sabe 2014: 49, Kleinewillinghöfer 2014a and own data. 
178 The vowel is often lengthened, but since vowel length is not distinctive, it is not marked.  
179 ná- in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, nà- in Gʋyʋma. 
180 In Kleinewillinghöfer’s (2014a) wordlist, the numeral ‘nine’ in Deeləmə is given as naanyɔ́̃ 
nənyìr, whereas in Kɔlama, a vowel is inserted before both numerals: énàànyɔ́ inéényìr. 
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varieties occur from ‘twenty’ to ‘ninety’. In Deeləmə, a nominalisation of ‘ten’ kʋ́tà, the 
plural of ‘hand’ nátà (both weakening the last vowel to a schwa) and the single numeral 
‘two’, ‘three’, etc. are combined. Gʋyʋma also uses the lexeme ‘hands’ with a single 
numeral, but has no nominalisation of ‘ten’, while Gwaandama reduplicates the numeral 
marker na- before the numeral. For ‘hundred’, both Deeləmə and Gwaandama combine 
a nominalisation of ‘ten’ (but with a different suffix than before) with ‘one’, while 
Gʋyʋma has an invariable lexeme that includes a lexicalised NF class suffix. Deeləmə 
and Gʋyʋma share the same lexeme for ‘thousand’, while Gwaandama uses the same root 
with a lexicalised agreement suffix as well as ‘one’.  

For information on agreement marking on cardinal numerals, cf. §4.4.5.  

 

3.7.3 Ordinal numerals 
Most ordinal numerals are derived from the corresponding cardinal numerals, except 
those for ‘first’ in the three varieties and perhaps ‘second’ in Deeləmə. The latter is kʋ́r-, 
which may resemble the cardinal numeral root kwá̃ ‘two’, but is more likely to be a 
suppletive form with no etymological link. The lexemes ʃíngə́rə́- (Deeləmə) and cɩ́ngɩ́rɩ́- 
(Gʋyʋma) for ‘first’ both derive from the verb ‘to begin, to start’.  

The means of derivation for all other ordinal numerals vary in the varieties and will be 
illustrated in the following sections. Agreement marking on ordinal numerals is 
exemplified in §4.4.3.  

 

Deeləmə 
Deeləmə utilises a derivational suffix -yá, which is added to the numeral stems to derive 
the ordinal numerals from ‘second’ to ‘fifth’. Numerals from ‘sixth’ to ‘ninetieth’ do not 
require this suffix. 

 Ordinal numeral Form of derivation 

‘first’ ʃíngə́rə́ suppletion 
‘second’ kʋ́r-yá suppletion and derivational marker 
‘third’ sár-yá derivational marker 
‘sixth’ sátàn no marking 
‘tenth’ kô no marking 

Table 38. Ordinal numerals in Deeləmə 
 

Gʋyʋma 
To derive ordinal numerals in Gʋyʋma, the numeral stems of ‘two’ to ‘ten’ follow the 
derivational prefix ná-. However, the ordinal numeral ‘first’ and all those above ‘tenth’ 
do not require this marker.  
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 Ordinal numeral Form of derivation 

‘first’ kɩ̀làwʋ̀̃ / cɩ́ngɩ́rɩ́ suppletion 
‘second’ ná-nàsɩ̀r derivational marker 
‘third’ ná-nàkwàyɩ́ derivational marker 
‘tenth’ ná-nwɔ̂m derivational marker 
‘eleventh’ nwɔ̂m yɩ́rʋ̀ nàkàl no marking 
‘twentieth’ nátɩ́sɩ̀r no marking 

Table 39. Ordinal numerals in Gʋyʋma 
 

Gwaandama 
Gwaandama, like Deeləmə, has a derivational suffix -yá, which is added to the numerals 
‘second’ and ‘third’. There is no information in the data about the following numerals up 
to ‘ninth’. Ordinal numerals from ‘tenth’ onwards add a suffix -yá, which has the same 
form as the derivational suffix, but is more likely to be an agreement marker of AGR class 
1 (see example (346) in §4.4.3). That Gwaandama may not have a derivational marker 
with ordinal numeral ‘tenth’ or above is not surprising when compared with Deeləmə and 
Gʋyʋma. However, until more data is available, a final conclusion is not possible. 

 Ordinal numeral Form of derivation 

‘first’ káwʋ́ndá / cɩ́ngɩ́rɩ́ suppletion 
‘second’ tsír-yá derivational marker 
‘third’ kúr-yá derivational marker 
‘tenth’ kʋ̀wàr no marking (?) 
‘twelfth’ kùwɩ̀r yɩr nàtsɩ́r no marking (?) 

Table 40. Ordinal numerals in Gwaandama 
 

3.8 Particles 
3.8.1 General remarks 
Particles refer to uninflected items with very diverse functional roles, syntactical 
behaviour, semantics and structures (Zwicky 1985: 290f., Schachter/Shopen 2007: 44). 
Nevertheless, they are all grouped together in this chapter for the purpose of this thesis.  

 

3.8.2 Comitative =nA 
The comitative clitic =nA is used in constructions denoting possession. In Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama, it is only attested in examples of possessive predicates, while in Deeləmə it 
also occurs with possessive pronouns. The comitative does not have an inherent tone but 
takes on a polar tone to the preceding TBU and falls within the domain of the ATR vowel 
harmony of the preceding morpheme. In Gwaandama, the vowel of the comitative in 
[-ATR] environments is [ɩ] rather than [a]. 

The following examples illustrate the use of the comitative. Additional examples of the 
comitative in possessive predication can be found in chapter §7.3.2.4.  
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 Deeləmə    
(135)  mɩ̀yá-há ɲí=nə̀   
 goat-HA.DEF 1SG=COM   
 ‘I have goats’ 

  
(136)  bátɩ́r-l-à lá-mʋ̀=ná   
 battery-L.5-REF 5-2SG.POSS=COM   
 ‘your battery (with you)’ 

 
(137)  bátɩ́r á-bʋ̀=ná   
 battery.6 6-3PL.POSS=COM   
 ‘their batteries (with them)’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(138)  hà=gá bɩ́-l-á ɲí=nè=gè  
 COP=NEG money-L-REF 1SG=COM=NEG  
 ‘I don’t have money’ 

  
 Gwaandama     

(139)  wé ɲú há=nɩ̀ mɩ̀yá-há nà-hà-tsɩ́r 
 father 1SG.POSS COP=COM goat-HA.4.REF NUM-4-two 
 ‘my father has two goats’ 

 

3.8.3 Adpositions 
3.8.3.1 General remarks 
Adpositions are “grammatical tools that mark the relationship between two parts of a 
sentence” (Hagège 2010: 8). They govern complements such as pronouns, nouns or noun 
phrases and form adpositional phrases with them. Adpositions introduce new oblique 
arguments with notions such as location, relationship/accompaniment or instrument and 
thus provide information “about the semantic role of an adjacent noun phrase in the 
clause” (Payne 1997: 86). Depending on their syntactical position, they are called 
prepositions or postpositions.  

Nʋngʋrama has at least two prepositions and several postpositions that occur frequently 
in the data and are discussed in the following subchapters. One preposition conveys an 
instrumental and accompaniment notion, while the second preposition indicates spatial 
relationships that include “most essentially the location, direction, or goal of the event 
denoted by the verb of the clause” (DeLancey 2005: 187). All postpositions have specific 
spatial meanings.  

 
3.8.3.2 Instrumental preposition nə̀/né 
The preposition nə̀ (in Deeləmə and Gwaandama)/né181 (in Gʋyʋma) has an instrumental 
role, adding “a participant that the agent uses to act on the patient” (Andrews 2007b: 

 
181 Shortened to n in Newman (1976, 1978). 
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140).182 In other words, the preposition adds an argument that is the tool the agent is using 
to perform an action or that is the means to move somewhere (cf. examples (141), (144) 
and (145)). It is also used with verbs such as ‘go’ or ‘come’. In this case, the new 
participant is not necessarily involved in the act of moving but rather has the connotation 
of an accompaniment (cf. examples (140) and (142)) and could thus be referred to as 
‘comitative’. However, to avoid confusion with the comitative marker described in 
§3.8.2, it is glossed as ‘instrumental’ in all cases.  

 Deeləmə    
(140)  bə́-zʋ́ nə̀ cá-há  
 3PL-go.VEN  INST hoe-HA.DEF  
 ‘they came with hoes’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(141)  ń-zà zɩ̀-ká-yɔ̂w né kèké-w-á 
 1SG.FUT-go town-KA.REF-PP.inside.DEF INST Keke-W-REF 
 ‘I will go to town by Keke183’ 

 
(142)  bà-zʋ́ né ɟí-té  

 3PL-go.VEN INST arrow-TA.REF  
 ‘they came with arrows’ 

  
(143)  n-haw-na-m n gaw ah-a 

 1SG.FUT-spear-PLU=2SG.OBJ INST spear.4 4-DEM1 
 ‘I’ll spear you with these spears’ (Newman 1976: 49) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(144)  àw-tá nà=bə̀-bíkə́ nə̀ bùngə́l-w-ē 
 soup-TA.REF PROG=3PL-make INST Bungəlwe-W-REF 
 ‘they used to make the soup with Bungəlwe’ [B-N4] 

  
(145)  nə́-wàkà mí-l-ə́ nə̀ dwà-m-à 
 1SG-wash body-L-REF INST water-M-REF 
 ‘I wash myself with water’ 

 
 
 
 

 
182 The instrumental preposition is identical in form to the coordinating conjunction nə̀ in Deeləmə 
and Gwaandama (§5.3) and is also similar in form to the comitative =nA (§3.8.3). All of them are 
also formally similar to the pluractional verb extension. Taken together, they have been described 
as a “verb suffix” in B. Newman (1978: 30). However, they have very different functions: the 
pluractional is a derivational suffix that attaches directly to the verb root, the comitative marker 
is a clitic that attaches phonologically to any lexeme preceding it, the instrumental is a preposition 
that forms an adpositional phrase and the coordinating conjunction combines noun phrases with 
each other.  
183 A Keke is a three-wheeled motor vehicle commonly used for public transportation in Nigeria. 
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3.8.3.3 Spatial preposition á 
The preposition á indicates general spatiality or unspecific locational conditions. It occurs 
in both static and dynamic situations and can thus have various translations in English 
depending on the context, such as ‘in’, ‘at’, ‘from’, etc.184 The following examples 
illustrate the use of the preposition to form an adpositional phrase.  

 Deeləmə    
(146)  bə́-zə̀ bə́-fə̀ gɩ̀ngɩ́rɩ́-l-à  
 3PL-went 3PL-found frog-L-REF  
     
 á sə́kə́-w-è   
 SPAT jar-W-REF   
 ‘they [went, they] found a frog in a jar’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(147)  di ɲin bə n-daw-a=ɩ ̃
 and 1SG COMPL 1SG.FUT-wait-FV=3SG.OBJ 
     
 a ma-m mi-l-e185  
 SPAT water-M body-L-REF  
 ‘and as for me, I will wait for him at the tamarind tree’ (J. Newman 1978: 92) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(148)  bá-ꜜɲɩ́m-d-â  yáká-l-á  
 3PL.IMP-receive-RLT-FV corn-L-REF  
     
 á dù̃ Gwà̃dà=nà  
 SPAT man.Y Gwan=CF  
 ‘they would receive the corn from the Gwaanda man’ [B-N1] 

Adpositional phrases that indicate specific spatial relations are discussed in the following 
chapter. They usually include the spatial preposition á. 

 

3.8.3.4 Spatial postpositions  
Nʋngʋrama exhibits several postpositions to indicate specific spatial relations. The 
adpositional phrases in which they occur can optionally add the spatial preposition á. The 
semantics and syntactical positions are summarised in the following table.  

 

 
184 See also Littig (2020), whose survey of spatial adpositions in ‘Adamawa’ languages shows 
that almost all languages investigated have a general adposition expressing spatiality. Some of 
these languages have a form similar to the Nʋngʋrama preposition, e.g. à in Nganha Mbum, and 
á in Mumuye (2020: 286). Cf. Kleinewillinghöfer (1991: 103) and Lukas (1954/1956: 103, 167) 
who report a neutral locative formation with à in Waja and a in Tula. It is possible that this general 
spatial adposition originated from Hausa à ‘at, in, on, during’.  
185 The term for ‘tamarind tree’ is a genitive that literally translates to ‘water of body’.  
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  

‘inside X’ (á) X-yÀ (á) X-yÁ (á) X=ɲI186 
(á) X fò̃ (á) X fè ? 

‘on X’ (á) X-rÀ (á) X-rÀ (á) X-rA187 
‘under X’ (á) X ʃɔ́w (á) X sé (á) X tsì 
‘on top of X, above’ (á) X dùɲì (á) X dé (á) X dùɲì 

Table 41. Spatial postpositions188 
The postpositions ‘inside’ and ‘on’ phonologically attach to the preceding complement, 
changing the vowel according to the ATR vowel harmony of that complement. In 
Gwaandama, the postposition =ɲI is a clitic that attaches to the last element of the 
complement, while the postpositions -yÀ/-yÁ in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma and -rÀ/-rA in all 
varieties are suffixes that attach to the head of the complement. This poses an analytical 
problem as adpositions are not derivational elements and therefore cannot be affixes. 
However, with the available data, this issue cannot be resolved. Therefore, they will be 
provisionally referred to as postpositions. The remainder of this chapter will examine the 
postpositions and the cases of phonological attachment. 

There are two different postpositions with the meaning ‘inside’ in both Deeləmə and 
Gʋyʋma, while only one postposition for ‘inside’ is attested in Gwaandama. In Deeləmə 
and Gʋyʋma, vowels preceding the postposition -yÀ in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma assimilate 
to the approximant /y/ by becoming a high front vowel (cf. §2.1.3.4). The following two 
examples illustrate this. All other examples do not indicate this type of assimilation, as it 
seems to be the speaker’s choice and mostly occurs in fast speech. 

Deeləmə   
/sə́kə́-wÀ-yÀ/ [sə́kə́-wí-yə̀] ‘inside the jar’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/zɩ́-kÁ-yÁ/ [zɩ́-kɩ́-yá] ‘in town’ 

The postpositions for ‘inside’ are illustrated in the following examples. 

 Deeləmə    
(149)  á-yú=wé sə́kə́-wə́-yə̀   
 3SG-come.out=VEN jar-W-REF.DEF-PP.inside   
 ‘it [the frog] came out of the (inside of the) jar’ 

 
(148)  sɔ́̃-hà á  zɩ́-kà-yà  

 dog-HA SPAT village-KA-PP.inside  
 ‘dogs in the village’ 

  
 

 
186 The clitic has a polar tone to the tone of the preceding TBU. 
187 The suffix copies the tone of the preceding TBU. 
188 Sources for Gʋyʋma: Newman/Newman 1977b: 32, [WL-G1] and own data. Sources for 
Gwaandama: Hiraki 1986: 189, [S-N3] and own data. 
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(150)  á ʃwá-w-à fò̃  
 SPAT house-W.REF PP.inside  
 ‘inside the house’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(151)  á zɩ́-ká-yá=ʋ̀   
 SPAT town-KA.REF-PP.inside=DEF   
 ‘in(side) the town’ 

 
(150)  sɩ́r-há á tɩ́-ká-yá=ʋ̀  

 bee-HA.REF SPAT tree-KA.REF-PP.inside=DEF  
 ‘bees inside the tree’ 

  
(153)  a-za fa Nungeye-w-e a ma-m-a-ye 
 3SG-go find hippo-W-REF SPAT water-M-REF-PP.inside 
 ‘s/he went and found Hippo in the water […]’ (J. Newman 1978: 104) 

 
(154)  a-gub nɩya-m-a fe  
 3SG-hold memory-M-REF PP.inside  
 ‘he kept it in his mind’ (Gen 37, 11) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(155)  á kùnyì-lè=ɲí=ù   
 SPAT bush-L-PP.inside-DEF   
 ‘in(side) the bush’ [S-N3] 

 
(156)  sù̃-hé dzə̀-kə̀=ɲí=ù   
 dog-HA.REF village-KA=PP.inside=DEF   
 ‘dogs in the village’ 

 
(157)  à=dwálà ɲú-e ĩ-yù nà-à-tsɩ̂r 

 3SG=lose tooth-A.6 6-3SG.POSS NUM-6-two 
     
 á kùn-lè=ɲí=ù   
 SPAT fight-LA=PP.inside=DEF  
 ‘s/he lost two of his/her teeth in the fight’ (Hiraki 1986: 189) 

In Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, -yÀ is a suffix, while in Gwaandama, =ɲI is a clitic that attaches 
to the rightmost position of the noun phrase. This difference becomes evident when 
attributes are added to form a noun phrase, as shown in the following examples. In the 
Gʋyʋma example (158), the suffix attaches to the head noun and not the numeral 
following it, whereas in the Gwaandama example (159), the clitic attaches to the last 
element of the noun phrase (cf. §6.3.4 for other positions of the clitic). 

 Gʋyʋma     
(158)  á-bʋ́l wàsɩ́ká-w-á=ʋ̀ á tálà-w-yà nà-wʋ̀-kàl 
 3SG-write letter-W-REF=DEF SPAT time-W.3-PP.inside NUM-3-one 
 ‘s/he wrote the letter in an hour’ (lit. at the inside of an hour) 
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 Gwaandama    
(159)  bə̀-fá dzwá-b bérè-bé=ù  
 3PL-find child-B.2 many-2=DEF  
     
 á dzɩ̀-m mwárá-m=ɲɩ́  
 SPAT city-M.9 big-9-PP.inside  
 ‘many children are found in big cities’ (Hiraki 1986: 191) 

The spatial adposition for ‘on’ is another phonologically dependent suffix, as 
demonstrated in the following examples. 

 Deeləmə    
(160)  á cá̃-kà-rà   
 SPAT leg-KA-PP.on   
 ‘on the leg’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    
(161)  á cáw-tá-rà=ʋ̀   
 SPAT leg-TA.REF-PP.on=DEF   
 ‘on the legs’ 

 
(160)  ɟɩ́ɟá-w-á=ʋ̀ á-yá=wá á wíndó-w-rè 
 dog-W.3-REF=DEF 3=fall=VEN SPAT window-W-PP.on 
     
 né kwé̃kə́-l-é=ù   
 INST jug-L-REF=DEF   
 ‘the dog fell out of the window with the jug’ 

 
 Gwaandama     
(163)  dáw tákàdā-hā á tébùr-w-ə̀-rè189 wá-mà 
 keep book-HA SPAT table-W.3-REF-PP.on 3-DEM3 
 ‘keep the books on that table!’ (Hiraki 1986: 172) 

The marker -rA ‘on’ has an allomorph -dA that occurs after the alveolar approximant /l/ 
and the bilabial nasal /m/ in all three varieties (cf. §2.1.1).190  

 Deeləmə    
(164)  bə́-bù á gʋ́bá-l-dà  
 3PL-climb SPAT stone-L-PP.on  
 ‘they climbed onto the a stone’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    
(165)  á ywɩ́-l-dà   
 SPAT breast-L-PP.on   
 ‘on the breast’ [S-G2] 

 

 
189 Actually tébùrwùrè.  
190 There may be a connection to the general spatiality marker in some Samba-Duru languages, 
such as rú in Kolbila, dú in Samba Leeko and other similar forms in Doyayo, Beiya, Riitime and 
Kobom (Littig 2018). 
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(166)  á thwakɩ-m-dá   
 SPAT soil-M-PP.on   
 ‘on the soil’ [S-G2] 

 
 Gwaandama    
(167)  bə̀-búl hábá-ká nà=bə̀-bà yákâ-m-dá=ʋ̀ 
 3PL-strike fire-KA.REF PROG=3PL-put corn-M-PP.on-DEF 
 ‘they struck fire and then put (it) on the corn’ [B-N4] 

The postposition for ‘above’ is considered an independent morpheme due to its lack of 
harmony with the vowels of the preceding lexeme. In both Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, it 
is primarily found in lexicalised expressions in the data, as the following examples show.  

 Deeləmə    
(168)  á cá̃-ká-rà dùɲì  
 SPAT leg-KA.DEF-PP.on PP.above  
 ‘on top of the leg’ 

 
(169)  á sɔ́̃-w-à dùɲì  
 SPAT dog-W-REF PP.above  
 ‘on top of the dog’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    
(170)  ɲàlá-ká  dé    
 sun-KA.REF PP.above   
 ‘God’ (lit. above the sun) 

 
(171)  tã-da  dé    
 room-L PP.above   
 ‘roof’ [WL-G1] 

 
 Gwaandama    
(172)  yà dùɲì   
 place.A PP.above   
 ‘heaven’ 

 
(173)  hábá-ká dùɲì   
 fire-KA.REF PP.above   
 ‘hell’ [WL-N1] 

The postposition for ‘under’ is an independent morpheme, similar to ‘above’. The 
examples illustrate this.  

 Deeləmə    
(174)  á ʃà-kà ʃɔ́w  
 SPAT mountain-KA PP.under  
 ‘at the bottom of the mountain’ 
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 Gʋyʋma    
(175)  á tébúrù-w sé  
 SPAT table-W PP.under  
 ‘under a table’ 

 
(176)  á tɩ́-ká sé=ù191  
 SPAT tree-KA.REF PP.under=DEF  
 ‘under the tree’ 

 
 Gwaandama    
(177)  á yàtsʋ̀-w tsì  
 SPAT seat-W PP.under  
 ‘under a seat’ 

The independent postpositions can also precede the complement, which then become a 
noun with the NF class suffix W, thus forming a genitive construction. No semantic 
difference from the constructions shown above is confirmed. Examples are only attested 
for Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma. 

 Deeləmə    
(178)  á fò̃-wə̀ ʃwá-w-à  
 SPAT inside-W house-W-REF  
 ‘inside the house’ 

 
(179)  á ʃɔ́-wá ʃà-kà  
 SPAT under-W mountain-KA  
 ‘at the bottom of the mountain’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    
(180)  a fu-we zɩ-ka  
 SPAT inside-W snake-KA  
 ‘inside the snake’ [S-G2] 

 
(181)  a ridi-we192 ɟɩɟa-w-a  
 SPAT above-W dog-W-REF  
 ‘on top of the dog’ 

 
(182)  a risi-we lara-ha=ʋ193  
 SPAT under-W elephant-HA=DEF  
 ‘under the elephants’ [S-G2] 

The spatial expressions ‘next to/beside’, ‘behind’ and ‘in front of’ are conveyed through 
more complex constructions. The expressions are essentially adpositional phrases with 
the preposition á and a genitive construction that includes a body part or location and the 

 
191 It becomes [sôw] phonetically. 
192 It is not clear what ri- in this and the next example means. It may have derived from -rÀ ‘on’.  
193 The order is reversed in some examples, i.e. the nominalised postposition follows the 
complement, e.g. a tɩka risiweu ‘under the tree’ [S-G2]. After a nasal /m/, risiwe becomes disiwe, 
e.g. a tɩm disiweu ‘under the trees’ [S-G2] (cf. §2.1.1.1). 
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postposition -rÀ/-rA ‘on’ and in one instance in Deeləmə, the postposition -yÀ ‘inside’. 
These nouns with postpositions are lexicalised and are therefore treated as such in 
interlinearisation. The table below provides an overview of the morphosyntactic setup. 
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  Original source of 
the derivations 

‘next to X, beside X’  

(lit. on the side of X) 

á X bàngɔ̀rà 

(bàngà-w-à + -rÀ) 

á kʋ́ngɔ̀lɔ̀rà X 

(kʋngɩl-w-a + -rÀ) 

á bàngɔ̀rà X / X bə́lə́ 

(bàngà-w-à + -rA) 

‘side’  

‘behind X’ 

(lit. in/on the back of X) 

á X sékíyə̀ 

(sí-kə̀ + -yÀ) 

á zə́kə̀r(è) X 

(zə̀-ké + -rÀ) 

á dzə̀kə̀r(ə̀) X 

(dzɩ̀-kà + -rA)194 

‘back’ 

‘in front of X’ 

(lit. on the forehead of X) 

á X kábrà 

(kab-l-a + -rÀ) 

á kàbrà X 

(kab-l-á + -rÀ) 

á kàbrà X 

(kàb-l-à + -rA) 

‘forehead’ 

Table 42. Derived spatiality markers195

 
194 Note that in Gwaandama, the vowels in the lexicalised item for ‘behind’ differ from those in the underlying noun ‘back’. The reason for this is unclear. 
195 Sources for Gʋyʋma: [WL-G1, WL-G2] and own data. Sources for Gwaandama: [S-N3, WL-N1] and own data. 



 

130 
 

The spatial expressions in Deeləmə differ from those in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama in 
terms of syntax, as the word order is reversed. However, in Deeləmə, the ‘locative noun’ 
can be fronted to emphasise the location (cf. examples (187) and (188)). Similarly, the 
word order can also be changed in Gʋyʋma (cf. examples (189) and (190) as well as (194) 
and (195)) and Gwaandama (cf. (185) and (186) in which the lexeme for ‘next, beside’ 
differ, (191) and (192) as well as (196) and (197)). It is unclear whether emphasis is also 
the reason for the variation in word order in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama. This could be the 
subject of further research.  

The examples below demonstrate the use of the different adpositional phrases listed in 
the table above. 

Examples for ‘next to, besides’ are:  

 Deeləmə    
(183)  á yè bàngɔ̀rà  
 SPAT 3SG.POSS next  
 ‘at his/her side / next to him/her’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    
(184)  á kʋ́ngɔ̀lɔ̀rà yí-r-é=ù  
 SPAT next person-R-REF=DEF  
 ‘next to the person’ 

 
 Gwaandama    
(185)  tswá-w-á wà bàngɔ̀rà yɩ́l-ká 
 house-W.3-REF 3.REL next road-KA.REF 
 ‘a house beside the road’ (Hiraki 1986: 123) 

 
(186)  á gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y-á bə́lə́  
 SPAT wife-Y-REF next  
 ‘next to the wife’ [S-N3] 

Examples for ‘behind’ are:  

 Deeləmə    
(187)  á tɩ́-ká sə́kíyə̀  
 SPAT tree-KA.DEF behind  
 ‘behind the tree’ 

 
(188)  á sə́kíyə̀ tɩ́-ká  
 SPAT back tree-KA.DEF  
 ‘behind the tree’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    
(189)  a zəkəre belĩn-w-e  
 SPAT behind cow-W-REF  
 ‘behind the cow’ [S-G2] 
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(190)  kur yine zəkər  
 return 1SG.OBJ back  
 ‘get behind me’ (Mt 16, 23) (Longuda Bible Translation Society 1978) 

 
 Gwaandama    
(191)  á dzɩ́kɩ̀r tswá-w-á=ʋ̀  
 SPAT behind house-W-REF=DEF  
 ‘behind the house’ 

 
(192)  á yà-á dzíkìrə̀  
 SPAT place-A.REF behind  
 ‘behind the place’ [B-N1] 

Examples for ‘in front of’ are:  

 Deeləmə    
(193)  á ʃwá-w-à kábrà  
 SPAT house-W-REF front  
 ‘in front of the house’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma   
(194)  á kàbrà tɩ̀-kà=ʋ̀  
 SPAT front tree-KA=DEF  
 ‘in front of the tree’ 

 
(195)  a-kwab ma-m-a nɩ wakɩ-r  
 3SG-took water-M-REF and wash-RLT  
      
 na-a ye-e a ɲi-b-e kabra 
 hand-A.6 3SG.POSS-6 SPAT man-B-REF front 
 ‘he took water and washed his hands in front of the crowd’ (Mt 27, 24) 

(Longuda Bible Translation Society 1978) 
 

 Gwaandama    
(196)  dwɩ́-y-á=ʋ̀ hà kàbrà tswá-w-á=ʋ̀ 
 man-Y-REF=DEF COP front house-W-REF=DEF 
 ‘the man is in front of the house’ 

 
(197)  ɲʋ́sʋ̀m-b-á nà=bə-àrà gə́  
 elder-B-REF PROG=3PL-agree NEG  
     
 nà=bə̀-dzì bàtɩ́rà-w kàbrà=gá  
 PROG=3PL-go European-W front=NEG  
 ‘the elders avoided meeting the European face to face’ (lit. the elders did not 

agree to go in front of the European) [B-N4] 
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3.8.4 Conjunctions 
Conjunctions function as connectors for lexemes, phrases and clauses. Coordinating 
conjunctions, such as ‘and’, ‘but’ and ‘or’ “assign equal rank to the conjoined elements” 
(Schachter/Shopen 2007: 45). Clause coordination with coordinating conjunctions (and 
the lack thereof) is discussed in §7.4.2, while coordination of noun phrases is described 
in §5.3. Subordinating conjunctions “assign unequal rank to the conjoined elements, 
marking one of them as subordinate to the other” (Schachter/Shopen 2007: 45). There are 
three kinds of subordinate conjunctions that also occur in Nʋngʋrama:  

- complementisers (e.g. ‘that’, ‘in order to’; cf. §7.4.3),  
- adverbialisers that mark an adverbial clause (e.g. ‘when’, ‘while’, ‘until’, ‘since’, 

‘if’; cf. §7.4.4), and  
- a relativiser (i.e. a marker to introduce a relative clause, cf. §3.6.7).  

In Nʋngʋrama, conjunctions usually precede the phrase or clause, except for the 
conjunction ‘if’.  

 

3.8.5 Definite particles =H and =Ù 
Many languages, especially African languages, have a definite marker or definite article, 
while the opposite, an indefinite marker, is often absent (Dryer 2007b: 152, Becker 2021: 
330). According to Hurford (1994: 34), “the source of (in-)definiteness in NPs is 
pragmatic, typically involving considerations such as whether the speaker presupposes 
the hearer can identify the referent of the NP concerned”. The primary function of definite 
articles is therefore to “mark the referent of the noun that they occur with as identifiable 
for all discourse participants” (Becker 2021: 93). This referential marking is one of three 
criteria that define articles as a cross-linguistic category. The other two criteria are the 
accompaniment of lexical referents, mostly nouns, and systematic distribution (Becker 
2021: 36ff.). 

In Nʋngʋrama, there are various ways of marking definiteness. Deeləmə differs from 
Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama in this regard. Deeləmə expresses definiteness mainly with 
demonstrative proforms (§3.6.5). However, it can also indicate definiteness by placing a 
high tone on the last TBU of the noun. This high tone may be a floating high tone =H, 
which is a remnant of a definite particle, but this is currently just a hypothesis. The 
following schema with tonal tiers as well as the corresponding examples (196) with (197) 
exemplify how the floating high tone replaces the low tone of the TBU.  

yɩr-a  à yɩr-a 

     

  L  L  H° à  L  L  H° 
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 Deeləmə    
(196)  yɩ̀r-à ʃɔ́m-à   

 woman-F mother-W   
 ‘a woman is a mother’ 

  
(197)  yɩ̀r-á ʃɔ́m-à   

 woman-F.DEF mother-W   
 ‘the woman is a mother’ 

The same tonal changes occur in examples below. 

(198)  ʃɔ́m-à hànɩ́-zə́kə́ zwá yá-yè 
 mother-W.3 3SG.IMP-like child.1 1-3SG.POSS 
 ‘a (every) mother loves her child’ 

  
(199)  ʃɔ́m-á hànɩ́-zə́kə́ zwá yá-yè 

 mother-W.3.DEF 3SG.IMP-like child.1 1-3SG.POSS 
 ‘the mother loves her child’ 

  
(200)  pɔ́-‘à ɩ ̃̀-bə́   

 thigh-A.6 6-DEM1   
 ‘these thighs’ 

  
(201)  pɔ́-‘á    

 thigh-A.DEF    
 ‘the thighs’ 

 
(202)  ɲám mwárá-wà   

 animal.3 big-3   
 ‘(an) elephant’ 

 
(203)  ɲám mwárá-wá   

 animal.3 big-3.DEF   
 ‘the elephant’ 

In Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, a segmental definite article =Ù196 is used to mark 
definiteness. This article has all referential functions as defined in Becker (2021: 99), i.e. 
deictic, anaphoric, recognitional, establishing, situationally unique, contextually unique, 
bridging and absolutely unique. The definite article cliticises to the referential suffix -A 

 
196 Newman and Newman (1977b: 18) interpret the definite marker as having the shape =wÙ in 
order to account for their proposed syllable structure, which always starts with a consonant: “In 
the word final position a sequence of a vowel and a high vocoid occurring in the postnuclear slot 
is interpreted as VCV, with a weak consonant […] (w) occurring between the vowels” 
(Newman/Newman 1977b: 18).  
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of a noun197 or the last element of a noun phrase or adpositional phrase, giving it scope 
over the entire phrase.198 

 Gʋyʋma    
(204)  dɛ́l bà-hár mwá-w mɩ́-l-é=ù199 

 when 3PL-COP.PST.NOM200 farm-W body-L-REF=DEF 
 ‘when they were at the farm…’ (lit. when they were at the body of the farm) 

(Newman/Newman 1977b: 70) 
  
(205)  mwá-y-á=ʋ̀ á-zù-né   

 woman-Y.1-REF=DEF 3SG-go-PLU   
 ‘the woman moved around’ 

  
(206)  gɩ́ngɩ́rɩ́-l-á=ʋ̀ á-yú=wé á kwè̃kə̀-l-é-yè=ù 

 frog-L.5-REF=DEF 5-come=VEN SPAT jug-L-REF-PP.inside=DEF 
 ‘the frog came out of the jug’ 

  
(207)  sɩ̀ngɩ́lá-w ʋ́̃ nà-sɩ̀r-wá=ʋ̀  

 sheep-W.3 3.REL NUM-two-3=DEF  
 ‘the sheep that is the second one’ 

  
(208)  dɩ́bà-ká sʋ́-kà=ʋ̀   

 shirt-KA.7.REF new-7=DEF   
 ‘the new shirt (e.g. among old shirts)’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(209)  á-wákà dzwı̃́-y-ə́=ù   
 3SG-wash child-Y-REF=DEF   
 ‘she washes the child’ [S-N2] 

  
(210)  ɲʋ̀ fílı ̃̀-lá=ʋ̀   

 eye.L.5 small-5=DEF   
 ‘the small eye’ [S-N3] 

  
(211)  dzì-kà mwárà-kà swí-kà=ʋ̀201  

 snake-KA.7 big-7 black-7=DEF  
 ‘the big black snake’ (Hiraki 1986: 149) 

  
(212)  bì-ɲálgɩ́ ɟɩ̀má-w-á=ʋ̀   

 3PL-sharpen knife-W-REF=DEF   
 ‘they sharpened the knife’ 

 
197 The REF particle is never absent when a definite article is added.  
198 Compare also Tula, as it has a definite marker with a “strong definite functionality” (lit. “starke 
definite Funktionalität”) (Elstermann 2021: 44) that also functions as a relative proform. Although 
its shape is not yet clear, it appears to be similar to that of Nʋngʋrama, i.e. -o or -u. 
199 mìlé=ù in Newman/Newman (1977b: 5). 
200 It is unclear why the copula used for nominal predicates is employed here.  
201 There is no indication of tone on the last vowel (i.e. =u) in the original source. However, since 
the article is generally marked with a low tone it is added here.  
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(213)   yʋ́ná ɲàlī gɩ̀ngɩ́rìsʋ́sʋ́-á nə̀ 
 such like toad-A COORD 
     
 cí nyàm-hà bɩ́rà-hà=ʋ̀  
 other animal-HA.4 many-4=DEF  
 ‘such as toads and many other animals‘ [B-N1] 

Because the article =Ù always attaches to a vowel but a hiatus is generally not possible 
in Nʋngʋrama, there are two ways to resolve it. The first method is to insert an 
approximant [w] between the two vowels. Sometimes, the preceding vowel partially 
assimilates to the vowel backness of the definite article, resulting in a back vowel (cf. 
§2.1.3.3 for more details). Compare the following examples with the phonetic form on on 
the right. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(214)  cìré̃-w-é=ù  [cìré̃wówù]  

 knife-W-REF=DEF    
 ‘the knife’    

   
(215)  zwá-b-á=ʋ̀  [zwábɔ́wʋ̀]  

 child-B-REF=DEF    
 ‘the children’    

With the second way, the vowel of the NF class suffix and the definite article merge, 
resulting in the occurrence of both a high and a low tone on a single syllable. The vowels 
influence each other, resulting in coalescence, i.e. they fuse and often “meet somewhere 
in the center” (Anyanwu 2008: 177) during the assimilation process. This second hiatus 
resolution tends to occur more frequently in lexemes with [+ATR] vowels than with 
[-ATR] vowels. Compare the phonetic forms of examples (216) and (217) below with 
those of examples (214) and (215). 

 Gʋyʋma    
(216)  cìré̃-w-é=ù  [cìré̃wô]  

 knife-W-REF=DEF    
 ‘the knife’    

   
(217)  zwá-b-á=ʋ̀  [zwábɔ̂]  

 child-B-REF=DEF    
 ‘the children’    

Whether the definite marker appears in its full form or merges with the preceding vowel 
is a matter of free variation. The full form occurs more often in elicited speech, whereas 
the merged form is more common in free speech. Throughout this thesis, the different 
hiatus resolution processes are therefore not depicted.  

In Gwaandama, the definite marker has a lower function load compared to Gʋyʋma. 
Further research is needed to determine if this is due to the nature of the data or if it can 
be quantitatively demonstrated. However, some examples in Gwaandama suggest, that 
phrases with quantifying attributes, such as ‘many’, ‘all’ and ‘every’, which are 
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considered to be inherently definite in many languages, can be marked with the definite 
clitic. This also applies to places and terms for ethnic groups, which Dryer (2007: 161) 
considers to be rather rare. No such occurrences were found in the Gʋyʋma data. 

 Gwaandama    
(218)  gʋ̀bá-á bɩ́r-a=ʋ̀   

 stone-A.6 many-6=DEF   
 ‘many stones‘ [S-N1] 

  
(219)  yì-b-ə̀ dzì-bə́=ù   

 people-B.2-REF all-2=DEF   
 ‘all people‘ [B-N1] 

  
(220)  cí Núngúrá-b-á=ù bándà mɩ̀r Gwà̃ndà-b-á=ʋ̀ 

 other Nʋngʋra-B.2-REF=DEF apart 1PL.SBJ Gwaanda-B.2-REF=DEF 
 ‘other Nʋngʋraba, apart from us Gwaanda people…’ [B-N1] 

  
(221)  ìn-dzî chı ̃̀nrí-á=ù   

 3SG-go Chinri-REF=DEF   
 ‘s/he would go to Chinri’ [B-N1] 

 

3.8.6 Verbal particles 
3.8.6.1 General remarks 
Verbal particles are verb adjuncts that are “a closed class of uninflected words that co-
occur with certain verbs” (Schachter/Shopen 2007: 44).  

In Nʋngʋrama, there are at least four verbal particles, two preceding the verb root and 
two following it. All four undergo verbal attraction and therefore cliticise onto the verb 
(or copula), forming a phonological unit with it. The table below summarises these 
particles, which are then described sequentially in the following chapters. 

Position Form Appellation 
preverbal *an= Strict relative 

na= Progressive 
postverbal =wÁ Ventive 

=ÀmÀ Completive 
Table 43. Verbal particles 
 

3.8.6.2 Strict relative *an= 
The particle *an= indicates that an event took place before or after another event. 
Following Comrie (1985: 65), this particle is referred to as ‘strict relative’ as it expresses 
time relative to a contextual reference point without indicating where this point of 
reference is in relation to the present time. It has merged with the subject agreement 
markers (cf. §4.4.10) in all cases that occur in the data. The only complete paradigm of 
portmanteau morphemes is available in Gwaandama.  
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Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

1SG.SR ? ? nán- 
2SG.SR ? ? màn- 
3SG.SR ı ̃́- ń- án- 
1PL.INCL.SR ? ? kàn- 
1PL.EXCL.SR ? ? kán- 
2PL.SR ? ? kàn- 
3PL.SR ? ? bàn- 

Table 44. Subject agreement markers with the preverbal strict relative marker202 
The particle may be reconstructed as *an= in Gwaandama. For example, the particle 
*an= and the subject agreement marker of 1SG nə́- have merged into nán. It is likely that 
the anteriority particle is inherently toneless since the tones of the merged forms are the 
same as those of the subject agreement markers. Additional data on Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma 
may provide more insight into the underlying form of the particle.  

The particle is used to form the pluperfect and it occurs in a construction that expresses 
temporal sequence. Two examples from Gwaandama are provided here, while additional 
examples can be found in §6.2.3 and §6.2.4. 

 Gwaandama    
(224)  bə́ nán-dáw=àmà bá-á=nà  

 if 1SG.SR-save=CPL money-A=CF  
     
 ná=nə́-ɲwà=àmá làkárgá-w-á=ʋ̀   
 PROG=1SG-buy=CPL book-W-REF=DEF   
 ‘if I had saved enough money [before], I would have bought the book’ (Sabe 

1995: 168) 
 
(225)  à-dʋ̀ná=nà án án-tʋ́ dzwá-b 

 3SG-look=CF and 3SG.SR-tell child-B 
 [After pouring water on the stones], he looked at it, and then he told the 

youth [to not fear]’ [B-N4] 

 

3.8.6.3 Progressive na= 
The particle na= expresses a progressive notion in the past. It can be added to factative 
clauses in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, but only to factative clauses with singular subjects 
in Gʋyʋma (cf. §6.3.4), and, additionally, it occurs with negated imperfective clauses (cf. 
§6.5). 

The preverbal particle does not bear inherent tone but copies it from the following subject 
agreement marker (cf. §2.2.2). There is no change in the ATR value of the particles, as 
ATR vowel harmony is progressive (cf. §2.2.5). 

 
202 Sources for Gwaandama: Sabe 1995: 168, 410f., [S-N2, B-N1]. 
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The table below displays the progressive particle that precedes the subject agreement 
markers. In two instances (2SG and 3PL in Deeləmə), the agreement marker is shortened 
to a consonant. The tone is then indicated only on the particle. In both Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama, the particle and the 3SG agreement marker have merged into a portmanteau 
morpheme. As there are no plural forms with the progressive particle in Gʋyʋma, the 
corresponding fields in the following table are shaded in grey. 
 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

PROG=1SG ná=nə́ ná=ná ná=nə́203 
PROG=2SG nà=m nà=nà nà=mə̀  
PROG=3SG/PROG.3SG ná=á nán/hán 204 nán 
PROG=1PL.INCL nà=kə̀  nà=kə̀ 
PROG=1PL.EXCL ná=kə́  ná=kə́ 
PROG=2PL ná=kə́  nà=kə̀205 
PROG=3PL nà=b  nà=bə̀ 

Table 45. Subject agreement markers with the preverbal progressive marker206 
At this stage, it is only possible to hypothesise about the source of the particle na=. The 
progressive is believed to have had a matrix clause with an object complement as its 
former underlying structure, as shown in the following figure. 

Matrix clause Object complement 

Subject agreement- Verb Subject agreement- Verb (Object) 
Figure 4. Possible former structure of the progressive 
The assumed underlying structure is consistent with constructions in Nʋngʋrama for 
expressing modality through lexical means. In these constructions, modal verbs take the 
place of the first verb (cf. §6.4). It is presumed that the verb that was replaced underwent 
a grammaticalisation process and became an auxiliary, although its lexical origin is not 
yet clear.207 As both subject agreement markers were identical, the first was considered 
obsolete and was dropped. Constructions with modal verbs exhibit such a dropping of the 
first subject agreement marker. The auxiliary was then attached to the following subject 
agreement marker and in some cases has even merged with it (3SG in Gʋyʋma and 

 
203 There is one exception in [S-N1] where the agreement marker takes a low tone: ná=nə̀-V. 
204 According to B. Newman (1978: 38), PROG.3SG is nán in the past and hán in the present. The 
latter “seems to have a sense of immediacy” (B. Newman 1978: 38). In another article, Newman 
and Newman (1974: 113) report that hán is only used to introduce “new characters in a narrative”. 
On the use of hán in discourse, see B. Newman (1978: 97f.).  
205 Sabe (1995: 405) depicts these forms with high tones as ná=kə́, but all other sources show low 
tones. The latter is more likely since the underlying agreement marker displays a low tone and 
the particle na= copies its tone. 
206 Sources for Gʋyʋma: Newman/Newman 1974: 113, B. Newman 1978: 41 and own data. 
Sources for Gwaandama: Sabe 1995: 405ff., [S-N2] and own data. 
207 Compare Tula, which has similar constructions with progressive meanings. In Tula, the 
auxiliary nɔ is used for past progressive notions (Hall 1954/1956: 159), while another auxiliary 
wɛ is used in the present progressive and can be translated as ‘to be/exist’ (Hall 1954/1956: 103). 
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Gwaandama). However, this hypothesis does not account for the fact that the auxiliary 
has no inherent tone and must therefore copy it from the following subject agreement 
marker. Furthermore, the split in Gʋyʋma remains unexplained. 

§6.3.4 contains several examples of the progressive particle’s usage. Therefore, only a 
few examples will be provided here.  

 Deeləmə    
(226)  ná=nə́-ʃwár gʋ́bá-l-à   
 PROG=1SG-throw stone-L-REF   
 ‘I was throwing a stone’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(227)  ná=ná-mwɔ̀m swá-w-á   
 PROG=1SG-build house-W-REF   
     
 dɩ́kɩ́m kùrù ɲu-wé yɩ́m-dà 
 when father.3 1SG.POSS-3 death-PP.inside 
 ‘I was building a house when my father died’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(228)  tò nán-tʋ́ Pɩ̀ságɩ̀n bə́ 
 so PROG.3SG-tell Pisagin COMPL 
 ‘so he was telling Pisagin that…’ [B-N4] 

 

3.8.6.4 Ventive =wÁ 
The ventive (or venitive) =wÁ is a verbal particle that indicates the direction of an action, 
which is a movement towards the deictic centre. According to B. Newman (1978: 33), it 
generally208  

indicates the terminal position of the agent of an action. It means that the action is 
[sic] begun (or carried out) away from where the paragraph thematic character is 
located, but terminated in the area where the thematic character is located.  

The following are examples of the ventive:  

 Deeləmə    
(229)  gɩ́ngɩ́rɩ́-l-à ı ̃́-yú=wə́ á sə́kə́-wí-yə̀ 
 frog-L.5-REF 5.SR-come.out=VEN SPAT jar-W-PP.inside  
 ‘the frog came out from inside the jar’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(230)  ɲín ń-zà̃ ń-tè=wé̃ yúwè̃ 
 1SG.SBJ 1SG.FUT-go.FV 1SG.FUT-stand=VEN.NPST far 
 ‘me, I will go and stand over there’ (B. Newman 1978: 34) 

 
 

 
208 For a detailed analysis of its semantics, cf. B. Newman (1978: 33ff.). 
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(231)  ba-ha=wa Banɟɩra   
 3PL-COP=VEN Banjira   
 ‘they are from Banjira209’ (Newman 1976: 46) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(232)  nə́-dzɩ̀ gwàːndà   
 1SG-go Gwaanda   
 ‘I went to Gwaanda/Nyuwar’ 

 
(233)  nə́-dzʋ̀=wá gwàːndà   
 1SG-go=VEN Gwaanda   
 ‘I came from Gwaanda/Nyuwar’ 

The ventive has an allomorph =Ú. The exact morphophonological rules of its occurrence 
are not yet clear, but it appears most frequently when the preceding verb ends with a 
consonant (excluding the trill /r/ in most cases). 

 Gʋyʋma    
(234)  à-kàs=ʋ́ ɲʋ́mkà-w-á   
 3SG-search=VEN rope-W-REF   
 ‘s/he searched for a rope elsewhere and returned to where s/he had been 

before s/he started searching’ (B. Newman 1978: 34) 
 

(235)  Ø-hà=ʋ wĩĩɩ ̃   
 3SG-COP=VEN IDEO   
 ‘s/he is coming there: whoosh’210 (B. Newman 1978: 34) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(236)  cí-b-ə bə̀-sík=ú dùɲì  
 other-B-REF 3PL-turn=VEN up  
 ‘others turned up [the hill]’ [B-N1] 

 
(237)  kə̀-gúl=ú yí   
 1PL.INCL-beg=VEN there   
 ‘we begged [for rain] from there’ [B-N1] 

 
(238)  hà=ʋ́211    

 COP=VEN    
 ‘is at’ (Sabe 1995: 184) 

 

 

 
209 Most likely Banjiram, a town west of the Hawal River in the Nʋngʋra area.  
210 In B. Newman’s translation, the phrase ‘was coming’ is used. As the copula has present 
reference, it is translated accordingly. 
211 Actually hàà-ʋ́, i.e. with a long first vowel, but elsewhere in Sabe (1995) it is consistently 
written with a short vowel.  
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With certain verbs, the vowel of the verb merges with the ventive, e.g. 

/zà=Ú/ [zʋ́] ‘’to come (back)’ in Deeləmə 
/bə̀=Ú/ [bù]212 ‘to climb’ in Gʋyʋma (Newman/Newman 1977b: 41, 47) 
/è=Ú/ [ù] ‘to leave (in order) to come back’ in Gʋyʋma 

(Newman/Newman 1977b: 41, 47) 

In some cases, the vowel of the verb also assimilates to the verb extension, as shown in 
example (233) compared to (232).  

In contrast to Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, the ventive in Deeləmə becomes =mɔ́ in 
aspectual future constructions (cf. §6.3.6), as the following examples illustrate.  

(239)  mə́-zá=mɔ́ ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá   
 2SG.FUT-go.FV=VEN when   
 ‘when will you come?’ 

  
(240)  ná-tʋ́-ám nə̀-zá-mɔ́ mɔ́=nà yàtàdà 
 1SG.IMP-tell-FV.2SG.OBJ 1SG.FUT-go.FV-VEN 2SG.OBJ=CF? tomorrow 
 ‘I tell you I will come to you tomorrow’ 

 
(241)  ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá mə́-zɩ́r-á=mɔ́ bál-kà=nà  
 when 2SG.FUT-bring-FV=VEN stick-KA=CF  
 ‘when are you going to bring (back) the stick?’ 

The ventive =wÁ in Nʋngʋrama is similar in form and meaning to the altrilocal or distant 
verb extension -we/-wé ̣in Tula and Waja. The extension “is known as Grade 6 -o […] in 
the verbal morphology of Hausa” (Kleinewillinghöfer 1996b, cf. Güldemann 2018b: 
120f.). In Waja, the extension refers to an action that takes place away from the location 
of the speech act, but that has some kind of relation to it (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 199).  

 

3.8.6.5 Completive =ÀmÀ 
The verbal particle =ÀmÀ is used to describe an action that has been completed 
thoroughly (Bybee et al. 1994: 57). It functions as a phasal polarity marker and is 
sometimes translated with the meaning ‘already’. It is therefore often used together with 
the factative.213  

 

 
212 In contrast to Deeləmə, the low tone of the verb in Gʋyʋma prevails. 
213 For Gwaandama, Sabe (1995: 167) calls constructions with =ÀmÀ “present perfective”, but 
essentially means “perfect”. He explains that it “applies to the past with current relevance. It 
relates the past event or state to a present time orientation. Specifically, the present perfect 
indicates an action that has been completed, the results of which are still relevant to the present 
time orientation” (Sabe 1995: 167). For Gʋyʋma, B. Newman (1978) describes the same 
construction (or rather the use of a suffix -ma) as a way of marking focus. The ‘focus marker’ 
draws “attention to the verbal information in three ways: as confirmation of a remark, as a signal 
of a scene change, and as an exclamation about an action” (B. Newman 1978: 35). 
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In all three varieties, the vast majority of cases display low tones on both TBUs. 

Deeləmə   
/wún=ÀmÀ/ [wúnə̀mə̀] ‘has boiled’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/yɩ́m=ÀmÀ/ [yɩ́màmà] ‘has died’ 

Gwaandama   
/wàr=ÀmÀ/ [wàràmà] ‘has pulled’ (Sabe 1995: 398)214 

Two phonological rules apply to avoid a hiatus in all three varieties (cf. hiatus resolution 
in §2.3). Firstly, the vowel of the suffix merges with the preceding vowel of a light 
syllable if it is the same vowel.215 The tone is then generally low.  

Deeləmə   
/zà=ÀmÀ/ [zàmà] ‘has gone/left’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/zà=ÀmÀ/ [zàmà] ‘has gone/left’ 

Gwaandama   
/tsə̀=ÀmÀ/ [tsə̀mə̀] ‘has urinated’ (Sabe 1995: 399) 

Secondly, an approximant is inserted between the verb and the suffix when the vowels 
differ. 

Deeləmə   
/nɔ̀=ÀmÀ/ [nɔ̀wàmà] ‘has heard’ 

Gʋyʋma   
/tʋ́=ÀmÀ/ [tʋ́wàmà] ‘has said/told’ 

Gwaandama   
/ɲʋ̀=ÀmÀ/ [ɲʋ̀wàmà] ‘has drunk’ 

Examples of the completive particle in clauses are illustrated below.  

 Deeləmə    
(242)  kwàn-y-á á-ɲɩ́m=àmà   
 king-Y.1-REF.DEF 1-die=CPL   
 ‘the king has (already) died! (he was expected to die)’216 

  

 
214 Many more Gwaandama examples are given in Sabe (1995: e.g. 168, 395ff.), however 
exceptions with a high also occur, e.g. in Sabe (1995: 167). 
215 In Gwaandama, these cases are sometimes written as if the clitic does not merge with the 
preceding vowel, e.g. d̪áàmà ‘has eaten’ [S-N3].  
216 Compare:  
 

kwàn-yá à-ɲàm 
king-Y 3SG-die 

‘the king died (he is dead)’ 
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(243)  má-m-á á-wún=ə̀mə̀   
 water-M.9-REF.DEF 9-boil=CPL   
 ‘the water has boiled’ 

  
(244)  á-bál=àmà wàsɩ́kà-hà nà-hà-kwà̃  
 3SG-write=CPL letter-HA.4 NUM-4-two  
 ‘[when I came home] s/he had just/already written two letters’ 

  
(245)  nə́-zàmà    
 1SG-go.CPL    
 ‘I have left’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    
(246)  kwàndɩ́-yá=ʋ̀ á-yɩ́m=àmà   
 king-Y.1=DEF 1-die=CPL   
 ‘the king has died’ 

   
(247)  á-zàmà    
 3SG-go.CPL    
 ‘s/he has left’ 

  
(248)  to Ayu a-zʋ=ama  
 okay Rabbit 3SG-go.VEN=CPL  
     
 n-zʋ ma-m mi-l-e  
 3SG.SR-go.VEN water-M body-L-REF  
 [Hippo and Elephant stopped here.] ‘Okay, Rabbit came here, he came to the 

water place.’ [He is here. He is drinking water.] (J. Newman 1978: 92) 
 

(249)  a-zɩ=wa fi Li’azaru a-daw=ama 
 SM1-go=VEN find Lazarus SM1-put=CPL 
     
 bu-we swa-a na-ɲɩr  
 grave-W house-A NUM-four  
 ‘he [Jesus] came and found [that] Lazarus had already been in the tomb for 

four days’ (John 11, 17) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 
 

 Gwaandama    
(250)  nə́-kúlgə̀mə̀ bál-ká=ʋ̀   
 1SG-bend.CPL stick-KA=DEF   
 ‘I have bent the stick’ (Sabe 1995: 399) 

  
(251)  gáhʋ́̃-b-á bə́-yə̀mə   
 woman-B-REF 3PL-go.out.CPL   
 ‘the women have gone out’ [B-N4] 
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(252)  bílı ̃́-w-ə́ ɲú tan=àmà  
 cow-W-REF 1SG.POSS loose=CPL  
 ‘my cow has been lost’ (Sabe 1995: 167) 

  
(253)  à-dáw=àmà dù-m-ə̀   
 3SG-sleep=CPL sleep-M-REF   
 ‘s/he has slept (just before X happened)’ [S-N2] 

The second vowel of the particle is dropped in Gʋyʋma, while it is reduced to schwa in 
Deeləmə and Gwaandama when followed by another lexeme. This reduction is a regular 
process and is therefore not shown in the examples, except for a few exemplary cases 
below. For details on this process, cf. §2.3.5. 

 Deeləmə    
(254)  á-mɔ́m=àmə̀ ʃwá-w-à   
 3SG-build=CPL house-W-REF   
 ‘s/he has (already) built a house’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    
(255)  ná-mwɔ́m=àm swá-w-à   
 1SG-build=CPL house-W-REF   
 ‘I have (already) built a house’ 

   
 Gwaandama    
(256)  nə́-wàr=àmə̀ dɩ́-ká=ʋ̀   
 1SG-pull=CPL rope-KA=DEF   
 ‘I have pulled the rope’ (Sabe 1995: 398) 

In Gʋyʋma, the tone of the verb stem (mostly?) matches that of the subject agreement 
marker preceding it (compare examples (257) and (258)), except when the completive 
marker merges with the vowel of the verb, as shown in example (247).217  

 Gʋyʋma    
(257)  ná-wúr=ə̀m sún-é=ù   
 1SG-cook=CPL tuwo-A=DEF   
 ‘I have cooked tuwo [it is finished]’218 

   
(258)  bà-wùr=ə̀m sún-é=ù   
 3PL-cook=CPL tuwo-A=DEF   
 ‘they have cooked tuwo [it is finished]’ 

The tone of the second vowel of the particle is sometimes noted as high in Gwaandama. 
This could be due to regressive tonal dissimilation (cf. §2.2), which requires two 
circumstances to coincide: another lexical item must follow the verb, and the first TBU 

 
217 It is possible that this is a case of tone spreading, but it is too early to draw any conclusions 
due to the numerous exceptions present in the data. 
218 For this example and the following one, I was also given another clause containing the verb 
‘to finish’. This clause is preferred over the ones with the verbal particle. 
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of the following lexeme must be low.219 Apart from that, the tone rules in Gwaandama 
are still unclear. 

 Gwaandama    
(259)  nə́-bʋ́l=àmá àʃáːná-w-á   
 1SG-strike=CPL match-W-REF   
 ‘I have struck a match’ (Sabe 1995: 395, 397) 

 
(260)  nə́-tsə̀mə́ tsə̀tsə̀-m-ə̀   
 1SG-urinate.CPL urine-M-REF   
 ‘I have urinated’ (Sabe 1995: 399) 

  
(261)  yàtárɩ̀ bà ɲìtìn nə̀ kús-kə̀ 
 tomorrow time eight INSTR? morning-KA 
      
 dì nə́-yʋ́wámá nì hɩ́ntɩ́r-á=ɲɩ́  
 if 1SG.FUT-COP.FUT.CPL thing.A teach-FV=PP.inside 
 ‘if it is eight o’clock in the morning I shall have been teaching’ (lit. …I shall 

have completed teaching) (Sabe 1989: 120) 

Similar to the verbal particle in Nʋngʋrama, a suffix -m (or -mə or -ama) occurs in some 
languages of the Tula-Waja language group, such as Dadiya, Cham and Awak (but not 
Waja, which is spoken adjacent to Nʋngʋrama, nor Tula). This suffix is analysed as a 
perfect marker as it expresses completeness (Kleinewillinghöfer, p.c.).  

 

3.8.7 Interrogative particles 
In Nʋngʋrama, interrogative particles need to be differentiated from interrogative 
proforms (cf. §3.6.6). Interrogative particles are invariable and can be clefted, while 
interrogative proforms show agreement marking and occur in the place of the modifier 
being asked about. They are therefore discussed separately.  

Interrogative particles can be divided into two groups. The first group contains particles 
used in content questions. The second group is used to distinguish polar questions (yes/no 
questions) and tag questions (translated as ‘isn’t it?’, ‘don’t you?’ etc. in English) from 
declarative clauses. The following table summarised the particles. The data on some other 
interrogative particles is scarce, as indicated by the question marks in some fields as well 
as the multiple forms in other fields. 

 

 

 

 
219 However, this does not always hold true. I hypothesise that when the tone is not high, it may 
be due to the following noun not being a ‘normal’ object, i.e. it is either part of a reflexive 
construction (e.g. ‘to wash oneself’) or part of a semantically intransitive verb that requires an 
object (e.g. ‘to sleep a sleep’ (example (253)).  
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

Particles in content questions 

‘who?’ wà wà wà / wə̀ / wì220 
‘what?’ bánà bà / bì bà(ánì)  
‘where?’ yà yà yà  

(also: yɩ̂ or yɩ́) 
‘when?’ ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá221 / ɩndɩna ?222  
‘how?’ áná ánɩ́ / ana / ɩndɩmana / 

inemenii 
indəməni 

‘why?’ bàzɩ́ bazɩ / zɩ́ndɩ̀bɩ̀bà / 
zindibibii / ɩndɩna 

hàbɩ́bɩ́ 
 
 

Particles in polar and tag questions 

polar 
interrogative 

wá wí223 / ní wí / nə̀ 

interrogative 
tag224 

dɛ́y ? déy225 
? ? hɩ́ngá226 / hàgɩ̂n 

dúkùn gá wí /   
hàgɩ́ nə̀ dṹkù gə́ 

Table 46. Interrogative particles227 
For examples on interrogative particles in content questions, cf. §7.2.4.2, and for those in 
polar and tag questions, cf. §7.2.4.3.  

 

3.8.8 Negation particles 
Negation in Nʋngʋrama is indicated by a negation clitic in intransitive clauses and a 
discontinuous particle in transitive clauses. The particles in the three varieties differ 
slightly in tone and whether or not they are clitics (and are therefore subject to the ATR 
vowel harmony). The first negation morpheme of the discontinuous particle in a transitive 
clause is a free morpheme in Deeləmə and Gwaandama (gə́) and a clitic in Gʋyʋma (=gÁ), 

 
220 Perhaps borrowed from Hausa wà̃.  
221 According to B. Newman (1976: 57), the interrogative ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá ‘when’ is a phrase that can be 
translated as ‘at when’. 
222 In [WL-N1] it is kə̀sə̀lə̀. However, there is no example clause in the data. 
223 wî in Newman/Newman (1977b: 25), where “the high – low glide is marked by length”. In my 
analysis, the particle does not exhibit a falling tone but rather a high tone which coincides with a 
falling intonation, sometimes causing the vowel to be lengthened. 
224 The Gwaandama tags are mostly whole phrases.  
225 This interrogative tag only occurs in [B-N1]. However, the notation differs in the source: deī, 
déi, déí and even dāī. In accordance with the syllable structure as outlined in §2.2.5, the notation 
déy is employed in this thesis. 
226 Actually hɩ́ngâ, but the falling tone is probably a combination of a high tone and falling 
intonation.  
227 Sources for Gʋyʋma: B. Newman 1976: 57, Newman/Newman 1977b: 25, Wycliffe Bible 
Translators n.d. and own data. Sources for Gwaandama: Hiraki 1986: 131, Sabe 1995: 263f., 274, 
[WL-N1] and own data. 
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following or attaching to the first verb of the clause.228 The second morpheme of the 
discontinuous particle in a transitive clause and the particle in an intransitive clause are 
always clitics that attach to the last element of the clause, irrespective of its parts-of-
speech class. This includes adverbs, adverbial phrases and oblique objects. The only 
exceptions are an optional interrogative marker and the conditional clause marker ‘if’).  

The tones of the clitics in Gʋyʋma are not consistent. In intransitive clauses, the tone of 
the first morpheme is often high, while the second morpheme in transitive clauses and the 
only morpheme in intransitive clauses is mostly high in B. Newman’s data (when marked, 
e.g. 1976, 1978) but low in my own data. Negative particles are exemplified in §6.5 and 
throughout this thesis. 

 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

intransitive =gÀ =gÀ =gÁ 
transitive gə́ … =gÀ =gÁ … =gÀ gə́ … =gÁ 

Table 47. Negation particles 
 

3.8.9 Clause-final marker 
In many clauses in the Nʋngʋrama data, a particle =nÀ229 occurs clause-final, with the 
exception of the negative particle that it precedes. The vowel of the particle tends to be 
fronted to nÌ when following a syllable with another high front vowel. The use of the 
particle is necessary in content questions when the interrogative word is not word-final 
(cf. §7.2.4.2), in counterfactual conditionals occurring in Gwaandama (cf. §7.4.4.3) and 
in subordinate relative clauses in Deeləmə and Gwaandama (cf. §5.4.3), but otherwise its 
presence or absence cannot yet be determined.  

As the particle’s functional range is currently unclear, it is provisionally referred to as a 
‘clause-final marker’ (CF) based on its most common position. It may have derived from 
the lexeme for ‘hand, arm’ naka230 and could be similar to na᷆ ~ na᷄w in Samba-Duru, a 
marker with a similar form as discussed in Fabre (2020). According to Fabre (2020: 
246f.), this polyfunctional morpheme can be, for example, a postposition or an expressive 
particle conveying the idea of control, and can be translated as ‘in hand’. 

  

 
228 Anderson (2016: 521) states that “split negative marking” is often “encoded on a lexical verb”, 
while “other obligatory categories are on the auxiliary”.  
229 There are a few exceptions where the vowel of the clause-final marker does not change 
according to the ATR harmony of the preceding lexeme. In such cases, the spelling of the sources 
is maintained.  
230 The tones differ in the varieties: nákà in Deeləmə, nàká in Gʋyʋma, náká in Gwaandama. 
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4. Deriflection and gender of nouns 
4.1 Theoretical framework 

All four of the major phyla of Africa mark gender in some way, ranging from the 
relatively straightforward two-gender systems of Afro-Asiatic and Nilo-Saharan to 
the rather more complicated multi-gendered systems of Niger-Congo [...], whose 
workings are deeply involved in the morphosyntax. Within the Africanist literature, 
the latter are generally called “noun class” systems. A noun class system will consist 
of a complete division of all nouns in the language into a number of classes. (Childs 
2003: 99) 

Nʋngʋrama has such a “noun class system”. One of the earliest mention of this system 
was by Jungraithmayr (1968/1969). The most detailed analysis of the gender system in 
Nʋngʋrama to date, focusing on Gʋyʋma, was published by Elstermann, Fiedler and 
Güldemann (2021). The following chapters will provide a description of the varieties in 
Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama with brief references to Kɔlama and Cerĩma in some 
cases to support the analyses. 

The term ‘noun classes’ is used in quotation marks here because the discussion below 
follows the framework of Güldemann and Fiedler (2019). They differentiate nominal 
form classes and agreement classes instead of using the term “noun class”. This is because 
“the philological ‘noun class’ notion inadequately implies the universality of a one-to-
one trigger-target mapping, thereby silently conflating the categories of agreement class 
and nominal form class that are in principle independent” (Güldemann/Fiedler 2019: 
104). This conflation would lead to “a major problem in the analysis of Niger-Congo 
gender systems” in their view (Güldemann/Fiedler 2019: 103).  

According to Elstermann et al. (2021: 327), Nʋngʋrama exemplifies “a traditional Niger-
Congo ‘noun-class’ system”. Therefore, differentiating between NF classes and AGR 
classes may not be necessary. However, a few exceptions do occur in Nʋngʋrama (cf. e.g. 
NF class R and A in §4.2.4 and §4.2.5 respectively), which can be better illustrated using 
the framework of Güldemann and Fiedler. For a comparable and typologically consistent 
analysis, it is recommended to avoid the Bantu-biased approach traditionally used, as 
proposed by Güldemann and Fiedler.  

The framework employs four distinct concepts to elucidate gender which will be 
introduced here briefly (for more details cf. Güldemann and Fiedler (2019: 97ff.)): 
nominal form classes, agreement classes, gender and deriflection – a novel term that 
combines ‘inflection’ and ‘derivation’. Nominal form (NF) classes are “word forms with 
identical morphological or phonological properties” (Güldemann/Fiedler 2019: 99), i.e. 
they are a set of nouns with the same marker, either a prefix or a suffix. An agreement 
(AGR) class consists of nouns that show the same agreement marking on all targets, even 
if they belong to different NF classes. Gender or gender classes “are derived by 
abstracting from all other agreement features” (Güldemann/Fiedler 2019: 98), most often 
number. Therefore, in many cases, a gender is composed of a singular and a plural 
agreement class. Deriflection “is the morpho(phono)logical counterpart of genders” 
(Güldemann/Fiedler 2019: 99), i.e. it forms sets of NF classes, e.g. in terms of a 
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singular/plural pairing. Deriflection also occurs in nominalisation where nouns are 
derived from verbs or adjectives by adding an NF suffix. In the case of transnumerals, 
agreement class and gender as well as NF class and deriflection are the same. 
Transnumerals are “nouns that do not partake in the normal number oppositions of a 
language” (Güldemann/Fiedler 2019: 98, footnote 3), such as mass nouns, liquids or 
abstract nouns. 

The table below, adapted and shortened from Güldemann and Fiedler (2019: 100), shows 
the interrelations among the four concepts:  

 Concrete noun in a 
morpho-syntactic context 
= word form 

Abstract noun in the 
lexicon = lexeme 

Syntax Agreement class Gender 
Morpho(phono)logy Nominal form class Deriflection 

Table 48. The four concepts used for analysing gender  
(adapted from Güldemann & Fiedler 2019: 100) 

 

4.2 Nominal form classes and deriflection system 
4.2.1 Overview of the nominal form classes 
The table below provides an overview of the NF classes in Nʋngʋrama and their usage as 
singulars, plurals or transnumerals. Examples for the three varieties will be given in the 
subchapters below where each NF class is described in more detail. The order of NF 
classes follows previous publications and talks (e.g. Kleinewillinghöfer/Vigeland 2016, 
Vigeland 2020a, Elstermann et al. 2021).  

In all three varieties, the NF class suffixes have either the shape C or CV, with one 
exception in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama (cf. NF class A in §4.2.10). The vowels in NF class 
suffixes fall within the domain of the ATR harmony of the respective noun stem. The two 
forms that can arise in each case are separated by a slash. Unlike in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, 
the suffixes in Gwaandama do not have an inherent tone and instead copy the tone from 
the preceding TBU.  

NF class Allomorphs Number 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

Ø Ø Ø Ø SG 
Y  -y -y -y SG 
R -r  -r -r SG 
F -à - - SG 
B -b -b -b PL 
W -w 

-à / -ə̀ 
-w -w SG, TN? 

HA -hà / -hə̀ -hà / -hè -ha / -hə PL, TN? 
L  -l -l 

-d 
-l SG, TN 

A -‘à / -‘ə̀ -à / -è -a / -ə PL 
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KA -kà / -kə̀ -kà / -kè -ka / -kə SG 
TA -tà / -tə̀ -tà / -tè -ta / -tə PL, TN 
M -m -m -m PL, TN 

Table 49. Nominal form classes  

The citation form of nouns is the noun root with an NF class suffix and the referential 
suffix -A (cf. §3.2.2 for other contexts in which the suffix occurs). The latter is added to 
NF class suffixes of the shape C, but merges with suffixes of the shape CV.231 The table 
below shows the underlying and surface structure of NF class suffixes and the referential 
marker. Note that the capital letter A represents the [-ATR] vowel /a/ or the [+ATR] 
vowel /ə/ (in Deeləmə and Gwaandama) or /e/ (in Gʋyʋma) and that the referential suffix 
in Gwaandama does not have an underlying tone but copies it from the preceding TBU. 
In Gʋyʋma, the referential suffix can be nasalised in certain NF classes due to a 
phonological process (cf. §2.1.3.5). 

NF class Referential 
marker 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

underlying structure surface structure 

Ø  
 
 
 
 
 
-À (Deeləmə) 
-Á (Gʋyʋma) 
-A (Gwaandama) 

-Ø -Ø -Ø 
Y -y-À -y-Á / -y-Ã́ -y-A 
R -r-À -r-Á -r-A 
F -À - - 
B -b-À -b-Á -b-A 
W -w-À 

-À 
-w-Á / -w-Ã́ -w-A 

HA -hÀ -hÁ / -hÃ́ -hA 
L  -l-À -l-Á 

-d-Á 
-l-A 

A -ɁÀ -Á / -Ã́ -A 
KA -kÀ -kÁ -kA 
TA -tÀ -tÁ -tA 
M -m-À -m-Á -m-A 

Table 50. Nominal form classes and referential marker 
The following examples on the left-hand side illustrate cases where the NF class suffix 
and the referential suffix are consecutive, while examples on the right-hand side 
demonstrate that some NF class suffixes merge with the referential suffix (for more 
examples, cf. §3.2.2).  

     
 

231 In contrast to the present study, Elstermann et al. (2021: 331) describe two NF suffix variants: 
the T-form (Thematic-form), which is roughly analogous to the NF class suffixes as illustrated in 
Table 49, and the A-form (Vowel-form), which corresponds to the NF class suffixes in 
conjunction with the referential marker.  
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Deeləmə 
(260)  yí-b-ə̀  tʃítʃí-hə̀  

 person-B-REF  small.stick-HA.REF  
 ‘people’ ‘small sticks’ 

   
 Gʋyʋma    

(261)  dúrú-w-é  dɩ́bà-ká  
 spirit-W-REF  shirt-KA.REF  
 ‘spirit’ ‘shirt’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(262)  dwà-m-à  dzɩ̀-tà  
 water-M-REF  snake-TA.REF  
 ‘water’ ‘snakes’ 

The shape of the NF class suffixes is observable when the referential marker is absent. 
This is mainly the case in noun phrases with attributes (examples (263) to (268)), but 
never in non-verbal clauses with adjectival predicates (examples (269) and (270)) (cf. 
Newman and Newman 1977b: 60).  

 Deeləmə    
(263)  yì-r fɩ̀rá-yà   

 man-R.1 kind-1   
 ‘a kind man’ 

  
(264)  zwá-b sɩ́-bà   

 child-B.2 new-2   
 ‘new children’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(265)  zɩ́-kà mɩ̀r-ká   
 town-KA.7 1PL.INCL.POSS-7   
 ‘our town’ 

  
(266)  yɩ́-m mɩ̀r-má   

 milk-M.9 1PL.INCL.POSS-9   
 ‘our milk’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(267)  tsʋ́-l mwárá-lá   
 heart-L.5 big-5   
 ‘a big heart’ 

  
(268)  wá-y ɲʋ́   

 father-Y 1SG.POSS   
 ‘my fathers’ 

  
(269)  wá-y-á hà fɩ́rà-yà=ʋ̀  

 father-Y.1-REF COP friendly-1=DEF  
 ‘the father is friendly’ [S-N3] 
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(270)   wá-b-á ba-hà fɩ́rà-bà=ʋ̀  
 father-B.2-REF 2-COP friendly-2=DEF  
 ‘the fathers are friendly’ [S-N3] 

However, not all noun phrases with attributes include the NF class marker. The presence 
or absence of the NF class suffix depends on the shape of the noun root. The NF class 
suffix is omitted with almost all monosyllabic noun roots of the syllable structures CVC 
(example (271)) and CṼ (example (273)) and all polysyllabic noun roots (example (272)).  

 Deeləmə    
(271)  bál sɩ́-kà   
 stick.7 new-7   
 ‘a new stick’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(272)  túkúrú fàr-wà   
 hat.3 red-3   
 ‘a red hat’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(273)  dzwı̃́ fʋ́rá-yá   
 child.1 good-1   
 ‘a good child’ (Hiraki 1986: 122), [S-N1] 

The NF class suffix prevails with monosyllabic noun roots of the syllable structure CV. 
In such cases, the shape of the NF class suffix becomes evident. The suffixes of NF classes 
Y, R, B, W, L and M have the shape C. It is not a coincidence that the consonants of these 
classes can occur syllable-final in Nʋngʋrama (cf. §2.3.4 and Newman/Newman 1977b: 
60).232 

 Deeləmə    
(274)  ɲɩ́-m fílə̀̃   
 milk-M small   
 ‘small amount of milk’ 

 
(275)  ʃwá-w swí-wə̀   
 house-W.3 black-3   
 ‘a black house’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(276)  ɲì-r sʋ́-yá   
 man-R.1 new-1   
 ‘a new man’ 

 
 
 

 
232 Exceptions include pɔ́là ‘thigh’ in Deeləmə as well as ɲʋ̀là ‘eye’ and dwàmà ‘water’ in 
Gwaandama, which drop the suffix in a noun phrase, and lúmə́ ‘oil’ in Gwaandama in which the 
shape of the suffix is CV. 
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(277)  mwárɩ̀-y ɲí-yé   
 brother-Y.1 1SG.POSS-1   
 ‘my older brother’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(278)  tsʋ́-l fàrà-lá   
 heart-L.5 red-5   
 ‘a red heart’ 

 
(279)  ná-ꜜhà=nɩ̀ dzwá-b nà-b-ɲɩ́r  
 1SG.IMP-COP=COM child-B.2 NUM-2-four  
 ‘I have four children’ (Hiraki 1986: 58), [S-N1] 

The suffixes of NF classes KA and TA exhibit a CV structure. It is assumed that this is also 
the case for NF class HA, as the phoneme /h/, like /k/ and /t/, cannot occur syllable-finally. 
However, no examples of suffixes for class HA are available in the data.233 Below are 
examples of suffixes for classes KA and TA: 

 Deeləmə    
(280)  dɩ́-kà fár-kà   
 shirt-KA.7 red-7   
 ‘a red shirt’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(281)  zɩ́-kà yì-ké   
 town-KA.7 3SG.POSS-7   
 ‘his/her town’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(282)  dɩ́-tá tə́-bì hà sù-tà 
 shirt-TA.8 8-DEM1 COP new-8 
 ‘these shirts are new’ 

NF class A is unique among the classes as it consists solely of a vowel. Furthermore, the 
three varieties differ in whether the suffix is retained or dropped in noun phrases with 
attributes. Deeləmə appears to exhibit free variation (indicated by brackets in example 
(283)). In Gʋyʋma, the presence or absence of the NF class suffix seems to depend on the 
lexeme. For instance, pɔ̀á ‘thighs’ drops the suffix (example (284)), while náá ‘hands’ 
retains it (example (285)). Further investigation is required to confirm whether the 
presence or absence of the suffix in Gwaandama depends on the attribute, as suggested 
by the data (compare examples (286) and (287)). 

 Deeləmə    
(283)  ná(-‘à) à-m=nà   
 thing(-A.6) 6-DEM=CF   
 ‘that thing(s)’ 

 

 
233 In fact, there are very few noun roots with the shape CV that take the NF class suffix HA.  
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 Gʋyʋma    
(284)  pɔ̀ nà-á-sɩ̀r   
 thigh.6 NUM-6-two   
 ‘two thighs’ 

 
(285)  ná-à mɩ̀r-á   
 hand-A.6 1PL.POSS-6   
 ‘our hands’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(286)  nɩ̀ nà-à-tsɩ́r   
 thing.6 NUM-6-two   
 ‘two things’ 

 
(287)  nɩ̀-á á-ɲú   
 thing-A.6 6-1SG.POSS   
 ‘my thing(s)’ 

The NF class suffixes show similarities to the reconstructed “noun classes” of Proto-
Niger-Congo. However, while the NF classes reconstructed for Proto-Niger-Congo are 
prefixes, Nʋngʋrama evidently uses suffixes to mark its classes. This leads Elstermann et 
al. (2021: 339) to conclude regarding Nʋngʋrama: “There is no evidence of noun prefixes 
and thus no reason to postulate their previous existence other than the conventional but 
questionable historical-comparative hypothesis that they were lost without traces”. 
However, although suffixes do occur on nouns, agreement in Nʋngʋrama is partly marked 
by prefixes (cf. §4.2.15). Greenberg (1963: 10, cf. Westermann 1935) already noted other 
morphological and semantic similarities with languages that have NF class prefixes. For 
example, Greenberg sees resemblances with the ko-class, which is primarily used for 
body parts, the ba-class, which functions as a plural class for humans, and the ma-class, 
which refers to mass nouns. These classes are all part of the Niger-Congo system. 
However, other cases are less straightforward. Some classes may have merged, resulting 
in unexpected outcomes, as Childs (2003: 144) notes: “As a noun system decays or 
collapses, distinctions are lost, classes are syncretized with some surprising results“.234 
Some possible syncretised NF classes have been proposed in a talk by Kleinewillinghöfer 
and Vigeland (2016). Elstermann et al. (2021: 342ff.) provide a detailed discussion of one 
case, the NF class KA. The reasons for the decline of the classes are manifold but they are 
not the focus of this thesis. However, occasionally, possible links with NF classes in other 
languages are mentioned in §4.2.3 to 4.2.13.  

The upcoming subchapters (§4.2.2 to §4.2.13) will introduce the nominal form classes in 
Nʋngʋrama one by one. The structure of the chapters will consistently follow the same 
pattern: first, a description of the semantics (if and to the extent to which it is discernible), 
then examples to illustrate the form and function of the class, followed by possible 

 
234 It is noticeable that both the gender and deriflection classes in Nʋngʋrama are uniform with 
few deviations or exceptions, suggesting that the NF classes in Nʋngʋrama have been rebuilt or 
restructured along the agreement morphemes. 
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allomorphs of the NF class suffix. Although this dissertation only discusses three of the 
five Nʋngʋrama varieties, data from Kɔlama and Cerĩma are occasionally and 
exceptionally used in this chapter. This is because there are wordlists available for these 
two varieties that help to clarify or explain some of the phenomena described in the 
following chapters. The subchapters will conclude with a brief comparison with other 
languages if sustainable evidence can be obtained. The last two subchapters provide an 
overview of how loanwords are integrated into the NF classes in Nʋngʋrama (§4.2.15) 
and summarise the deriflection classes, which are combinations of NF classes that are 
possible in Nʋngʋrama (§4.2.14).  

 

4.2.2 Nominal form class Ø 
This NF class consists of proper names and toponyms, which are singular nouns without 
a plural counterpart. Examples of proper names include Duniba, Frama, Sabsab, Wakajir, 
Musa and Kallahi. Examples of place names include Lokoro, Banjira, Dangir and Tamza 
(Institute of Linguistics 1975, Newman 1976: 44, [B-N1] and own data, all written as they 
occur in the sources). Note that kinship group terms occur in other NF classes.  

It is often the case that loanwords in other languages with NF classes are automatically 
integrated into a NF class with a zero morpheme (cf. e.g. Miehe et al. 2012: 13). However, 
this is not the case in Nʋngʋrama, where all loanwords are marked with an overt NF class 
suffix (cf. §4.2.15). It is also possible that this indicates that proper names and place 
names do not belong to the deriflection system. However, they are seen as part of the 
gender system as they require agreement marking on attributes.  

 

4.2.3 Nominal form class Y 
This NF class includes lexemes for human beings and kinship terms with a singular 
meaning.  

Deeləmə  
délé-y-ə̀ ‘Deeləmə person’ 
zwá-y-à ‘child’ 
mwárɩ́-y-à ‘older sibling’ 
zwɩ̃́-y-à ‘younger sibling’ 
bwálɩ́-y-à ‘man, male, husband’ 

Gʋyʋma  
zwı̃́-y-é ‘child’ 
mwàrɩ̀-y-á ‘older sibling’ 
zwɩ̃̀-y-á ‘younger sibling’ 
zwàlɩ̀-y-á ‘man, male, husband’ 
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Gwaandama 
dzwı̃́-y-ə́  ‘child’ [WL-N1] 
mwár-y-á  ‘older sibling’ [WL-N1] 
tsírà-y-à  ‘younger sibling’ [WL-N1] 
wàrà-y-à  ‘man, male, husband’ [WL-N1] 

This NF class also includes names that refer to a paternal kinship group (cf. §1.2.4 on 
paternal and maternal kinship groups) or a person belonging to that group, as described 
in [B-N1]. Examples of such names, e.g. in Gwaandama, are Bɔ̀̃yàmyà, Bɔ̀̃dzʋ́̃yá, 
Bɔ̀̃tsʋ́myá and Bò̃kṹhə́yə́.  

 

4.2.4 Nominal form class R 
The NF class R exclusively appears with the lexeme for ‘person’ in all three varieties. 

Deeləmə   
yí-r-ə̀ ‘person, man’  

Gʋyʋma  
 

yì-r-é (also ɲì-r-é) ‘person, man’  

Gwaandama  
 

yì-r-ə̀ ‘person, man’ [WL-N1]  

Evidence suggests that the suffix -r may be an allomorph of NF class Y, as NF class R 
resembles its semantics and forms a deriflection class with NF class B (cf. §4.2.14). 
Additionally, it occurs with agreement class 1, as is the case with NF class Y (cf. §4.3.3). 
Furthermore, the noun root yi in Nʋngʋrama is similar to that of other ‘Adamawa’ 
languages, such as Lɔŋto yíí or Waja nɛ̀ and Tso nɛ̀, the latter two having an initial nasal 
sound, and West Oti-Volta languages (abbreviated OV in the examples below) for which 
the root for ‘person, someone’ was reconstructed as *nɩ/*ɲɩ235 (Miehe 2012b: 393) 
(compare with Gʋyʋma that has free variation of [y] and [ɲ]). These noun roots often have 
a suffix that contains /r/ in the singular form as illustrated by the following examples. 
This could suggest that the suffix -r may be an old heritage belonging to NF class Y in 
Tula-Waja languages and beyond. Note that the tones on both the root and the suffix 
differ. This is, however, also the case within the three varieties of Nʋngʋrama. 

Waja nɛ̀-rɛ̀ ‘person’ (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 88, 115) 
Tso nɛ̀-r ‘person’ (Kleinewillinghöfer 1995/2014) 
Maa/Kamo də́-rɛ́ ‘person’ (Kleinewillinghöfer 1995/2014) 
Birifor (OV) ní-rɛ́ ‘person, someone’ (Miehe 2012b: 393) 

Other ‘Adamawa’ languages, such as Dadiya (Tula-Waja) and Lɔŋto (Samba-Duru), have 
a similar noun root but exhibit a suffix -l instead of -r. This is again similar to Oti-Volta 

 
235 However, in other cases, /r/ is part of the noun root, which leads Miehe (2012: 392) to suggest 
an alternative reconstruction *nId- in the Western Oti-Volta branch. Cf. Miehe 2012a: 355, 
footnote 16.  
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languages for which Bakpa and Roncador (2012a: 428) state that “the word for person 
contains in the singular an alveolar consonant d or l, which disappears in the plural form”. 

Dadiya nəl nəb ‘person, human being’ (Kleinewillinghöfer p.c.) 
Lɔŋto yíígɛĺyɔ nɛ́gɛbó ‘woman, wife’ (Kleinewillinghöfer 2012: 63) 
Dye (OV) ūnèl bīnèb ‘human being’ (Bakpa/von Roncador 2012a: 428) 
Moba (OV) nìl nììb ‘man, person’ (Bakpa/von Roncador 2012b: 489) 
Ncam (OV) ūnìl bīnìbī ‘human being’ (Winkelmann 2012: 511) 

Despite the evidence shown above and in §4.2.14 below, the suffix -r is defined here as 
a separate NF class. This is in accordance with the framework of Güldemann and Fiedler 
(2019: 99) where NF classes “are established […] by word forms with identical 
morphological or phonological properties”. As no phonological rule could be established, 
it is not justifiable to subsume -r as an allomorph under NF class Y. For example, other 
lexical roots that are morphophonologically similar (e.g. number of syllables, ending with 
/i, ɩ/, etc.) combine with the suffix -y, as the examples in Gwaandama illustrate: d̪ı ̃́-yè 
‘father’s sister’, wá-yá ‘father’, dzwámɩ́-yá ‘daughter’, címì-yə̀ ‘friend’ (all in [WL-N1]). 

 

4.2.5 Nominal form class F 
Nominal form class F is a unique case as it only appears in Deeləmə (and Cerĩma and 
Kɔlama). It is not the same as NF class A described in §4.2.10 below as there is no glottal 
stop before the vowel. To avoid confusion with NF class A, I deviate from the usual 
practice of naming NF classes after their most common form and instead refer to this class 
as NF class F (from the only lexeme belonging to this class: ‘female’).  

Deeləmə   
yír-à ‘woman, female, wife’  

Cerĩma  
 

yɩ́r-á ‘woman, female, wife’ (Kleinewillinghöfer 1994/2014), [WL-L1] 

Kɔlama  
 

yir-e ‘woman, female, wife’ (Kleinewillinghöfer 1994/2014), [WL-L1] 

As with NF class R, there is evidence that NF class F may belong to NF class Y due to 
their semantic congruence, their formation of a deriflection class with NF class B (cf. 
§4.2.14) and their agreement with class 1 (cf. §4.3.3). The noun roots in Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama differ from Deeləmə but clearly belong to NF class Y: má̃-yá and gɩ́hɩ ̃́-yá 
respectively [WL-G2, WL-N1]. The different nominal roots in the varieties may be 
explained by the language taboo, where lexemes are exchanged but still belong to the 
same NF class in many cases (cf. §1.2.5). Similarly, the neighbouring language Waja has 
a comparable noun root and NF class suffix that clearly belongs to the ‘human’ NF class: 
nʋ̀r-ɛ̀ (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 118). This suggests that the lexemes in Deeləmə and in 
Waja may have a common origin and that NF class F in Deeləmə could indeed be part of 
NF class Y. However, since the suffix is not a phonologically determined allomorph, it is 
considered its own NF class, following the framework of Güldemann and Fiedler (2019). 



 

158 
 

4.2.6 Nominal form class B 
This NF class consists of plural lexemes referring to human beings and kinship terms. 

Deeləmə   
yí-b-ə̀ ‘people’  
zwá-b-à ‘children’  
zwɩ̃́-b-à ‘younger siblings’  
yɩ́r-b-à ‘women, females, wives’  

Gʋyʋma  
 

ɲì-b-é ‘people’  
zwá-b-á ‘children’  
mwàrɩ̀-b-á ‘older siblings’  
zwàl-b-á ‘men, males, husbands’  

Gwaandama  
 

dzwı̃́-b-ə́ ‘children’ [WL-N1] 
mwár-b-á ‘older siblings’ [WL-N1] 
tsírà-b-à  ‘younger siblings’ [WL-N1] 
wàrà-b-à  ‘men, males, husbands’ [WL-N1] 

In contrast to NF class Y, the shape of the NF class B is similar in many Niger-Congo 
noun class languages and is often reconstructed as *ba for different branches of Niger-
Congo languages (cf. Kleinewillinghöfer 2024: 8 for the Gəmme languages (part of 
‘Adamawa’), Miehe et al. 2012: 13 for Gur and Katamba 2014: 104 for Bantu, to name 
but three examples). A class with the form -bU is found in Tula-Waja languages spoken 
next to Nʋngʋrama (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991, 1996b: 29). The NF class suffix “is related 
to a widespread third person plural in Niger-Congo languages” (Blench 2020a: 173), as 
is the case for Nʋngʋrama where the pronoun has a similar shape as the noun class suffix.  

 

4.2.7 Nominal form class W 
NF class W comprises numerous singular lexemes and possibly a few transnumerals (cf. 
§4.2.14). Its semantics is less clear than that of NF class Y. It includes lexemes for 
animals, some human beings, body parts and natural objects (cf. Jungraithmayr 
1968/1969: 164). In addition, loanwords (including nouns denoting people) are frequently 
assigned to this class (cf. §4.2.15).  

Deeləmə   
bə̀lı ̃́-w-ə̀ ‘cow’  
kúrí-w-ə̀ ‘father’  
sakakun-w-a  ‘elbow’ [WL-D1]  
tágá-w-à ‘window’ (from Hausa tāgà̄) 
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Gʋyʋma 
bə̀lı ̃́-w-é ‘cow’  
kùrù-w-é  ‘father’  
swàmbɩ́rà-w-á ‘devil’  
zwaná̃-w-á ‘finger’ [WL-G1]  

Gwaandama  
 

twə̀hə̀-w-ə̀  ‘owl’ [WL-N1]  
kúkúr-w-á ‘finger’ (Hiraki 1986: 53)  
ɟɔ́rɔ́-w-á ‘time’ [WL-N1]  
kólbá-w-á ‘bottle’ [WL-N1] (from Hausa kwalabā)  

This NF class also contains all maternal kinship group names as described in [B-N1]. The 
following example illustrates this.  

 Gwaandama  
(288)  ı ̃́ kwàn-tà bá-cíbkı ̃́-dír nə̀ ɟóúɟòù-w-ə̀ 

 then maternal.kinship-TA 3PL-separate-RLT COORD Joujou-W-REF 
      
 wálʋ̀-w-à lı ̃̀-w-ə̀ nə̀ cı ̃́-ə̄ á-m=nà 
 Walu-W-REF Lin-W-REF COORD other-A.6 6-DEM3=CF 
 ‘concerning the maternal kinship groups: they separated into Joujouwe, 

Waluwa, Linwe and others like that’ [B-N1] 

Deeləmə (and Kɔlama) has an allomorph -À236 (-Ó respectively) that occurs with certain 
nouns which share a common feature: the noun root ends with a bilabial consonant 
(mostly the bilabial nasal, but to a lesser extent also the bilabial plosive) preceded by a 
mid-back vowel (cf. §2.1.2). Therefore, the allomorph is phonologically conditioned. It 
is clear that in comparison to other varieties that use the NF class suffix -w in the 
equivalent lexemes, these nouns clearly belong to NF class W. The following examples 
illustrate this point. Kɔlama is included here to demonstrate the allomorph that differs 
from both Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama but is similar to the suffix in Deeləmə. The order of 
the varieties deviates from the usual alphabetical arrangement of the varieties and the 
typical occurrence of only three varieties. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
236 No examples with -ə̀, i.e. [+ATR] vowels, are attested. This may be because lexemes with 
[+ATR] vowels are much rarer than those with [-ATR] vowels. Since the allomorph occurs in 
Kɔlama with lexemes of both sets of vowels, it is assumed that this is theoretically possible in 
Deeləmə as well. 
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Deeləmə Kɔlama Gʋyʋma Gwaandama Gloss 

ɲɔ́m-à ɲɔ̀m-ɔ́ ɲà̃-w-á ɲàm-w-à ‘animal, meat’ 
ʃɔ́m-à (kùmòzwí-y-é) kũ-w-é (kùmdzı̃́-y-ə́) ‘mother’ 
lɔtʋm-a látɔ́m-ɔ́ latʋ̃-w-a lɩ̀tɔ́-w-á ‘onion’ 
tʋrɔm-a tùrùm-ó bu-w-e tàblà-w-à ‘grave, tomb’ 
bɔːb-a kàrɔ̀m-ɔ́ karʋ-w-a bwàhà-w-à ‘crocodile’ 
kɔ́b-à kòb-ò ka-w-á kà-w-à ‘face’ 

Table 51. Allomorphs -À and -Ó in Deeləmə and Kɔlama in comparison to other varieties237 
Kleinewillinghöfer (2024: 20, footnote 36) lists Nʋngʋrama together with Viemo and 
Robma (both Samba-Duru) as ‘Benue-Volta’ languages that have both an NF class Y for 
humans and a class W for animates and other items. He considers these two classes to be 
Benue-Volta heritage which have been merged in most other cases.  

 

4.2.8 Nominal form class HA 
This NF class primarily consists of plural nouns that semantically denote animals, human 
beings, body parts, loanwords and other items. In Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, a few nouns 
suggest a transnumeral reading (cf. §4.2.15). In Deeləmə, no transnumeral nouns in this 
class were found in the data. 

Deeləmə  
bə́lı ̃́-hə̀ ‘cows’ 
kúrí-hə̀ ‘fathers’ 
ɲám-hà ‘animals’ 
ʃám-hà ‘mothers’ 

Gʋyʋma  
bə̀lı ̃́-hé ‘cows’ 
kù̃-hé ‘mothers’ 
kùrù-hé ‘fathers’ 
ɲà̃-há ‘animals’ 
ga-ha ‘vomit’ [WL-G1] 
cum-he ‘soot’ [WL-G1] 

Gwaandama  
ɟı ̃́-hə́ ‘mothers’ [WL-N1] 
ɲàm-hà ‘animals’ [WL-N1, WL-N3] 
kólbá-há ‘bottles’ [WL-N1] 
kʋ́kʋ́r-há ‘finger nails’ (Hiraki 1986: 53) 
cwùm-hə̂ (also tsə̀-mə̀) ‘soot’ [WL-N1] 

 
237 Sources for Deeləmə: WL-D1, WL-D2 and own data. Sources for Kɔlama: WL-L3. Sources 
for Gʋyʋma: WL-G1, WL-G2 and own data. Sources for Gwaandama: WL-N1 and own data.  
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It is unclear which NF class in related languages correspond to NF class HA. It may be 
equivalent to NF class 10 *i or *sɩ in Gur (cf. Kleinewillinghöfer/Vigeland 2016 and 
Miehe et al. 2012: 25).  

 

4.2.9 Nominal form class L 
NF class L is semantically diverse, including terms for animals, body parts, metals, fruits, 
terms related to war, references to individuals (sometimes with disabilities) and 
loanwords (for examples of loanwords in this class, cf. §4.2.15). The class typically 
denotes singular nouns, although a small number of transnumerals can be found in the 
data. 

Deeləmə  
susubə́-l-ə̀ ‘bark’ [WL-D1] 
gwàká-l-à ‘male teenager’ 
tákmákwángí-l-à ‘tortoise, turtle’ 
bàmbà-l-à ‘bow’ 
káb-l-à ‘forehead’ 

Gʋyʋma  
dúndù-l-é ‘fool’ 
kʋ̀kʋ́̃gà-l-á ‘tortoise, turtle’ 
bɩ̀mbà-l-á ‘bow’ 
gárà-l-á ‘tooth’ 
yɩ́m-l-á ‘death’ 
 
Gwaandama 

 

gúrbí-l-ə̀ ‘male-goat, buck’ 
bàmbà-l-à ‘bow’ [WL-N1] 
tsʋ́-l-à ‘heart’ 
gʋ́rʋ́n-l-á ‘egg’ (Hiraki 1986: 52) 
ɟʋ̀n-l-à ‘famine’ [WL-N1, B-N1] 
wùrkə̀-l-ə̀ ‘gruel’ [WL-N1] 

Gʋyʋma (and Cerĩma) have an allomorph -d after alveolar nasals. So far, only a few cases 
have been attested (see table below). It is a phonologically conditioned allomorph that 
stands in complementary distribution to the suffix -l. -d almost always occurs in nouns 
with [+ATR] vowel harmony238 and always follows an alveolar nasal (at least in Gʋyʋma, 
the Cerĩma data is not conclusive). After noun roots with a final nasalised vowel or with 
a bilabial nasal, the suffix -l occurs. This is demonstrated by the last two examples in the 
following table. A comparison with Deeləmə and Gwaandama reveals that the respective 
lexemes belong to the same class, even if they have different roots. The following lexemes 

 
238 With the exception of one word: ‘room, roof, hut, shrine’ which is taŋda in [WL-C2] and [WL-
G1], táándá in [WL-L2] and tándá in Newman/Newman (1977b: 34, 44, 49) (and taada in Cerĩma 
[WL-C2]) (notation as in the sources). However, my language assistant clearly pronounced it as 
téndé, using [+ATR] vowels. 
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serve as examples. Note that the order of the varieties presented here differs from the 
usual order. 

Gʋyʋma Cerĩma Deeləmə Gwaandama Gloss 

kurumzun-d-e kukurumzwi-d-e tungezuen-l-a kʋ̀rʋ̀mkwà-là ‘beetle’ 
sin-d-e sin-d-e (tanga-w-a) (dzʋ̀dzʋ̀-w-à) ‘(beer) pot’ 
zín-d-é zin-d-e ɟáʋn-l-à ɟàʋ́n-l-á / ɟɩ́n-l-á ‘name’ 
fín-d-é (finne) fin-l-ə fín-l-ə̀ ‘flower’ 
tén-d-é taa-d-a tan-l-a tá̃-l-á ‘room’ 

fɔ̃-l-á fʋg-l-a fɔ̃-l-a gʋ́rʋ́̃-l-á ‘egg’ 
kwíndìm-l-é kwedum-l-e kwarɩm-l-a gʋ̀sʋ̀m-l-à ‘knee’ 

Table 52. Allomorphs -l and -d in comparison239 
 

4.2.10 Nominal form class A 
This NF class includes plural nouns, with the plural suffix varying in form across the 
different varieties. Deeləmə has a glottal stop before the vowel [-Ɂà]/[- Ɂə̀] (cf. §2.3.3), 
while Gʋyʋma exhibits the only NF suffix that consists solely of a vowel and no 
consonant [-á]/[-é] and Gwaandama appears to be in the middle of a degradation process 
[-a]/[-ə] or [-Ɂa]/[-Ɂə] (see below). 

Deeləmə  
mə́-‘ə̀ ‘bodies’ 
tákmákwángí-‘à ‘tortoises/turtles’ 
bàmbà-‘à ‘bows’ 
káb-‘à ‘foreheads’ 

Gʋyʋma  
múngòrò-é ‘mangos’ (from Hausa mangwàrò̃) 
tén-é ‘rooms’ 
kàb-á ‘foreheads’ 
pɔ̀-á ‘thighs’ 

Gwaandama  
gùb-ə̀ ‘water-carrying pot’ [WL-N1] 
kàb-à  ‘foreheads’ [WL-N1] 
gʋ́rʋ́n-‘á ‘eggs’ (Hiraki 1986: 52), [WL-N1] 
sṹgə́-‘ə́ ‘foam’ [WL-N1] 

The presence or absence of the glottal stop in the different varieties may be explained by 
a process of degradation, which is (synchronically) at different stages in each variety. The 
glottal stop still occurs frequently in Deeləmə, while Gwaandama is currently undergoing 

 
239 Sources for Gʋyʋma: WL-G1, WL-G2 and own data. Sources for Cerĩma: WL-C2. Sources 
for Deeləmə: WL-D1, WL-D2, WL-N1 and own data. Sources for Gwaandama: WL-N1 and own 
data.  
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the degradation process. This is supported by the fact that the glottal stop was mentioned 
in Jungraithmayr (1968/1969: 167, 175, 177) and Hiraki (1986), only partially in [WL-
N1], a list collected in the 1990s, but not at all in my field research. Gʋyʋma has nearly 
completed this process, with only a few lexemes in [WL-G2] being depicted with the 
glottal stop.240 

To consider the suffix with the glottal stop as an older reflex of the NF class appears to 
be justified when comparing Nʋngʋrama to other languages. NF class A seemingly relates 
back to a Niger-Congo proto class 6 (Kleinewillinghöfer/Vigeland 2016). 
Kleinewillinghöfer (2024: 20) attests this NF class to occur in language groups such as 
Gur (reconstructed as *ya,*ŋa) and Benue-Congo (reconstructed as *a), but having been 
replaced by or merged with other NF classes in, for example, the Vere and Samba-Duru 
languages. It is interesting to note that Nʋngʋrama and Lɔŋto are the only languages in 
the Upper Benue Basin where this proto class has been clearly preserved. In Lɔŋto, the 
agreement marker is ʔe, i.e. with a glottal stop, while the NF class is marked with -yɛ ~ -ʔɛ 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 2024: 20f.). In other Niger-Congo branches, it appears to be more 
common that the NF class or reflexes of the agreement markers have the form CV, where 
C is a nasal and/or a velar plosive. For Eastern Oti-Volta, for example, the marker is 
reconstructed as *ka and was then reduced to *ŋa and *a as “the most common class 6 
marker” (Miehe et al. 2012: 21) in Oti-Volta languages. This may be an indication that 
NF class A in Nʋngʋrama relates back to an NF class containing a consonant that was 
reduced and is now in the process of depletion. 

Because Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama add no glottal stop, certain rules apply to avoid a hiatus 
between a final vowel of the noun root and the NF class suffix (cf. §2.1.3.3). When the 
two vowels are of the same quality, they merge to form a long vowel. In Gʋyʋma, the 
high tone of the REF marker perseveres when the tones on the vowels differ. No examples 
of different tones following each other are attested in Gwaandama. 

Gʋyʋma 
/kʋ̀kʋ́̃gà-á/  à [kʋ̀kʋ́̃gáː] ‘tortoises/turtles’ 
/nà-á/  à [náː] ‘hands, arms’ 
/bɩ̀mbà-á/  à [bɩ̀mbáː] ‘bows’ 
/yà-à/ à [yàː] ‘place’ 

Gwaandama 
/mə́-ə́/ à [mə́ː] ‘bodies’ (Sabe 2014: 44), [WL-N1] 
/ná-á/ à [náː] ‘hands, arms’ 
/bàmbà-à/ à [bàmbàː] ‘bows’ [WL-N1] 
/gʋ́bá-á/ à [gʋ́báː] ‘stones’ 

 
240 For example, caʋ̃-‘á ‘hoes’ (but caʋ̃wa in [WL-G1]), ma-‘á ‘farms’ (but ma-a in [WL-G1]), 
dá-‘á ‘sores, wounds’ (but da-a in [WL-G1]), gã-‘á ‘loads’.  
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There are three ways to avoid a hiatus when the two vowels following each other are not 
the same. The first one is to assimilate the vowel of the noun root to the following NF 
class suffix, but only when the noun stem consists of one syllable of the shape CV.241 

Gʋyʋma   
/tu-e/ à [t̪hwe]242 ‘clouds’ [WL-G2] 
/dú-é/ à [dwé] ‘heads’ [WL-G1] 
/bɩ̀-á à [báː] ‘metals, money’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 23) 

Gwaandama   
/ɲwú-ə́/ à [ɲwə́ː] ‘teeth’ [WL-N1] (cf. Sabe 2014: 44) 
/dú-ə́/ à [dwə́:] ‘heads’ (Sabe 2014: 42, 44) 
/ɲwʋ̀-à/  à [ɲwàː] ‘eyes’ [WL-N1] 
/tsʋ̀-á/ à [tswǎː] ‘hearts’243 [S-N3] 

The second way is used when the last syllable of the noun stem has the shape CṼ. In this 
case, the stem vowel is not assimilated to the suffix. Instead, an approximant is inserted 
and nasalisation spreading occurs.244 This rule applies to Gʋyʋma, but there is insufficient 
data to confirm this for Gwaandama.  

Gʋyʋma    
/bɔ̀̃-á̃/ à [bɔ̀̃wá̃] ‘leopards’  
/kʋ̀̃-á̃/245 à [kʋ̀̃wá̃] ‘war, combat, struggle’  
/cáwʋ̀̃-á̃/ à [cáwʋ̀̃wá̃] ‘hoes’  

Third, in all cases where the noun root ends with /I/, the approximant [j] is inserted.  

Gʋyʋma    
/gɩ̀ngɩ́rɩ́-á/ à [gɩ̀ŋgɩ́rɩ́já] ‘frog’  
/zʋndɩ-a/ à [zʋndɩja] ‘bat’ [WL-G1]  
/takasɩrɩ-a/ à [takasɩrɩja] ‘lizard’ [WL-G1]  
/nɩ̀-á/ à [nɩ̀já] ‘thing(s)’246  
/da ɟiɟi-e/ à [da ɟiɟije]247 ‘kid, fawn, goatling’ [WL-G1]  
/susubi-e/ à [susubije] ‘spider’ [WL-G1]  
/kwèɲì-é/ à [kwèɲìjé] ‘bush’  

Gwaandama    
/gɩ̀ngɩ́rɩ̀-à/248 à [gɩ̀ŋgɩ́rɩ̀jà] ‘frogs, toads’ [WL-N1]  
/nɩ̀-à/ à [nɩ̀jà] ‘thing(s)’  
/gùrbí-ə̀/ à [gúrbíjə̀] ‘he-goat’ [WL-N1]  

 
241 With at least two exceptions in Gʋyʋma: pɔ̀-á ‘thighs’ and nɩ̀-á ‘thing(s)’.  
242 There is no indication of vowel lengthening in [WL-G1] and [WL-G2]. 
243 The rising tone (or rather the high part of the rising tone) indicates definiteness.  
244 In contrast to the usual notation, the following examples illustrate the process of nasalisation 
spreading. 
245 Also kʋ̀̃-tá [WL-G1]. 
246 This lexeme can refer to one or more things in all three varieties, despite being in a plural class. 
It is not considered a transnumeral as it does not meet the definition (see §4.1). 
247 But also: zwa ɟi-le / zwa ɟee [WL-G1]. Another example also suggests that both NF class forms 
are possible: kenzi-le becomes kenzi-ye or kenze (probably rather kenzeː) in the plural [WL-G1].  
248 There are different tone patterns for this lexeme in [WL-N1].  
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4.2.11 Nominal form class KA 
NF class KA is semantically diverse, encompassing body parts, elongated items and 
nature-related terms, such as most tree names (cf. Dunnamah et al. 2016: 48, cf. Miehe et 
al. 2012: 27 on the semantics of the equivalent class in Gur languages). 

Deeləmə   
sə́-kə̀ ‘short, small stick’  
cá̃-kà  ‘leg’  
bál-kà ‘stick’  
fà-kà ‘rainy season’  
ná-kà ‘hand, arm’  

Gʋyʋma  
 

ɟì-ké ‘arrow’  
su-ké ‘hair’ [WL-G2]  
dá-ká ‘road, path’  
mwʋ̀n-ká ‘moon’ [WL-G2]  
swa-ká ‘mountain’ [WL-G2]  
ɲálá-ká ‘day’  

Gwaandama  
 

ɟì-kə̀  ‘arrow’ [WL-N1]  
kwáb-ká  ‘leg’ [WL-N1]  
bál-ká  ‘stick’ [WL-N1]  
yàpɩ́l-ká / mùn-kà  ‘moon’ [WL-N1]  
tárá-ká  ‘river’ [WL-N1]  
yɩ́l-ká ‘road’  
gʋ̀r-kà ‘black kite’ [WL-N1]  

Elstermann et al. (2021: 329, 337) claim that NF class KA also includes transnumerals. 
However, they acknowledge that their analysis is inconclusive due to the limited data and 
only one example, cucul-ke ‘shade’ [WL-G1]. In my own data, only one more example 
occurs that might indicate the use of NF class KA as a class for transnumerals: tám-kà 
‘happiness’ (Deeləmə). Nevertheless, only two examples in two varieties are not 
sufficient to support the representation of NF class KA as a transnumeral class in Figure 
5 in §4.2.14. 

NF class KA forms deriflection classes with three different NF classes (cf. §4.2.14). This 
suggests that it may be a fusion of two or three former NF classes. Similar cases occur, 
for example, in Gur, where it is likely that Proto-Gur classes 12 *ka (forming a 
deriflection class with *mu, cf. §4.2.13) and 15 *kʋ (forming a deriflection class with *tʋ, 
cf. §4.2.12) have merged (Miehe et al. 2012: 9) and possibly another class for which there 
is no evidence in Gur, but that is reconstructed as *ki in Benue-Congo. A more detailed 
discussion can be found in Elstermann et al. (2021: 343) (cf. Kleinewillinghöfer (2024: 
19) who reports similar mergers in Samba-Duru (i.e. a subgroup of ‘Benue-
Volta’/‘Adamawa’) languages). 
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4.2.12 Nominal form class TA  
This NF class has mostly plural nouns as well as a significant number of abstract concepts 
and uncountable items. 

Deeləmə   
zwṹ-tə̀ ‘excrements’  
cá̃-tà ‘legs’  
bál-tà ‘sticks’  
wár-tà ‘wedding’  
gwàká-tà ‘male teenagers’  

Gʋyʋma  
 

ɟì-té ‘arrows’  
zɩ́-tá ‘towns’  
cáw-tá ‘legs’  
bàl-tá ‘sticks’  
kʋ̀̃-tá ‘wars’  

Gwaandama  
 

ɟì-tə̀  ‘arrows’ [WL-N1]  
búlùm-tə̀ ‘nest’ [WL-N1]  
kwáb-tá  ‘legs’ [WL-N1]  
bál-tá  ‘sticks’ [WL-N1]  
yɩ̀l-tà ‘youth’ [WL-N1]  

Hepburn-Gray (2020: 86) proposes a relationship between NF class TA in Nʋngʋrama and 
Proto Bantu classes 13 (*tu) and 21 (*ti), as numbered by Bleek and Meinhof. Elstermann 
et al. (2021: 342, 344) similarly suggest that this NF class resulted from the merger of 
two distinct classes in “Pre-Longuda” times, possibly *tu and *ti. TA also shows some 
resemblance to Proto Gur class 13 *sɩ249 and to Proto Gur class 21 *tʋ, as it contains many 
transnumeral nouns but “has often developed into a plural marker” (Miehe et al. 2012: 
31), with the corresponding singular class being Proto Gur class 15 *kʋ. In addition, it 
typically entails derivations (cf. §4.3.2). This class is also postulated by 
Kleinewillinghöfer (2019a, 2019c, 2024: 26) as one of the morphological evidences of 
his proposed ‘Benue-Volta’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
249 Cf. Miehe et al. (2012: 25) for the question of whether this class is related to Proto Bantu class 
*ti.  
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4.2.13 Nominal form class M 
This NF class consists mostly of abstract nouns and other transnumeral items. It also 
includes language names.250 

Deeləmə   
súsúmswə́-m-ə̀  ‘laughter’  
délé-m-ə̀ ‘Deeləmə language’  
ɲɩ́-m-à ‘milk’  
dʋ̀-m-á ‘sleep’  
dá-m-à  ‘roads’  

Gʋyʋma  
 

tulge-m-é ‘fog’ [WL-G2]  
méhé-mé ‘tears’ [WL-G2]  
yɩ̀-m-á  ‘milk’  
dʋ̀-m-á ‘sleep’  
tárá-m-á  ‘rivers’ [WL-G2]  

Gwaandama  
 

tú-m-ə́ ‘trade’ [WL-N1]  
dʋ̀-m-à  ‘sleep’ [WL-N1]  
fàrà-m-à  ‘palm oil’ [WL-N1]  
tárá-m-á  ‘rivers’ [WL-N1]  
yɩ́l-m-á ‘roads’ [WL-N1]  

It is likely that this NF class has resulted from the fusion of two classes that also occur in 
Proto-Gur: 22 *mʋ and 23 *ma (Miehe et al. 2012: 10, 32f.). In Gur, it is common for 
these two classes to be merged (Miehe et al. 2012: 32, cf. Kleinewillinghöfer 2024: 7, 
31f. on this class in Samba-Duru languages and their relation to Gur). Especially based 
on the suffixes found in Kɔlama, I argue that this is also true for Nʋngʋrama (cf. 
Elstermann et al. 2021: 344). Although Kɔlama is not included in this thesis due to a lack 
of data beyond wordlists [WL-L1] and [WL-L3], a digression to Kɔlama lexemes is 
worthwhile in this case (and possible with the data at hand) to support the hypothesis that 
the two NF classes have fused diachronically: In the citation form of Kɔlama, the 
referential marker generally exhibits the same vowels as Gʋyʋma, i.e. /e/ and /a/, 
depending on the ATR value of the noun root. This is illustrated by the following 
examples. 

Kɔlama     
[+ATR]   [-ATR]  
bù-m-é ‘caves, holes’  tɩ̀-m-á ‘trees’ 
mú-w-é ‘terrace’  swà-w-á ‘gazelle’ 
púkíkí-l-é ‘dust’  pɔ́-l-á ‘pond’251 

 
250 Cf. Kleinewillinghöfer (2024: 7, 31) who demonstrates that the Gəmme and Vere languages 
in the Samba-Duru group have a comparable class. 
251 All lexemes from [WL-L3]. 
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However, in the citation form of NF class M, both /o/ and /e/ occur as [+ATR] vowels. It 
is assumed that the two vowels occurring with NF class M in Kɔlama are former reflexes 
of two NF classes that have completely disappeared in all other varieties. Compare the 
following examples in Kɔlama with Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama.252 

Kɔlama Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama  
nú-mó nù-m-ə̀ lú-m-é / nú-mé lú-m-ə́ ‘oil, grease’ 
dú-mó bɩ-m-a bʋ́-m-á (bɩ̀-m-à) ‘dirt, filth’  
dù-mó253 du-m-ə̀ du-m-é dù-m-ə̀ ‘seed’ 

bù-mé bʋ-m-a (fu-l-e / bu-te) (kàtsʋ̀kə-l-ə) ‘caves, holes’ 
sìn-mé ? sin-m-e wı̃́-m-ə ‘(seasonal) rivers’ 
tsìtsì-mè ʃíʃí-m-ə̀ sìsì-m-é tsìtsì-m-ə̀ ‘urine’ 

Table 53. NF class suffixes -mó and -mé in Kɔlama in comparison to other varieties254 
 

4.2.14 Deriflection system 
The previous sections presented the different NF classes. The deriflection system is 
summarised in the following figure. A singular and a plural NF class forming a 
deriflection class are linked by a straight line. NF classes containing transnumerals are 
also deriflection classes. They are marked by a circle. Main deriflection classes with a 
large number of items are marked by continuous lines, while minor deriflection classes 
with only a few items (usually less than five) are indicated by dotted lines.  

The figure illustrates nine deriflection classes (ten in Deeləmə) that distinguish between 
singular and plural. Of these classes, five are major deriflection classes. Additionally, 
there are five transnumeral deriflection classes, of which two are major classes. It is worth 
noting that there are no intersecting lines, except for the minor deriflection class KA/A, 
which only has one known item in each variety and can be considered a fossilised class 
pair (Kleinewillinghöfer p.c.). The system in Nʋngʋrama is thus generally simple and, in 
most cases, exhibits a one-to-one mapping of a singular NF class with a plural NF class.  

 

 
252 There is one more class in Kɔlama, namely NF class W, in which [o] as opposed to [ɔ] occurs, 
e.g. tóbòlíwó ‘mud-brick’ but tóbòlíhé ‘mud-bricks’ and ɲɔ̀mkɔ̀ɲɩ̀wɔ́ ‘wild animal’ but ɲɔ̀mkɔ̀ɲɩ̀há 
‘wild animals’ [WL-L3].  
253 Actually du-mó ‘seed’, i.e. without the low tone on the first syllable. However, it is generally 
assumed that no tone marking indicates a low tone in the wordlists (Kleinewillinghöfer p.c.). 
254 Sources for Kɔlama: WL-L1, WL-L3. Sources for Deeləmə: WL-D1, WL-D2 and own data. 
Sources for Gʋyʋma: WL-G1, WL-G2 and own data. Sources for Gwaandama: WL-N1.  
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Figure 5. NF suffixes combining to deriflections in Nʋngʋrama  
(Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama) (adapted from Elstermann et al. (2021: 337)) 

The following section introduces and illustrates the main deriflection classes: Ø, Y/B, 
W/HA, L/A, KA/TA and KA/M, as well as the two transnumeral deriflection classes TA and 
M. Additionally, the minor deriflection classes, R/B, F/B, W/A, L/TA and KA/A, as well as 
the transnumeral deriflection classes W, HA and L are described.  

The deriflection class Ø differs from other classes in that it neither denotes transnumerals 
nor make a singular-plural distinction. 

Deriflection class Ø 
Deeləmə   
Mʋ́sá male name  
Dʋ̀nɩ́bà female name  

Gʋyʋma  
 

Ayu Rabbit in a folk tale (J. Newman 1978)  
Gʋyʋk town name (Newman/Newman 1977a)  

Gwaandama  
 

Dzʋ́álʋ̀ town name [B-N1]  
Pɩ̀ságɩ̀n male name [B-N4]  

The deriflection class Y/B includes nouns for humans, kinship terms and occupational 
titles. Similar NF class suffixes can be found in neighbouring class languages, such as -yo 
and -bo in Lɔŋto (Kleinewillinghöfer 2012: 6), -Ø/-I/-E and -BU in Tula (Elstermann 
2021: 54, 74) and -ɩ and -bɛ in Dijim (Ajede 2022), among others. 

Deriflection class Y/B 
Deeləmə   
zwá-y-à zwá-b-à ‘child/children’ 
bwálɩ́-y-à bwálɩ́-b-à ‘man/men, male(s), husband(s)’ 
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Gʋyʋma   
mwàrɩ̀-y-á mwàrɩ̀-b-á ‘older sibling(s)’ 
zwɩ̃̀-y-á̃ zwɩ̃̀-b-á ‘younger sibling(s)’ 

Gwaandama  
 

gɩ́hɩ́-y-á gɩ́hɩ́-b-á ‘woman/women’ [WL-N1] 
wàrà-y-à wàrà-b-à ‘husband(s)’ [WL-N1] 

The W/HA deriflection class is very common in Nʋngʋrama, encompassing lexemes for 
animals, humans, loanwords and more. The third and fourth examples in Deeləmə 
illustrate the allomorph -à of NF class W (cf. §4.2.7).255 

Deriflection class W/HA 
Deeləmə   
kàsɔ́-w-à kàsɔ́-hà ‘market(s)’ (from Hausa kàsúwá) 
kúrí-w-ə̀ kúrí-hə̀ ‘father(s)’ 
ɲɔ́m-à ɲám-hà ‘animal(s), meat’ 
ʃɔ́m-à ʃám-hà ‘mother(s)’ 

Gʋyʋma   
búl-w-é búl-hé ‘ball(s)’ (from English ball) 
kàkà-w-á kàkà-há ‘face(s)’ 

Gwaandama   
àmɩ́-w-à àmɩ́-hà ‘cat(s)’ [WL-N1] 
bwàhà-w-à bwàhà-hà ‘crocodile(s)’ [WL-N1] 

NF class L primarily forms a deriflection class with NF class A. Note the allomorphs in 
NF class L in Gʋyʋma (cf. §4.2.9). The semantics of this class are difficult to determine, 
except for body terms. 

Deriflection class L/A 
Deeləmə   
glás-l-à glás-à ‘mirror(s)’ (from English glass) 
bwá-l-à bwá-à ‘salt(s)’ 

Gʋyʋma   
gárà-l-á gàrà-á [gàráː] ‘tooth/teeth’ 
kárásɔ̀̃-l-à kárásɔ̀̃-à ‘wing(s)’ 
fín-d-é fín-é ‘flower(s)’ [WL-G2] 
kurumzun-d-e kurumzun-e ‘beetle(s)’ [WL-G1] 

Gwaandama   
dzɩ́ngá-l-á dzɩ́ngá-á ‘ear(s)’ [WL-N1] 
sɩ ̃̀-l-à sɩ ̃̀-à ‘tsetse fly/flies’ [WL-N1] 

 
255 These singular-plural pairings often have different vowel qualities in the noun root. Compare 
also Kɔlama: tsɔ̀b-ɔ́ / tsɩ̀b-há ‘rat’, fɔ̀m-ɔ́ / fàm-há ‘feather’, látɔ́m-ɔ́ / látʋ́m-há ‘onion’ [WL-L3]. 
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The deriflection class KA/TA includes specific names of trees, while the generic term for 
‘tree’ falls under deriflection class KA/M. Other common semantics in this class include 
body parts (if they are not in deriflection class L/A) and elongated items. 

Deriflection class KA/TA 
Deeləmə   
swɩ̃́-kà swɩ̃́-tà ‘wing(s)’ 
ɟì-kə́ ɟì-té ‘arrow(s) 

Gʋyʋma   
cáw-ká cáw-tá ‘leg(s)’ 
bàl-ká bàl-tá ‘stick(s)’ 

Gwaandama   
ɲàmná-ká256 ɲàmná-tá ‘palm tree(s)’ [WL-N1] 
gwàrà-kà gwàrà-tà ‘gourd(s)’ [WL-N1] 

The deriflection class KA/M contains elongated items and numerous nature-related nouns, 
including the generic term for ‘tree’, as mentioned above. 

Deriflection class KA/M 
Deeləmə   
dá-kà dá-m-à ‘road(s)’ 
dɩ́-kà dɩ́-m-à ‘cloth(s)’ 

Gʋyʋma   
tárá-ká tárá-m-á ‘river(s)’ [WL-G2] 
swa-ká swa-m-á ‘mountain(s)’ [WL-G2] 

Gwaandama   
wàhà-kà wàhà-m-à ‘tree(s)’ [WL-N1] 
fʋ́-ká fʋ́-m-á ‘track(s)’ [WL-N1] 

The deriflection class TA contains mostly abstract nouns (cf. §4.3.2) and some liquids.  

Deriflection class TA 
Deeləmə  
gwàká-tà ‘male youth’ 
kwã-ta ‘relative’ [WL-D2] 

Gʋyʋma  
zún-té ‘excrements’ [WL-G2] 
yɩ̀l-tà ‘youth’ [WL-N1] 

Gwaandama  
àw-tà ‘sauce, soup, stew’ [WL-N1] 
cɩ́r-tá ‘tribute’ [WL-N1] 

The deriflection class M includes language names and transnumerals such as liquids. 

 
256 Also ɲàmnà-ká [WL-N1]. 
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Deriflection class M 
Deeləmə  
má-m-à ‘water’ 
gwáándá-m-à ‘Gwaanda language’ 

Gʋyʋma  
má-m-á ‘water’ 
nʋ́ngʋ́rà-m-á ‘Nʋngʋra language’ 

Gwaandama  
ɲɩ́-m-á ‘milk’ [WL-N1] 
sʋ́r-m-á ‘blood’ [WL-N1] 

Minor deriflection classes typically have only a few lexemes in the data. Deriflection 
class R/B, for instance, exhibits only the lexeme for ‘person, people’.257 

Deriflection class R/B 
Deeləmə   
yí-r-ə̀ yí-b-ə̀ ‘person(s), man/men’ 

Gʋyʋma 
  

yì-r-é (also ɲì-r-é) yì-b-é (also ɲì-b-é) ‘person(s), man/men’ 

Gwaandama 
  

yì-r-ə̀ yì-b-ə̀ ‘person(s), man/men’ [WL-N1] 

Deriflection class F/B is even more restricted than R/B because it only occurs in Deeləmə 
(and Cerĩma and Kɔlama), but not in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama (cf. §4.2.5).258 

Deriflection class F/B 
Deeləmə   
yír-à yɩ́r-b-à ‘woman/women, female(s), wife/wives’ 

The deriflection class w/A is limited to very few lexemes, with only ‘farm’ and ‘house’ 
attested in all three varieties, while ‘ear’ is only attested in Gʋyʋma. In Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama, the latter belongs to deriflection class L/A (tʋ́-là / twá-à and dzɩngá-lá / 
dzɩngá-á259, respectively [WL-L1]). 

 

 
257 Other ‘Adamawa’ languages also have this deriflection class, e.g. Waja nɛ̀-rɛ̀ / nʋ̀-wà 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 88, 115), Tso nɛ̀-r / nə-bʋ́ and Maa/Kamo də́-rɛ́ / nə́-bí 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 1995/2014). The ‘Adamawa’ languages showing resemblance to Oti-Volta 
languages as mentioned in §4.2.4 also form their plural with NF class B, e.g Dadiya nə-l / nə-b 
(Kleinewillinghöfer p.c.) and Lɔŋto yíígɛ-ĺyɔ / nɛ́gɛ-bó (Kleinewillinghöfer 2012: 63).  
258 Compare also the other two Nʋngʋrama varieties Cerĩma and Kɔlama: yɩ́r-á / yɩ́r-bá and yir-e 
/ yir-be, respectively (Kleinewillinghöfer 1994/2014), [WL-L1]. In Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, the 
noun belongs to deriflection class Y/B: má̃-yá / mɔ́-bá and gɩ́hɩ ̃́-yá / gɩ́hɩ ̃́-bá, respectively [WL-G2, 
WL-N1]. In Waja, it is nʋ̀r-ɛ̀ / nʋ̀r-ʋ̀-mbà (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 118), which shows similar 
NF class suffix reflexes. The noun root is also similar to Deeləmə (recall that /y/ and nasals are 
closely related, cf. §2.1.1.3 and §4.2.4).  
259 The tone on the first TBU occurs as high and as low in [WL-L1]. 
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Deriflection class W/A 
Deeləmə   
mà-w-à mà-à ‘farm(s)’ 
ʃwá-w-à ʃwá-à [ʃwà] ‘house(s)’ 

Gʋyʋma   
mwá-w-á mwá-á ‘farm(s)’ [WL-G1, WL-G2] 
swà-w-á swà-á [swá] ‘house(s)’ [WL-G1, WL-G2] 
tʋ́-w-á twá-á ‘ear(s)’ [WL-G1, WL-G2] 

Gwaandama   
mà-w-à mà-à ‘farm(s)’ [WL-N1] 

Examples of deriflection class L/TA are rarely attested, possibly due to the lack of plural 
forms in the data, particularly in the wordlists of Deeləmə. 

Deriflection class L/TA 
Deeləmə   
wá̃-l-à wá̃-tà260 ‘leaf/leaves’ 

Gʋyʋma   
kʋ̀̃-l-á kʋ̀̃-tá ‘war(s), fight(s)’ 
bwɔ-l-a bwɔ-ta ‘gruel (kunu)’ [WL-G1] 

Gwaandama   
wùrkə̀-l-ə̀ wùrkə̀-tə̀ ‘gruel’ [WL-N1] 

In deriflection class KA/A, only one noun, ‘hand, arm’, is attested in each variety.261 
Elstermann et al. (2021: 343) “assume this [gender KA/A] to be historically diagnostic 
because de Wolf (1971: 55) reconstructs the pattern *ku/*a for this lexical item in the 
Benue-Congo group” (cf. §4.2.11 for hypotheses on the origin of KA in Nʋngʋrama). The 
plural form of the only lexeme in this deriflection class can also be nátà (Deeləmə) / nátá 
(Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama) in NF class TA. Its meaning is then limited to the context of 
measuring.262 

Deriflection class KA/A 
Deeləmə   
ná-kà ná-’à ‘hand(s), arm(s)’ 

Gʋyʋma   
nà-ká nà-á ‘hand(s), arm(s)’ 

 
260 My language assistant provided this example. However, in [WL-L1], two singular-plural pairs 
are given: wã-là / wã-à and wã-kà / wã-tà. This either suggests that the pair mentioned above is 
not an example for the deriflection class L/TA or that the plural forms can be used interchangeably. 
261 Kɔlama has probably one more noun occurring in this deriflection class: ɲà-ká / ɲá-á ‘mouth’ 
[WL-L1] (but in variation with ɲà-lá / ɲa-‘á [WL-L1]).  
262 Compare Elstermann et al. (2021: 343) in which the plural with -ta is depicted as the only 
possible plural form in Kɔlama, Deeləmə and Cerĩma. They presume that the plural “is an 
innovation having arisen in analogy to the recurrent gender 7~KI/8~TI”. This may be true, but at 
least Deeləmə forms the plural regularly with NF class A, as shown above.  
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Gwaandama   
ná-ká ná-á ‘hand(s), arm(s)’ [WL-N1] 

Similar to deriflection class L/TA, deriflection class W has only a few examples in the data. 
It is difficult to determine whether a lexeme belongs to this deriflection class as a 
transnumeral or if it is a singular form for which no plural is indicated in the data. 

Deriflection class W 
Deeləmə  
dʋ̀-w-à263 ‘rain’ 
kawʋnlɩ-w-a  ‘dryness, aridity’ [WL-D1] 

Gʋyʋma  
dʋ̀-w-á ‘rain’ 
gwabɩr-w-a ‘time’ [WL-G2] 

Gwaandama  
dʋ̀-w-à ‘rain’ [WL-N1] 
ɟɔ́rɔ́-w-á ‘time’ [WL-N1] 

The transnumeral deriflection class HA is only present in the Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama 
data. No instances of this class have been found in the Deeləmə data.  

Deriflection class HA 
Gʋyʋma  
ga-ha ‘vomit’ [WL-G1] 
cum-he ‘soot’ [WL-G1] 

Gwaandama  
cwùm-hə̂ (also tsə̀-m-ə̀) ‘soot’ [WL-N1] 

Deriflection class L contains a very limited number of lexemes.264  

Deriflection class L 
Deeləmə  
ɲɩ́mɲɩ́mɔ̀-l-à ‘death’ 

Gʋyʋma  
yɩ́m-l-á ‘death’ 

Gwaandama  
ɲɩ́m-l-á ‘death’ [WL-N1] 
ɟʋ̀n-l-à265 ‘famine’ [WL-N1, B-N1] 

Gʋyʋma has one case, namely ‘water’, that suggests that TA can form a deriflection class 
with lexemes from NF class M as plurals of transnumerals: ma-m-a / mam-ta 

 
263 But in [WL-L1] with the plural form dà-hà.  
264 In both Kɔlama and Cerĩma, the lexeme for ‘earth’ occurs in this class (tsɩtsɩ-l-à in both 
varieties [WL-L1]), while all other varieties have a different noun in deriflection class M.  
265 In Deeləmə, a plural form with NF class A is attested. With the available data, it is unclear 
whether a plural can be formed in Gwaandama.  
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‘water/waters’ [WL-G1]. However, the phrase ‘to draw water’ occurs with both forms in 
which ‘waters’ is not a plausible translation: kwab mam-a/mam-ta [WL-G1]. This phrase 
rather suggests that ma-m-a stands in free variation with mam-ta. Note also the term 
‘bottle gourd’ ywara-mam-ka / ywara-mam-ta [WL-G1]. 

 

4.2.15 Allocation of loanwords 
Nʋngʋrama has incorporated lexemes from languages with which it is in contact, 
particularly Hausa, Dera and English. In recent years, English has been increasingly used 
to ‘borrow’ lexemes for institutions and modern technology such as ‘democracy’, 
‘government’, ‘type-writer’ and ‘computer’ (cf. Sabe 2014: 48). These loanwords are 
often nouns and they always conform to Nʋngʋrama’s deriflection and gender system. It 
is noteworthy that all known nominal loanwords bear an NF class suffix, which is highly 
unusual (Kleinewillinghöfer, p.c.).  

Heine (1968: 136) outlines three strategies of languages for integrating loanwords into an 
NF class system: automatic, phonological and semantic integration. Automatic 
integration assigns loanwords to a default NF class, regardless of their form or meaning, 
which is often but not always marked by a zero morpheme. Phonological integration 
occurs when a loanword fits into a class based on its last syllable, i.e. if the last syllable 
has the same shape as one of the suffixes. Semantic integration can be found when a 
loanword’s meaning determines its class. For example, a loanword that describes an 
animal would be integrated into a class where other animals can be found. Nʋngʋrama 
appears to primarily employ automatic integration, as evidenced by the prevalence of 
loanwords in the deriflection class W/HA, even when the lexemes’ forms or meanings do 
not necessarily align with this deriflection, e.g.: 

Deeləmə    
wàsɩ́ká-w-à wàsɩ́ká-hà ‘letter(s)’ from Hausa wàsīƙà̄ 
tágá-w-à tágá-hà ‘window(s)’ from Hausa tāgà̄ 

Gʋyʋma  
  

kàsʋ́-w-á  kàsá-há ‘market(s)’ from Hausa kàsúwá 
léːté-w-à / 
wàsɩ́ká-w-á 

léːté-hà / 
wàsɩ́ká-há 

‘letter(s)’ from English / from 
Hausa wàsīƙà̄ 

Gwaandama  
  

bókótì-w-à bókótì-hà ‘bucket(s)’ WL-N1] from English  
káfíntà-w-à ? ‘carpenter’ [WL-N2] from English  
makaranta-w-a ? ‘school’ (Sabe 2014: 48) from Hausa makarãntā 
dankali-w-a266 ? ‘potato’ (Sabe 2014: 48) from Hausa dànkalı ̃̀ 

Loanwords are also present in several other deriflection classes, including L/A, KA/TA and 
KA/M, although this is less common than in W/HA. No loanwords appear in the data in 
deriflection classes Y/B and M, which is consistent with Sabe’s findings (1989: 4). 

 
266 But càngìlgálá / kùkwáháwà in [WL-N1] and gurula in [WL-L3].  
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Lexemes that are not automatically integrated into deriflection class W/HA may be 
partially integrated due to their semantics. For instance, borrowed terms for fruit are often 
found in deriflection class L/A, as the following lexemes show. 

Deeləmə    
mángòrò-l-à mángòrò-‘à ‘mango(s)’ from Hausa mangwàrò̃ 
áyàbà-l-à áyàbà-‘à ‘banana(s)’ from Hausa àyàbà 

Gʋyʋma  
  

múngòrò-l-é múngòrò-é ‘mango(s)’ from Hausa mangwàrò̃ 
gʋrʋ-l-a ? ‘Kɔla nut’ [WL-G1] from Hausa gōrò̃  

Gwaandama  
  

lèmú-l-á  lèmú-á ‘orange(s)’ WL-N3] from Hausa lḕmō  
kwàkwà-l-à ? ‘coconut’ [WL-N3] from Hausa kwākwà̃  
àbàrbá-l-á ? ‘pineapple’ [WL-N2, 

WL-N3] 
from Hausa àbàrb̃ā 

In other cases, the semantics of a deriflection class may be broadened, as appears to be 
the situation with deriflection class L/A, in which new technical terms are integrated (at 
least in Deeləmə and Gwaandama). 

Deeləmə    
bátɩ́r-l-à bátɩ́r-‘à ‘battery/batteries’ from English 
laptop-l-a laptop-‘a ‘laptop(s)’ from English 

Gwaandama  
  

mákróskòp-l-á ? ‘microscope’ (Sabe 1995: 186) from English 
káːsèt-l-á ? ‘cassette’ (Sabe 1995: 186) from English 

Agreement with loanwords does not differ from that with other nouns. Compare §4.2.15 
for details on noun agreement.  

 

4.3 Derivation 
4.3.1 Nominalisation 
In Nʋngʋrama, many nouns are derived from verbs or adjectives by adding an NF suffix, 
sometimes with a reduplicated root (cf. e.g. ‘death’ and ‘laughter’ in Deeləmə).  

The following examples illustrate derivations from verbs: 

Deeləmə    
mwàr ‘to grow’ mwàr-kà ‘growth’ 
swə́ ‘to laugh’ súsúmswə́-m-ə̀ ‘laughter’ 
ɲàm ‘to die’ ɲɩ́mɲɩ̀mɔ́-l-à ‘death’ 

Gʋyʋma  
  

yɩ́m ‘to die’ yɩ́m-l-á ‘death’ 
mwàr ‘to grow’ mwàrɩ̀-y-á ‘older sibling’ 
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Gwaandama 
tʋ́ ‘to talk, to say’ tʋ́-w-á ‘talk, speech’ 
wàr ‘to marry’ wàr-kà ‘marriage’ 
làhà ‘to be tired’ làhà-tà ‘tiredness’ 
hàw ‘to stab’ hà-w-à ‘hunt’ [WL-N1] 
bàmà ‘to cultivate, till’ bàmà-w-à ‘cultivated ground, field’ 

[WL-N1] 

The examples below show derivations from adjectives:  

Deeləmə    
fɩ̀rá- ‘kind’ fɩ̀rá-m-à ‘kindness’ 
sɩ̀rá- ‘strong’ sɩ̀rá-m-à ‘strength’ 

Gʋyʋma  
  

kúl- ‘strong’ kúl-m-é ‘strength’ 
ɟik- ‘straight’ ɟi-ke ‘arrow, quill, awl’ [WL-G1] 

Gwaandama  
  

tsámá- ‘lazy’ tsámá-ká ‘laziness’ 
bwàn- ‘full’ bwàn-kà ‘drunk’ [WL-N1] 

The following Gʋyʋma examples demonstrate that a nominalisation derived from an 
adjective with NF class Y refers to a person previously mentioned (‘the X one’). 

Gʋyʋma  
cí-y-è ‘the other one, someone’ 
tíb-y-é ‘the short one’ 

Agent nouns are formed by adding the NF class Y to verbs that denote an action, often in 
combination with an object. 

 Deeləmə    
(289)  kab bara-w-a kab-bara-y-a  
 cut hunt-W-REF cut-hunt-Y-REF  
 ‘to hunt’ [WL-D2] ‘hunter’ [WL-D2]  

   
(290)  gwɩ  gwɩ-y-a  
 steal  steal-Y-REF  
 ‘to steal’ [WL-D1] ‘thief’ [WL-D2]  

   
 Gʋyʋma    

(291)  yú sè-é yú-sè-y-é  
 sing song-A.REF sing-song-Y.REF  
 ‘to sing (a song)’ ‘singer’  

   
 Gwaandama 

(292)  d̪ìb yì-r-è d̪ìb-yìr-y-ə̀  
 thresh person-Y-REF thresh-person-Y-REF  
 ‘to thresh a person, to kill’ [WL-N1] ‘murderer’ [WL-N1] 
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(293)  mwàb ɲɩ̀-á mwàb-nɩ̀-y-à  
 build thing-A.REF build-thing-Y-REF  
 ‘to build something’ ‘potter’ [WL-N1]  

When the verb and the object noun belong to different sets of ATR vowels, it is possible 
for both [+ATR] and [-ATR] vowels to appear together.  

 Deeləmə    
(294)  háb jɩ ̃́-w-ə̀ háb-jı ̃́-y-ə̀267  
 catch fish-W-REF catch-fish-Y-REF  
 ‘to catch fish’ ‘fisherman’  

   
 Gwaandama 

(295)  dzì yàdzà-w-à dzì-yàdzà-y-à  
 go journey-W-REF go-journey-Y-REF  
 ‘to go on a journey’ [WL-N1] ‘passenger’ [WL-N2]  

 

4.3.2 Nominal form class shift 
Nouns can be shifted from one NF class to another, altering their meaning (roughly) based 
on the semantics of the newly assigned class (cf. Güldemann/Fiedler 2019: 98f.). The 
shift from NF class Y referring to humans to NF class TA is particularly productive in 
creating abstract meanings. The examples below demonstrate the shift of a noun root 
between two or more NF classes, resulting in a change in meaning each time: 

 Deeləmə     
(296)  yɩ́là̃-w-à  yɩ́lɔ̀̃-tà268   
 slave-W-REF  slavery-TA.REF   
 ‘slave’  ‘slavery’   

 
(297)  gwàká-l-à  gwàká-tà   
 male.youth-L-REF  male.youth-TA.REF   
 ‘male teenager’  ‘male youth’   

  
 Gʋyʋma     

(298)  zwà-b-á  zwàb-tá269   
 child-B-REF  child-TA.REF   
 ‘children’  ‘childhood’   

  
(299)  gwàɟʋ̀-l-á  gwàɟʋ̀-tá   
 sick-L-REF  sick-TA.REF   
 ‘sick person, invalid’ ‘sickness, desease’  

  
 
 

 
267 In [WL-D2] hab-jɩ-̃ya. 
268 Note the vowel change in this and the last example. Cf. §2.1.2 on the relation of [a] and [ɔ]. 
269 Note the remnant /b/ of NF class 2 in this derivation. 
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 Gwaandama     
(300)  kwàntsá-y-á  kwàntsá-l-á  kwàntsá-tá 
 royal-Y-REF  royal-L-REF  royal-TA.REF 
 ‘chief, king’  ‘chieftaincy’  ‘tribute’ [WL-N1] 

   
(301)  tàrbà-l-à  tàrbɔ́̃-y-á  
 loincloth-L-REF  loincloth-Y-REF  
 ‘man’s loincloth’ [WL-N1] ‘leatherworker’ [WL-N1]  

For the shift of one NF class to another in combination with the diminutive marker, cf. 
§4.3.3.  

 

4.3.3 Noun formation: diminutive 
The concept of diminutives is generally associated with “smallness and endearment” 
(Savickienè/Dressler 2007: 4). However, it can also “develop more abstract meanings 
[…]: ‘small size’ > ‘small type of’ > ‘related to’” (Di Garbo 2013: 117).  

In Nʋngʋrama, a diminutive noun can be formed through a productive noun formation 
process by preposing a diminutive morpheme to another noun. Nʋngʋrama features two 
diminutive morphemes: one can be argued to be a reduced reflex of ‘child’ (zwá- in both 
Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, dzwá- in Gwaandama270), which is the most common source for 
diminutives (Jurafsky 1996: 564, Di Garbo 2013: 117). The origin of the other morpheme, 
dá-, has only been hypothesised so far. Two scenarios are likely: it may have derived 
from zwá-/dzwá- ‘child’ or from the NF class suffix L, which has an allomorph -d in 
Gʋyʋma. NF class L in Nʋngʋrama is also mentioned by Fiedler (2021) as “probably [the] 
only means for expressing diminutives” (see below).271 However, dá- is preposed, 
whereas NF classes are marked by suffixes.272 

The diminutive markers zwá-/dzwá- and dá- are often combined with animate nouns, 
triggering a semantic head shift from the preposed element to the animate noun (cf. 
Malchukov 2000). This process is not compounding because the modifying noun does 
not agree with the modified noun (cf. §4.4.3). Moreover, it is not a genitive construction 
because in such constructions both nouns mark their NF class suffix overtly (cf. §5.4.1). 

While diminutive forms with the preposed element zwá-/dzwá- are mostly found in the 
wordlists, diminutives with dá- were used more frequently in other sources, such as [B-
N1] to [B-N4] and in my own research. This may indicate a recent shift or 

 
270 In Gwaandama the root of ‘child’ is dzwı̃́-. It changes, however, to dzwá- in ‘childhood’ [WL-
N1] and in some sources in the plural for ‘children’ (e.g. in Hiraki 1986: 132, 191).  
271 However, when comparing the examples below in which the NF class remains unchanged, it 
contradicts Fiedler’s statement (2021) (cf. Elstermann et al. 2021: 330). 
272 Compare also e.g. Tula, in which diminutives can be formed, among other possible strategies, 
by adding the affixes “DV-.-Ø/TV-.SFX” (Elstermann 2021: 64). 
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grammaticalisation process from the former to the latter.273 Examples of the diminutive 
are depicted in the following.  

 Deeləmə    
(302)  bə̀lı ̃́-w-ə̀  zwa-bəlĩ-w-ə  
 cow-W-REF  DIM-cow-W-REF  
 ‘cow’  ‘calf’ [WL-D2]  

  
(303)  yàpɩ́l-w-à  zwa-yapɩl-w-a  
 sheep-W-REF  DIM-sheep-W-REF  
 ‘sheep’  ‘ewe’ [WL-D2]  

   
(304)  mɩ́yà-w-à  dá-mɩ́yà-w-à  
 goat-W-REF  DIM-goat-W-REF  
 ‘goat’  ‘kid’  

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(305)  ɲʋ-w-a  zwa-ɲʋ-w-a  
 grain-W-REF  DIM-grain-W-REF  
 ‘grain’ [WL-G1]  ‘bird’ [WL-G1]  

  
(306)  ɲà̃-w-á  zwa-ɲã-w-a  
 flesh-W-REF  DIM-flesh-W-REF  
 ‘flesh, meat’  ‘lip’ [WL-G1]  

  
(307)  zwı̃́-y-è  dá-zwı̃́-y-è  
 child-Y-REF  DIM-child-Y-REF  
 ‘child'  ‘small child, baby’  

  
(308)  zàlɩ́-y-á  dá-zàlɩ́-y-á  
 youth-Y-REF  DIM-youth-Y-REF  
 ‘youth, young adult’  

(from about 18 years old)’ 
‘teenager’ 
(about 12 to 15 years) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(309)  swɩ̃̀yá-w-á  dzwá-swɩ̃̀yá-w-á  
 chicken-W-REF  DIM-chicken-W-REF  
 ‘chicken’  ‘chick’ [WL-N1]  

  
(310)  bàlà̃-w-à274  dá-bàlà̃-w-à  
 hare-W-REF  DIM-hare-W-REF  
 ‘hare’ [WL-N1]  ‘rabbit’ [WL-N1]  

  
 
 

 
273 One example in Gʋyʋma suggests that the two prefixes may indicate a small semantic 
difference, namely ‘young of age’ as opposed to ‘small size’. However, counterexamples, such 
as the Deeləmə example (304), also exist. 
274 In Sabe (2014: 51f.) it is bələnwə.  
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(311)  ɲʋ́sʋ̀n-b-à  dá-ɲʋ́sʋ́n-b-à  
 elder-B-REF  DIM-elder-B-REF  
 ‘elders’ [WL-N1]  ‘matured people’ [B-N4] 

In some cases, both diminutive markers occur in the data, as shown in the following 
examples. In the Gwaandama example (314), both preposed elements even co-occur. 

 Deeləmə     
(312)  fɩ́lá̃-w-à  zwa-fɩlã-w-a / dá-fɩ́lá̃-w-à 
 chicken-W-REF  child-chicken-W-REF  DIM-chicken-W-REF 
 ‘chicken’  ‘chick’ [WL-D2]/own data 

   
 Gʋyʋma     

(313)  swɩ̀yá-w-á  zwa-swɩya-w-a / da-swɩya-w-a 
 chicken-W-REF  child-chicken-W-REF  DIM-chicken-W-REF 
 ‘chicken’  ‘chick’ [WL-G1]   

    
 Gwaandama     

(314)  mɩ̀yá-w-á  dá-dzwá-mɩ̀yá-w-à275 / dá-mɩ̀yá-w-á 
 chicken-W-REF  DIM-child-chicken-W-REF  DIM-goat-W-REF 
 ‘goat’   ‘kid’ [WL-N1]/own data 

In some instances, the NF class changes when the diminutive marker is preposed.  

 Deeləmə    
(315)  gʋ́bá-l-à  dá-gʋ́bá-hà  
 stone-L-REF  DIM-stone-HA.REF  
 ‘stone’   ‘coarse sand, gravel’ [WL-D2]  

    
(316)  bwálɩ́-y-à  zwa-bwalɩ-w-a  
 husband-Y-REF  child-husband-W-REF  
 ‘husband’  ‘warrior’ [WL-D2]  

   
 Gʋyʋma     

(317)  ɟíɟù-w-è  dá-ɟiɟi-l-e / zwa-ɟi-l-e 
 goat-W-REF  DIM-goat-L-REF  DIM-goat-L-REF 
 ‘goat’   ‘kid’ [WL-G1]   

    
(318)  bə̀lı ̃́-w-é  zwà-bə̀lı ̃́-l-é  
 cow-W-REF  child-cow-L-REF  
 ‘cow’  ‘calf’ [WL-G1]276  

    
 Gwaandama    

(319)  gʋ̀bá-l-á  dá-gʋ̀bá-há  
 stone-L-REF  DIM-stone-HA.REF  
 ‘stone’    ‘coarse sand, gravel’ [WL-N1]  

   
 

275 In the plural without dá-: dzwá-mɩ̀yá-hà ‘kids’ [WL-N1]. 
276 But also: zwà-bə̀lı ̃́-wé and zwɔ́wá-wá ‘calf’ [WL-G1], (Newman/Newman 1977b: 71), i.e. with 
NF class W. In Deeləmə and Gwaandama, it also belongs to NF class W. 
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(320)  dá-wàhà-w-ā277 hà yî á Pwálálɩ́ 
 DIM-tree-W-REF COP there SPAT Pwalali 
 ‘There is a little tree there at Pwalali’ [B-N1] 

Dá- can also be prefixed to proper nouns to indicate smallness. 

 Gwaandama    
(321)  yɩ̀ná yìn dúú278 dá-Tàráɟʋ̀ 
 3SG.SBJ 3SG.SBJ follow DIM-Taraju 
     
 kə́ dʋ̀-w-á=nà   
 with rain-W-REF=CF   
 ‘it is him following little Taraju’s way of rain-making’ [B-N1] 

 

4.4 Agreement classes and gender 
4.4.1 Overview of agreement classes and genders 
Agreement refers to “a set of noun forms that share an identical behaviour across all 
agreement contexts of a given system” (Güldemann/Fiedler 2019: 98). Agreement classes 
are established based on the marking of noun features on agreement targets, such as 
adjectives, demonstrative proforms and numerals279. Although the nouns within an 
agreement class may not necessarily share the same features, such as number, they often 
do. According to Güldemann and Fiedler (2019: 98), an agreement class is a visible 
manifestation of various grammatical features that are typically merged together.  

Nʋngʋrama exhibits both internal and external noun phrase agreement. External 
agreement, also referred to as NP-agreement, occurs outside of the noun phrase with the 
head noun, and is present with adjectival predicates (cf. §7.3.2.1) and subject agreement 
marked by prefixes on the verbal predicate. However, object agreement marking is absent. 
Internal noun phrase agreement, also known as N-agreement, is a pervasive phenomenon 
in Nʋngʋrama. Agreement is either marked by prefixes or suffixes, but these are not 
always the same in the varieties. In such cases, Gʋyʋma always differs from Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama. For instance, possessive pronouns in Deeləmə and Gwaandama have a 
prefixing agreement marker, whereas it is suffixing in Gʋyʋma. 

The table below provides an overview of the kind of internal agreement affixes used in 
the three varieties for different attributes. 

 

 

 
277 ‘Tree’ is wàhàkà in NF class KA.  
278 Long vowels generally do not occur in Nʋngʋrama. The second vowel may be the ventive.  
279 With the exception of numerals such as ‘eleven’, ‘twenty-one’, thirty-one’ etc. in which the 
numeral ‘one’ determines the agreement marker instead of the noun’s number (cf. §4.4.5 for 
examples). 
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

Adjectives suffix suffix suffix 
Compounds suffix suffix suffix 
Ordinal numerals suffix suffix suffix 
Cardinal numerals prefix/ 

suffix/  
invariable 

prefix/  
invariable 

prefix/ 
suffix/  
invariable 

Possessive pronouns prefix suffix prefix 
Demonstrative proforms prefix prefix prefix 
Relative marker prefix prefix prefix 
 
Interrogative 
proforms 

‘which?’ prefix prefix prefix 
‘how 
many/much?’ 

prefix prefix prefix 

‘whose?’ prefix prefix prefix 
Table 54. Agreement affixes on attributes 
The agreement markers in the three varieties, whether they are prefixes or suffixes, are 
often very similar to the NF class suffixes. However, there are some exceptions, such as 
the agreement markers in Gʋyʋma that occur with demonstrative proforms, the 
interrogative proform for ‘which’ and the relative marker.280 The forms of the agreement 
markers are summarised in the following tables. Since Nʋngʋrama has progressive ATR 
vowel harmony, prefixes do not change to the ATR value of the stem. However, when 
the agreement marker is a suffix, the vowels harmonise with the ATR value of the 
respective stem (denoted by a capital letter A).

 
280 Compare also neighbouring Tula-Waja languages, such as Dijim, Waja and Tula, where both 
prefixes and suffixes occur as agreement markers. However, the phonic forms of the prefixes 
often differ significantly from the suffixes (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 150ff., Elstermann 2021: 
38, Ajede 2022). 
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AGR in 
Deeləmə 

Adjectives, 
compounds, ordinal 
numerals, cardinal 
numerals (suffixes) 

Cardinal numerals 
(prefixes), interrogative 
proforms (‘how 
many/much’) 

Possessive pronouns, 
interrogative 
proforms (‘which’, 
‘whose’) 

Demonstrative 
proforms 

Relative 
clause 
marker281 

Subject 
agreement282 

1 -yÀ - yá- yɩ̀- yè á- 

2 -bÀ b- bá- bɩ̀- bè bə́- 

3 -wÀ - wá- wɩ̀- wè á- 

4 -hÀ há- há- hɩ ̃̀- hè bə́ 

5 -lÀ - lá- lɩ̀- lè á- 

6 -‘À283 á- / Ø- á- ɩ ̃̀- è á- 

7 -kÀ - ká- kɩ̀- kè á- 

8 -tÀ tá- tá- tɩ̀- tè á- 

9 -mÀ - má- mɩ̀- mè á- 
Table 55. Agreement markers in Deeləmə 

 
281 The relative clause marker -è has merged with the agreement markers (cf. §3.6.7). 
282 The subject agreement markers here and in the following two tables occur in the factative. With other aspects, the subject agreement markers merge with 
TAM markers, cf. §6.3.3 and 6.3.6. 
283 For a glottal stop before a vowel, cf. §2.3.3 and §4.2.10.  
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AGR in 
Gʋyʋma 

Adjectives, compounds, 
ordinal numerals, 
possessive pronouns 

Cardinal numerals, 
interrogative proforms 
(‘how many/much’) 

Demonstrative proforms, 
interrogative proforms 
(‘which’) 

Relative 
clause 
marker284 

Subject 
agreement 

1 -yÁ y- ɩ ̃́-285 ɩ ̃́ á- 

2 -bÁ b- ɩ́b- ɩ́b bá- / bà- 

3 -wÁ w- ʋ́- / ʋ́̃- ʋ́̃ á- 

4 -hÁ há- áh-286 áhà bá- / bà- 

5 -lÁ l- ɩ́l- ɩ́l á- 

6 -Á á- á- á á- 

7 -kÁ ká- ɩ ̃́k- ı ̃́kà á- 

8 -tÁ á-287 ɩ ̃́t- ı ̃́tà á- 

9 -mÁ - ɩ́m- ɩ́m á- 
Table 56. Agreement markers in Gʋyʋma 
(own data and [S-G1, S-G2]) 

 
284 The relative clause marker has merged with the agreement markers (cf. §3.6.7). 
285 When followed by another vowel, an approximant [j] is inserted between the two vowels.  
286 When followed by another consonant, a vowel [á] or [ʋ́] is inserted between the two consonants. 
287 Unlike in all other agreement contexts, AGR class 8 resembles AGR class 6 with cardinal numerals and the interrogative marker for ‘how many/much’. 
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AGR in 
Gwaandama 

Adjectives / 
compounds / 
ordinal 
numerals 

Cardinal 
numerals 
(prefixes/ 
suffixes) 

Possessive 
pronouns /  
interrogative 
proforms 
(‘which’, ‘whose’) 

Demonstrative 
proforms 

Interrogative 
proforms 
(‘how many/ 
much’) 

Relative 
clause 
marker288 

Subject 
agreement 

1 -yA289 -yÀ yá- yɩ́-290 - yá á- 

2 -bA b- bá- bɩ́- bɩ́- bá bə́- / bə̀- 

3 -wA -wÀ wá- wɩ́- - wá á- 

4 -hA hà- há̃- hɩ ̃́- há- hı ̃̀ bə́- / bə̀- 

5 -lA -lÀ lá- lɩ́- - lá á- 

6 -A Ø- á- / á̃- ɩ ̃́- á- ɩ ̃́ bə́- / bə̀- 

7 -kA -kÀ ká- kɩ́- - ká á- 

8 -tA tà- tá- tɩ́- tí- tá bə́- / bə̀- 

9 -mA - má- mɩ́- - má á- 
Table 57. Agreement markers in Gwaandama  
(own data and Hiraki 1986: 131ff., [S-N1, S-N3, B-N1, B-N4])

 
288 The relative clause marker -á has merged with the agreement markers (cf. §3.6.7). 
289 The AGR suffixes with adjectives and ordinal numerals have no inherent tone. They copy the tone from the preceding TBU, unless a definite marker 
follows, in which case it always acquires a high tone. 
290 The vowel quality of AGR prefixes with demonstrative proforms is mostly /ɩ/, but can vary between high and mid front vowels and even a low vowel.  
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Elstermann et al. (2021: 331) argue that the agreement markers in Gʋyʋma typically align 
with what they refer to as the ‘T-form’ of the nominal form classes, which they consider 
to be the underlying forms (cf. Elstermann et al. 2021: 328f., cf. footnote 231 in §4.2.1). 
However, Table 56 above, which displays the agreement markers in Gʋyʋma, presents a 
more diverse picture. None of the different forms (‘T-form’, ‘A-form’ and a third form) 
is more dominant than the others. A similar picture can be seen in Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama, as shown in Table 55 and Table 57: The ‘T-form’ is used in about half of 
the agreement contexts in Deeləmə, while the ‘A-form’ is more common in Gwaandama 
than the ‘T-form’. 

In Nʋngʋrama, almost all AGR classes have a one-to-one correspondence to an NF class, 
as shown in the following figure. The only exception is the conflation of NF classes Ø, 
Y, R (and F in Deeləmə) into a single agreement class.  

 
Figure 6. Agreement classes and nominal form classes in Nʋngʋrama  
Once the AGR classes of a language have been established, it is possible to identify 
genders, the abstract form of one or two AGR classes. The gender system in Nʋngʋrama 
can be summarised as shown in the following figure. A gender comprised of two AGR 
classes is indicated by a straight line, while a gender that is the abstract form of one AGR 
class is marked by a circle. Major genders are indicated by solid lines and minor ones by 
dotted lines, similar to the deriflection classes in §4.2.14. Because agreement classes have 
a near one-to-one correspondence with NF classes, the gender system is almost identical 
to that of the deriflection system (cf. §4.2.14). 
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Figure 7. Agreement classes combining to genders in Nʋngʋrama  
(Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama) 

 

4.4.2 Adjectives  
When functioning as attributes in a noun phrase, Nʋngʋrama adjectives follow the head 
noun291 and agree with the NF class of the noun292. This does not apply to ideophones 
functioning as adjectives (cf. §3.5).  

The following phrases and clauses in the three varieties exemplify agreement marking on 
adjectives. 

 Deeləmə    
(322)  yì-r sɩ́-yà   
 man-R.1 new-1   
 ‘a new man’    

 
(323)  mà-hànɩ̀ ʃʋ́-l fɩ̀rá-là  
 2SG.IMP-have heart-L.5 kind-5  
 ‘you have a kind heart’ 

 
291 There are a very small number of exceptions to this word order. Cf. §5.4.2 for details. 
292 With two exceptions in the Gwaandama data, where no agreement occurs: 
 

Gwaandama  
tʋ̀-w-á sə̀nə̀ 
speech-W-REF long 
‘a long speech’ (Hiraki 1986: 145) (but: yɩ́l sə̀nə̀-kə̀ ‘a long road’ (Hiraki 1986: 146)) 

 

yím-l-ə́ kù yì-b wùlìn=nà 
death-L-REF kill people-B all=CF 
‘death has finished all people’ (lit. death killed all people) [B-N4] 
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(324)  zɔ́bɔ́l-b-à zə́-bə̀ bə́-zù yàlàkká 
 boy-B.2-REF all-2 2-go.VEN today 
 ‘all boys came today’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(325)  á-wú zwá-b brè-bé  
 3SG-bear child-B.2 many-2  
 ‘she had born many children’ 

 
(326)  lèngèlèrè-l-è  kàrkàr-lá   
 book-L.5-REF holy-5   
 ‘holy book, bible’ 

 
(327)  sɩ̀ngɩ́lá-w cú-wé=ù   
 sheep-w.3 other-3=DEF   
 ‘the other sheep’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(328)  tsù-l mwárá-lá   
 heart-L.5 big-5   
 ‘a big heart’ 

 
(329)  bélı ̃́ fàrà-wá=ʋ̀   
 cow.3 red-3=DEF   
 ‘the red cow’ [S-N3] 

 
(330)  dʋ̀̃ fʋ̀rà-yà   
 man.1 kind-1   
 ‘a kind man’ (Hiraki 1986: 146) 

 

4.4.3 Compounds 
In certain languages, it is possible to modify one noun with another without indicating a 
possessive meaning (Dryer 2007b: 174). This is also the case in Nʋngʋrama, although it 
appears not to be a very productive category. A syntactic compound in Nʋngʋrama is 
formed through a juxtaposition, with the modified noun preceding the modifying noun. 
The modifying noun behaves like an adjective by agreeing with the head noun through a 
suffix. 

Of the few examples that occur in the data, four are presented below:  

 Deeləmə      
(331)  cá̃-kà  zwá-y-à  cá̃ zwá-kà 
 leg-KA.REF  child-Y-REF  leg.7 child-7 
 ‘leg’  ‘child’  ‘children’s leg’ 
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 Gʋyʋma      
(332)  ɲà̃-w-á  kwə̀ɲè-l-é  ɲàm  kwə̀ɲè-wé 
 animal-W-REF  bush-L-REF  animal.3 bush-3 
 ‘animal’  ‘wilderness, bush’ ‘wild/bush animal’ 

 
(333)  má-m-á  sɩ́r-w-á  má-m sɩ́r-má 
 water-M-REF  bee-W-REF  water-M.9 bee-9 
 ‘water’  ‘bee’ ‘honey’ 

 
 Gwaandama 

(334)  yì-b-ə̀  kʋ̀̃-l-à  yì-b  kʋ̀̃-bà 
 person-B-REF  war-L-REF  person-B.2 war-2 
 ‘men, people’ [WL-N1] ‘war’ [WL-N1] ‘men of war, warriors’ 

(Hiraki 1986: 109) 

Genitive constructions differ from compounds in that each noun retains its NF class. For 
instance, compare example (335), which is a compound, with example (336), which is a 
genitive construction. 

 Deeləmə     
(335)  cá̃ zwá-kà    

 leg.7 child-7    
 ‘children’s leg’ 

 
(336)  cá̃-ká zwá-yà    
 leg-KA.7.DEF child-Y.1    
 ‘the leg of a child’ 

 

4.4.4 Ordinal numerals 
Ordinal numerals behave like adjectives, following the head noun in a noun phrase and 
showing suffixal agreement marking in all three varieties. For an overview of ordinal 
numerals, cf. §3.7.3.  

 Deeləmə    
(337)  ná-kà ʃíngə́rə́-kə̀   
 hand-KA.7 first-7   
 ‘first hand’ 

 
(338)  yí-r ɲɔ́-yá-yà   
 person-Y.1 five-ORD-1   
 ‘fifth person’ 

 
(339)  yí-r kô-yə̀   
 person-Y.1 ten-1   
 ‘tenth person’ 
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 Gʋyʋma    
(340)  zɩ́-ká kɩ̀làwʋ̀̃-ká=ʋ̀   
 town-KA.7.REF first-7=DEF   
 ‘the first town’ 

 
(341)  zɩ́-ká ná-nákwàyɩ́-ká=ʋ̀   
 town-KA.7.REF ORD-three-7=DEF   
 ‘the third town’ 

  
(342)  sɩ̀ngɩ́lá-w nwɔ̂m yír nàsɩ̀r-wá=ʋ̀ 
 sheep-W.3 ten CON two-3=DEF 
 ‘twelfth sheep’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(343)  yìnə̄ ɟʋ̀n-l-à cɩ́ngɩ́rɩ́-lá=ʋ̀  
 3SG.SBJ famine-L.5-REF first-5=DEF  
 ‘this was the first famine’ [B-N1] 

 
(344)  dzwı̃́-y káwʋ́ndá-yá=ʋ̀   
 child-Y.1 first-1=DEF   
 ‘the first child’ (Hiraki 1986: 142) 

 
(345)  tswá-w tsír-yá-wá=ʋ̀   
 house-W.3 two-ORD-3=DEF   
 ‘the second house’ (Hiraki 1986: 142) 

 
(346)  yì-r kʋ̀wàr-yá=ʋ̀   
 person-Y.1 ten-1=DEF   
 ‘the tenth person’ (Hiraki 1986: 142)/[S-N1] 

 

4.4.5 Cardinal numerals 
Cardinal numerals and their formation rules were presented in §3.7.2. They show a 
diverse agreement marking behaviour, unlike ordinal numerals. Some cardinal numerals 
take prefixes, others take suffixes, and yet others do not agree with the head noun. 
Deeləmə and Gwaandama are very similar but differ significantly from Gʋyʋma. 
Compare the overview in the following table which shows whether the agreement marker 
occurs as a suffix, a prefix or whether the numeral is invariable. 
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 
‘one’ suffix prefix 

 
suffix 

‘two’ prefix 
 

prefix 
 ‘three’ 

‘four’ 
‘five’ 
‘six’ invariable 

 
invariable 
 ‘seven’ 

‘eight’ invariable 
‘nine’ prefix 
‘ten’, ‘twenty’, etc. invariable 

 ‘hundred’ 
‘thousand’ ? 

Table 58. Agreement affixes on cardinal numerals 
The sections below provide detailed examples of how cardinal numerals are marked for 
agreement. 

 

Deeləmə 
In Deeləmə, only numeral ‘one’ marks agreement with a suffix.  

(347)  bə̀lı ̃́ kàlɩ́-wà   
 cow.3 one-3   
 ‘one cow’    

Numerals from ‘two’ to ‘five’ use prefixes, so the numeral root is preceded by the numeral 
marker and the agreement marker.  

(348)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ nà-há-kwá̃   
 cow-HA.4.DEF NUM-4-two   
 ‘the two cows’    

 
(349)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ nà-há-sár   
 cow-HA.4.DEF NUM-4-three   
 ‘the three cows’    

Numerals from ‘six’ to ‘ten’, the decimal numerals such as ‘twenty’ and ‘thirty’ as well 
as ‘hundred’ and ‘thousand’ are all invariable and therefore show no agreement with the 
head noun.  

(350)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ sátàn   
 cow-HA.DEF six   
 ‘the six cows’    
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(351)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ kô   
 cow-HA.DEF ten   
 ‘the ten cows’    

 
(352)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ kʋ́tə̀nátə̀kwá̃   
 cow-HA.DEF twenty   
 ‘the twenty cows’    

 
(353)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ táwnɔ̀   
 cow-HA.DEF thousand   
 ‘the thousand cows’ 

For complex numerals, agreement is marked on the last element in the same way as it 
would be if it was a simple numeral, i.e. either with a prefix or a suffix, or it is not marked.  

(354)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ kô yír nà-há-kwá̃ 
 cow-HA.4.DEF ten CON NUM-4-two 
 ‘the twelve cows’ 

Complex numerals with ‘one’ (e.g. ‘eleven’ and ‘twenty-one’) do not agree in number 
with the head noun (i.e. plural). Instead, they agree with the NF class of the respective 
singular noun.  

(355)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ kô yɩ́r kàlɩ́-wà 
 cow-HA.3.DEF ten CON one-3 
 ‘the eleven cows’ 

 
(356)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ kʋ́tə̀nátə̀kwá̃ yɩ́r kàlɩ́-wà 
 cow-HA.3.DEF twenty  CON one-3 
 ‘the twenty-one cows’ 

 

Gʋyʋma 
Agreement marking on numerals in Gʋyʋma shows only two strategies: prefixation and 
invariability. Numerals from ‘one’ to ‘seven’ and ‘nine’ mark agreement with prefixes.  

(357)  bə̀lı ̃́-w-ə́ nà-w-kàl   
 cow-W.3-REF NUM-3-one   
 ‘one cow’    

 
(358)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ ɲɩ́-nà-há-kwàyɩ́   
 cow-HA.4.REF four-NUM-4-one   
 ‘seven cows’    

 
(359)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ ɲɩ́-nà-há-ɲɔ́   
 cow-HA.4.REF four-NUM-4-five   
 ‘nine cows’    

Complex numerals entailing these numerals (‘one’ to ‘seven’ and ‘nine’) also have a 
prefixing agreement marker.  
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(360)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ nwɔ̂m yɩ́rʋ̀ nà-há-sɩ̀r 
 cow-HA.4.REF ten CON NUM-4-two 
 ‘twelve cows’    

As in Deeləmə, complex numerals with ‘one’ show agreement marking with the singular 
NF class of the head noun, even though the head noun is marked with the plural NF class 
in the noun phrase.  

(361)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ nwɔ̂m yɩ́rʋ̀ nà-w-kàl 
 cow-HA.3.REF ten CON NUM-3-one 
 ‘eleven cows’    

 
(362)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ nátə́sɩ́r yɩ́rʋ̀ nà-w-kàl 
 cow-HA.3.REF twenty  CON NUM-3-one 
 ‘twenty-one cows’ 

All other numerals are invariable, i.e. they show no agreement with the head noun.  

(363)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ ɲítìn   
 cow-HA.REF eight   
 ‘eight cows’    

 
(364)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ nwɔ̂m   
 cow-HA.REF ten   
 ‘ten cows’    

 
(365)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ nátə́sɩ̀r   
 cow-HA.REF twenty   
 ‘twenty cows’    

 
(366)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə́ púlə̀wè   
 cow-HA.REF hundred   
 ‘hundred cows’    

 

Gwaandama 
Gwaandama can be compared to Deeləmə, as mentioned above. Its agreement marking 
with prefixes and suffixes, as well as its invariability, apply to the same numerals as in 
Deeləmə: ‘One’ agrees with the head noun through a suffix.  

(367)  gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y kàlɩ́-yà   
 wife-Y.1 one-1   
 ‘one wife’ [S-N3] 

The agreement markers ‘two’ to ‘five’ are prefixed. 

(368)  belĩ-hə na-ha-tsɩr   
 cow-HA.4 NUM-4-two   
 ‘two cows’ [S-N3] 
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Other numerals, such as ‘six’ to ‘nine, ‘ten’, ‘twenty’ and ‘hundred’ are invariable.  

(369)  fín-tə́ nàkə́nàkwɩ̀   
 flower-TA six   
 ‘six flowers’    

 
(370)  yì-b nánàɲwà   
 man-B fifty   
 ‘fifty men’ (Hiraki 1986: 142)/[S-N1] 

 
(371)  dzùrɲà-hà kùlò  kàlíwà  
 scorpion-HA hundred one  
 ‘one hundred scorpions’ 

There is little data on complex numerals. The examples that do occur in the data are 
ambiguous, so more research is needed.  

 

4.4.6 Possessive pronouns 
Attributive possessive constructions with a possessive pronoun follow the same order as 
genitive constructions: the noun with the NF class suffix is the possessum, which precedes 
the pronoun, the possessor. The pronoun shows agreement marking with the noun, which 
is a prefix in Deeləmə and Gwaandama and a suffix in Gʋyʋma (as displayed in the 
overview in §3.6.4).  

There are a few cases in the data where the agreement prefix on a possessive pronoun is 
not obligatory. These occur especially with kinship terms such as ‘father’, ‘brother’ and 
‘wife’293. 

 Deeləmə    
(372)  kùrí-w-ə̀ ɲɩ̀   

 father-W-REF 1SG.POSS   
 ‘my father’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(373)  mwárɩ̀-y ɲí   
 older.brother-Y 1SG.POSS   
 ‘my (older) brother’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(374)  nə́-mwàb tswá-w-á gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y ɲú 
 1SG-build house-W-REF woman-Y 1SG.POSS 
 ‘I built a house for my wife’ 

   

 
293 In S-N4, there are no agreement prefixes on possessive pronouns, regardless of the semantics 
of the head noun. 
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(375)  wɛ́294 mù   
 father 2SG.POSS   
 ‘your father’    

 

Deeləmə 
As described above, the possessive pronoun, which takes a prefix as an agreement marker, 
follows the noun. Since the agreement marker is a prefix and ATR vowel harmony in 
Nʋngʋrama is progressive, the vowel of the agreement marker is not adapted to the vowel 
of the possessive pronoun. Instead, it is always /á/ (with a high tone), regardless of the 
ATR value of the possessive pronoun (e.g. (378) where vowels of both ATR sets occur 
together).  

(376)  ʃʋ́-l  lá-ɲɩ̀   
 heart-L.5 5-1SG.POSS   
 ‘my heart’    

  

(377)  ɲɩ́-m  má-mɔ̀   
 milk-M.9 9-2SG.POSS   
 ‘your (sg) milk’    

  

(378)  hànɩ́-zə́kə́ tàbɩ́ súndí á-yè 
 3SG-like shoe.6 old 6-3SG.POSS 
 ‘s/he likes his/her old shoes’ 

  

(379)  mwárɩ́-y yá-bɔ̀   
 older.brother-Y.1 1-3PL.POSS   
 ‘their older brother’ 

 

Gʋyʋma 
Unlike in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, the agreement marker in Gʋyʋma follows the 
pronominal root. Since the ATR vowel harmony is progressive, the agreement marker, 
which always has a high tone, changes its vowel according to the ATR value of the 
possessive pronoun (compare examples (383) and (384)). 

 
 

 
294 The underlying form is /wá-y/. The speaker clearly pronounced it [wɛ́], which could be caused 
by reciprocal assimilation (also called coalescence) of [á] and [j]/[ɩ]. Other examples in the data 
suggest that the occurrence of [wáy] or [wɛ́] is in free variation, e.g.  
 

wá-y ɲú  hànɩ̀ bílĩ kwáháná-há nà-hà-ɲîr 
father-Y 1SG.POSS COP cow.4 work-4 NUM-4-four 
‘my father has four oxen for ploughing’ (Hiraki 1986: 181) 

 



 

197 
 

(380)  gʋ̀b  ná-ká mɩ̀r-ká  
 follow hand-KA.7.REF 1PL.INCL.POSS-7  
 ‘follow our hand’ (expression used to show direction) 

  
(381)  cáw-tà nà-á-sɩ̀r ɲì-té  

 leg-TA.8 NUM-8-two 1SG.POSS-8  
 ‘my two legs’    

  
(382)  ná-á yè-é   

 hand-A.6.REF 3SG.POSS-6   
 ‘his/her hands’    

  
(383)  mwárɩ̀-y ɲí-yé   

 older.sibling-Y.1 1SG.POSS-1   
 ‘my older sibling’    

  
(384)  mwárɩ̀-y mɩ̀-yá   

 older.sibling-Y.1 2SG.POSS-1   
 ‘your (sg) older sibling’ 

The singular possessive pronouns ɲɩ́-, mɩ̀- and yì- undergo an assimilation process, as 
described in §2.1.3.4. When they are followed by the agreement marker -wA, the vowel 
of the pronoun changes from a front vowel to a back vowel (thus [u] or [ʋ]). 

(385)  kùrù-w ɲú-wé   
 father-W.3 1SG.POSS-3   
 ‘my father’    

  
(386)  bátɩ́r-w yù-wé   

 battery-W.3 3SG.POSS-3   
 ‘his/her battery’    

 

Gwaandama  
Like Deeləmə, Gwaandama’s possessive pronouns take prefixes to agree with the head 
noun. The agreement prefixes always have a high tone.  

(387)  swɩ̃̀yá-w-á wá-ɲʋ́    
 hen-W.3-REF 3-1SG.POSS   
 ‘my hen’ (Hiraki 1986: 128) 

  
(388)  nɩ̀-á á-mʋ̀   
 thing-A.6 6-2SG.POSS   
 ‘your (sg) thing(s)’ 

   
(389)  tán-l-á  lá-yʋ̀   
 room-L.5-REF 5-3SG.POSS   
 ‘his/her room’ (Hiraki 1986: 129) 
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Sabe (2014: 43) states that the agreement suffixes always take the vowel /a/, regardless 
of the ATR value of the preceding noun. While the statement about the vowel is true, the 
reason for this cannot be found in a preceding lexeme because the ATR vowel harmony 
does not extend beyond word boundaries in Nʋngʋrama. Rather, the reason for this lies 
in the position of the agreement marker, as described for Deeləmə above. Since the 
agreement marker precedes the possessive pronoun and ATR vowel harmony is 
progressive, no changes occur on the agreement marker.  

 

4.4.7 Demonstrative proforms 
Demonstrative proforms, presented in §3.6, follow their head noun in a noun phrase or 
can replace it. In both instances, a prefixing concord marker is present, referring to the 
noun class of the head noun (whether overtly present or not). Thus, substantival 
demonstrative proforms stand alone, as shown in the following examples. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(390)  ɩl-a ɩl ba-dwab=ɩ zelem-kə 
 5-DEM1 5.REL 3PL-pull.out=3SG.OBJ tongue-KA 
 ‘the one who had his tongue pulled out…’ (lit. this one who they pulled the 

tongue out of) (Newman 1976: 60) 
 

 Gwaandama 
(391)  ká-bî yà̃kɩ́ dzwà-kà nə̀-dzwá mù=nə̀ 
 7-DEM1 now question-KA 1SG-ask 2SG.OBJ=CF 
 ‘this one now, the question I ask you…’ [B-N1] 

 

Deeləmə 
Agreement with demonstrative proforms in Deeləmə differs somewhat from other 
agreement markers in terms of vowel quality. Prefixing agreement markers that occur 
with interrogative proforms and possessive pronouns have the vowel /á/ (cf. §4.4.1), but 
with demonstrative proforms, they have a high front vowel /ɩ̀/ (also note the tone 
difference).  

(392)  bátɩ́r-l-à lɩ̀-bə́ hà=n hámà-là 
 battery-L.5-REF 5-DEM1 COP=N good-5 
 ‘this battery is good’ 

 
(393)  bátɩ́r-l-à lɩ̀-wà   
 battery-L.5-REF 5-DEM2   
 ‘that battery’ 
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Gʋyʋma 
In Gʋyʋma, the agreement prefixes for demonstrative proforms differ from the general 
ones. All of them add a vowel or nasal at the onset, which is not present in agreement 
markers elsewhere (cf. Table 56 in §4.2.15).  

(394)  yɩ́-m ɩ́m-à   
 milk-M.9 9-DEM1   
 ‘this milk’    

 
(395)  yɩ́-m ɩ́m-wà   
 milk-M.9 9-DEM2   
 ‘that milk’    

 
(396)  zwɩ́-y ɩ ̃́-à   
 child-Y.1 1-DEM1   
 ‘this child’    

 
(397)  zwɩ́-y ɩ ̃́-wà   
 child-Y.1 1-DEM2   
 ‘that child’    

 
(398)  zwá-b ɩ́b-à   
 child-B.2 2-DEM1   
 ‘these children’    

 
(399)  zwá-b ɩ́b-wà   
 child-B.2 2-DEM2   
 ‘those children’    

To express a sense of belonging or to refer back to a previously mentioned entity, -mà 
can be added to the demonstrative proform or used on its own, as the following examples 
illustrate. 

(400)  dékìr á-wár-tír mwa-ɩ ̃́ ɩ ̃́-à-mà 
 when 3SG-marry-RLT wife-Y.1 1-DEM1-DEM3 
 ‘when he (Hyena) had married the [that his] girl…’ (B. Newman 1978: 33) 

 
(401)  pɔ́ nà-à-sɩ̀r á-à-mà  
 thigh.6 NUM-6-two 6-DEM1-DEM3  
 ‘those two thighs (out of sight, previously mentioned)’ 

 
(402)  zɩ́-tá tá-mà   
 snake-TA.8.REF 8-DEM3   
 ‘those snakes (out of sight, previously mentioned)’ 

 
(403)  dékìr mwá̃ yá-mà á-sí-r sùtà-l-à 
 when wife.1 1-DEM3 1-pick.up-RLT pot-L-REF 
 ‘when the [previously mentioned] wife picked up the pot...’ (B. Newman 

1978: 33) 
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Gwaandama 
Gwaandama is again similar to Deeləmə in that the vowel of the agreement marker is 
often, though not always, /ɩ́/. As shown in example (407), the shape of the agreement 
marker ɩ ̃́- also differs from the markers of the other noun classes.  

(404)  yì-b-á bá-bî nà-b-tsîr  
 man-B.2-REF 2-DEM1 NUM-2-two  
 ‘these two men’ (Hiraki 1986: 137) 

 
(405)  yɩ́l sínə̀-kə́ kə́-bì  
 road.7 long-7 7-DEM1  
 ‘this long road’    

 
(406)  sɩ́yá hı ̃́-bì   
 chicken.4 4-DEM1   
 ‘these chickens’    

 
(407)  fín-á̃ ı ̃̄ -bù ɩ ̃́-mà  
 flower-A.6 6-3PL.POSS 6-DEM3  
 ‘those flowers of them’ (Hiraki 1986: 141) 

 
(408)  nán-ɲìm làmtà-w-á wā-m=nà  
 3SG.SR-receive bag-W.3-REF 3-DEM3=CF  
 ‘s/he took/received that bag’ [B-N1] 

The demonstrative kwã- in Gwaandama is unique in that it takes an agreement suffix 
instead of a prefix, unlike all other demonstratives.  

(409)  wàhà-kā kwǎ̃-kə̀   
 tree-KA.7 DEM2-7   
 ‘that tree’ [B-N1]    

 

4.4.8 Interrogative proforms 
The interrogative proforms were summarised in §3.6.6. These proforms differ from 
interrogative particles in that they show agreement with the head noun. It is worth noting 
that the interrogatives with agreement marking are those that correspond to demonstrative 
proforms (e.g. ‘which X?’ – ‘this X, these X’), cardinal numerals (e.g. ‘how much/many?’ 
– ‘five X’) and possessive pronouns (e.g. ‘whose X?’ – ‘my X, your X’). 

The following sections describe and illustrate agreement marking on interrogative 
proforms in the three varieties.  
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which? 
The interrogative proforms -yà in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma and -yì295 in Gwaandama are 
used to form the question ‘which?’. These proforms take a prefix that agrees with the 
respective noun.  

 Deeləmə     
(410)  gʋ̀bá-l lá-yà    
 stone-L.5 5-which    
 ‘which stone?’     

 
(411)  ɲɩ́-m má-yà    
 milk-MA.9 9-which    
 ‘which milk?’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma     

(412)  ná-ká ı ̃́k-yà    
 hand-KA.7.REF 7-which    
 ‘which hand?’ 

 
(413)  swɩ̀yá-w ʋ́̃-yà    
 chicken-W.3 3-which   
 ‘which chicken?’ 

 
 Gwaandama     

(414)  bɩ́-l-á lá-yɩ̂    
 iron-L.5-REF 5-which    
 ‘which type of iron?’ [B-N1] 

 
(415)  dzwá-b gahʋ́̃-b-á bà-yî ma-ɟɩrá=nà 
 child-B.2 woman-B.2-REF 2-which 2SG-like=CF 
 ‘which girls do you like?’ (Hiraki 1986: 132), [S-N1] 

 
(416)  mátʋ-w-á wa-yɩ̀ hà-r wá-mʋ=na 
 car-W.3-REF 3-which COP-? 3-2SG.POSS=CF 
 ‘which car is yours?’ (Hiraki 1986: 132) 

 

how many/much? 
Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama use nà-X-bánà, nà-X-bà and nà-X-bɩ̀ respectively, to 
indicate the question ‘how many/much?’. The letter ‘X’ represents the agreement marker 
used in a clause, while nà- is the numeral marker found in numerals (cf. §3.6.7). It is 
noteworthy that Nʋngʋrama uses the same expression for both countable and uncountable 
nouns (Dryer 2007b: 176).  

 

 

 
295 The tone sometimes deviates in Gwaandama. 
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 Deeləmə    
(417)  mɩ̀yá-hà mɔ̀ nà-há-bánà  
 goat-HA.4 2SG.SBJ NUM-4-how.many  
 ‘how many goats do you have?’ 

 
(418)  bá-‘á mɔ̀ ná-bánà  
 money-A.6 2SG.SBJ NUM.6-how.many  
 ‘how much money do you have?’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(419)  bèlı ̃́-hé=ù nà-há-bà   
 cow-HA.4=DEF NUM-4-how.many   
 ‘how many cows’ 

 
(420)  ná-tá nà-á-bà   
 hand-TA.8.REF NUM-8-how.much   
 ‘how many hands?’ (used for measurements) 

 
(421)  tán-d-á ǹ-mwam-a swa na-a-ba 
 hut-L.5-REF 2SG.FUT-build-FV day.6 NUM-6-how.many 
 ‘how many days does it take you to build a hut?’ (Newman 1976: 57) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(422)  mà-‘à nà-á-bì   
 farm-A.6 NUM-6-how.many   
 ‘how many farms?’ (Hiraki 1986: 98) 

 
(423)  bál-tá nà-tɩ́-bɩ̀   
 stick-TA.8 NUM-8-how.many   
 ‘how many sticks?’ (Hiraki 1986: 98), [S-N1] 

 
(424)  nà-bɩ́-bɩ̀ mə̀-kúru=nə̀   
 NUM-2-how.many 2SG-return=CF   
 ‘how did you return so early?’ (lit. how much did you return?) [B-N1] 

According to Dryer (2007b: 176), “[i]nterrogative expressions are generally treated 
grammatically like their corresponding noninterrogative expressions”. This is partly true 
for expressions with ‘how many/much’. When comparing possible answers to the 
questions above, some numerals take the same morphological shape as the interrogative 
term, i.e. numeral marker (nà) + agreement marker + root (cf. §4.4.3). 

 

whose? 
The question ‘whose?’ is formed with the proform -wà in Deeləmə296 and -wɩ̀ in 
Gwaandama (meaning ‘who’) and takes an agreement prefix according to the respective 

 
296 The shape of the particle in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma is identical to that of a demonstrative 
proform denoting remoteness. However, the form of the agreement marker differs from it.  
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noun. There is limited data on how ‘whose’ is expressed in Gʋyʋma, but a few examples 
suggest that it might be expressed with an invariable form wada.  

 Deeləmə    
(425)  ʃwá wì-bə́ wá-wà  
 house.3 3-DEM1 3-who  
 ‘whose house is this?’ 

 
(426)  zwá-b bì-bə́ bá-wà  
 child-B.2 2-DEM1 2-who  
 ‘whose children are these?’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(427)  mɩna zwama-y-a wada  
 2SG.SBJ daughter-Y.1-REF who  
 ‘whose daughter are you?’ (Gen 24, 23) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

 
(428)  ɟine yi-b-e wada  
 2PL.SBJ man-B.2-REF who  
 ‘whose men are you?’ (Gen 32, 17) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(429)  tswá-w-a wà-bɩ̂ wá-wɩ̀  
 house-W.3-REF 3-DEM1 3-who  
 ‘whose house is this?’ (Hiraki 1986: 132) 

 
(430)  dʋ̀m-l-á lá-wɩ̀ mè-kùbtè=nì  
 hat-L.5-REF 5-who 2SG-wear=CF  
 ‘whose hat are you wearing?’ (Hiraki 1986: 132) 

 

4.4.9 Relative clause marker 
In Nʋngʋrama, the relative clause marker has merged with the agreement marker that 
refers to the relevant head noun, whether it is the subject or object of a clause. The relative 
clause marker can be reconstructed as *-è in Deeləmə and *-á in Gwaandama, and 
possibly as *-à in Gʋyʋma (cf. §3.6.7).  

 

Deeləmə 
In Deeləmə, the agreement markers are considered to have merged with the relative clause 
marker *-è. 

(431)  yɩ́r-á yè á-swə́ nà-‘à=nà  
 woman-F.1.DEF 1.REL 1-farm.FV thing-A=CF  
 ‘the woman who will be farming’ 
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(432)  mɩ̀yá-há hè bá-ɟà kʋ̀-l=nà  
 goat-HA.4.DEF 4.REL 4.IMP-eat grass-L.5=CF  
 ‘the goats which are eating grass’ 

 
(433)  ná-dʋ̀ gʋ̀bá è   
 1SG-see stone.6 6.REL   
 ‘I see the stones which…’ 

 

Gʋyʋma 
In Gʋyʋma, the relative clause marker has merged with the agreement markers. The 
portmanteau morphemes with agreement classes 1, 2, 3, 5 and 9 show erosion of the 
relative marker, but it has not completely disappeared. agreement classes 3, 7 and 8, the 
first vowel of the portmanteau morpheme is a nasal vowel. The reason for this cannot be 
explained at this time as its distribution does not align with the NF class forms that are 
capable of being nasalised in Gʋyʋma (cf. §4.2.7, §4.2.8, §4.2.11). 

(434)  ná-dwú tɩ́-kə̀ ı ̃́kà á-mwàr ɟʋ̀wà 
 1SG-see tree-KA.7 7.REL 7-grow big 
 ‘I saw the tree which has grown big’ 

 
(435)  ná-dwú ɟɩ́ɟá-há=ʋ̀ áhà bà-ɟà nɩ̀-á=ʋ̀ 
 1SG-see dog-H.4.REF=DEF 4.REL 4-eat thing-A.REF=DEF 
 ‘I saw the dogs which have eaten’ 

 
(436)  ná-dwʋ́ mwá-b-á ɩ́b bá-swè nɩ̀-á=ʋ̀ 
 1SG-see woman-B.2-REF 2.REL 2-farm thing-A.REF=DEF 
 ‘I saw the women who were farming’ 

 
(437)  ná-dwú ɟɩ́ɟá-w-á=ʋ̀ ʋ́̃ á-ɟà nɩ̀-á=ʋ̀ 
 1SG-see dog-W.3-REF=DEF 3.REL 3-eat thing-A.REF=DEF 
 ‘I saw the dog which ate’ 

 
(438)  mwá-y-á=ʋ̀ ɩ ̃́ à-swé nɩ̀-á=ʋ̀ 
 woman-Y.1-REF=DEF 1.REL 1.IMP-farm.FV thing-A.REF=DEF 
 ‘the woman who is farming’ 

There is some variation in the data regarding the form of the relative clause marker when 
combined with the agreement marker 6. The following examples from different sources 
illustrate this. 

(439)  yɩ̀ná nɩ̀ â ná-kàsá̃ 
 3SG.SBJ thing.6 6.REL 1SG-want.FV 
 ‘it is the thing which I want’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 7) 
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(440)  swa ã na-nu  
 heart.6 6.REL 1SG-hear.FV  
 ‘the hearts which I hear…’ [S-G2] 

 
(441)  ná-nʋ̀-á swà á à-ɟà sʋ̀-w-à 
 1SG-hear-FV heart.A.6 6.REL 6-eat life-W-REF 
 ‘I hear the hearts which beat’ (lit. …beat life) 

In some examples in [S-G2] of the Gʋyʋma data, the relative marker appears to have 
merged with the subject agreement marker (cf. Elstermann et al. 2021: 332). However, in 
my research, it was always possible to distinguish them clearly (compare example (442) 
with example (443)).  

(442)  na-dwam tɩ-ka ãka=mwar mwar-ka 
 1SG-see.CPL tree-KA.7 7.REL=grow grow-7 
 ‘I have seen the tree which grew big’ [S-G2] 

 
(443)  nà-dwʋ́ tɩ́-ká ı ̃́kà á=mwàr jʋ̀wà 
 1SG-see tree-KA.7 7.REL 7=grow big 
 ‘I saw the tree which grew big’ 

 

Gwaandama 
Similar to Deeləmə, the agreement markers in Gwaandama have merged with the relative 
clause marker.  

(444)  dzwı̃́-y-á yá támnà yá-w=nà  
 child-Y.1-REF 1.REL play game-W=CF  
 ‘a child who played’ [S-N1] 

 

(445)  làkɩ̀-w-á wá kamà=nà   
 hoe-W.3-REF 3.REL break.CPL=CF   
 ‘a hoe which has been broken’ [S-N1] 

The relative clause markers that agree with head nouns belonging to NF classes HA and 
A have a different shape than all other markers. They are hɩ̃̀ and ɩ ̃́297 respectively. 

(446)  sù̃-hé hı ̃̀ nə́-dʋ́=b=nà bà-hà fílı ̃́ 
 dog-HA.4 4.REL 1SG-see=3PL.OBJ=CF 4-COP small 
 ‘the dogs which I saw are small’ [S-N3] 

 
(447)  nə́-dwá=àmà wán-á ı ̃́ kù-nə́=nə̀  
 1SG-see=CPL leaf-A.6 6.REL fall-PLU=CF  
 ‘I have seen the leaves which fell’ [S-N3] 

 
297 The sources spell these forms with nasals, such as hím, hìŋ and íŋ in [S-N3] and ɩ́m and ə́n in 
Sabe (1995: 176, 186). I assume that the nasal consonants indicate nasal vowels that assimilate to 
the following consonant (compare §2.1.3.4), e.g. …ɲàm ɲúsùŋhə̀ hɩ ̃́m bə̀ d̪à nà ‘…the elephants 
which ate’ [S-N3]. 
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(448)  bə́-tʋ́w=àmá nɩ̀-á ı ̃́ bà-ɟɩ̀rá=nà  
 3PL-say=CPL thing-A.6 6.REL 3PL-want=CF  
 ‘they have said the thing that they want’ (Sabe 1995: 186) 

Unlike in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, the subject agreement markers referring to the 
relativised noun are omitted (examples (444), (445), (447) and (449)), except for 
relativised nouns in NF classes B and HA (examples (446) and (448), compare also 
example (449) with example (450)). 

(449)  nə́-dwá=àmá sù̃-w-á wá d̪à=àmá=nà  
 1SG-see=CPL dog-W.3-REF 3.REL eat=CPL=CF  
 ‘I have seen the dog which has eaten’ [S-N3] 

 
(450)  nə́-dwá=àmá sù̃-há hı ̃̀ bə̀-d̪à=àmá=nà  
 1SG-see=CPL dog-HA.3 4.REL 4-eat=CPL=CF  
 ‘I have seen the dogs which have eaten’ [S-N3] 

 

4.4.10 NP-agreement with the subject 
All of the agreement targets described in the previous subchapters refer to noun phrase 
internal agreement. In Nʋngʋrama, agreement outside of noun phrases only occurs with 
nouns or pronouns in subject position on verbs and copulas. The agreement targets are 
prefixes that attach to the verb or copula and may be the only representation of the subject, 
as can be seen in example (453) compared to examples (451) and (452) below. Agreement 
in number and person is obligatory in verbal clauses, with a few exceptions in the data 
that cannot be explained yet. However, it appears to be in decline in non-verbal clauses 
(cf. §7.3.2).  

The following table shows the subject agreement markers (AGR) for first, second and 
third person that do not overtly refer to an NF class. It is striking that Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama are almost identical in the first and second person singular and plural, 
differing only in the vowel from those in Gʋyʋma. Most agreement markers have an 
inherent tone. This includes the 3SG.AGR in Deeləmə, although it obtains a low tone when 
the following TBU displays a high tone, which is known as regressive tonal dissimilation 
(cf. §2.2.2).298 The 3PL.AGR in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama can have either a high or low 
tone, but the conditions for this are still unclear. It is also worth noting that 1PL.AGR and 
2PL.AGR only differ in their tone in all three varieties. However, there are differences in 
the varieties: while in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, 2PL.AGR correlates with 1PL.INCL.AGR, 
it correlates with 1PL.EXCL.AGR in Deeləmə. The only distinction between subject 
agreement marking in verbal and non-verbal clauses is the absence of an overt 3SG.AGR 
in the latter.  

 
298 An alternative analysis could be that the agreement marker has no inherent tone and always 
acquires a polar tone. 
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

1SG.AGR nə́- ná- nə́- 
2SG.AGR mə̀- nà- mə̀- 
3SG.AGR á-299 (verbal clauses) 

Ø- (non-verbal 
clauses) 

á- (verbal clauses) 
Ø- (non-verbal 
clauses) 

á- (verbal clauses) 
Ø- (non-verbal 
clauses) 

1PL.INCL.AGR kə̀- kà- kə̀- 
1PL.EXCL.AGR kə́- ká- kə́- 
2PL.AGR kə́- kà- kə̀- 
3PL.AGR bə́- bá- / bà- bə́- / bə̀- 

Table 59. Subject agreement markers for first, second and third person300 

The table below displays the agreement markers for the agreement classes 1 to 9. These 
markers are identical in form to 3SG.AGR and 3PL.AGR, but they refer to a specific noun 
or noun phrase with an NF class (examples are provided below). As mentioned before, it 
appears that agreement marking in non-verbal clauses is declining, as it is only overtly 
marked in agreement classes 2 and 4 in all three varieties. 

 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

1 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 
2 bə́- bə́- bá- / bà- bá- / bà- bə́- / bə̀- bə́- / bə̀- 
3 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 
4 bə́- bə́- bá- / bà- bá- / bà- bə́- / bə̀- bə́- / bə̀- 
5 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 
6 á- Ø- á- Ø- bə́- / bə̀- Ø- 
7 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 
8 á- Ø- á- Ø- bə́- / bə̀- Ø- 
9 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 

Table 60. Subject agreement markers in agreement classes 1 to 9301 

The following examples from Deeləmə illustrate the use of the agreement markers and 
highlight the differences between the two tables. In example (451), the agreement marker 
á- refers to the noun ‘child’ with NF class Y, which triggers agreement class 1. In contrast, 

 
299 à- when followed by a TBU with a high tone (regressive tonal dissimilation). 
300 Sources for Gʋyʋma: Newman/Newman 1974: 113, B. Newman 1978: 41 and own data. 
Sources for Gwaandama: Sabe 1995: 405ff., 2014: 45f., [S-N2] and own data.  
301 Sources for Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, cf. previous footnote. 
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the agreement markers in examples (452) and (453) have the same form, but agree with 
a pronoun, whether overt or not,302 and are therefore glossed differently.  

 Deeləmə    
(451)  zwá-y-à á-zà ʃwá  
 child-Y.1-REF 1-go house  
 ‘the/a child went home’ 

 
(452)  yè á-zà ʃwá  
 3SG.SBJ 3SG303-go house  
 ‘(it is him/her) s/he went home’ 

 
(453)  á-zà ʃwá   
 3SG-go house   
 ‘s/he went home’ 

In Table 60 above, it becomes apparent that the agreement markers have conflated and 
show “extreme syncretism in one agreement context” (Elstermann et al. 2021: 332). This 
conflation process occurred diachronically along the line of animacy and/or number and 
is not uniform across the three varieties. In Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, agreement classes 2 
and 4 have a different agreement marker on the verb compared to all other agreement 
classes (bə́- / bá-/bà- in class 2 and 4 vs. á- in all other classes). This can be explained 
with the semantics and number of the NF classes that trigger agreement classes 2 and 4: 
NF class B only contains plural terms for human beings and kinship terms, while NF class 
HA contains many (but not all) animals, some human beings and other (inanimate) items, 
all plural forms. Diachronically, NF class HA was most likely reserved only for animates 
and possibly merged with another NF class, as was proposed by Kleinewillinghöfer and 
Vigeland (2016). Therefore, agreement marking, which was originally reserved for 
animate subjects, was later extended to all items in NF class HA, regardless of their 
animacy status (cf. example (458)). Consequently, animate nouns in other (plural) classes 
(such as NF class A and TA) show agreement on the verb just like any other inanimate 
noun, as they are considered to belong to inherently inanimate classes (compare (459) 
with (460)).  

 Deeləmə    
(454)  bwálɩ́-y-à á-zà   
 man-Y.1-REF 1-go   
 ‘the/a man went/walked’  

(á- can also refer to other nouns such as ‘cow’ (agreement class 3), ‘tortoise’ 
(agreement class 5) or ‘tortoises’ (agreement class 6)) 

 
 

 
302 Of course, pronouns refer to an antecedent which is a noun or noun phrase, known from 
context. However, in this thesis, if the antecedent is not overtly expressed, the subject agreement 
marker is glossed as in example (453) and not as in example (451). 
303 The subject agreement markers are abbreviated without ‘AGR’ in the interlinearisation of 
examples. For subject pronouns, an additional ‘SBJ’ is added to differentiate them from the 
agreement markers. 
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(455)  yɩ́r-b-à bə́-zà   
 woman-B.2-REF 2-go   
 ‘(the) women went/walked’  

(bə́- can also refer to other nouns such as ‘cows’ (agreement class 4), but not 
e.g. ‘tortoises’ (agreement class 6)) 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(456)  belĩ-w-e a-ɟama   
 cow-W.3-REF 3-eat.CPL   
 ‘the/a cow has eaten’ [S-G2] 

(a- can also refer to other nouns, such as ‘snake’ (agreement class 7) or 
‘snakes’ (agreement class 8))  

 
(457)  belĩ-he=u ba-ɟama   
 cow-HA.4=DEF 4-eat.CPL   
 ‘the cows have eaten’ [S-G2] 

(ba- can also refer to other nouns in agreement class 2, such as ‘children’, but 
not e.g. ‘snakes’ (agreement class 8))  

 
(458)  cirẽ-he=ũ ba-kowe sɩ-m-a  
 knife-HA.4=DEF 4-fall ground-M-REF  
 ‘the knives have fallen down’ [S-G2] 

 
(459)  zɩ-ta=ʋ a-ɟa   
 snake-TA.8=DEF 8-eat   
 ‘the snakes have eaten’ [S-G2] 

 
(460)  caw-ta=ʋ a-kamna   
 leg-TA.8=DEF 8-break   
 ‘the legs have broken’ [S-G2] 

Gwaandama, however, does not distinguish between animate and inanimate nouns, but 
rather between singular and plural nouns. All agreement classes that refer to singular or 
transnumeral NF classes have the same marker prefixed to the verb, while the agreement 
classes that refer to plural NF classes also have the same form. Therefore, clauses like the 
following ones can refer to any noun showing the same number. 

 Gwaandama    
(461)  bəlĩ-w-ə á-dámà   
 cow-W.3-REF 3-eat.CPL   
 ‘the/a cow has eaten’ [S-N3] 

(á- can also refer to other singular nouns, such as ‘child’ (agreement class 1) 
or ‘snake’ (agreement class 7))  

 
(462)  ɟɩma-ha=ʋ bə̀-yàmá tsɩ̀m  
 knife-HA.4=DEF 4-fall.CPL down  
 ‘the knives have fallen down’ [S-N3] 

(bə̀- can also refer to other plural nouns, such as ‘leaves’ (agreement class 6)) 
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(463)  dwa-m-a à-tsá   
 water-M.9-REF 9.IMP304-flow.FV   
 ‘(the) water flows’ [S-N3] 

(à- can also refer to other (singular) nouns, such as ‘river’ (agreement class 7))  

The differentiation between agreement classes 2 and 4, in contrast to all other classes, is 
also observed in non-verbal clauses; not only in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma but also in 
Gwaandama. In non-verbal clauses, agreement of the subject on the copula occurs only 
for agreement classes 2 and 4, while in all other classes, agreement marking is not overtly 
expressed (cf. §7.3.2.1).  

 Deeləmə    
(464)  yì-b-ə́ bá-hà kálːà  
 person-B.2-REF 2-COP small  
 ‘there are a few people’ 

 
(465)  ɲám mwárá-há bə̀-hàn mwárá-hà 
 animal.4 big-4.DEF 4-COP big-4 
 ‘the elephants are big’ 

 
(466)  ɲám mwárá-wá Ø-hàn mwárá-wà 
 animal.3 big-3.DEF 3-COP big-3 
 ‘the elephant is big’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(467)  ɲi-b-e ba-ha fɩra-ba  
 person-B.2-REF 2-COP kind-2  
 ‘the people are kind’ [S-G2] 

 
(468)  làrà-há nà-hà-sɩ̀r bá-hà yá’á 
 elephant-HA.4 NUM-4-two 4-COP here 
 ‘there are two elephants here’ 

 
(469)  làrà-w-á nà-w-kàl Ø-hà yá’á 
 elephant-W.3-REF NUM-3-one 3-COP here 
 ‘there is one elephant here’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(470)  wa-b-a ba-ha muktər  
 father-B.2-REF 2-COP fat  
 ‘the fathers are fat’ [S-N3] 

 
(471)  sʋ̀̃-há bà-hà cɔ́là-há=ʋ̀  
 dog-HA.4 4-COP white-4=DEF  
 ‘the dogs are white’ [S-N3] 

 
 

 
304 Note that à- is a portmanteau morpheme of the agreement marker of class 9 and the 
imperfective marker (cf. §6.3.3).  
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(472)  dzʋ́dzʋ́-há bà-hà bwàná-há=ʋ̀  
 waterpots-HA.4 4-COP full-4=DEF  
 ‘the waterpots are full’ [S-N3] 

 
(473)  Ø-hà tswá=ɲɩ́=ʋ̀   
 3SG-COP house.3=PP.inside=DEF   
 ‘s/he is in the house’ [S-N2] 

 
(474)  ɟɩ̀má-w-á Ø-hà tébùrù-rá=ʋ̀  
 knife-W.3-REF 3-COP table-PP.on=DEF  
 ‘the knife is on (top of) the table’ 

The subject agreement markers change depending on the aspect of the clause. This is 
because, at least in the majority of cases, subject agreement markers have merged with 
aspect markers and preverbal particles, becoming portmanteau morphemes 
synchronically. They are described in the respective chapters (cf. §6.3.3 for imperfective, 
§6.3.4 for future, §3.8.6.2 for the preverbal strict relative and §3.8.6.3 for the progressive).  

Watters (2000: 201) describes agreement marking of the subject on the verb as typical for 
Bantu languages and non-existent in other Niger-Congo subgroups, including 
‘Adamawa’. Indeed, subject agreement on the verb does not appear to be common in 
other ‘Adamawa’ languages spoken adjacent or close to Nʋngʋrama. For instance, it does 
not occur in Waja (Kleinewillinghöfer 1991: 150ff.) and Baa (Möller Nwadigo n.d.). Tula 
may be an exception, although Hall’s (1954/1956: 149f.) description does not clearly 
indicate the presence of agreement marking. 

 

5. Noun phrases 
5.1 General remarks 
Noun phrases are defined as a combination of a head noun and attributes, which are 
“syntactic constituents which serve as arguments of verbs” (Dryer 2007b: 151, cf. Givón 
2001b: 1, Rijkhoff 2002: 19, 526, Crystal 2008: 367). The chapters on agreement classes 
(§4.4) provided numerous examples that illustrate the order of the head noun and 
attributes, as well as the agreement marking on attributes. The subchapters below offer 
an overview of the internal order of attributes in a noun phrase, demonstrate how two or 
more noun phrases can be coordinated and discuss more complex noun phrases, such as 
genitive constructions and relative clauses.  
 

5.2 Word order 
In his section on word order typology in African languages, Creissels (2000: 250f.) 
observes that the constituent order SVOX (called Type A) is predominant in Niger-Congo 
languages but is also found in the other three African phyla. Atlantic and Benue-Congo 
languages that exhibit this order have noun phrases in which the attributes follow the head 
noun. In contrast, a subtype of Type A, which includes most ‘Adamawa-Ubangian 
languages’, has attributes that precede the head noun (Creissels 2000: 251). Although 
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Nʋngʋrama is clearly a Type A language, it does not conform to the subtype expected of 
an ‘Adamawa’ language. Instead, it follows the more common order of Type A, in which 
attributes follow the head noun.305 

The order of attributes within a noun phrase in Nʋngʋrama appears to be subject of free 
variation rather than strict rules. However, the typical word order is as it is depicted in the 
following figure, which is also the typical order in noun phrases beginning with a noun 
as proposed by Rijkhoff (2001: 532). Adjectives and numerals typically follow the head 
noun immediately, while demonstrative proforms and possessive pronouns tend to occur 
later. Interrogative and relative proforms always appear at the end of a noun phrase. The 
definite article (cf. §3.8.5) attaches to the last element of the noun phrase as it is a clitic.  
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Figure 8. Order of attributes in a noun phrase 
A few examples in the three varieties illustrate the aforementioned word order. 

 Deeləmə     
(475)  bə̀lı ̃́ fár-hà nà-há-kwá̃   

 cow.4 red-4 NUM-4-two   
 ‘two red cows’ 

  
(476)  dɩ́-tá kwɩ̃́ tì-bə̀   

 shirt-TA.8.DEF two 8-DEM1   
 ‘these two shirts’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma     

(477)  zɩ́-tá nà-á-sɩ̀r tá-mà   
 snake-TA.8.REF NUM-8-two 8-DEM3   
 ‘those two snakes (out of sight)’ 

 

 
305 In Gwaandama, two exceptions can be observed where the adjectives yárgà ‘fast’ and fàr ‘red’ 
can precede the head noun, e.g.  
 

Gwaandama 
yárgá ná-ká 
fast hand-KA.7 
‘a fast hand’ [B-N4] 

 

fár ná-á 
red hand-A.6 
‘red hands’ [B-N4] 

 

However, fàr ‘red’ is also attested as following the head noun and agreeing with it through a 
suffix, similar to other adjectives, e.g. dí fàrà-kà ‘a red shirt’ [S-N1] and ná á-yʋ̀ fàrà-mà ‘his/her 
red hands’ [B-N4]. Cf. §5.4.2 for dependency reversal in noun-attributive constructions. 
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(478)  tɩ́-ká mwár-ká ı ̃́-kà ná-dwá  
 tree-KA.7.REF big-7 REL-7 1SG-see  
 ‘the big tree which I have seen…’ 

  
 Gwaandama     

(479)  yàdzà cúmtér306 káwʋ́ndá-wá wá-yù  
 journey.3 short first-3 3-1SG.POSS  
 ‘his/her first short journey’ (Hiraki 1986: 151) 

  
(480)  dzwa-b-a bə-bi ba-nyu   
 child-B.2-REF 2-DEM1 2-1SG.POSS   

 ‘these children are mine’ (lit. these my children) (Sabe 2014: 47) 
 
(481)  bà.ánɩ̀ nɩ̀-á kwǎ̃ ı ̃́ hà 

 what thing-A.6 DEM2 REL.6 COP 
      
 gə́ bʋ̀=ná=gá=nà    
 NEG 3PL=COM=NEG=CF    
 ‘what is that thing that they do not have?’ [B-N1] 

The order of two or more adjectives in a single noun phrase tends to follow a specific 
pattern, as shown in the following figure. This order applies equally to Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma 
and Gwaandama307. 

Head noun Adjective 
(size) 

Adjective  
(colour) 

Adjective 
(age) 

Figure 9. Order of adjectives in a noun phrase 
Examples for the order of adjectives in a noun phrase are:  

 Deeləmə     
(482)  hɔ̀yá mwárà swí-wə̀   

 snake.3 big black-3   
 ‘big black snake’ 

   
 

 
306 cúmtə́r in [S-N3]. 
307 Hiraki (1986: 149f.) describes the order of two or more adjectives in a single noun phrase in 
Gwaandama as such: adjectives describing colour precede adjectives of size which in turn precede 
adjectives of age. All of these follow adjectives describing nationality (e.g. Nigerian), possessives 
and material (e.g. cotton, wooden) as well as “submodifiable adjectives” (it remains unclear what 
is meant by “possessives” in the context of adjectives and “submodifiable adjectives”). His 
examples, however, do not confirm this order entirely, e.g. 
 

Gwaandama 
dzì-kà mwárà-kà swí-ká=ʋ 
snake-KA.7 big-7 black-7=DEF 
‘a big black snake’ (Hiraki 1986: 149) 

 

After his description of the word, Hiraki admits “that the order in which descriptive adjectives 
occur in Nʋngʋra [i.e. Gwaandama] is not fixed” (1986: 150).  
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 Gʋyʋma     
(483)  dɩ́-ká fàr-kà sʋ́-ká   

 shirt-KA.7 red-7 new-7   
 ‘a new red shirt’ 

  
 Gwaandama     

(484)  dí làndì-kà fàrá-kù sú-kù308  
 shirt.7 cotton-7 red-7 new-7  
 ‘a new red cotton shirt’ (Hiraki 1986: 149) 

 

5.3 Noun phrase coordination 
Noun phrases can be coordinated or conjoined to form a larger group while maintaining 
“the same semantic relations with other surrounding elements” (Haspelmath 2007: 1). In 
Nʋngʋrama, different conjunctions are used to connect two or more noun phrases. These 
are nə̀, ki and ar in Deeləmə (with no reported difference in meaning), dì309 in Gʋyʋma 
and nə̀ in Gwaandama. They are positioned between the noun phrases. 

 Deeləmə 
(485)  áná zwá-y-à nə̀ yɩ́r-à yá-mɔ̀=nà 

 how child-Y-REF COORD woman-F.1 1-2SG.POSS=CF 
 ‘how are your child and wife?’ 

  
(486)  ɲɔ́m-á nə̀ zwɔ́-y-á nə̀ 
 animal-W COORD boy-Y-REF COORD 
     
 sɔ́̃-w wá-yè bə́-yə́ nà=b-mɔ́kà 
 dog-W.3 3-3SG.POSS 3PL-come.out PROG=3PL-run 
 ‘an animal and a boy and his dog (they) came out and were running’ 

  
(487)  yí-r-ə̀ nə̀/ki/ar yɩ́r-à  
 man-R-REF COORD woman-F  
 ‘man and woman / husband and wife’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(488)  zwı̃́-y-é=ʋ̀ dì ɟɩ́ɟá-w-á=ʋ̀  
 child-Y-REF=DEF COORD dog-W-REF=DEF  
     
 bá-sʋ̀l á gúlmə́-l-dè=ù  
 3PL-sit SPAT log-L-PP.on.DEF  
 ‘the child and the dog (they) sat on top of the log’ 

 

 
308 The vowels of the two agreement markers are <u> in the source. It is unclear whether this is 
due to a merger of the agreement marker and the definite marker (although the definite marker is 
a clitic that only attaches to the last element of the noun phrase) or a representation of vowel 
weakening (cf. §2.3.5). 
309 Dì may also occur in the beginning of a clause and is then translated as ‘then’ (cf. e.g. J. 
Newman 1978). 
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 Wakaɟir də Sabsab ba-ha swa 
(489)  Wakajir COORD Sabsab 3PL-COP home 
 ‘Wakajir and Sabsab are home’ (Institute of Linguistics 1975: 11) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(490)  ɲàlí Dùmnà-b-ə̀ nə̀ Dǐllə̀-b-ə̀ 
 example Dumna-B-REF COORD Dille-B-REF 
 ‘for example, the Dumna and Dillə people’ [B-N1] 

 
(491)  yíkā ān-dzǔ nə̀310 gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y=ù 
 then 3SG.SR-come INST wife-Y=DEF 
     
 nə̀ dzwá-b yù deī311 
 COORD child-B 3SG.POSS INT 
 ‘Did he come with his wife and his children?’ [B-N1] 

For disjunctive coordination (also known as disjunction or ‘or’-coordination (Haspelmath 
2007: 1)), Nʋngʋrama simply juxtaposes the noun phrases or joins them with the 
borrowed form kó (from Hausa kō) ‘or’. Disjunctive coordination is illustrated with the 
following Gwaandama examples. 

 Gwaandama 
(492)  kàrìkáw gwàɟʋ̀-tá rì kàrìkáw kʋ̀̃-l-á swâ=bū=nə̀ déy 
 maybe sickness-TA if maybe war-L-REF drive=3PL.OBJ=CF INT 
 ‘Maybe sickness [or] maybe war drove them away?’ [B-N1] 

 
(493)  ɟʋ̀̃-l-à kó gwàpì-tà kó kʋ̀yà-w-à bî 
 famine-L.5-REF DISJ sickness-TA.8 DISJ plague-W.3-REF INT 
 ‘[Was there anything bad as] famine or sickness or plague?’ [B-N1] 

 

5.4 Complex noun phrases 
5.4.1 Genitive 
This chapter discusses genitive constructions, sometimes also referred to as ‘possessive 
constructions’. Pronominal attributive possession is covered in §4.4.6, while predicative 
possession is described in §7.3.2.4, as it is not expressed at the noun phrase level but 
rather at the clause level. The term ‘possession’ is misleading because it does not only 
express possession or ownership, as in ‘the toy of the child’ or ‘the teacher’s book’. It 
also covers a wide range of other notions, including family and part-whole relationships, 
such as ‘the child’s aunt’ or ‘the leg of the boy’. Therefore, the term ‘genitive’ is used 
here (Dryer 2007b: 117f.).  

 
310 The instrumental adposition and the coordinating conjunction nə̀ in both Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama are formally identical but differ functionally and must therefore not be confused.  
311 In the interlinearisation provided in [B-N1], this lexeme is translated as ‘all’. However, in 
comparison to other similar sentences, it is more likely to be an interrogative tag (cf. §3.8.7).  
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In Nʋngʋrama, a genitive construction is typically formed by a juxtaposition in which the 
head precedes the modifier. Both nouns retain their NF class suffix, distinguishing them 
from compounds (cf. §4.4.3). In Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, a definite marker can cliticise 
onto the possessor. Whether the marker has a scope over the whole noun phrase or just 
the noun it is attached to can only be determined through context (cf. examples (498) and 
§3.8.5)). 

 Deeləmə     
(494)  cá̃-ká zwá-y-à    

 leg-KA.DEF child-Y-REF    
 ‘the leg of a child’ 

  
(495)  ná-kà ɟɩ̀má-w-à    

 hand-KA knife-W-REF    
 ‘handle of a knife’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma     

(496)  cáw-ká zwı̃́-y-é    
 leg-KA.REF child-Y-REF    
 ‘leg of a child’ 

  
(497)  dwú-l-é círé-w-é    

 head-L-REF knife-W-REF    
 ‘handle of a knife’ (lit. head of a knife) 

  
 Gwaandama     

(498)  kwáp-ká dzwí-y-ə́=ù    
 leg-KA child-Y-REF=DEF    
 ‘leg of the child / the leg of a child’ [S-N3, S-N4] 

  
(499)  yú-l-ə́ ɟɩ̀má-w-á=ʋ̀    

 handle-L-REF knife-W-REF=DEF    
 ‘handle of the knife / the handle of a knife’ [S-N3, S-N4] 

In Gʋyʋma, there are instances where a morpheme n(a) or a is added between the head 
and the modifier. At least in some cases, the morpheme is optional (as indicated in 
brackets in example (504) below). It is still unclear whether its occurrence makes a 
semantic difference. The following examples illustrate these constructions. The inserted 
morpheme is preliminarily glossed with GEN and a question mark. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(500)  kwà̃-y-á ǹ mà-w-á=ʋ̀ á-wún-gə̀=bè 

 owner-Y-REF GEN? farm-W-REF=DEF 3SG=rise-CAUS=3PL.OBJ 
 ‘the owner of the farm relieved them [from work]’312 

  
 

 
312 Compare this example with Deeləmə example (25) in §3.3.3.1 where no such marker occurs 
between ‘owner’ and ‘farm’.  
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(501)  bál-ká nà cérı ̃̀-w-é  
 stick-KA.REF GEN? devil-W-REF  
 ‘devil’s cane’ 

 
(502)  ɲàm nà swà-w-á  

 animal GEN? house-W-REF  
 ‘domestic animal’ 

 
(503)  zwa-b-a a cɩba-w-a  

 child-B-REF GEN? slave-W=REF  
 ‘children of the slave’ (Gal 4: 31) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

 
(504)  ɲà̃-w-á=ʋ̀ (à) ɟíɟù-w-è  

 meat-W-REF=DEF GEN? goat-W-REF  
 ‘goat’s meat’ 

 

5.4.2 Dependency reversal in noun-attributive constructions 
Chapter §5.2 described the typical word order in Nʋngʋrama noun phrases. However, 
there is an exception to this word order when using the quantifier ʃí (in Deeləmə)/cí (in 
Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama) ‘some, certain, other’. Unlike any other attribute, this 
quantifier precedes the noun, even if other attributes occur in the noun phrase (cf. example 
(508)). It remains invariable in that position.313  

 Deeləmə     
(505)  ʃí tɩ́-m-à    
 some tree-M-REF    
 ‘some trees’ 

 
(506)  ʃí nà-’à    
 some thing-A    
 ‘something, some/other thing’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma     

(507)  cí ɲì-r-é    
 some person-R-REF    
 ‘someone, other person’ 

 
 Gwaandama     

(508)  á yìnà cí gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y-á ya-yu 
 and 3SG.SBJ other wife-Y.1-REF 1-3SG.POSS 
 ‘and this is his other wife’ [B-N4] 

 
(509)  cí sɩ́lá-w-á    
 some time-W-REF    
 ‘sometimes, some time’ 

 
313 There may be other quantifiers preceding the noun in a noun phrase, but besides one occurrence 
of kwam ‘little’ preceding the noun, only ʃí/cí ‘some’ occurs in the data. 
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In Gʋyʋma, the quantifier cí ‘some, certain, other’ more often than not follows the noun 
and agrees with it (compare example (507) with example (510)). No such cases are 
attested in the Deeləmə and Gwaandama data.  

 Gʋyʋma     
(510)  ɲì-r cí-yé    
 person-R.1 some-1    
 ‘someone, some person’ 

 
(511)  sɩ̀ngɩ́lá-w cí-wé=ù    
 sheep-W.3 some-3=DEF    
 ‘the other sheep’ 

 
(512)  a-za a-sʋtɩr=ɩ ya ce  
 3SG-go 3SG-show=3SG.OBJ place.6 other.6  
 ‘he went to show him another place’ (Newman 1976: 44) 

The Gʋyʋma examples resemble constructions with other quantifiers in Nʋngʋrama, such 
as ‘many’, ‘much’ and ‘all’. In these constructions, the quantifiers function as adjectives, 
following the head noun and agreeing with it.  

 Deeləmə     
(513)  yí-b nzə́-bə̀ bə̀-mɔ̀ká   
 person-B.2 all-2 2-run   
 ‘all people ran (away)’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma     

(514)  á-wú zwá-b brè-bé   
 3SG-bear child-B.2 many-2   
 ‘she had born many children’ 

 
 Gwaandama     

(515)  mɩ̀yá-há zè-hé=ù    
 goat-HA.4 all-4=DEF    
 ‘all goats’ 

The use of the quantifier preceding the noun in Nʋngʋrama may be explained by what 
Malchukov (2000) refers to as ‘dependency reversal in noun-attribute constructions’ 
(DRNA). DRNA show a semantic head shift in which the attribute of a noun phrase 
surfaces as the head by taking some or even all head properties. Several points of 
Malchukov’s definition apply to Nʋngʋrama, some of which will be briefly mentioned 
below (for a detailed analysis of DRNA, cf. Malchukov (2000)). First, certain classes of 
attributes are more susceptible to DRNA patterns than others. Adjectives, participles and 
quantifiers belong to the former category, while numerals rarely and determiners never 
occur in these types of constructions (Malchukov 2000: 29). In Nʋngʋrama, a DRNA 
construction occurs with a quantifier. Second, in such constructions, the word order is 
reversed (Malchukov 2000: 30f., 38f.). In Nʋngʋrama, this means that the attribute 
precedes the noun and becomes the head of the noun phrase. Third, the head is the 
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obligatory constituent of its phrase and can stand alone without other attributes 
(Malchukov 2000: 30). The following examples demonstrate that the quantifier ‘some’ 
can stand on its own and then recquires an obligatory NF class suffix in Nʋngʋrama. 

 Deeləmə    
(516)  bə́ ɪ ̃́ mà-zə́ ʃí-y 
 COMPL when 2SG.IMP-do.FV someone-Y 
     
 yínə̀ mà-zə́ ʃákʋ́-l lá-mɔ̀ 
 3SG.SBJ 2SG.IMP-do.FV head-L.5 5-2SG.POSS 
 ‘anything you do to someone, you do to yourself’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(517)  cí-b bá-dàhá bá-yá=wá  
 some-B.2 2-be.able 2-come.out=VEN  
 ‘some (people) were able to come’ 

 
(518)  dɩ-ka=ʋ a-kwaha n ci-ke baʋ 
 cloth-KA.7=DEF 7-dry COM some-KA ?314 
 ‘the cloth dried along with the other one’ (Newman 1976: 50) 

 
 Gwaandama     

(519)  cí-b-ə́ bə̀-tsá=ʋ́ bə̀-dzǔ Tsùàkù dāī 
 some-B.2-REF 2-run=VEN 2-go.VEN Tsuaku INT 
 ‘some [of the natives] ran to Tsuaku, didn’t they?’ [B-N1]  

Fourth, according to Malchukov (2000: 45), the “underdifferentiation of adjectives from 
nouns seems to be rather a necessary condition for DRNA”. In Nʋngʋrama, adjectives 
are, indeed, quite similar to nouns (cf. §3.4). However, there are clear differences as well, 
which make these DRNA patterns so striking. Fifth, the DRNA constructions resemble 
possessive constructions (Malchukov 2000: 27f., 36f., cf. Van de Velde 2012 who calls 
these attributes ‘possessee-like qualifiers’). This statement is only partially true for 
Nʋngʋrama. The order of head and dependent is the same in both DRNA constructions 
and genitive constructions (cf. §5.3). However, in the latter, both nouns display their 
respective NF class, while in DRNA phrases, only the second element shows its NF 
class.315 

 
314 Translated as ‘one’ by Newman (1976: 50). 
315 Some other ‘Adamawa’ languages appear to have similar cases where a small set of adjectives 
and/or quantifiers are uninflected (see e.g. Baa (Möller Nwadigo n.d.: 106) and Dijim (Ajede 
2023)) and/or precede the noun, despite the normal word order in which the attribute follows the 
noun (e.g. Kyak (Harley 2020: 389, p.c.)). Adjectives in such constructions often come from 
similar categories, denoting size, age and colour. It is evident that these categories belong to a 
small adjective class, as proposed by Dixon (2004: 3ff.); possibly an indication that these DRNA 
constructions may be remnants of an older system that has almost been displaced by a new system 
with a new adjective class. Alternatively, it could be an areal phenomenon that has “spread via 
contact” as demonstrated by Van de Velde (2012) in his survey of Central African languages (cf. 
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5.4.3 Relative clauses 
Relative constructions comprise a noun or noun phrase, which is the head of the 
construction, and a subordinate relative clause that serves as the attribute by “specifying 
the role of the referent of that NP in the situation described by the RC [relative clause]” 
(Andrews 2007a: 206, cf. Lehmann 1986: 664).  

In Nʋngʋrama, the relative clause always follows the head noun, whether it has a subject 
or object function. This word order occurs in the majority of languages (Dryer 2013a), 
including Nʋngʋrama, and is found in about half of the languages with a verb-object word 
order (Dryer 2013b). The internal structure of the relative clause in Nʋngʋrama resembles 
the general word order, but with the addition of a relative marker (§3.6.7) that introduces 
the clause and agrees with the head noun (§4.4.9) (cf. Dryer 2007b: 191) as well as a 
clause final marker =nÀ (§3.8.9) that occurs in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, but not in 
Gʋyʋma. This method of marking a relative clause can be described as the ‘one 
relativization marker gap strategy’, as defined by Kuteva and Comrie (2005: 212, 216f., 
220f.).  

The following examples illustrate relative constructions with the subordinate relative 
clauses in square brackets.  

 Deeləmə    
(520)  nə̀-dú yɩ́r-á   
 1SG-see woman-F.1.DEF   
     
 [yè ná=á-sú nà(-‘à)=nà]  
 [1.REL PROG=1-farm thing(-A)=CF]  
 ‘I saw the woman who was farming’ 

 
(521)  nə̀-dʋ́ yɩ́r-b-á   
 1SG-see woman-B.2-REF.DEF   
     
 [bè nà=b-sʋ́ nà=nà]  
 [2.REL PROG=2-farm thing=CF]  
 ‘I saw the women who were farming’ 

 
(522)  wá̃-tá [tè nə̀-dʋ́=nà] Ø-hàn mwárá-tà 
 leaf-TA.8.DEF [8.REL 1SG-see=CF] 8-COP big-8 
 ‘the leaves which I saw are big’ 

 
(523)  bə̀lı ̃́-hə̀ [hè nà-dʋ́=b=nà] bá-hàn ʃáwlá-hà 
 cow-HA.4 [4.REL 1SG-see=3PL.OBJ=CF] 4-COP white-4 
 the cows which I saw are white’ 

 
 

Idiatov/Van de Velde 2015). However, DRNA constructions are the dominant, most frequently 
occurring constructions in the languages surveyed, while this is not the case in Nʋngʋrama or 
other ‘Adamawa’ languages (to the best of my knowledge). It remains to be seen whether 
‘Adamawa’ languages are a part of the contact phenomenon described by Van de Velde. 
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 Gʋyʋma     
(524)  ná-dʋ́ mwá-y-á=ʋ̀ [ɩ ̃́ á=swì nɩ̀-á=ʋ̀] 
 1SG-see woman-Y.1-REF=DEF [1.REL 1=farm thing-A.REF=DEF] 
 ‘I saw the woman who was farming’ 

 
(525)  ná-dʋ́ gàwʋ́̃-hà [áh-à bà-hà ɟá-há] 
 1SG-see spear-4 [4-REL 4-COP sharp-4] 
 ‘I saw the spears which are sharp’ 

 
 Gwaandama     

(526)  né-dwàmà gɩ́hɩ ̃́-y-á [yá-316bùrsə̀=nə̀]   
 1SG-see.CPL woman-Y.1-REF [1.REL-farm=CF]   
 ‘I have seen the woman who was farming’ [S-N3] 

 
(527)  né-dwàmà gáhʋ́̃ [bá bə̀-búrsə̀=nə̀]  
 1SG-see.CPL woman.2 [2.REL 2-farm=CF]  
 ‘I have seen the women who were farming’ [S-N3] 

 
(528)  dzɩ̀-ká [ká nə̀-dʋ́=nà] Ø-hà cúmtə́r 
 snake-KA.7 [7.REL 1SG-see=CF] 7-COP short 
 ‘the snake which I saw is small’ [S-N3] 

 
(529)  dzɩ̀-tá [tá nə̀-dʋ́=nà] Ø-hà cúmtə́r 
 snake-TA.8 [8.REL 1SG-see=CF] 8-COP short 
 ‘the snakes which I saw are small’ [S-N3] 

 

6. Tense, aspect, modality and negation 
6.1 Introductory remarks 
This chapter introduces the three categories tense (§6.2), aspect (§6.3) and modality 
(§6.4) in turn. In Nʋngʋrama, the least marked case is a bare verb stem, which is referred 
to as ‘factative’. It is primarily used to express general truths, universal statements and 
completed actions. To express any other tense or aspect, tense and aspect morphemes are 
cliticised onto the verb. While tense is not widely used in Nʋngʋrama, aspect is the most 
important category. In addition to the unmarked factative, there are distinctions between 
imperfective, past progressive and aspectual future. Object pronouns, which were 
introduced in §3.6.3, change their form depending on the aspect of the clause. This is 
discussed in §6.3.3 and §6.3.4 below. Modality is typically conveyed through the use of 
modal verbs added to form matrix clauses (§6.4.2). Additionally, a construction can be 
employed to express certainty (§6.4.3). Finally, the chapter on negation (§6.5) provides 
an overview of the use of the negation particles.  

 
316 Compare example (442) in §4.4.9 in which the relative clause marker and the subject 
agreement marker have merged in Gʋyʋma. This is possibly the same situation here: the low tone 
of the subject agreement marker becomes a floating low tone that attaches to the nearest TBU, 
the verb root in this case, which becomes low. Compare example (527) in which the verb root 
displays a high tone.  



 

222 
 

6.2 Tense 
6.2.1 General remarks 
Tense is the “grammaticalized expression of location in time” (Comrie 2009: 9). It 
indicates when a situation occurred relative to another time, usually the time of the 
utterance. 

In Nʋngʋrama, the expression of tense is limited to a few cases and does not play a vital 
role. There appears to be a non-past marker that always combines with an aspect, either 
imperfective or aspectual future. Another marker can express anteriority and forms the 
pluperfect together with the completive particle =ÀmÀ. It can also indicate temporal 
sequences, showing that one event occurred after another.  

 

6.2.2 Non-past 
Nʋngʋrama features a non-past tense category that always combines with the imperfective 
and the aspectual future. This category divides the imperfective (mostly referring to 
present situations) and the future from other categories that generally refer to past 
situations, such as factative and past progressive. The tense category is marked by a vowel 
-A that follows the verb stem. It is preliminary referred to as ‘final vowel’ (FV). The FV 
is assumed to be a remnant of a former tense system, the importance of which is declining. 
This is particularly evident in Deeləmə, where the non-past marker is absent in the 
imperfective. This may be a recent development aimed at reducing double marking (cf. 
§6.3.3). 

The FV in Nʋngʋrama may be comparable to the final vowel found in many other Niger-
Congo languages, which was even reconstructed for Proto-Niger-Congo. Nurse et al. 
(2016: 21) state that the FV was “originally used for a binary aspect contrast between 
perfective/factative and imperfective, both indicated by a single vowel”. However, in 
Nʋngʋrama, there is no binary contrast as there is only one suffix.317  

There are alternative explanations for the FV. One possibility is that it is an imperfective 
marker since it occurs with the imperfective and the future. However, this explanation is 
not entirely convincing as it does not appear in the progressive, which is an inherently 
imperfective category. Additionally, aspect is generally marked preverbally (cf. §6.3), 
whereas the FV is a suffix. Another approach would be to consider a verb with a FV as a 
verbal noun. In this case, -A could then be the NF class 6 marker (cf. §4.2.10, §4.3.1). 
However, the NF class 6 marker in Deeləmə is -‘À which includes a glottal stop. This 
marker is also expected in the case of verbal nouns. Subsequently, if a verb with FV is a 
verbal noun, the aspect markers that have merged with the subject agreement markers (cf. 
e.g. §6.3) must be reanalysed as auxiliaries, which take on the predicate function in a 
clause. Auxiliaries typically derive from verbs. However, from a synchronical point of 
view, the markers for the imperfective and the future in Nʋngʋrama bear no resemblance 

 
317 Compare Tula which also has a FV in imperfective constructions, but lacks a suffix in other 
constructions (Hall 1954/1956: 159).  
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to any verb in the language.318 Instead, they have the typical form of grammatical markers 
with a light syllable (cf. §2.2.5). B. Newman (1978: 39) presents a yet different approach 
in which a verb with an FV is considered the ‘base form’. However, it is evident in various 
contexts that the short form should be considered the ‘base form’ (or rather stem). For 
example, derivational verb extensions immediately follow the verb root and precede the 
FV, which must thus be understood as separate from the stem (cf. B. Newman 1978: 45). 
To conclude, it appears that the FV functions primarily as a non-past marker. However, 
as its exact function remains unclear, it will be glossed as FV. 

The form of the FV -A is identical in all three varieties, although the tone differs. Sabe 
(1995: 164, 390ff.) depicts this suffix as a long vowel in Gwaandama, but in my 
recordings, no lengthening was detected, so it is not depicted in any of the examples in 
this thesis. The suffix always has a high tone, except for its occurrence in the aspectual 
future in Gʋyʋma, where it displays a low tone. It is currently unclear whether this 
represents genuine grammatical tone or tone replacement that can be explained 
diachronically (Hyman/Schuh 1974: 102). 

 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

imperfective no FV -Á -Á 
aspectual future -Á -À -Á 

Table 61. Occurrence of the FV in the imperfective and the aspectual future 
To avoid a hiatus at morpheme boundary, one of two phonological processes occurs. First, 
with verbs ending in /A/, that vowel merges with the suffix in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma (or 
is lost). The situation is not completely clear in Gwaandama, as the notation in the various 
sources differs (e.g. dzàá ‘going’, bùrsə̂ ‘cultivating’, pérgéé ‘plucking’, wàkáà ‘will 
wash’ (Sabe 1995: 164, 394, [S-N2])). In my own recordings, the two vowels clearly 
merge. Therefore, all examples are adapted accordingly.  

Deeləmə 
aspectual future /wúmə̀-Á/ à [wúmə́] ‘will open’ 

/yà-Á/ à [yá] ‘will fall’ 
/dwá-Á/ à [dwá] ‘will see’ 

Gʋyʋma 
imperfective /lápká-Á/ à [lápká] ‘harvesting’ (B. Newman 1978: 39) 

/zà-Á/ à [zá] ‘going’ 
aspectual future /zà-À/ à [zà] ‘will go’ 

Gwaandama 
imperfective/ 
aspectual future 

/wàkà-Á/ à [wàká] ‘washing, will wash’ 
/tsá-Á/ à [tsá] ‘running, will run’ 

 
318 They can possibly be reconstructed as *à and *ə̀, respectively. Cf. §6.3.3 and §6.3.4. 
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Second, when a monosyllabic verb ends with a vowel other than /A/, an approximant is 
added before the suffix.  

Deeləmə     
aspectual future /nɔ̀-Á/ à [nɔ̀wá] ‘will hear’ 

Gʋyʋma 
imperfective /tʋ́-Á/ à [t̪hʋ́wá] ‘saying, telling’ 

Gwaandama 
imperfective/ 
aspectual future 

/tʋ́-Á/ à [t̪hʋ́wá] ‘saying, telling’ 

B. Newman (1978) mentions another marker indicating non-past that only marginally 
occurs in my own data on Gʋyʋma (and nowhere in Deeləmə or Gwaandama). It is a 
suprasegmental nasalisation that acts as a clitic since it occurs on the last vowel of the 
verb (including other clitics).319  

 Gʋyʋma    
(530)  à-bwàb-r-a=ɩ̃́    
 3SG-tie-RLT-FV=3SG.OBJ.NPST    
 ‘s/he is tying him/her with it [an already mentioned rope]’ (B. Newman 1978: 

32) 
 

(531)  á-zà à-nɩ̀ngá̃ mwá ɩ ̃́-á=ʋ̀ 
 3SG-go 3SG.IMP-give.FV.NPST girl.1 1-DEM1=DEF 
 ‘s/he went and is giving it to that girl’ (B. Newman 1978: 38) 

 
(532)  ń-zà̃    
 1SG.FUT-go.FV.NPST    
 ‘I will go’ (B. Newman 1978: 34) 

 
(533)  ba-kur-ẽ zũ-we-ye   
 3PL-return-FV.NPST dance-W-in   
 ‘they will return to the dance’ (Newman 1976: 54) 

When the ventive clitic occurs, nasalisation to indicate non-past is marked twice: before 
and after =wÁ (B. Newman 1978: 26).  

(534)  sɩ̀l-gá̃=wá̃    
 split-CAUS.NPST=VEN.NPST    
 ‘splitting it here / will split it here’ (B. Newman 1978: 41) 

The use of the nasalisation clitic is not consistent in all examples where it is expected. 
Indeed, B. Newman (1978: 25) notes that nasalisation “generally” occurs, but not 
always.320 It is possible that the marking of non-past through nasalisation was already 

 
319 Depicted as <ng> after the vowel (Newman 1976, 1978, J. Newman 1978), but as <Ṽ> here. 
320 For example not in B. Newman (1976: 42f., 56): n mʋrya swa ‘I will go home’, n bam yabriya 
‘I’ll throw you outside’, jewe ‘give (it) to me’, but always in B. Newman (1978). 
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declining when Newman collected her data. This may explain why most of the other data 
collected later, including unpublished material from Kleinewillinghöfer in the 1990s and 
my own data, do not show this feature. Alternatively, it is conceivable that nasalisation is 
optional and used only by some Gʋyʋma speakers.  

 

6.2.3 Remote past  
The remote past, also known as pluperfect, expresses an event that occurred before 
another event. To form the remote past in Nʋngʋrama, the strict relative particle marker 
(§3.8.6.5) merges with the subject agreement marker, and the completive clitic =ÀmÀ is 
added (§3.8.6.2). This construction is present in the Gwaandama data, but there are no 
examples in the Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma data.  

 Gwaandama    
(535)  dzwı̃́-y-é án-nʋ̀=àmá ɟù-kə̀ dzɩ́rá-kà-rà321 
 boy-Y.1-REF.DEF 1.SR-feel=CPL abscess-KA leg-KA-PP.on 
 ‘the boy had injured the leg [and therefore couldn’t play]’ (lit. the boy had felt 

an abscess on his leg…) (Sabe 1995: 168) 
  
(536)  nán-wàr=àmà dɩ́-ká   
 1SG.SR-pull=CPL rope-KA   
 ‘I had pulled a rope’ (Sabe 1995: 413) 

   
(537)  bàn-búrsèmè    
 3PL.SR-cultivate.CPL    
 ‘they had cultivated’ [S-N2] 

  
(538)  bə́ nán-dáw=àmà bá-á=nà  
 if 1SG.SR-save=CPL money-A=CF  
     
 ná=nə́-ɲwàmá làkárgá-w-á=ʋ̀   
 PROG=1SG-buy.CPL book-W-REF=DEF   
 ‘if I had saved money, I would have bought the book’ (Sabe 1995: 168) 

 
(539)  ɩ́nkákà bàn-hár-nà Lìn-w-ə̀ nə̀ 
 before 3PL.SR-COP.PST.NOM-PLU Lin-W-REF COORD 
     
 Wálʋ̀-w-à nə̀ Súmgə́l-w-ə́  
 Walʋ-W-REF COORD Sumgəl-W-REF  
     
 bàn-hárá nì kàlɩ́-à  
 3PL.SR-COP.PST.NOM thing.A.6 one-6  
 ‘Before, Linwə and Walʋwa and Sumgəlwə had been one [major kinship 

group]’ (lit. before they had been Linwə and Walʋwa and Sumgəlwə, they had 
been one thing) [B-N1] 

 
321 In [WL-N1], ‘leg’ is kwábká, whereas ‘foot’ is ɟɩ́ráká.  
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6.2.4 Temporal sequence 
Another context, in which tense marking occurs in Nʋngʋrama, is temporal sequences in 
the past, such as ‘X happened, then Y happened’ or ‘if X had happened, then Y would 
have happened’. To express this notion, a factative clause is used with the addition of the 
strict relative particle (§3.8.6.2). The particle has merged with the subject agreement into 
portmanteau morphemes. The following examples give an impression of temporal 
sequencing. Compare especially Gʋyʋma example (542) without the particle with (543) 
which expresses two events in a chronological order. 

 Deeləmə    
(540)  á-zə̀ kàsɔ́-rà ı ̃́-swà kwá-hà 
 3SG-go market-PP.on 3SG.SR-buy corn-HA 
 ‘s/he went to the market and (then s/he) bought corn’ 

  
(541)  à-yál gʋ̀bá-l ı ̃́-ʃú-r=í  
 3SG-take stone-L 3SG.SR-throw-RLT=3SG.OBJ  
 ‘s/he took a stone and (then s/he) threw it (the snake) with it’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(542)  á-sɩ́ gʋ̀bá-l-á swì  
 3SG-take stone-L-REF throw  
 ‘s/he took a stone and threw (it)’ 

  
(543)  á-sɩ́ gʋ̀bá-l ń-swì  
 3SG-take stone-L 3SG.SR-throw  
 ‘s/he took a stone and then (s/he) threw (it)’ 

  
 Gwaandama   

(544)  yɩ̀nà ní Ɲàdzɩ̀-b bàn-dzí-rú 
 3SG.SBJ when Waja-B.2 3PL.SR-come-REL 
     
 cíkə̀r-w-ə̀=ù nə̀ tásà-w-à bá 
 spear-W-REF=DEF COM dish-W-REF ? 
     
 bàn-dáw-rə kwàntsá káwʋ́ndá-yá=ʋ̀ Pìságìn=nà 
 3PL.SR-put-REL chief.1 first-1=DEF Pisagin=CF 
 ‘it was when the Waja people brought a spear and a dish and (then they) 

crowned the first chief: Pisagin’ [B-N4] 
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6.3 Aspect 
6.3.1 General remarks 
Aspect refers to how an event is distributed over time and how the situation is viewed 
from the inside. The question is therefore whether the situation is static or not, whether it 
has an endpoint or not and whether it occurs more than once (Kroeger 2015: 147, 152). 
Many languages are said to have a binary aspect distinction, such as imperfective vs. 
perfective. In Nʋngʋrama, this binary distinction is not applicable, as explained below 
and in the following subchapters. Nevertheless, aspect remains the most frequently used 
TAM category in Nʋngʋrama.  

In Nʋngʋrama, the unmarked verb stem makes a valid text word and is referred to as 
factative (cf. §6.3.2 for more details). The factative is the most used TAM category in my 
data and is employed to express general truths, tell stories and talk about events. All other 
aspectual categories, namely imperfective (§6.3.3), past progressive (§6.3.4) and 
aspectual future (§6.3.4), are expressed using preverbal markers, and, except for the past 
progressive, the final vowel (cf. §6.2.2). In most cases, the preverbal aspectual markers 
have merged with the subject agreement markers, sometimes causing tone changes on the 
verb.322 The progressive (§6.3.6) stands out as it is a construction that comprises a 
periphrastic progressive clause and another clause that is mostly in the imperfective or 
past progressive. 

The following table summarises how the different preverbal markers and other 
morphemes form the various aspects.  

 

 
322 The preverbal markers are not analysed as auxiliaries, i.e. they are not considered to be 
morphosyntactically placed in the position of the verb to mark aspect (cf. Payne 1997: 84). As a 
result, they are seen as nonverbal, because the reconstructed preverbal markers, before merging 
with the subject agreement markers, do not resemble any verb in Nʋngʋrama. Instead they have 
the typical syllable structure of grammatical morphemes (cf. especially §6.3.3 and 6.3.6). They 
are therefore not referred to as ‘STAMP morphs’, a term proposed by Anderson (2016) (other 
labels include ‘tense-person complex’, ‘pronominal predicative markers’ or ‘pronominal 
auxiliaries’ (Anderson 2016: 513)), although the existence of STAMP morphs is one of the 
characteristic features of the Macro-Sudan Belt, of which the ‘Adamawa’ languages, including 
Nʋngʋrama, are a part. According to Anderson (2016: 513), they are typically “portmanteau 
morphs that encode the referent properties of semantic arguments that typically play the syntactic 
role of ‘S[ubject]’ – that is, the person, number and gender properties of such an actant – in 
combination with categories of T[ense], A[spect], M[ood] and P[olarity]”, i.e. the STAMP morph 
together with the verb “encode the TAM categories of the event” (Anderson 2016: 515). STAMP 
morphs develop from auxiliary verb constructions that contain “a lexical verb element that 
contributes lexical content to the construction and an auxiliary verb element that contributes some 
grammatical or functional content to the construction” (Anderson 2006: 7). Eventually, the 
auxiliary fuses “into a single portmanteau complex” (Anderson 2016: 522) with a pronoun. To 
conclude, I prefer not to use the term ‘STAMP morph’ in Nʋngʋrama since there is no indication 
that the preverbal aspect markers are auxiliaries. They also do not merge with a subject pronoun 
but a subject agreement marker and do not include the categories of tense, mood and polarity.  
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 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

Factative AGR-V AGR-V AGR-V 
Imperfective AGR.IMP-V AGR.IMP-V-FV AGR.IMP-V-FV 
Future AGR.FUT-V-FV AGR.FUT-V-FV AGR.FUT-V-FV 
Past progressive PROG=AGR-V  PROG=AGR-V /  

AGR-PROG-V 
PROG=AGR-V 

Progressive COP=PRG (clause) COP PRG (clause) COP=PRG (clause) 
Table 62. Tense and aspect marking in Nʋngʋrama 
(Abbreviations (in order of occurrence): AGR = subject agreement marker, V = verb stem, IMP 
= imperfective, FV = final vowel, FUT = future, PROG = progressive preverbal marker, PRG = 
progressive) 

As previously stated, the TAM system in Nʋngʋrama does not rely on a binary distinction, 
but instead on a single, general category (a phenomenon referred to as a “default semantic 
characterization” by Tröbs (2019: 281)). This category can be altered in various ways to 
specify the circumstances of the statement, such as whether the action is completed, in 
process or likely to occur in the future. This non-binary system can be observed in many 
languages of the Macro-Sudan belt, including most ‘Adamawa’ languages and 
surrounding Chadic languages, and therefore appears to be an areal feature (Kastenholz 
2019).323  

 

6.3.2 Factative 
As mentioned above, Nʋngʋrama has one primary aspectual category that is considered 
the most basic, because unmarked, form. The term ‘factative’, as described by Nurse et 
al. (2010, 2016), is applicable. The term has been coined by Welmers (1973: 52) and has 
since been identified as an areal feature in West African languages (Nurse et al. 2016: 5, 
cf. Kastenholz 2019).324 The factative differentiates between dynamic and stative verbs: 
with dynamic verbs, the factative denotes completed situations, while with stative verbs, 
an incomplete reading in the present or future is generated (Nurse et al. 2016: 25) (cf. 
examples (547) to (549), (553) to (554) and (558) to (559)). 

  Deeləmə    
(545)  nə́-zà    
 1SG-go    
 ‘I went’ 

  

 
323 For example, Kastenholz (2017: 19) reports for Bolgo, an ‘Adamawa’ language, as well as 
other ‘Adamawa’ languages in the same region (i.e. in Moyen-Chari and Guéra in the south of 
Chad) that “la base verbale non marquee est une forme valide pour fonder une prédication. Cette 
forme est neutre en ce qui concerne temps ou aspect” [= the unmarked verbal base is a valid form 
to constitute a predication. This form is neutral in regard to tense and aspect (translated by the 
author)]. Winkelmann (2019: 301) describes a similar situation for certain Gur languages that 
have an unmarked (perfective) form. This form is considered default and “aspectually neutral in 
some contexts”.  
324 For Gwaandama, Sabe (e.g. 1995: 165, 400) refers to it as ‘simple past (tense)’. 
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(546)  bə́-bú á gʋ́bá-l-dà bə́-dàw 
 3PL-climb SPAT stone-L-PP.on 3PL-lie.down 
 ‘they climbed onto the stone, they laid down’ 

  
(547)  Frámá à-ʃím árá’ɔ̀̃-tà  
 Frama 3SG-know answer-TA  
 ‘Frama knows the answer’ 

  
(548)  kə́-nɩ́ngà tʋ́-‘à hámá-’à nə̀ Yámbò 
 1PL-give speech-A.6 good-6 INST God 
 ‘we believe in God’ (lit. we give a good speech with God) 

  
(549)  nə́-dàngà yɩ́r-à yà-m=nà  
 1SG-remember woman-F.1 1-DEM3=CF  
 ‘I remember that woman’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma 

(550)  áwʋ̀ mwárɩ́-y-á á-cí tákádà-w ʋ́̃w-à 
 yes older.brother-Y-REF 3SG-read book-W.3 3-DEM1 
 ‘yes, the older brother read this book’ 

 
(551)  á-kùwè    
 3SG-pour    
 ‘s/he poured [them]’ (B. Newman 1978: 37) 

   
(552)  ná-cín ɩ́yà   
 1SG-meet 3SG.OBJ   
 ‘I met him’ 

   
(553)  na-tsɩm=ga na ma=ʋ=ga  
 1SG-know=NEG thing DEM3=DEF=NEG  
 ‘I don’t know this’ (Newman 1976: 57) 

  
(554)  ka-zir ɟe   
 1PL-like 2PL.OBJ   
 ‘we like you’ (Newman 1976: 42) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(555)  á-kwálgá    
 3SG-fold    
 ‘s/he folded [it]’ (Sabe 1995: 165) 

  
(556)  bə̀-dzə̀=ú dzɩ̀lâ   
 3SG-go=VEN yesterday   
 ‘they came yesterday’ [S-N2] 

  
(557)  nə́-dá=ʋ́ kwàr-ká yàdà-w-rà wí? 
 1SG-put=VEN medicine-KA bed-W-PP.on INT 
 ‘did I put the medicine on the bed?’ (Sabe 1995: 405) 
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(558)  ɲí nə́-tsím wí  
 1SG.SBJ 1SG-know INT  
 ‘me, do I know?’ 

  
(559)  yɩ̀ná yà mwárá ı ̃́ 
 3SG.SBJ place.A.6 big.6 REL.6 
     
 bʋ̀̃ bə̀-tsɩ́m=nà   
 3PL.SBJ 3PL-know=CF   
 ‘it became the headquarters (lit. big place) that they know’ [B-N4] 

In Deeləmə, the tone of the 3SG subject agreement marker changes to a low tone when 
the verb displays a high tone. This change is due to a morphotonemic rule called ‘tonal 
polarisation’, where the tone of the agreement marker contrasts with that of the following 
TBU (cf. §2.2.2). For comparison, see examples (560) and (561), with the latter 
displaying tonal polarisation.  

 Deeləmə    
(560)  zɔ́bɔ́l-y-á á-nɔ̀ sə́-’ə̀  
 boy-Y.1-REF 1-hear song-A  
 ‘the boy heard a song’ 

  
(561)  à-ʃʋ́ ɲɔ́̃m-à   
 3SG-cut meat-W   
 ‘s/he cut (a piece of) meat’ 

According to B. Newman (1978: 43), in the Gʋyʋma factative, the tone of the second 
syllable of a verb is occasionally influenced by that of a following morpheme. No such 
occurrences were found elsewhere in the data.  

 

6.3.3 Imperfective 
The imperfective expresses incomplete situations, presenting them as ongoing processes 
and viewing them from the inside. Imperfective constructions can also convey habitual 
or progressive meanings. They can refer to past or future situations (often indicated by 
adverbs), although they typically have a default present reference (Payne 1997: 239). 

In Nʋngʋrama, the imperfective formally differs from the factative in two ways. Firstly, 
in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, the FV is suffixed to the verb, whereas the verb in Deeləmə 
is not marked by a suffix. Secondly, a preverbal aspect marker, that has merged with the 
subject agreement markers into portmanteau morphemes, precedes the verb.  

The portmanteau morphemes that entail the subject agreement markers and the 
imperfective marker are listed in the following tables. 
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Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

1SG.IMP ná- náL- náL- 
2SG.IMP mà- nà- màL- 
3SG.IMP hànɩ́- (verbal clauses) 

Ø- (non-verbal 
clauses) 

à- (verbal clauses) 
Ø- (non-verbal 
clauses) 

àL- (verbal clauses) 
Ø- (non-verbal 
clauses) 

1PL.INCL.IMP kà- kà- kàL- 
1PL.EXCL.IMP ká- káL- káL- 
2PL.IMP ká- kà- kàL- 
3PL.IMP bá- báL-/bà- bàL- 

Table 63. Subject agreement markers for first, second and third person with the preverbal 
imperfective marker325 

 
 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

1 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 
2 bá- bá- báL- / bà- báL- / bà- bàL- bàL- 
3 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 
4 bá- bá- báL- / bà- báL- / bà- bàL- bàL- 
5 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 
6 á- Ø- á- Ø- bàL- Ø- 
7 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 
8 á- Ø- á- Ø- bàL- Ø- 
9 á- Ø- á- Ø- á- Ø- 

Table 64. Subject agreement markers in agreement classes 1 to 9 with the preverbal imperfective 
marker 326 

I hypothesise that the imperfective marker can be reconstructed as *à: In Deeləmə and 
Gwaandama, the subject agreement markers occurring in an imperfective construction are 
clearly distinct from the general subject agreement markers because the vowel changes 
from Schwa to /a/ (except in 3SG). Furthermore, Gwaandama has a floating low tone that 
attaches to the following TBU, which is always the first syllable of the verb stem. In 
Gʋyʋma, the subject agreement markers occurring in the factative differ only tonally from 
those in the imperfective. Those displaying a high tone have a floating low tone, which 
may be a remnant of a lost or merged imperfective marker. Conversely, those with a low 
tone may have absorbed the marker, leaving no trace, or, alternatively, the marker may 
have been lost completely. However, the disyllabic morpheme for 3SG.IMP in Deeləmə 

 
325 Sources for Gʋyʋma: Newman/Newman 1974: 113, B. Newman 1978: 41 and own data. 
Sources for Gwaandama: Sabe 1995: 405ff., 2014: 45f., [S-N2] and own data. 
326 Sources for Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, cf. previous footnote. 
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cannot be explained with the aforementioned considerations. Currently, no alternative 
explanation is available. 

The following sections discuss the imperfective in Deeləmə, Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama 
separately as the construction of the imperfective differs between these three varieties and 
the phonologically dependent object pronouns change compared to their occurrence with 
the factative. 

 

Deeləmə 
In Deeləmə, the imperfective construction is distinguished from the factative only by the 
presence of an imperfective aspect marker. This is in contrast to Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama, where the verb also acquires the FV. It is possible that the FV was once 
present in Deeləmə but was lost, perhaps for economic reasons. However, this is merely 
a hypothesis for which there is no evidence in the data. The following clauses exemplify 
the imperfective in Deeləmə. 

(562)  yɩ́r-á á kàsʋ́-yá hànɩ́-bà kwá-hà 
 woman-F.DEF SPAT market-PP.inside 3SG.IMP-sell corn-HA.REF 
 ‘the woman at the market sells corn (right now/regularly)’ 

   
(563)  má-ʃʋ̂-n ɲɔ̀m-à   
 2SG.IMP-cut-PLU meat-W.REF   
 ‘you are cutting meat (into pieces)’ 

   
(564)  bá-ʃʋ̂-n ɲɔ̀m-à   
 3PL.IMP-cut-PLU meat-W.REF   
 ‘they are cutting meat (into pieces)’ 

   
(565)  hànɩ́-bálà wàsɩ́kà-hà   
 3SG.IMP-write letter-HA.REF   
 ‘s/he writes letters (regularly)’ 

   
(566)  ʃúrí-w-ə̀ ná-dɔ̀tà gɔ́wɔ̀n-l-à  
 bird-W-REF 1SG.IMP-think eagle-L-REF  
 ‘the bird, I am thinking an eagle [came out and flew away]’ 

The table below summarises the dependent object pronouns that can occur in imperfective 
constructions. They are slightly different from those used in factative constructions (cf. 
§3.6.3).  

1SG.OBJ =Ò 
2SG.OBJ =Vm 
3SG.OBJ =Í 
3PL.OBJ =b(Á) 

Table 65. Object pronouns in imperfective constructions in Deeləmə 
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The 1SG.OBJ is a back vowel that ranges from [u]/[ʋ] to [o]/[ɔ]. It may merge with the 
preceding vowel or follow it in which case an approximant [w] is inserted between the 
two vowels (not indicated in the examples, cf. §2.1.3.3). It is not yet clear whether this is 
free variation among speakers or a rule that has yet to be determined. 

(567)  hànɩ́-nɩ́ngɔ̀ takarda-w-a   
 3SG.IMP-give.1SG.OBJ book-W-REF   
 ‘s/he is giving me a book’ 

 
(568)  hɔ̀yá-w-à hànɩ́-ɟán=ɔ̀   
 snake-W-REF 3SG.IMP-bite=1SG.OBJ   
 ‘the snake bites me’ 

 
(569)  hànɩ́-zwə̀=ù zwə̀-kə̀   
 3SG.IMP-ask.1SG.OBJ question-KA.REF   
 ‘s/he is asking me a question’ 

Like with the factative, the 2SG.OBJ has an underspecified vowel without an inherent tone. 
The vowel undergoes changes that cannot be predicted. 

(570)  hànɩ́-swàm ʃwá-w-à   
 3SG.IMP-buy.2SG.OBJ house-W-REF   
 ‘s/he is buying you a house’ 

 
(571)  hànɩ́-zwùm zwə̀-kə̀   
 3SG.IMP-ask.2SG.OBJ question-KA.REF  
 ‘s/he is asking you a question’  

The 3SG.OBJ also has an underspecified vowel. It tends to be a front vowel, which 
typically merges with the preceding vowel. 

(572)  hànɩ́-swé ʃwá-w-à   
 3SG.IMP-buy.3SG.OBJ house-W-REF   
 ‘s/he is buying him/her a house’ 

 
(573)  hànɩ́-zwɩ́ zwə̀-kə̀   
 3SG.IMP-ask.3SG.OBJ question-KA.REF   
 ‘s/he is asking him/her a question’  

 

Gʋyʋma 
In contrast to Deeləmə, the imperfective in Gʋyʋma is indicated not only by the preverbal 
imperfective marker that has merged with the subject agreement markers, but also by the 
display of the FV.  

Some of the portmanteau morphemes, which consist of the imperfective marker and the 
subject agreement markers, have a floating low tone (refer to Table 63), causing a non-
automatic downstep on the following TBU of the verb stem. In other words, when the 
TBU displays a high tone, the pitch is lowered by the floating tone, as shown in example 
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(574). The floating low tone as no effect on a TBU with a low tone, i.e. the low tone 
remains. When a monosyllabic verb ends in /a/ or /e/, that vowel merges with the FV -Á 
and the resulting syllable takes on the high tone of the FV, regardless of whether it was 
low or downstepped,327 e.g.  

/náL-bà-Á/ [nábá] ‘I sell’ (B. Newman 1978: 40) 

The following clauses are examples of the imperfective in Gʋyʋma. 

(574)  /náL-cín-é yà/   
 ná-ꜜcín-é yà   

 1SG.IMP-meet-FV 3SG.OBJ   
 ‘I meet him (often/repeatedly)’ 

   
(575)  à-cúm-é ɲà-w-à   
 3SG.IMP-cut-FV meat-W-REF   
 ‘s/he is cutting meat’ 

  
(576)  dʋ̀-w-á á328-yá   
 rain-W-REF 3.IMP-fall.FV   
 ‘it is raining’ (lit. rain falls) 

  
(577)  ná-ɲwá sùn-è   
 1SG.IMP-buy.FV food-A.REF    
 ‘I am buying food / I buy food regularly’ 

   
(578)  à-zwé̃    
 3SG.IMP-ask.FV    
 ‘[he saw the child of Sheep and] he was asking’ (B. Newman 1978: 37) 

The table below summarises the object pronouns used in imperfective clauses, which 
differ slightly from the basic object pronouns (cf. §3.6.3). 

1SG.OBJ =nÍ 
2SG.OBJ =V́m 
3SG.OBJ =Í 
3PL.OBJ =bÀ 

Table 66. Object pronouns in imperfective constructions in Gʋyʋma 
The 2SG.OBJ has an underspecified (back?)329 vowel that either merges with the final 
vowel of the verb or replaces it. 

ɲwà ‘to buy’ à ɲwɔ́m ‘buy(ing) you’ 
zwè ‘to ask’ à zwúm ‘ask(ing) you’ 

 
327 For additional information on tone patterns, cf. B. Newman (1978: 42f.), although it must be 
borne in mind that her analysis differs from the one presented here. 
328 This pronoun is typically inaudible in regular (non-elicited) speech, as it appears to merge with 
the final vowel of the preceding noun. 
329 An exception is nɩ̀ngà ‘to give’ à nɩ̀ngám ‘give/giving you’. 
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In contrast to a factative construction, the 3SG.OBJ clitic in an imperfective construction 
does not merge with the preceding vowel but is instead suffixed to it, as are the other 
object pronouns that occur in imperfective constructions. For examples, see the following 
clauses. 

(579)  ná-márná=í kàràtʋ́-w-á   
 1SG.IMP-teach.FV=3SG.OBJ reading-W-REF   
 ‘I teach someone (him/her) to read’ 

  
(580)  à-ɲwá=nɩ́ ʃwá-w-à   
 3SG.IMP-buy.FV=1SG.OBJ house-W-REF   
 ‘s/he is buying me a house’ 

  
(581)  à-nɩ̀ngá=bə̀ léngèlèrè-l-è   
 3SG.IMP-give.FV=3PL.OBJ book-L-REF   
 ‘s/he gives them a book’ 

 

Gwaandama 
The imperfective construction in Gwaandama consists of the subject agreement marker 
that has merged with the imperfective preverbal marker, the verb stem and the FV (which 
displays a high tone, as in Gʋyʋma).  

The first TBU of the verb stem is always downstepped as the floating tone of the 
imperfective marker attaches to it. 

(582)  ná-ꜜwàr-á dɩ́-ká   
 1SG.IMP-pull-FV rope-KA.REF   
 ‘I pull a rope / I am pulling a rope / I regularly pull a rope’ (Sabe 1995: 393) 

  
(583)  ná-ꜜmwàb-á tswá-w-á   
 1SG.IMP-build-FV house-W.REF   
 ‘I build a house / I am building a house / I always/regularly build a house  

   
(584)  à-d̪á nì dà yálá dzə̀-hûn330 
 3SG.IMP-eat.FV thing.A eat day.A.6 all-6 
 ‘s/he eats food everyday’ (Sabe 1989: 58) 

  
(585)  máà331-dzá dzɩ̀lâ   
 2SG.IMP-go.FV yesterday   
 ‘you were to go yesterday’ (Sabe 1995: 164) 

  
 

 
330 This agreement marker has an unusual shape. It may have merged with the CF marker.  
331 It is unclear why the pronoun is máà instead of mà. It is possible that the aspect marker is 
retained in this context.  
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(586)  gɩ́hɩ ̃́ ɲú332 ꜜtʋ́-á Bàtɩ́rà-m-à 
 wife 1SG.POSS speak-FV English-M-REF 
 ‘my wife speaks English’ (Sabe 1995: 164) 

  
(587)  ná-ꜜpérgé mángʋ̀rʋ̀-l-à   
 1SG.IMP-pluck.FV mango-L-REF   
 ‘I pluck a mango / I am plucking a mango’ (Sabe 1995: 394) 

  
(588)  ná-ꜜɟɩ̀r-á yɩ́-m-á bɩ́rà-má=ʋ̀  
 1SG.IMP-need-FV milk-M.9-REF much-9=DEF  
 ‘I need plenty of milk’ [S-N1] 

Object pronoun clitics in imperfective constructions differ slightly from those in factative 
constructions. 

1SG.OBJ =ɲÍ 
2SG.OBJ =m 
3SG.OBJ =á 
3PL.OBJ =bÀ 

Table 67. Object pronouns in imperfective constructions in Gwaandama 
Examples of the object pronouns in imperfective constructions can be seen in the 
following clauses.  

(589)  mà-ꜜdàhá mà-ꜜcə́=ɲí ɲàm kùɲì-hə̀ 
 2SG.IMP-can 2SG.IMP-count.FV=1SG.OBJ animal bush-HA.REF 
 ‘can you count for me the [types of] wild animals [that were not eaten by 

elder women in the olden days]? [B-N4] 
 

(590)  ná-mwàb-á=m tswá-w-á   
 1SG.IMP-build-FV=2SG.OBJ house-W-REF   
 ‘I am building you a house’ 

  
(591)  ná-nʋ̀-á=bà    
 1SG.IMP-hear-FV=3PL.OBJ    
 ‘I hear them’ [S-N3] 

 

6.3.4 Future 
‘Futural’ utterances in Nʋngʋrama are what Bybee et al. (1994: 244) call an ‘aspectual 
future’. Unlike ‘primary futures’, which are based diachronically on lexical material, 
aspectual futures “may arise as one use of a form whose principal function is the marking 
of present tense or perfective or imperfective aspect” (Bybee et al. 1994: 244). In the case 
of Nʋngʋrama, the aspectual future (henceforth referred to as ‘future’ for convenience) 
can be considered a subcategory of the imperfective. A given proposition can also be read 

 
332 This clause lacks a subject agreement marker/imperfective marker, which is expected here. 
However, there is a floating low tone causing the tone of the verb to be downstepped. 
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progressively. No distinction is made as to the probability of the proposition, i.e. how 
certain the speaker is about the truth value of his statement. Thus, a statement such as the 
following can have multiple interpretations:  

 Deeləmə     
(592)  Frámà à-ʃʋ̂-n-á ɲɔ̀m-à kàlːá kàlːá 
 Frama 3SG.FUT-cut-PLU-FV meat-W small small 
 ‘(probably / surely) Frama will cut / will be cutting meat into small pieces’ 

In Nʋngʋrama, the aspectual future is expressed in all three varieties using the FV and an 
aspectual marker that has merged with the subject agreement markers. These portmanteau 
morphemes are depicted in the following table:  
 

Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

1SG.FUT nə̀- ń- nə́- 
2SG.FUT mə́- ǹ- mə̀- 
3SG.FUT à- ØL- à- 
1PL.INCL.FUT kə̀- kə̀- kə̀- 
1PL.EXCL.FUT kə́- kə́-333 kə́- 
2PL.FUT kə́- kə̀- kə̀-334 
3PL.FUT bə́- bə́- / bə̀-335 bə́- 

Table 68. Subject agreement markers with the preverbal future marker336 
 
 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

Verbal 
clauses 

Non-
verbal 
clauses 

1 à- Ø- ØL- ØL- à- Ø- 
2 bə́- bə̀- bə́- / bə̀- bə́- / bə̀- bə́- bə́- 
3 à- á- ØL- ØL- à- Ø- 
4 bə́- bə̀- bə́- / bə̀- bə́- / bə̀- bə́- bə́- 
5 à- Ø- ØL- ØL- à- Ø- 
6 à- Ø- ØL- ØL- bə́- Ø- 
7 à- Ø- ØL- ØL- à- Ø- 
8 à- Ø- ØL- ØL- bə́- Ø- 
9 à- Ø- ØL- ØL- à- Ø- 

Table 69. Subject agreement markers in classes 1 to 9 with the preverbal future marker 337 

 
333 In B. Newman (1978: 41), the vowels for the plural pronouns are depicted as /i/ instead of /ə/.  
334 Sabe (1995: 415) provides one example of kə́, i.e. 2PL.FUT with a high tone.  
335 Newman (1976: 54) provides one example where the third person plural is ba instead of bə. 
336 Sources for Gʋyʋma: Newman/Newman 1974: 113, B. Newman 1978: 41 and own data. 
Sources for Gwaandama: Sabe 1995: 405ff., 2014: 45f., [S-N2] and own data. 
337 Sources for Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, cf. previous footnote. 
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In Deeləmə and Gwaandama, the only differences to the agreement markers that occur in 
a factative construction are tonal (all singular forms in Deeləmə, 3SG in Gwaandama), 
while in Gʋyʋma, the distinctions are vocal: in the singular, the portmanteau morphemes 
show attrition, i.e. the vowels are dropped, even resulting in a zero morpheme for 3SG, 
with only a floating low tone remaining338. The plural shows some kind of mitigation or 
vowel weakening. This is particularly significant because the basic agreement markers 
show Schwa in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, but not in Gʋyʋma. Therefore, a possible 
reconstruction of the preverbal future marker is *ə, perhaps with a low tone or a polar 
tone. 

Although the construction of the future is the same in all three varieties, the 
phonologically dependent object pronouns differ. Therefore, the future is described 
separately for each variety in the following sections. Future notions are also expressed 
with modal verbs, as described in §6.4.  

 

Deeləmə 
In Deeləmə, the future is formed by combining the preverbal future marker with the 
subject agreement markers and the verbs with the FV -Á. If the verb ends with the vowel 
/A/, the verbal suffix merges with it, as examples (593) and (594) illustrate. 

(593)  dʋ̀-w-à à-yá   
 rain-W-REF 3.FUT-fall.FV   
 ‘it will rain’ (lit. rain will fall) 

  
(594)  à-wə́hə́    
 5.FUT-break.FV    
 ‘[if you put a stone into this bag] it will break’ 

  
(595)  mə́-ɲɩ̀m-á339    
 2SG.FUT-die-FV    
 ‘you will die’ 

  
(596)  nə̀-mɔ́m-á ʃwá zɩ́ráyà  
 1SG.FUT-build-FV house soon  
 ‘I will build a house soon’ 

  
(597)  bə́-fá gwán-w-à   
 3PL.FUT-find.FV car-W-REF   
 ‘they will have a car’ (lit. they will find a car) 

The dependent object pronouns used in the aspectual future differ morphosyntactically 
from the object pronouns described in §3.6.3 and also from those in Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama in the aspectual future (compare below). They are not only different in shape, 

 
338 As the subject agreement marker is á, the floating low tone must be a remnant of the aspect 
marker. The functional load therefore appears to be in the tone. 
339 The vowel of the verb changes when the suffix is added. The basic form is ɲàm ‘to die’.  
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but they also precede the verb stem, making them proclitics instead of enclitics. The 
verbal attraction of object pronouns becomes especially apparent in these cases, as they 
directly attach to the verb root. However, this presents an analytical problem: although 
they are separate lexical items, they appear between the subject agreement markers that 
has merged with the future marker and the verb root, causing the agreement and aspect 
marker to move away from the verb root.  

1SG.OBJ ɲí- 
2SG.OBJ ám- 
3SG.OBJ á- 
3PL.OBJ àb- 

Table 70. Object pronouns in aspectual future constructions in Deeləmə 

The proximity to the verb root is made evident by a hyphen as a sign for an affix (in lieu 
of an equals sign for clitics).This is illustrated in the following example. 

(598)  à-ɲɩ́-swá ʃwá-w-à   
 3SG.FUT-1SG.OBJ-buy.FV house-W-REF   
 ‘s/he will buy me a house’ 

The 2SG, 3SG and 3PL object pronouns merge with the portmanteau morphemes of the 
subject agreement markers and the future aspect marker into even more complex 
portmanteau morphemes, e.g.  

/nə̀-/ + /ám=/ à [nám] ‘I will X you’ 
/à-/ + /àb=/ à [àb] ‘s/he will X them’ 

The results of the merging process are demonstrated in the examples below. 

(599)  nám-hɩ́ntɩ́r-á    
 1SG.FUT.2SG.OBJ-teach-FV    
 ‘I will teach you’ 

  
(600)  ám-zwə́ zwə̀-kə̀   
 3SG.FUT.2SG.OBJ-ask.FV question-KA.REF   
 ‘s/he will ask you a question’ 

  
(601)  àː-swá ʃwá-w-à   
 3SG.FUT.3PL.OBJ-buy.FV house-W-REF   
 ‘s/he will buy him/her a house’ 

  
(602)  àb-swá ʃwá-w-à   
 3SG.FUT.3PL.OBJ-buy.FV house-W-REF   
 ‘s/he will buy them a house’ 
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Gʋyʋma 
To construct the aspectual future in Gʋyʋma, the preverbal future marker merges with the 
subject agreement marker and the verb acquires the FV. Sometimes, a suprasegmental 
nasalisation occurs on the last vowel of the phonological word. It indicates nonpast tense 
(cf. §6.2.2).  

Unlike in the imperfective and in contrast to Deeləmə and Gwaandama, the FV displays 
a low tone. The verb retains its base tone with one exception: a high tone is downstepped 
when it follows 3SG.FUT (cf. example (605)).  

(603)  dʋ̀-w-á Ø-ꜜzà=wà   
 rain-W-REF 3.FUT-go.FV=VEN   
 ‘it will rain’ (lit. rain will come) 

  
(604)  ǹ-yɩ́m-à    
 1SG.FUT-die-FV    
 ‘you will die’ 

  
(605)  kɔ́nɔ̀kɔ́nɔ̀ Ø-ꜜcúm-è ɲà-w-á  
 surely 3SG.FUT-cut-FV meat-W-REF  
 ‘surely s/he will cut meat’ 

  
(606)  Ø-dàw-à̃ dʋ̀-m-á   
 3SG.FUT-sleep-FV.NPST sleep-M-REF   
 ‘s/he will sleep’ 

  
(607)  kə́-ɲwá-r-ꜛà340 bèlı ̃́-w-é   
 1PL.EXCL.FUT-buy-RLT-FV cow-W-REF   
 ‘we will buy a cow with it [farm produce]’341 (Newman/Newman 1977b: 70) 

 
(608)  lápkà=ĩ    
 harvest.FV=3SG.OBJ.NPST    
 ‘will harvest him’ (B. Newman 1978: 43) 

Object pronouns occurring in the aspectual future exhibit only minor differences 
compared to the object pronoun paradigm used in the factative. However, note the distinct 
nasals of the 1SG.OBJ in imperfective and future constructions (=nÍ vs. =ɲÍ). 

 

 

 
340 The example displays a high tone for the FV. In Newman/Newman (1974: 116), tone changes 
after the verb extension -r are explained by tone copying from the following object, i.e. the verbal 
suffix copies the tone of the following TBU. However, this explanation does not apply to this 
example or any other case occurring in the data. The change from a low to a high tone on the FV 
is caused by a floating high tone of the relational verb extension that attaches to the following 
TBU (for details, cf. §3.3.3.3).  
341 Translated as ‘let’s buy a cow’ in Newman/Newman (1977b: 70). 
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1SG.OBJ  =ɲÍ 
2SG.OBJ =m 
3SG.OBJ =Í 
3PL.OBJ =bÀ 

Table 71. Object pronouns in aspectual future constructions in Gʋyʋma 

Unlike with the other 2SG object pronouns, the object pronoun in the aspectual future does 
not cause a change in the preceding vowel. 

ɲwà ‘to buy’ à ɲwàm ‘will buy you’ 

Below are examples of clauses in the future that include object pronouns. 

(609)  n-ba=m yabrɩya   
 1SG.FUT-throw.FV=2SG.OBJ outside   
 ‘I’ll throw you outside’ (Newman 1976: 43) 

  
(610)  Ø-ɲwá=ɲɩ́ ʃwà-w-á   
 3SG.FUT-buy.FV=1SG.OBJ house-W-REF   
 ‘s/he will buy me a house’ 

 
Gwaandama 
Sabe (1995: 171) claims that Nʋngʋrama does not have a future tense. Instead, different 
“constructions for expressing future time […] by means of modal auxiliaries or by the 
simple present/present progressive [i.e. imperfective]” must be used (cf. §6.4.2 for 
examples). However, I would like to argue that Sabe’s examples suggest that there is, in 
fact, a distinct construction that expresses future. This construction is not a tense but an 
aspectual form that derives from the imperfective. Both the imperfective and future 
constructions require the addition of the FV -Á, however, different aspectual markers are 
used. The first syllable of the verb appears to copy the tone of the preceding portmanteau 
morpheme.342 

(611)  nə́-bʋ́l-á àʃáːná-w-á   
 1SG.FUT-strike-FV match-W-REF   
 ‘I shall/will strike a match’ (Sabe 1995: 415) 

  
(612)  mə̀-bʋ̀l-á àʃáːná-w-á   
 2SG.FUT-strike-FV match-W-REF   
 ‘you shall/will strike a match’ (Sabe 1995: 415) 

  
(613)  nə́-tsə́ tsə̀tsə̀-m-ə̀   
 2SG.FUT-urinate.FV urine-M-REF   
 ‘I will urinate’ (Sabe 1995: 418) 

  
 

 
342 This analysis is at least supported by the examples in Sabe (1995: 415f.) and [S-N2]. 
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(614)  à-wàká    
 3SG.FUT-wash.FV    
 ‘s/he will wash’ [S-N2] 

  
(615)  bə́-wáká    
 3PL.FUT-wash.FV    
 ‘they will wash’ [S-N2] 

Only the form of the 3SG.OBJ clitic could be established in aspectual future constructions 
in Gwaandama due to the limited availability of data on object pronoun clitics.  

1SG.OBJ ? 
2SG.OBJ ? 
3SG.OBJ =Ì 
3PL.OBJ ? 

Table 72. Object pronouns in aspectual future constructions in Gwaandama 

Below are examples of the 3SG.OBJ in future constructions in Gwaandama. 

(616)  kə̀-ár-á=ɩ̀ nə̀.dúkùn   
 1PL.INCL.FUT-call-FV=3SG.OBJ like.that   
 ‘we will call him like that’ [B-N4] 

  
(617)  kə̀-tʋ́-á=ɩ̀    
 1PL.INCL.FUT-bury-FV=3SG.OBJ    
 ‘[if a snake bites him, it is us] we will bury him’ [B-N1] 

 

6.3.5 Past Progressive 
A progressive is defined as an ongoing process, describing “a relation between a dynamic 
situation and a point in time” (Dahl 1985: 91), “without any indication of its completion” 
(Dahl 1985: 24). In Nʋngʋrama, the imperfective can have a progressive reading, as 
discussed in §6.3.3. In addition, there is a periphrastic construction originating from a 
locational predicate (cf. §6.3.6). This chapter discusses a yet different construction that 
expresses the progressive with a special reference to the past. According to B. Newman 
(1978: 37f.), the past progressive in Nʋngʋrama is “closely related in time sequence to 
the previous clause and may also be a logical result of the previous clause” (cf. examples 
(621) and (622) below). It can also be used for foregrounding “when a new scene begins 
with some character in the middle of an action as the curtain goes up” (B. Newman 1978: 
38) (cf. examples (624) and (623)).  

The past progressive in Nʋngʋrama is expressed using the preverbal particle na= 
(§3.8.6.3) and the bare verb form in Deeləmə and Gwaandama. Gʋyʋma displays a split 
in the construction of the progressive. When referring to singular subjects, the progressive 
particle na= is used, like in Deeləmə and Gwaandama. However, when referring to plural 
subjects, an aspect marker a- occurs between the subject agreement marker and the verb 
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stem (as shown in example (624)). The progressive constructions with reference to the 
past are depicted in the following examples. 

 Deeləmə    
(618)  nà=m-ʃʋ̂-n ɲɔ̀m-à   
 PROG=2SG-cut-PLU meat-W.REF   
 ‘you were cutting meat’ 

  
(619)  ná=nə́-gàlɩ̀ á lâmbò-l-è-yà343  
 PROG=1SG-wait SPAT garden-L-REF-PP.in  
 ‘[while my older brother wrote the letter] I was waiting in the garden’ 

  
(620)  ná=kə́-zà á kwâɲè-l-è  
 PROG=1PL.EXCL-go SPAT forest-L-REF  
 ‘we were walking in the forest [when he stepped on a snake]’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(621)  á-sérè nán-fà cú-w-è  
 3SG-move PROG.3SG-get other-W-REF  
 ‘s/he moved and [as a result] was meeting others’ (B. Newman 1978: 37f.) 

  
(622)  á-zà=wà nán-cùm ɲà̃-w-à  
 3SG-go=VEN PROG.3SG-cut meat-W-REF  
 ‘s/he came [and was] cutting meat’ 

  
(623)  hà=gá nán-fà=gá   
 COP=NEG PROG.3SG-get=NEG   
 ‘[Hyena was searching for skins:] he wasn’t getting any’ (B. Newman 1978: 39) 

 
(624)  ɟàmtà-hà bà-à-tàm   
 guinea.fowl-HA 3PL-PROG-cry   
 ‘[as] the guinea fowls were crying [Rabbit thought of a new plan]’ (B. 

Newman 1978: 38) 
   

 Gwaandama    
(625)  ná=nə́-bʋ́l àʃáːná-w-á   
 PROG=1SG-strike match-W-REF   
 ‘I was striking a match’ (Sabe 1995: 405, 406) 

   
(626)  nán-bʋ́l àʃáːná-w-á   
 PROG.3SG-strike match-W-REF   
 ‘s/he was striking a match’ (Sabe 1995: 405) 

   
(627)  Hauwa ár Ɲimjir nà=bə̀-d̪à ɲà-w-à 
 Hauwa and Nyimjir PROG=3PL-eat meat-W-REF 
 ‘Hauwa and Nyimjir were eating meat’ (Sabe 1995: 152) 

  

 
343 From Hausa làmbū ‘garden’.  
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(628)  Gwàːndɩ̀-b-á nà=bə̀-pìsî-n=bà   
 Gwaanda-B-REF PROG=3PL-shoot-PLU=3PL.OBJ   
 ‘Gwaanda people were shooting them’ [B-N4] 

  
(629)  nà=mə̀-bə̀ mángʋ̀rʋ̀-kà=ɲɩ́ kí-bì ɩ́mmè 
 PROG=2SG-climb mango.tree-KA.7=PP.inside 7-DEM1 ? 
     
 hàrà dá fɩ́lɩ ̃́=nà   
 COP small small=CF   
 ‘you used to climb inside this mango tree when you were young’ (Sabe 1995: 

155)344  

 

6.3.6 Progressive 
As stated in §6.3.4, Nʋngʋrama utilises different constructions to express a progressive 
notion. The progressive described in this chapter emphasises the process of the action by 
using a periphrastic construction that combines with another clause, often in the 
imperfective or past progressive, i.e. having a progressive notion itself. It comprises a 
copula used in non-verbal clauses (cf. §3.3.2 and §7.3.2), followed by a morpheme =ɲɩ in 
Deeləmə and Gwaandama (copying the tone from the preceding TBU) and yè in 
Gʋyʋma.345 This construction may have originated from a non-verbal clause with a 
locational predicate meaning ‘X is inside’, as it resembles a construction with the spatial 
postposition for ‘in/inside’ (-yÀ in Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma and =ɲI in Gwaandama) (cf. 
§3.8.3.4). Since it is not the postposition synchronically, but a grammaticalised form of 
it, the interlinearisation accounts for it by abbreviating it as PRG (=progressive).346  

 Deeləmə    
(630)  hà-ɲɩ̀ ná-bàlà wàsɩ́kà-w-à  
 COP-PRG 1SG.IMP-write letter-W-REF  
 ‘s/he is (still in the process of) writing the letter’ 

  
(631)  bá há-ɲɩ́ ná-mɔ́kà  
 COMPL COP.PST-PRG 3SG.IMP-run  
     
 ná=ná-dʋ́ ʃí ʃùrí-w-ə̀=nə̀  
 PROG=1SG-see some bird-W-REF=CF  
 ‘as s/he was (in the process of) running, s/he saw [was seeing] a particular 

kind of bird’ 
  
 

 
344 According to Sabe (1995: 155), the progressive construction can also convey a habitual 
meaning, as the translation in this example shows. 
345 In Gwaandama, the morpheme =ɲɩ is a clitic as it follows the copula in an affirmative clause, 
but the negative particle in a negative clause (cf. example (635)). It is assumed that this is also the 
case in Deeləmə, but no negated examples are attested in the data to verify this assumption. On 
the other hand, in Gʋyʋma, the morpheme yè is believed to be a free morpheme as it does not fall 
within the domain of the ATR vowel harmony of the preceding copula. 
346 Not to be confused with PROG, which refers to the preverbal progressive particle. 
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 Gʋyʋma    
(632)  dí bá-hà yè  
 and 3PL-COP.PST PRG  
     
 ṹ á-bə́r sɩ́-l dé=ù 
 when 3SG-climb.up anthill-L top=DEF 
 ‘and they were (in the process of) doing so when he climbed up onto the 

anthill’ 
  
(633)  zwáɲʋ́-w-á=ʋ̀ dí zwı̃́-y-é=ù  
 bird-W-REF=DEF and child-Y-REF=DEF  
     
 bá-hà yè bà-à-sà  
 3PL-COP.PST PRG 3PL-PROG-run  
 ‘the bird and the child were (in the process of) running’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(634)  nə́-háː=ɲɩ́ ná=nə́-yʋ́ː sə̀-ə̀  
 1SG-COP.PST=PRG PROG=1SG-sing song-A.REF  
 ‘I was singing [a song]’ (Sabe 1995: 157) 

 
(635)  kə̀-hà gə̀=ɲɩ́ nà=kə̀-yʋ́ː sə̀-ə̀=gə́ 
 2PL-COP.PST NEG=PRG PROG=2PL-sing song-A=NEG 
 ‘you (pl) were not singing [a song]’ (Sabe 1995: 157) 

 
(636)  Nanyuuni hà=ɲɩ̀ nán-ɲwà dzɩ́dzɩ́rá-á 
 Nanyuuni COP=PRG 3SG.PROG-buy shoe-A 
 ‘Nanyuuni is buying shoes’ (Sabe 1995: 154) 

  
(637)  bà-hà=ɲɩ̀ bà-ꜜgwàhá   
 3PL-COP=PRG 3PL.IMP-cry.FV   
 ‘they are crying’ (Sabe 1995: 156) 

  
(638)  nə́-yʋ́wámá=ɲɩ́347 ná-ꜜgwàrá gùngə̀l-kə́=ù 
 1SG-COP.FUT.CPL=PRG 1SG.IMP-close.FV door-KA=DEF 
 ‘I shall be closing the door’ (Sabe 1995: 424) 

  
(639)  nə́-yʋ́wámá=ɲɩ́  ná-kùlgə́ bál-ká 
 1SG-COP.FUT.CPL=PRG 1SG.IMP-bend.FV stick-KA.REF 
 ‘I shall be bending a stick’ (Sabe 1995: 425) 

 

 

 

 
347 yʋwámá is most likely a merged form of yʋwá, the future copula used in non-verbal clauses, 
and the completive marker -ÀmÀ. The tone of the first TBU is copied from the preceding TBU. 
Cf. examples (638) and (639) with mə̀-yʋ̀wámá ‘you shall be’.  



 

246 
 

6.4 Modality 
6.4.1 General remarks 
Following Kroeger’s (2015) distinction, modality (or mode) is differentiated here from 
mood. Mood reflects the “speaker’s purpose in speaking” (Kroeger 2015: 147, 163, cf. 
§7.2.2 to §7.2.4), while modality “generally relates to either the speaker’s attitude toward 
the proposition being expressed […], or the actor’s relationship to the described situation” 
(Kroeger 2015: 147). Modality elaborates on the truth value or certainty of the speaker’s 
proposition. It is, in its narrower sense as defined by Nuyts (2006: 1), “complementary to 
semantic domains such as tense/time and aspect”. However, it should be considered, as 
Nuyts (2006: 19) shows, to be on “a higher level of abstraction than time and aspect”. 
According to him, the “three basic semantic dimensions” of modality are ‘dynamic’, 
‘deontic’ and ‘epistemic’ (Nuyts 2006: 2). De Haan (2006: 29), on the other hand, argues 
in the same anthology that “the original division in modality is between epistemic and 
deontic”.348 Despite this disagreement, it is evident that modality encompasses a broad 
range of meanings (Kroeger 2015: 165). 

Modality can be expressed through various means, including modal auxiliary verbs, 
adverbs, adjectives, or lexical means. It can also be grammatically encoded with tense 
and/or aspect, or through the use of affixes or particles. In rare cases, modal case may be 
used (de Haan 2006: 32ff.). In Nʋngʋrama, modality is expressed through modal verbs 
and a construction in which the verb is repeated. Both means are discussed in the 
subsequent chapters. 

 

6.4.2 Modal verbs 
The corpus contains little data on modal verbs in Gʋyʋma. Therefore, this description 
focuses on Deeləmə and specifically Gwaandama, as it has the most available data (cf. 
especially Sabe (1995: 173ff., 239ff.)349). 

In Nʋngʋrama, modal verbs generally occur in a matrix clause that is modified by an 
object complement. The modal verbs can be classified into two groups. The first group 
involves the same subject agreement marker cliticising to both the modal verb and the 
verb in the complement. The second group consists of fixed terms with a 3SG subject 
agreement marker. They may be translated as ‘it may be’ (in Deeləmə, 3SG can be 
omitted), ‘it should be’ and ‘it must be’. In both groups, the pronouns for the second 

 
348 “Dynamic modality is often defined as “an ascription of a capacity to the subject-participant 
of the clause (the subject is able to perform the action expressed by the main verb in the clause)” 
(Nuyts 2006: 3). “Epistemic modality […] refers to the degree of certainty the speaker has that 
what s/he is saying is true. Deontic modality […] deals with the degree of force exerted on the 
subject of the sentence to perform an action” (de Haan 2006: 29). 
349 It is imperative to note once again that Sabe’s analysis is strongly based on English grammar 
and describes Nʋngʋrama modal verbs from the perspective of English modal verbs. 
Unfortunately, this cannot be entirely avoided in this paper either, as the description is mainly 
based on data from Sabe. The description of the modal verb ‘must’ in particular suggests that a 
further differentiation of modal verbs may be necessary in Nʋngʋrama. 
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person, both singular and plural, are omitted (with the exception of clauses with ‘can’), 
thus making these clauses imperatives.  

I suggest that the two groups represent different stages of a grammaticalisation process in 
which a semantic load shift occurs: the object complements become main clauses 
semantically, while the matrix clauses are semantically reduced. This is further supported 
by negated clauses: in group 1 the first negative marker is placed after the modal verb, 
which is thus considered a full verb, whereas in group 2 the negative marker follows the 
verb in the complement clause (cf. examples (650) and (655) with example (661), cf. 
§6.5).  

The synchronic situation can be schematised as follows: 

Matrix clause Object complement 

Subject agreementa- Modal Verb Subject agreementa- Verb (Object) 
Subject agreementb- Modal Verb Subject agreementa- Verb (Object) 

Table 73. Clause constructions with modal verbs  
a = subject, b = 3SG 

The table below depicts the two groups of modal verbs. The discussion of modal verbs 
will follow the same order as presented here. 

 Deeləmə Gʋyʋma Gwaandama Gloss 

Group 1 wùndì ? wùndì ‘shall, will’ 
dáhá dàhà dahà ‘can’ 
zíbí ? - ‘may’ 

Group 2 - ? mʋ̀ːrì ‘may’ 
dátɩ́r / bwàn ? dátɩ́r ‘should’ 
ʃʋ̀nkwáhá ? tsʋ́kwáhàʋ̀ ‘must’ 

Table 74. Modal verbs 
 

shall, will 
The modal verb wùndì in both Deeləmə and Gwaandama can be translated as ‘shall, will’. 
It is preceded by the subject agreement marker that has merged with the future marker (or 
by a noun as subject) and followed by a future clause. Thus, this construction refers to the 
person or object twice: before wùndì and before the full verb.  

 Deeləmə    
(640)  à-wùndì (à-)cwá ɲɔ́m-à  
 3SG.FUT-will (3SG.FUT-)cut.FV meat-W.REF  
 ‘s/he will cut meat’ 

   
 Gwaandama    

(641)  nə́-wùndì nə́-mwáb-á tswá-w-á dzɩ́rá 
 1SG.FUT-will 1SG.FUT-build-FV house-W-REF soon 
 ‘I will build a house soon’ 
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(642)  mə̀-wùndì mə̀-bùrsé   
 2SG.FUT-will 2SG.FUT-cultivate.FV   
 ‘you will cultivate’ [S-N2] 

In Deeləmə, there is free variation in whether the subject agreement marker of the 
complement clause is omitted or not when it refers to 3SG (cf. example (640)). However, 
in Gwaandama, it is always omitted.350 

 Deeləmə    
(643)  à-wùndì (à-)zə́ bánà  
 3SG.FUT-will (3SG.FUT-)do.FV what  
 ‘what will s/he do?’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(644)  à-wùndì Ø-bùrsé   
 3SG.FUT-will 3SG.FUT-cultivate.FV   
 ‘s/he will cultivate’ [S-N2] 

  
(645)  à-wùndì Ø-tswá ɲà-w-à  
 3SG.FUT-will 3SG.FUT-cut.FV meat-W-REF  
 ‘s/he will cut meat’ 

  
(646)  dʋ̀-w wùndì Ø-yá yálá-kà=ɲì 
 rain-W will 3SG.FUT-fall.FV sun-KA=PP.inside 
 ‘it will rain today’ (lit. rain shall fall inside the sun) (Sabe 1995: 171) 

In Gwaandama, the construction with the auxiliary wùndì ‘will, shall’ is more commonly 
used to express future notions than the aspectual future described in §6.3.4. This differs 
from Deeləmə, where the modal verb occurs rarely in comparison to the aspectual future. 
There are no occurrences of the modal verb in the Gʋyʋma data.  

 

can, be able to, have the authority/power to 
The modal verb for ‘can, be able to, have the authority/power to’ must always be preceded 
by a subject agreement marker or noun and followed by a corresponding subject 
agreement marker. The only exception is 3SG, which is dropped (cf. example (653)). In 
Gwaandama, the tone of the first syllable of the verb assimilates to the tone of the 
preceding subject agreement marker (cf. examples (651) and (652)). The tone is low when 
following a proper name. 

 Deeləmə    
(647)  nə̀-dáhá nə̀-zá ʃwá  
 1SG.FUT-can 1SG.FUT-go.FV house  
 ‘I can go home’ 

 
350 Sometimes, the pronoun before wùndì is also omitted [S-N2]. There is even one example in 
which there is no pronoun or noun phrase before wùndì, but a pronoun (referring to the first person 
singular!) between wùndì and the full verb (Sabe 1995: 171). 
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(648)   kə̀-dáhá kə̀-ɟá ʃə́-’ə̀  
 1PL.INCL.FUT-

can 
1PL.INCL.FUT-
eat 

food-A.REF  

 ‘we can eat the food’ 
 Gʋyʋma    

(649)  cí-b bà-dàhà bà-yá=ʋ̀  
 some-B 3PL-can 3PL-appear=VEN  
 ‘some [people] were able to come’ 

  
(650)  dɩ ba-daha=ga bə-wun-ge  
 if 3PL-can=NEG 3PL-get.up-CAUS  
 ‘[…] so that they could not get up (anymore) […]’ (2. Sam 22, 39) (Wycliffe 

Bible Translators n.d.) 
 

 Gwaandama    
(651)  nə́-dáhá nə́-d̪ɩ́k-á swìntə̀-w-ə̀  
 1SG.FUT-can.FV 1SG.FUT-drive-FV car-W-REF  
 ‘I can drive a car’ (Sabe 1995: 240) 

  
(652)  mə̀-dàhá mə̀-tʋ̀-á nɩ̀-á ı ̃̄  
 2SG.FUT-can.FV 2SG.FUT-talk-FV thing-A.6 6.REL 
 ‘can you talk about the thing that [took place when the white man first came 

here?]’ [B-N1] 
  
(653)  à-dàhá Ø-d̪ɩ́k-á swìntə̀-w-ə̀  
 3SG.FUT-can.FV 3SG.FUT-drive-FV car-W-REF  
 ‘s/he can drive a car’ (Sabe 1995: 240) 

  
(654)  Ɲalseba Ø-dàhá nán-d̪ɩ́k-á kèké-w-é 
 Nyalseba 3SG.FUT-can.FV AUX.3SG-drive-FV bike-W-REF 
 ‘Nyalseba can ride a bike’ (lit. Nyalseba can she is riding a bike) (Sabe 1995: 

177) 
  
(655)  Biːfam Ø-dàhá gə́ wʋ̀n-gə́ 
 Biifam 3SG.FUT-can.FV NEG stand.up-CAUS 
      
 rédíyò-l-á lɩ̀-bɩ̀=gà    
 radio-L.5-REF 5-DEM1=NEG    
 ‘Biifam cannot lift this radio’ (Sabe 1995: 154) 

 
may, might 
Deeləmə and Gwaandama use etymologically different modal verbs to convey the 
meaning of ‘may, might’. In some cases, a subject agreement marker is added before the 
modal verb, as shown in the first three examples below. In other cases, the clause begins 
with the modal verb. In Deeləmə, the subject agreement marker is optional, i.e. the 
speaker can choose either option (indicated here with parentheses).  
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 Deeləmə    
(656)  (à-)zíbí ná-nɩ́ngɩ́ nù-m-ə̀  
 (3SG-)may 1SG-give.FV.3SG.OBJ oil-M-REF  
 ‘I may give him/her the oil’ 

 
  Gwaandama    

(657)  nə́- mʋ̀ːrì nə́-ná=ɩ̀ lú-m-ə́=ù  
 1SG.FUT-may 1SG.FUT-give.FV=3SG.OBJ oil-M-REF=DEF  
 ‘I may give him/her the oil’ (Sabe 1995: 243) 

  
(658)  à- mʋ̀ːrì Ø-ná=ɩ̀ lú-m-ə́=ù  
 3SG.FUT-may 3SG.FUT-give.FV=3SG.OBJ oil-M-REF=DEF  
 ‘s/he may give him/her the oil’ (Sabe 1995: 243) 

  
(659)  mʋ̀ːrì tsʋ̀ yàdà-w-à-rà ɲú 
 may sit bed-W-REF-PP.on 1SG.POSS 
 ‘you may sit on my bed’ (Sabe 1995: 176) 

  
(660)  mʋ̀ːrì dʋ̀-w yá lə́m-’ə́ hà dù=ɲì 
 may rain-W fall.FV cloud-A COP above=PP.inside 
 ‘rain may fall, there are clouds in the sky’ (Sabe 1995: 176) 

  
(661)  mʋ̀ːrì bə̀-fá gə́ bá-á 
 may 3PL-get NEG money-A.6 
     
 ı ̃́ bà-ɟɩ̀rá-nà=gá  
 6.REL 3PL.IMP-look-PLU=NEG 
 ‘they may not get the money they are looking for’ (Sabe 1995: 176) 

 

should, ought 
To express ‘should, ought’, a fixed construction that can best be translated as ‘it should 
be’ precedes another clause. In Deeləmə, there are two different modal verbs with the 
same meaning (dátɩ́r and bwàn). In Gwaandama, it is always dátɩ́r. The 3SG subject 
agreement marker is sometimes omitted.  

 Deeləmə   
(662)  à-dátɩ́r zə́ Délə̀  
 3SG-should go Dele  
 ‘you should go to Dele’ 

   
(663)  á-bwàn zə́ Délə̀  
 3SG-should go Dele  
 ‘you should go to Dele’ 

  
(664)  à-dátɩ́r ń-ɟʋ́ dí-ká m=nà 
 3SG-should 3SG.SR-wear cloth-KA DEM3=CF 
 ‘s/he should wear that cloth’ 
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 Gwaandama 
(665)  á-dátɩ́r kə̀-gʋ̀mnɩ́n=ɩ̀   
 3SG-should 2PL-help=3SG.OBJ   
 ‘you should help him/her’ (lit. it should be that you help him/her) (Sabe 1995: 

176) 
(666)  á-dátɩ́r kwàː-b-á bà-hà tswá-w ánàbî 
 3SG-should guest-B-REF 3PL.IMP-COP house-W now 
 ‘the guests should be home by now’ (lit. it should be that the guests are at 

home now) (Sabe 1995: 177) 
  
(667)  à-dàtɩ́r351 á-ná=ɩ̀ làkɩ̀-w-à  
 3SG-should 3SG-give.FV=3SG.OBJ hoe-W-REF  
 ‘s/he should give him/her a hoe’ [S-N2] 

  
(668)  á-dátɩ́r Ø-hà tswá-w bà-à kʋ̀wɩ́r dì 
 3SG-should 3SG-COP house-W time-A ten if 
 ‘s/he should be home by ten o’clock’ (lit. it should be that s/he is at home if 

the time is ten) (Sabe 1995: 248) 

 

must 
The modal verb ‘must’352 is most probably derived from a phrase.353 The forms of 3SG 
are different from the regular subject agreement markers. They are ı ̃́- in Deeləmə and n-354 
in Gwaandama. 

 Deeləmə   
(669)  á-ʃʋ̀nkwáhá Ø-nɩ̀ngɔ́ bá-’à  
 3SG-must 2SG-give.1SG.OBJ money-A.REF  
 ‘you must give me the money’ 

  
(670)  á-ʃʋ̀nkwáhá ı ̃́-ɟá ʃə́-‘ə̀  
 3SG-must 3SG-eat food-A.REF  
 ‘s/he must eat the food’ 

 
(671)  á-ʃʋ̀nkwâw bə́-ɟá ʃə́-‘ə̀  
 3SG-must 3PL-eat food-A.REF  
 ‘they must eat the food’ 

  
  Gwaandama   

(672)  á-tsʋ́kwáhàʋ̀ nə́-ɲwá kèké-w-ə́  
 3SG-must 1SG-buy.FV bike-W-REF  
 ‘I must buy a bicycle’ (lit. it must be that I buy a bicycle) (Sabe 1995: 246) 

 
351 This is the only example where the subject agreement marker and the first TBU of the modal 
verb display a low tone. The reason is unknown. 
352 According to Sabe (1995: 178), Gwaandama has tsʋ́kwáhàʋ̀ and daʋkwahaʋ. There are no 
examples of the latter in a clause. 
353 Perhaps related to the lexemes ʃʋ́ / tsʋ́ ‘to cut’ and kwáhà ‘dry, hard’ [WL-D1, WL-G1].  
354 No tone is reported for this pronoun. It may also be a nasalised vowel, as in Deeləmə, which 
would agree with the syllable structure in Gwaandama.  
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(673)  á-tsʋ́kwáhàʋ̀ Ø-ɲwà kèké-w-ə́  
 3SG-must 2SG-buy.FV bike-W-REF  
 ‘you must buy a bicycle’ (Sabe 1995: 246) 

 
(674)  á-tsʋ́kwáhàʋ̀ n-ɲwá kèké-w-ə́  
 3SG-must 3SG-buy.FV bike-W-REF  
 ‘s/he must buy a bicycle’ (Sabe 1995: 246) 

  
(675)  á-tsʋ́kwáhàʋ̀ Kúːmə̀r n-dzwá-ká  
 3SG-must Kuumər 3SG-finish-CAUS  
     
 kwáháná-w-á wà-yʋ̀   
 work-W.3-REF 3-3SG.POSS   
 ‘Kuumər must finish his work [before he goes home]’ (Sabe 1995: 178) 

 

6.4.3 Verb repetition 
In addition to clauses with modal verbs, Nʋngʋrama has two constructions that appear to 
have the same function. They indicate a high degree of certainty or indispensability that 
the speaker assumes for an event. These constructions are often used as a pragmatic 
device by the speaker to convince the listener that something did indeed occur (cf. 
example (679)).355 Although Sabe (1995) does not discuss changes in modality regarding 
the certainty of the situation, the rest of the data shows that constructions of modal 
certainty are typically translated with ‘certainly’, ‘really’ or ‘no alternative but’, as 
illustrated by the following examples from Gʋyʋma. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(676)  á-háb=ɩ̀    
 3SG-catch=3SG.OBJ    
 ‘s/he caught him/her’ (B. Newman 1978: 31) 

 
(677)  a-háb=ɩ̀ háb=àmá   
 3SG-catch=3SG.OBJ catch=CPL   
 ‘s/he certainly/really caught him/her (B. Newman 1978: 26) 

Besides sharing the same function, both constructions have in common that the verb stem 
is repeated. Object pronouns cliticise to the first verb stem. However, there are also 
differences between the constructions that require further discussion.  

The first construction involves the completive particle =ÀmÀ, which attaches to the 
second verb stem. This construction is only attested in the Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama data. 
In Gʋyʋma, the second TBU of the completive marker always displays a high tone, 
although a low tone is expected (cf. §3.8.6.5). The tonal rule has not yet been established. 

 
355 Tula, an ‘Adamawa’ language, also exhibits a similar construction. Hall (1954/1956: 159) 
describes its function as “the idea of duration of state is added to that of action”. 



 

253 
 

Examples of this first construction are depicted in the following. 

 Gʋyʋma     
(678)  dìb-é=ĩ dìb=èmé    
 beat-FV=3SG.OBJ.NPST beat=CPL    
 ‘beating him certainly’ (B. Newman 1978: 26) 

  
(679)  ná-tʋ́=àm tʋ́=àmá   
 1SG-tell=2SG.OBJ tell=CPL   
 ‘[You didn’t tell me.] I confirm that I did tell you’ (B. Newman 1978: 36) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(680)  à-nɩ́ ná=àmá làkɩ̀-w-à  
 3SG-give.3SG.OBJ give=CPL hoe-W-REF  
 ‘s/he has given him/her a hoe’ [S-N2] 

  
(681)  bə̀-dzwɩ̀ː-r-ɩ̀ dzwɩ́ː-r=àmà   
 3PL-beat-RLT=3SG.OBJ beat-RLT=CPL   
 ‘they have beaten him/her (with it)’ (Sabe 1995: 158) 

  
(682)  nə́-dáw=ɩ̀ dáw=àmà   
 1SG-keep=3SG.OBJ keep=CPL   
 ‘I have kept it’ (Sabe 1995: 185) 

  
(683)  bə̀-bà=b bámà   
 3PL-sell=3PL.OBJ sell.CPL   
 ‘they had sold them’ [B-N1] 

The second construction does not include the completive particle, but usually adds a 
suffix -a. Additionally, a connector is inserted between the two stems. With only a few 
examples in the data, the exact shape of the connector has not yet been fully clarified. It 
is unclear whether it is a free-standing morpheme or a clitic dependent on the ATR value 
of the preceding verb and if it has inherent tone. In Deeləmə, it may be nɩ̀, and in 
Gwaandama, it is probably nə́. However, it can be stated with confidence that in Gʋyʋma, 
the connector is a free morpheme with a tone that is opposite to that of the preceding 
TBU. This means that the connector does not have an inherent tone and instead acquires 
a polar tone. Similar to the suffix -a, the function of the connector remains unclear. One 
hypothesis that requires further investigation is that the second verb may acquire noun-
like features through the suffix -a, which is similar to NF class A, and that the connector 
rather functions as an element with the meaning ‘with’.356 However, the suffix does not 
have the exact shape of the NF class A, nor is the connector identical to the comitative (or 
instrumental) particle (cf. §4.2.10, §3.8.2 and §3.8.3.2). They are therefore preliminarily 
glossed as ? and CON. 

 

 
356 E.g. ‘to run with a run’, ‘to be afraid with fear’.  
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 Deeləmə    
(684)  mə̀-ɟá nɩ̀ ɟá-’á wǎ 

 2SG-eat CON eat-? INT 
 ‘did you (really) eat?’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(685)  sà ná sà  
 run CON run  
 ‘no alternative but to run’ (B. Newman 1978: 32) 

(686)  tè ná tè  
 stand CON stand  
 ‘no alternative but to stand’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 59, B. Newman 1978: 32) 

 
(687)  ná-ɟɩ́ nà ɟʋ́-à  

 1SG-be.afraid CON be.afraid-?  
 ‘I am so afraid’ 

  
(688)  bi a-cune mɩr  

 COMPL 3SG-join 1PL.INCL.OBJ  
     
 na cune takai  
 CON join just  
 ‘s/he said: s/he certainly did join us together’ (J. Newman 1978: 101) 

  
(689)  swà-kɩ̀-n-dɩ̀r ná swà-kɩ̀-n-dɩ̀r-á  

 wash-CAUS-PLU-INSTR CON wash-CAUS-PLU-INSTR-?  
 ‘nothing left to do but to wash over and over with something’ (B. Newman 

1978: 32) 
 
 Gwaandama    

(690)  bè-wùnə̄ tsùà-kà=ʋ̀ tsì  
 3PL-get.up hill-KA=DEF PP.under  
     
 bə̀-wár nə́ wàr-â bî 
 3PL-go.around CON go.around-? DEM 
 ‘they got up from the bottom of the hill, they definitely had to go around like 

this’ [B-N1] 
 

(691)  bə̀-háb=ɩ̀ nə́ hàb-â  
 3PL-catch=3SG.OBJ CON catch-?  
 ‘s/he was caught’ (lit. they caught him/her) [B-N1] 

In the Gwaandama data, one example displays the suffix on the second verb but lacks a 
connector between the verbs, suggesting a merger of the two constructions. 

(692)  bə́-dàngà bə́-tàna tànâ  
 3PL-think 3PL-lose lose.?  
 ‘[they searched for the cow and] they thought they had definitely lost it [B-N1] 
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6.5 Negation 
Negation is a process that reverses the “logical truth value” (Givón 2001a: 378) of a 
proposition, rendering it false. However, the scope of negation does not necessarily 
extend over the entire clause. The part that is not negated is referred to as ‘presupposed’. 
In verb phrase negation, which is the most common type of negation, it is the subject that 
“is most typically excluded from the scope of negation” (Givón 2001a: 379). According 
to Givón (2001a: 382), this type of negation is also the most unspecific type, as it does 
not clearly define which part of the corresponding affirmative clause is being denied. 

In Nʋngʋrama, negation of the factative, past progressive and future verb phrases is 
marked in different ways in intransitive and transitive clauses. In intransitive clauses, 
negation is single-marked, while in transitive clauses, it is double-marked with a 
discontinuous morpheme (cf. §3.8.8). The following examples illustrate the use of the 
negative morphemes. 

 Deeləmə     
(693)  áyɔ́ nə́-ʃîn gə́ né yá=gà 
 no 1SG-meet NEG with 3SG.OBJ=NEG 
 ‘no, I didn’t meet him’ (lit. …with him) 

  
(694)  kə̀-zə́ gə́ tɩ́táw-m-à yâtàdì=gà 
 1PL.INCL.FUT-do.FV NEG work-M-REF tomorrow=NEG 
 ‘we will not work tomorrow’ 

  
(695)  mə̀-lɔ́ gə́ ɟíbə̀ ból wà-m=nà=gà=dà 
 2SG-stop NEG play ball.3 3-DEM3=CF=NEG=if 
      
 ná-yál-àmà  mɔ̀=nà   
 1SG.IMP-take-CPL 2SG.OBJ=CF   
 ‘if you do not stop playing with that ball, I take it away from you’ 

  
(696)  kə́-ʃîn=gə̀    
 1PL.EXCL-meet=NEG    
 ‘we didn’t meet’ 

  
(697)  nə̀-zá=gà    
 1SG.FUT-go.FV=NEG    
 ‘I will not go’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(698)  ná-cìn=gé ɩ́yà=gà   
 1SG-meet=NEG 3SG.OBJ=NEG   
 ‘I did not meet him / I never met him’ 

  
(699)  nà-wu-təre=ge swən-e ya-a didel=ge 
 2SG-cook-RLT=NEG food-A place-A early=NEG 
 ‘you didn’t cook the food early’ (Newman 1976: 52) 
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(700)  ná-wúmè=gè    
 1SG-open=NEG    
 ‘I didn’t open [it, the door]’ 

  
(701)  ń-nɩ́ngá=gá Músá tákàdà-wá=ʋ̀=gà  
 1SG.FUT-give.FV=NEG Musa book-W=DEF=NEG  
 ‘I will not give the book to Musa’ 

  
(702)  ń-zá̃=gà    
 1SG-go.FV=NEG    
 ‘I will not go’ 

  
(703)  kə̀-ɟẽ=ɲi=ge wi   
 2PL-give=1SG.OBJ=NEG INT   
 ‘won’t you give it to me?’ (Newman 1976: 56) 

  
(704)  zwɔ́-w-á yɩ́m-á̃=gá wí  
 calf-W-REF die-FV=NEG INT  
 ‘won’t the calf die?’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 71) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(705)  Bòrì-b-à cí-bə̀ bə̀-tsɩ́m gə́ yà-á=gá 
 Bori-B.2-REF other-2 3PL-know NEG place-A=NEG 
 ‘the other Boriba did not know the place’ [B-N4] 

  
(706)  kə́-dzʋ̀=gà357    
 1PL.EXCL-ask=NEG    
 ‘we did not ask’ [B-N1] 

  
(707)  nán-bʋ́l gə́ àʃáːná-w-á=gá  
 1SG.SR-strike NEG match-W-REF=NEG  
 ‘I hadn’t struck a match’ (Sabe 1995: 411) 

  
(708)  ná=nə́-bʋ́l gə́ àʃáːná-w-á=gá  
 PROG=1SG-strike NEG match-W-REF=NEG  
 ‘I wasn’t striking a match’ (Sabe 1995: 407) 

  
(709)  nə́-yʋ́wámá gə́=ɲí ná-bʋ́lá àʃáːná-w-á=gá 
 1SG.FUT-COP.FUT.CPL NEG=inside 1SG.IMP-strike.FV match-W-REF=NEG 
 ‘I shall/will not be striking a match’ (Sabe 1995: 423) 

  
(710)  nə́-bʋ́lá gə́ àʃáːná-w-á=gá  
 1SG.FUT-strike.FV NEG match-W-REF=NEG  
 ‘I shall/will not strike a match’ (Sabe 1995: 416) 

The completive verbal particle =ÀmÀ is incompatible with negation. Hence, example 
(711) is ungrammatical. Instead, a negated factative without the particle serves as the 

 
357 The source marks negation with a low tone, although a high tone would be expected. 
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negated counterpart and can be translated in at least two ways, as demonstrated by the 
Gwaandama examples (712) and (713). 

 Gwaandama    
(711)  *nə́-bʋ́l=àmà gə́ àʃáːná-w-á=gá  
 1SG-strike=CPL NEG match-W-REF=NEG  
 ‘I haven’t struck a match’ 

  
(712)  nə́-bʋ́l gə́ àʃáːná-w-á=gá  
 1SG-strike NEG match-W-REF=NEG  
 ‘I did not strike a match / I haven’t struck a match’ (Sabe 1995: 397, 402) 

 
(713)  á-dàw gə́ dʋ̀-m-à dzɩ̀lâ=gá 
 3SG-sleep NEG sleep-M-REF yesterday=NEG 
 ‘s/he did not sleep yesterday / s/he hasn’t slept yesterday’ (Sabe 1989: 84) 

As previously mentioned, the negative clitic is always attached to the final element of the 
clause, even if it belongs to a phrase that is not negated:  

 Gwaandama    
(714)  ná=nə́-wàkà gə̀ dzʋ́dzʋ́-w-á  
 PROG=1SG-wash NEG pot-W-REF  
     
 ɟɔ́rɔ́-w-á à-dzɩ́-r=ʋ́=nà=gà   
 time-W-REF 3SG-arrive-RLT=VEN=CF=NEG  
 ‘I was not washing a pot, when/at the time s/he arrived’ (Sabe 1989: 89) 

The position of the first negation marker, however, is crucial in changing the scope of 
negation. The negation marker negates the verb it follows. The following two examples 
illustrate this. Additionally, note that in example (716), although ‘s/he will not come to 
you’ is a transitive clause, only one negation marker occurs because it is already phrase-
final. The function of tà in both examples is unclear.  

 Deeləmə     
(715)  nə́-dàngà gə́ tà á-zà mɔ̀=gà 
 1SG-think NEG ? 3SG-come.FUT 2SG.OBJ=NEG 
 ‘I don’t think s/he will come to you’ 

  
(716)  nə́-dàngà tà á-zà=m=gà  
 1SG-think ? 3SG-come.FUT=2SG.OBJ=NEG  
 ‘I think s/he will not come to you’ 

The negated imperfective is distinct from other negated clauses and the affirmative 
counterpart. First, it is introduced by the copula hà, followed by the first negation particle. 
The clause may also start with a subject agreement marker preceding the copula.358 
Second, the progressive particle na= precedes the verb and the subject agreement marker. 
Third, the verb stem is used, meaning that no FV is added. A comparison can be made 

 
358 For example, in Gwaandama, some source add a pronoun beforehand (Sabe 1989: 62f. and [S-
N2]), while others do not (Sabe 1995: 391ff.).  
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especially between the clauses (717) and (718) in Deeləmə and (721) and (722) as well 
as (723) and (724) in Gwaandama for their affirmative and negated counterparts. 

 Deeləmə    
(717)  ná-zə́kə́ pwàlà-kà   
 1SG-like.FV beer359-KA.REF   
 ‘I like beer’ 

  
(718)  hà gə́ ná=nə́-zə́kə́ pwàlà-ká=gà 
 COP NEG PROG=1SG-like beer-KA=NEG 
 ‘I don’t like beer’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(719)  hà=gá nán=dáw-rɩ́=gà   
 COP=NEG PROG.3SG=put-RLT=NEG   
 ‘s/he is not responding’ 

  
(720)  ĩ-a-ma a-yɩm=ama   
 1-DEM1-DEM3 3SG-die=CPL   
     
 ha=ga nan=tu ɲa=ga  
 COP.PST=NEG PROG.3SG=talk mouth=NEG  
 ‘the one who has died wasn’t speaking’ (Newman 1976: 61) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(721)  bà-d̪á nì d̪à yálá dzə̀-hûn360 
 3PL-eat.FV thing eat day.6 all-6 
 ‘they eat food everyday’ (Sabe 1989: 59) 

  
(722)  bà-hà gə́ ná=bə̀-d̪à nì 
 3PL-COP NEG PROG=3PL-eat.FV thing 
     
 d̪à yálá dzə̀-hûn=gá361  
 eat day.6 all-6=NEG  
 ‘they do not eat food everyday’ (Sabe 1989: 63) 

  
(723)  ná-tsə́ tsə̀tsə̀-m-ə̀   
 1SG-urinate.FV urine-M-REF   
 ‘I urinate’ (Sabe 1995: 393) 

  
(724)  há gə̀ ná=nə́-tsə̀ tsə̀tsə̀-mə̀=gə́ 
 COP NEG PROG=1SG-urinate.FV urine-M=NEG 
 ‘I do not urinate’ (Sabe 1995: 393)362 

 
359 Pwalaka is a local beer. 
360 This agreement marker may have merged with the CF marker. Cf. example (722). 
361 It is unclear why vowels of both ATR sets co-occur.  
362 The copula and the first negation particle have different tones in Sabe (1995: 393f.), compared 
to all other sources (e.g. Sabe 1989, [B-N4]), where it is hà gə́ instead of há gə̀ in this example. 
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(725)  hà gə́ nà=bə̀-tsɩ́m y-á 
 COP NEG PROG=3PL-know 1-REL 
     
 hǎr dùn gwàːndì-y nə̀ 
 COP person Gwaandama-Y and 
     
 dùn dzálí-yí=nà=gā   
 person Dzalu-Y=CF=NEG   
 ‘they do not know who is the Gwaandama person and who is the Dzalu 

person’ [B-N4] 

There are some cases that remain unexplained. For instance, in example (726), the first 
negation slot is unoccupied despite being a transitive clause, which should therefore have 
two negative morphemes. In example (727), it is unclear why the copula is added at the 
beginning of the clause. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(726)  ná-há ná=ná-bʋ́l àʃànà-w=gà  
 1SG-COP PROG=1SG-strike match-W=NEG  
 ‘I am not striking a match’ 

  
(727)  hà nán=zé=gé sʋ́-lá á Dùlmî=gé 
 COP PROG.3SG=do=NEG heart-L SPAT Hyena=NEG 
 ‘s/he didn’t like Hyena’ (lit. s/he wasn’t making heart at Hyena) (B. Newman 

1978: 39) 

It is not surprising that Nʋngʋrama uses ‘double negation-marking’ as it is “a special 
feature from a wide variety of languages all over West-Africa” (Beyer 2009: 205). Beyer 
(2009: 207) suggests that double negation-marking is a contact phenomenon that has 
spread from the Sahel zone through the Volta Basin into the rainforest zone.  

 
It is unclear why this discrepancy exists, but it is assumed to be an error in the tone marking in 
Sabe (1995). 
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7. Clause types 
7.1 General remarks 
This chapter provides an overview of clauses with both verbal and non-verbal predicates 
(§7.2 and §7.3, respectively) and discusses the possibilities of combining two or more 
clauses (§7.4). Verbal clauses are distinguished into statements, commands and questions, 
while non-verbal clauses are divided into clauses with nominal predicates and all other 
non-verbal clause types. The latter express nominal, adjectival, existential, locational and 
possessive notions. 

 

7.2 Simple verbal clauses 
7.2.1 General remarks 
A verbal clause in Nʋngʋrama minimally consists of a verbal predicate. The term ‘simple 
verbal clause’ refers to a verbal predicate with its arguments. Most languages have three 
types of clauses with verbal predicates: the speech acts statement, command and question, 
also known as declarative mood, imperative mood and interrogative mood.363 Each type 
has distinct phonological, morphological and syntactic properties, such as word order or 
intonation (König/Siemund 2007: 277, Aikhenvald 2016: 141). The following sections 
will introduce the three types in Nʋngʋrama, giving an outline of their most common 
grammatical and semantic features. 

 

7.2.2 Statements 
7.2.2.1 General remarks 
Statements or declarative clauses are commonly used for “representative (descriptive) 
speech acts such as assertions, reports, acts of complaining and bragging, but also acts of 
predicting and promising” (König/Siemund 2007: 284). The speaker believes the 
statement to be true. Declaratives are the most frequently used clause type und thus 
usually unmarked (König/Siemund 2007: 285, Aikhenvald 2016: 143). Normally, 
declarative clauses are the only clause type that shows all possible TAM markers in the 
respective language. They tend to have a level or lowering intonation, in contrast to the 
tendency for a rising intonation in interrogative clauses. Additionally, they typically 
follow the basic word order of the language.  

Dryer (2007a: 250) states that the most fundamental difference among verbal predicates 
is between intransitive and transitive predicates, i.e. the number of ‘core’ arguments in a 
clause depends on the valency of the verb. Therefore, the following subchapters are 
divided into intransitive clauses, transitive clauses with two and three arguments 
respectively, and clauses with oblique arguements Section §6.5 included negated 
declarative clauses. 

 
363 Not to be confused with mode, as described in §6.4.1.  
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In Nʋngʋrama, statements adhere to the definition mentioned above. They represent 
typical speech acts, are unmarked and display all possible TAM markers. The intonation 
of a statement in Nʋngʋrama lowers towards the end of the clause. A statement may 
consist solely of a verbal predicate, with the subject of the clause represented only by a 
subject agreement marker that prefixes the verbal predicate. The pragmatically neutral 
statement in Nʋngʋrama follows the basic word order as represented in the following 
figure (for more information on Gʋyʋma, cf. Newman (1976)):  

Argument 1 Verb Argument 2 Argument 3 Oblique Argument 
Figure 10. Basic word order 
 

7.2.2.2 Intransitive clauses  
Intransitive clauses consist of a verbal predicate with only one argument in subject 
position. The following examples illustrate this.  

 Deeləmə    
(728)  yɩ́r-á á-zà   

 woman-F.DEF 3SG-go   
 ‘the woman walked’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(729)  ɲíné ná-ɟɩ́n-á   
 1SG.SUBJ 1SG-be.afraid-FV   
 ‘(as for me) I am afraid’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(730)  yɩ́nà à-làhà   
 3SG.SUBJ 3SG.IMP-be.tired   
 ‘(as for him/her) s/he is tired’ 

The subject position does not need to be filled. Instead, subject agreement marking on the 
verbal predicate can be used to refer to the subject of the clause. Compare the following 
clauses with (728), (729) and (730) above.  

 Deeləmə    
(731)  á-zà    

 3SG-go    
 ‘s/he walked’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(732)  ná-ɟɩ́n-á    
 1SG-be.afraid-FV    
 ‘I am afraid’ 
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 Gwaandama    
(733)  à-làhà    

 3SG-be.tired    
 ‘s/he is tired’ 

In many languages, statements about weather conditions require a dummy-subject and 
are referred to as “zero-transitive clauses” (e.g. ‘it rained’ in English) (Givón 2001a: 
117ff., Dryer 2007a: 267). In Nʋngʋrama, they are expressed as intransitive clauses, as 
illustrated in the following examples. 

 Deeləmə    
(734)  dʋ̀-w-à à-yá   
 rain-W-REF 3SG.FUT-fall.FV   
 ‘it will rain’ (lit. rain will fall) 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(735)  dʋ̀-w-á á364-yá   
 rain-W-REF 3SG.IMP-fall.FV   
 ‘it is raining’ (lit. rain falls) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(736)  dʋ́-w yá=nà   
 rain-W fall.FV=CF   
 ‘it is raining’ (lit. rain is falling) 

 

7.2.2.3 Transitive clauses with two arguments 
Transitive clauses with two arguments consist of a subject (or subject agreement marker), 
a verbal predicate, followed by an object. Object pronouns can attach to the verbal 
predicate (example (737), cf. §3.6.3). 

 Deeləmə    
(737)  ná-hɩ̀ntɩ̀r=ám    

 1SG.IMP-teach=2SG.OBJ    
 ‘I teach you’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(738)  zwí-y-é=ù á-wárgɩ́n ɲà-w-á=ʋ̀  
 child-Y.1-REF=DEF 3SG-fry meat-W-REF=DEF  
 ‘the child fried the meat’ 

  
 
 
 

 
364 It can be observed that the agreement marker is inaudible in normal (non-elicited) speech. It 
appears to merge with the final vowel of the preceding noun. In the following Gwaandama 
example, no agreement marker is present either. However, it cannot have merged with a preceding 
vowel. It also differs from Gʋyʋma and Deeləmə in that it exhibits the CF marker. 
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 Gwaandama   
(739)  nə́-mwàb tswá-w-á   

 1SG-build house-W-REF   
 ‘I built a house’ 

In Nʋngʋrama, some semantically intransitive clauses require a cognate object. In terms 
of aktionsart, these verbs are atelic verbs, i.e. they describe processes without a specific 
endpoint. However, not all atelic verbs require a cognate object. When they do, the 
cognate objects are often “nominalized forms of the verb, or at least of its implicit sense” 
(Givón 2001a: 132), which “is often that of an intransitive event” (Givón 2001a: 132). 
Höche (2009: 31) states that a cognate verb “could be considered a ‘true’ argument, 
realizing the semantic function of Goal” in a functional approach after Dik. Cognate 
objects are attested in the data with the following verbs: ‘to sleep’, ‘to cough’, ‘to talk’, 
‘to sing’, ‘to dance’, ‘to wash’, ‘to fall’ and ‘to play’. Compared to the examples above, 
the examples below demonstrate no morphosyntactic differences.  

 Deeləmə    
(740)  à-wál wáhá-l-à   

 3SG-cough cough-L-REF   
 ‘s/he coughed’ 

  
(741)  nə́-dáw dù-m-é   

 1SG-sleep sleep-M-REF   
 ‘I slept’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(742)  Ø-dàw-á̃ dʋ̀-m-á   
 3SG-sleep-FV.NPST sleep-M-REF   
 ‘s/he will sleep’ 

  
(743)  á-tʋ́ ɲà-à   

 3SG-say mouth-A.REF   
 ‘s/he talked‘ 

   
(744)  di kà-swa ma-m-a sĩ-kə-ye 
 then 2PL-wash water-M-REF river-KA-PP.inside 
 ‘then you washed yourselves in the river’ (Newman 1976: 45) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(745)  nə́-wàkà dwà-m-à   
 1SG-wash water-M-REF   
 ‘I washed myself / I took a bath’ (lit. I washed water) 

 
(746)  bə́-yú sə̀-ə̀   
 3PL-sing song-A.REF   
 ‘they sang [a song]’ [B-N4] 
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(747)  nə́-tʋ́ tʋ́-á   
 1SG-talk talk-A.REF   
 ‘I talked’ (Sabe 1995: 182) 

A transitive clause is typically also used to expressed reflexivity in Nʋngʋrama. The 
reflexive marker takes the syntactical position of an object, referring to the same referent 
as the subject (Schladt 2000: 103, cf. Schachter/Shopen 2007: 26). There are various 
kinds of reflexive markers that can occur in a language in such constructions (cf. Schladt 
2000: 105f. for details). In Nʋngʋrama, the reflexive marker in Nʋngʋrama is not a 
distinct marker but an object noun phrase that includes a possessive pronoun and one of 
two nouns (‘body’ or ‘head’).365 According to Givón (2001b: 106),  

such constructions [i.e. with possessive reflexives] tend to be semantically much more 
transitive than ‘true’ reflexives. And since the object NP is neither pronominalized nor 
deleted, possessive-reflexives of semantically transitive verbs tend to be also 
syntactically more transitive, as compared to ‘true’ reflexives. 

The examples below exemplify reflexive constructions in Nʋngʋrama. 

 Deeləmə    
(748)  mə̀-ʃɔ́ká mə́-l lá-mɔ̀  
 2SG-wash body-L.5 5-2SG.POSS  
 ‘you washed yourself’ (lit. you washed your body) 

 
(749)  zwá-y-á à-dʋ́ ʃákʋ́-l lá-yè 
 child-Y.1-REF.DEF 1-see head-L.5 5-3SG.POSS 
 ‘the child saw himself/herself’ (the child saw his/her head) 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(750)  à-wàká mɩ́-l yì-lè  
 3SG-wash body-L.5 3SG.POSS-5  
 ‘s/he washes himself/herself’ (lit. s/he washes his/her body) 

 
(751)  ɲì-r-é=ù á=zîr mɩ́-l / dú-l yì-lè 
 man-R.1-REF=DEF 1=hate body-L.5/head-L.5 3SG.POSS-5 
 ‘the man hates himself’ (lit. the man hates his body/head) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(752)  à-wàká mə̀-l yù366  
 3SG-wash body-L 3SG.POSS  
 ‘s/he washes himself/herself’ (lit. s/he washes his/her body) [S-N2] 

 
 
 

 
365 Compare Tula, where the noun ‘body’ together with a possessive pronoun can have both 
reflexive and reciprocal meaning (Hall 1954/1956: 154). In Nʋngʋrama, reciprocity is expressed 
with the pluractional verb extension -nA (cf. §3.3.3.2). 
366 No agreement marker is reported here. 
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(753)  nə́-dʋ̀nə́ mí-l / kà-wà ɲú367  
 1SG-look body-L / face-W 1SG.POSS  
 ‘I look at myself’ (lit. I look at my body/face) 

In Nʋngʋrama, no passive constructions occur. Instead, two other strategies are employed, 
both of which include two arguments. The first strategy is only found in the Gwaandama 
data. It resembles a passive construction in that the object becomes the subject of the 
clause. However, unlike in a passive clause, another nominal element, namely the lexeme 
for ‘body’, is added. As such, it resembles a reflexivity construction in Nʋngʋrama, as 
described above. However, it does not include a possessive pronoun (§7.2.2.3, cf. Sabe 
1995: 158, Givón 2001a: 21, cf. Kastenholz 2018 for passive and reflexivity in another 
‘Adamawa’ language).  

 Gwaandama    
(754)  kwáháná-w-á dzə̀ːm-ə̀ mə́-l-ə́  
 work-W-REF do.CPL-FV body-L-REF  
 ‘the work has been done’ (lit. The work has done itself) (Sabe 1995: 158) 

  
(755)  kwàr-ká fàmà mə́-l-ə́  
 medicine-KA find.CPL body-L-REF  
 ‘the medicine has been found’ (lit. the medicine found itself) (Sabe 1995: 253) 

  
(756)  á kútə́r yà á-mà dzí 
 but again place.A6 6-DEM3 do 
      
 gə́ mə́-l nə̀ mɩ̌r bʋ̀̃=gá 
 NEG body-L with 1PL.INCL.SBJ 3PL.SBJ=NEG 
 ‘but again that place/action was not done with us and them’ [B-N1] 

  
(757)  ná bə́-sɩ́kɩ̀n=gá   
 if 3PL-change=NEG   
     
 kwàntsá-tá á-dzí-n mə́-l wí 
 chieftaincy-TA 3SG-do-PLU body-L INT 
 ‘if they [the white men] didn’t change [anything], would the chieftaincy have 

come to exist?’ [B-N1] 

The second, more common and preferred strategy to express something similar to a 
passive is to fill the subject position with an impersonal third person plural. The pronoun 
functions as the agent of the clause, often only represented by the subject agreement 
marker (cf. Givón 2001a: 22). The object can be focused by placing it clause-initially 
(compare example (759) with example (758)).  

 

 
 

 
367 The agreement marker is omitted in fast speech.  
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 Deeləmə    
(758)  bə̀-háb gú-y-ə̀   
 3PL-arrest thief-Y-REF   
 ‘the thief was arrested’ (lit. they arrested the thief) 

  
(759)  gú-y-ə̀ bə̀-háb yá  
 thief-Y-REF 3PL-arrest 3SG.OBJ  
 ‘the thief was arrested’ (lit. the thief, they arrested him) 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(760)  bà-mwɔ̀m múngúrù-l ɟʋ́mà-là=ʋ̀  
 3PL-eat mango-L.5 sour-5=DEF  
 ‘the sour mango was eaten’ (lit. they ate the sour mango) 

 
 Gwaandama   

(761)  bə̀-dáw-r=í kwàn-y-a nè gànà-má=ʋ̀ 
 3PL-put-RLT=3SG.OBJ owner-Y-REF with meeting-M=DEF 
 ‘she was made hostess’ (lit. they made her owner of the meeting) (Hiraki 

1986: 84) 
 

(762)  bə̀-ɲálgɩ́ ɟɩ́má-w-á=ʋ̀   
 3PL-sharpen knife-W-REF=DEF   
 ‘the knife was sharpened’ (lit. they sharpened the knife) 

 

7.2.2.4 Transitive clauses with three arguments 
Transitive clauses with three arguments, also known as ‘ditransitive clauses’, have two 
objects or “at least two nonsubject arguments” (Dryer 2007a: 253). They are often 
referred to as direct and indirect object. However, Dryer (2007a: 253f., cf. 255) claims 
that “these labels carry grammatical implications that may not be appropriate for all 
languages” and proposes to use the terms ‘recipient-like argument’ (R) and ‘theme 
argument’ (T).  

In Nʋngʋrama, both R and T follow the verbal predicate as is illustrated in the examples 
below. 

 Deeləmə    
(763)  bə́-zɩ̀r=í=wə́ ʃə́-’ə̀   

 3PL-bring=3SG.OBJ=VEN food-A.REF   
 ‘[s/he sat and wept that] they (would) bring him/her food’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(764)  ná-nɩ́ngá zwí-y-é=ù gwàrcù-w-è  
 1SG-give.FV child-Y-REF=DEF fright-W-REF  
 ‘I give the child a fright’ 
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 Gwaandama    
(765)  à-nɩ́ làkɩ̀-w-à   

 3SG-give.3SG.OBJ hoe-W-REF   
 ‘s/he gave him/her a hoe’ [S-N2] 

The order of R and T can be changed, as the examples below illustrate. Although Sabe 
(1995: 188) claims that “[t]he two patterns have equal frequency in application”, i.e. that 
there is no preferred ordering, in the data used for this thesis, the animate argument, i.e. 
R, is typically closer to the verb. This is always the case if the clause contains an object 
pronoun, since object pronouns always refer to animate nouns and show verbal attraction 
(see example (765) above, cf. §3.6.3). However, no pragmatic difference is reported or 
given in the translations when the order of R and T is swapped. 

 Deeləmə    
(766)  nə̀-ɟə́ Mʋ́sá tákádà-w-à  

 1SG.FUT-give.FV Musa book-W-REF  
 ‘I will give Musa the book’ 

  
(767)  nə̀-ɟə́ tákádà-w-à Mʋ́sá  

 1SG.FUT-give.FV book-W-REF Musa  
 ‘I will give the book to Musa’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(768)  ń-nɩ́ngá Mʋ́sá tákádá-w-á=ʋ̀  
 1SG.FUT-give.FV Musa book-W-REF=DEF  
 ‘I will give Musa the book’ 

  
(769)  ń-nɩ́ngá tákádá-w-á=ʋ̀ Mʋ́sá  

 1SG.FUT-give.FV book-W-REF=DEF Musa  
 ‘I will give the book to Musa’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(770)  á-ɲwá Habu kèké-w-ə́  
 3SG-buy Habu bicycle-W-REF  
 ‘s/he bought Habu a bicycle’ (Sabe 1995: 188) 

  
(771)  á-ɲwá kèké-w-ə́ Habu  

 3SG-buy bicycle-W-REF Habu  
 ‘s/he bought a bicycle for Habu’ (Sabe 1995: 188) 

 

7.2.2.5 Pro-drop in transitive clauses 
In transitive clauses, two or three arguments occur, as described in the previous two 
subchapters. An argument is a noun or noun phrase that can be represented by a subject 
or object pronoun. However, in Nʋngʋrama, object pronouns exclusively refer to animate 
entities, which means conversely that inanimate entities cannot be represented by an 
object pronoun. If objects are not depicted as a noun or noun phrase, they must be inferred 
from the context as in such cases they do not have an overt, i.e. phonological, 
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representation of the object in Nʋngʋrama. This phenomenon is called pro-drop. 
According to Müller (2006: 93), “the pro-drop phenomenon does not involve post-
syntactic deletion […], but an empty category pro”. Pro-drop languages are often 
associated with morphological richness, especially in terms of verbal agreement (cf. 
Müller 2006 for a detailed discussion). 

The clauses below demonstrate the use of pro-drop in Nʋngʋrama. In the English 
translations, the object pronouns enclosed in square brackets represent inanimate objects 
that have no overt representation in the Nʋngʋrama clause. 

 Deeləmə    
(772)  ı ̃́-kúwə̀ sɩ́r-l-á á gɔ́rà-kà 
 3SG-pour honey-L-REF SPAT plate-KA 
     
 ı ̃́ -yál ɩ ̃́-zé   
 3SG-take 3SG-go   
     
 ı ̃́ -fə́r bɔ̀̃-l-à   
 3SG-give leopard-L-REF   
 ‘he [the hare] poured the honey into a plate, he took [it], he went, he gave [it] 

to the leopard’ 
  

 Gʋyʋma    
(773)  bɔ̀̃-l-á=ʋ̀ á-kù má-m sɩ́r-má=ʋ̀ 
 leopard-L-REF=DEF 3SG-pour water-M.9 bee-9=DEF 
     
 á kwárɔ́-yɔ́=ʋ̀ á-ɲímté  
 SPAT calabash-in=DEF 3SG-taste  
 ‘the leopard poured the honey into a calabash, tasted [it] (and…)’ 

  
 Gwaandama   

(774)  á Pɩ̀ságɩ̀n dzí  
 and Pisagin go  
     
 dzí-r=ú bwá-l-á lá-mà=nà  
 go-RLT=VEN salt-L.5-REF 5-DEM3=CF  
     
 á nán-dzí tàsà-w-à  
 and PROG.3SG-go dish-W-REF  
     
 nán-dzí nán-nə́ kwàntsá Dzàlʋ́-y-à 
 PROG.3SG-go PROG.3SG-give chief.Y Dillə-Y-REF 
 ‘and Pisagin [went and] brought that salt, and he was taking the dish, he was 

going, he was giving [it] to the chief of Dzalu’ [B-N4] 
 

(775)  dáw=gá    
 keep=NEG    
 ‘don’t keep [it]!’ 
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7.2.2.6 Clauses with oblique arguments 
Oblique arguments, as opposed to core arguments are optional parts of a clause, i.e. they 
are not required by the argument structure of the verbal predicate. They can be nominal 
phrases or adjuncts (Andrews 2007b: 157, 222).  

In Nʋngʋrama, noun phrases in oblique position express the benefactive. They do not 
differ morphosyntactically from other arguments. They are unmarked, follow the verbal 
predicate and can occur before or after another argument. The only difference between 
oblique arguments and other arguments is that the former can be omitted. In the following 
examples, the oblique arguments are highlighted in bold. 

 Deeləmə    
(776)  nə́-sʋ́nà mwárɩ́-y yá-ɲɩ̀  

 1SG-farm older.brother-Y.1 1-1SG.POSS  
 ‘I farmed for my older brother’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma     

(777)  mwá-y-á=ʋ̀ á-wúr sún zwí-y yé-yè 
 woman-Y-REF=DEF 3SG-cook food child-Y.1 1SG.POSS-1 
 ‘the woman cooked food for her child’ 

  
(778)  zwí-y-é=ù à-wàrgɩ́n bá ɲà-w-á=ʋ̀ 

 boy-Y.REF=DEF 3SG-fry 3PL.OBJ meat-W-REF=DEF 
 ‘the boy fries the meat for them/everyone’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(779)  nə́-dáw=àm nɩ̀ dà  
 1SG-keep=2SG.OBJ thing eat  
 ‘I kept food for you’ 

  
(780)  nə́-mwàb tswá-w-á gɩ́hɩ̃́-y ɲú 
 1SG-build house-W-REF woman-Y 1SG.POSS 
 ‘I built a house for my wife’ 

Typically, adjuncts in Nʋngʋrama are adverbs or adpositional phrases and follow the 
predicate and all arguments, generally occurring at the end of a clause. Adjuncts can be 
added as required to indicate location, time or manner (cf. Newman 1976: 52). While 
theoretically there is no limit to the number of adjuncts that can occur in a clause, 
Newman (1976: 52) notes that Nʋngʋrama clauses are typically short and usually 
“contain[…] no more than two secondary constituents”. Examples of adjuncts are marked 
in bold in the following clauses. For additional examples, cf. §3.4.2.  

 Deeləmə    
(781)  nə̀-ʃwá á télí-yè  

 1SG.FUT-sit.FV SPAT room-PP.inside  
 ‘I will sit in the room’ 
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(782)  nə̀-zá zí-kà   
 1SG-go town-KA.REF   
 ‘I will go to town’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(783)  ná-súnì yà-à sı̃́sı̃́  
 1SG-farm place-A cold  
 ‘I farmed in the morning’ (lit. I farmed in the cold place) 

  
 Gwaandama   

(784)  nə́-d̪à ɲà-w-à dzɩ̀lâ  
 1SG-eat meat-W-REF yesterday  
 ‘I ate meat yesterday’ (Hiraki 1986: 59) 

 

7.2.3 Commands 
Commands can have various meanings, including orders, requests, advice, invitations, 
permissions and good wishes. They can also be categorised by mood, such as ‘distance 
in space’, ‘politeness’ or ‘strength of command’. In some languages, different formal 
means are used to express these categories, resulting in different clause types. In other 
languages, as in Nʋngʋrama, all of these concepts are expressed using a single imperative 
form; its exact meaning then needs to be understood in context (Aikhenvald 2016: 144, 
147). 

Commands make use of a restricted set of verbs in comparison to declarative clauses, 
most of them being active verbs (cf. Aikhenvald 2016: 144ff.). In some languages, a 
separate paradigm for commands does not exist, and another verbal category is used 
instead. According to Aikhenvald (2016: 146), “a present or a future form of the verb or 
a potential modality can be used as a command”. In Nʋngʋrama, it is simply the verb stem 
that is employed. Cross-linguistically, the imperative addressed to a second person “tends 
to be the least formally marked” (Aikhenvald 2016: 145, cf. König/Siemund 2007: 303f.). 
This is also the case in Nʋngʋrama: if the command is directed at a single person, no 
personal pronoun (or agreement marker referring to a subject) is present. In the plural, the 
respective plural agreement marker appears before the verb. Newman and Newman 
(1974: 111) assert that “there is a high-low glide on the final syllable which is also marked 
by stress and length”. Although the rest of the data does not support the lengthening of 
the vowel, the lowering of pitch is evident in all three varieties.  

To summarise, commands in Nʋngʋrama consist only of the basic verb form when 
referring to the second person singular and the basic verb form preceded by a subject 
agreement marker if referring to any other person. Additionally, a lowering of pitch on 
the last syllable of the imperative (whether it is the verb or an argument following it) is 
evident. Commands have a broad range of meanings and can thus be described as 
polysemous.  



 

271 
 

The examples below demonstrate how to address one or multiple individuals using 
commands in Nʋngʋrama. Exclamation marks in the English translations indicate 
imperative clauses. 

 Deeləmə    
(785)  ʃʋ́ ɲɔ́m-à   

 cut meat-W.REF   
 ‘cut meat (right now)!’ 

  
(786)  kə́-yárgɩ́nà    

 1PL.EXCL-hurry    
 ‘we should hurry! / let’s walk fast!’ 

  
(787)  zʋ̀=wá ʃwà tɔ́  

 go=VEN sit speak  
 ‘come, sit [and] speak!’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(788)  kə̀-cʋ́m ɲà̃-w-à   
 1PL/2PL-cut meat-W-REF   
 ‘let’s cut meat! / you (pl) cut meat!’ 

  
(789)  zʋ̀ cʋ́m ɲà̃-w-à  

 go.VEN cut meat-W-REF  
 ‘come [and] cut meat!’ 

  
 Gwaandama     

(790)  ɟɩ́má-w-á wí-bì hà fílé̃ ɲâlgɩ̀ 
 knife-W.3-REF 3-DEM1 COP small sharpen 
 ‘this is a small knife, sharpen it!’ 

  
(791)  dʋ̀nɩ́=bà    

 look=3PL.OBJ    
 ‘look at them!’ 

  
(792)  dzə̀=ù368 ɲâ   

 go=VEN here   
 ‘come here!’ (Sabe 1995: 259) 

For negated commands, also called prohibitive, the negative particle for intransitive or 
the particles for transitive clauses (cf. §6.5) are added.  

 Deeləmə     
(793)  tʋ́=gà    

 say=NEG    
 ‘don’t say anything!’ 

  

 
368 The low tone of the ventive is an exception for which there is no explanation currently, as it 
normally depicts a high tone.  
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(794)  nɩ́ngɩ́ gə́ tángá-w-à=gà  
 give.3SG.OBJ NEG pot-W-REF=NEG  
 ‘don’t give him/her the pot!’ 

  
(795)  kə̀-zə́ gə́ ʃwá=gà  

 1PL.INCL-go NEG house =NEG  
 ‘let’s not go home!’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(796)  mɔ́m-dɩ́r=gà    
 mention-RLT=NEG    
 ‘don’t mention it!’ 

  
(797)  zə=ge    

 do=NEG    
 ‘don’t do it!’ (Newman 1976: 58) 

  
(798)  kur=ge zɩ-ka-ya=ʋ=ga369   

 return=NEG town-KA-in=DEF=NEG   
 ‘[then Jesus said to him:] don’t return into the village!’ (Mk 8, 26) (Longuda 

Bible Translation Society 1978: 120) 
  
 Gwaandama    

(799)  wàkà=gá    
 wash=NEG    
 ‘don’t wash!’ [S-N1] 

  
(800)  dàw gə́ dʋ̀-m-à=gá  

 sleep NEG sleep-M-REF=NEG  
 ‘don’t sleep!’ [S-N1] 

  
(801)  ní gə́ làkɩ̀-w-à=gá  

 give.3SG.OBJ NEG hoe-W-REF=NEG  
 ‘don’t give him a hoe!’ [S-N1] 

Newman and Newman (1977b: 6) report stress on the negative particle when following an 
imperative:  

 Gʋyʋma    
(802)  tàm=ˈgá370    

 cry=NEG    
 ‘don’t cry!’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 6) 

 
 

369 The NF class suffix, the adpositional clitic as well as the definite marker and the negation 
marker all take the ATR feature of the preceding noun root. However, in the source, it is depicted 
as zɩ-kɩ-ye=u=ge, probably due to the process of vowel weakening in certain contexts (see §2.3.5) 
as well as a lack of differentiation of ATR vowels in the orthography used in the Bible translation. 
370 The negative clitic typically carries a low tone. It is possible that the stress on the syllable 
raises its pitch, leading Newman and Newman to interpret it as having a high tone. 
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7.2.4 Questions 
7.2.4.1 General remarks 
Cross-linguistically, there are at least two types of questions: content questions and polar 
questions. Content questions request information from the listener, for example 
‘where/when/how/why did you go on holiday?’. Polar questions, on the other hand, seek 
for “confirmation or disagreement” (Aikhenvald 2016: 150), such as ‘did you go on 
holiday?’. Additionally, languages may have tag questions and rhetorical questions 
(König/Siemund 2007: 283, 290ff., Aikhenvald 2016: 150ff., Romero 2020). Tag 
questions expect a positive or negative answer, while rhetorical questions do not expect 
an answer at all. They are “statements expressed by an interrogative sentence” 
(König/Siemund 2007: 283). These question types can be marked in various ways cross-
linguistically, including through phonological, morphological, syntactic and intonational 
means.  

In Nʋngʋrama, content questions are formed in various ways and are thus described in 
different chapters (cf. §3.6.6, §4.4.8 and below). Polar questions and tag questions are 
marked similarly with invariable particles at the end of a phrase and are discussed together 
in §7.2.4.3. Rhetorical questions are negated declarative clauses described briefly in 
§7.2.4.4.  

 

7.2.4.2 Content questions 
Content questions are also called ‘constituent interrogatives’ or ‘information questions’ 
(König/Siemund 2007: 291). They seek to obtain specific information and are formed 
using question words such as when, where, who, why and how.  

The question words for all three Nʋngʋrama varieties are illustrated in two separate 
chapters (§3.6.6 and §3.6.6), as they differ from each other. Some are proforms that agree 
with the head noun, while others are invariable, i.e. they are uninflected free forms. The 
chapter on noun agreement in §4.4.8 discusses content questions with those question 
words that agree with the head noun (i.e. ‘which’, ‘how many/much’ and ‘whose’). 
Content questions with all other question words will be introduced below. They are ‘who’ 
and ‘what’, which occur instead of the constituent they inquire about, as well as those 
with an adverbial function asking about “(i) the location of a situation (where), (ii) its 
temporal setting (when), (iii) the manner of carrying it through (how), and (iv) the reason 
for it (why)” (König/Siemund 2007: 302). 

The invariable interrogative particles that occur in content questions have in common that 
they occur in-situ, i.e. in place of the constituent that they replace or that is being asked 
about. However, they can also be clefted, i.e. the question word appears clause-initially 
(cf. König/Siemund 2007: 301). Whenever they are not clause-final, the clause final 
marker =nÀ must occur. 
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who? 
The interrogative particle for ‘who’ is wà in all three varieties. In Gwaandama, variations 
such as wə̀/wì occur (cf. (810)). This particle seeks information about the human subject 
or object of a clause and occurs in the place of the subject or object. 

 Deeləmə     
(803)  wà-yɩ́ à-wə́hə́ ʃîl wí-bə́=nə̀  
 who-Y 3SG-break calabash.3 3-DEM1=CF  
 ‘who is s/he who broke this calabash?’ 

  
(804)  kə̀-zá Ábʋ̀ɟà ɟɩ̀ kí wà 
 2PL-go.FV Abuja 2PL.SBJ COORD who 
 ‘with whom are you going to go to Abuja?’ 

   
(805)  ɟɩ̀ kí wà kə̀-zá Ábʋ̀ɟà=nà 
 2PL.SBJ COORD who 2PL-go.FV Abuja=CF 
 ‘with whom are you going to go to Abuja?’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(806)  mɩ̀ná wà   
 2SG.SBJ who   
 ‘who are you?’ 

  
(807)  wà ɩ ̃́y-á kárn=ɩ̀m=nì  
 who 1-DEM1 insult=2SG.OBJ=CF  
 ‘who (is that one who) insulted you?’ 

  
(808)  na-zwẽ wà   
 2SG-ask.FV who   
 ‘whom are you asking?’ (Newman 1976: 56) 

  
(809)  bà-àr=ám bí wà  
 3PL-call=FV.2SG.OBJ COMPL who  
 ‘what’s your name?’ (lit. they call you who) (Newman/Newman 1977b: 24) 

  
 Gwaandama     

(810)  gwámə́nù371 nà-dàngá=nà yɩ̀na wə̀  
 group 2SG-think=CF 3SG.SBJ who  
      
 nə̀ wə̀ nə̀ wì  
 and who and who  
 ‘who and who and who do you think are the groups?’ [B-N1] 

  
(811)  wà yʋ̀=wá dʋ̀-w-à á ɲâ=nà 
 who bring.out=VEN rain-W-REF SPAT here=CF 
 ‘who brings out the rain here?’ [B-N1] 

 
 

371 In [B-N1] gwám’ə́nù, elsewhere gwámá, both are translated as ‘groups’.  
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what? 
The interrogative word ‘what’ is similar in the three varieties: bánà in Deeləmə, bà/bì in 
Gʋyʋma and bà(ánɩ̀) in Gwaandama. The short form of the latter is used clause-final, the 
long form elsewhere. The particle is employed to inquire about the object of the clause 
and takes its place or is moved to the rightmost position of the clause (compare e.g. 
examples (812) and (813)). 

 Deeləmə    
(812)  bánà mà-ɟá=nà   
 what 2SG-eat.FV=CF   
 ‘what are you eating?’ 

  
(813)  mà-ɟá bánà   
 2SG-eat.FV what   
 ‘what are you eating?’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(814)  bì á-zé̃=nì   
 what 3SG-do.FV=CF   
 ‘what is he doing?’ 

   
(815)  à-zé̃ bà   
 3SG-do.FV what   
 ‘what is he doing?’ 

  
(816)  ba a-zẽ yɩn372=nà  
 what 3SG-do.FV 3SG.OBJ=CF  
 ‘what is he doing to him?’ (Newman 1976: 56) 

  
(817)  ba-ar-ã bə ba  
 3PL-call-FV.NPST COMPL what  
 ‘what do they call it?’ (Newman 1976: 56) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(818)  dzɩ́dzɩ́r-á bà.ánɩ̀ á-dzú-r373=nà  
 shoe-A what 3SG-wear-RLT=CF  
 ‘what shoes did s/he wear?’ (Hiraki 1986: 132) 

  
(819)  bɔ̀̃hɔ́yá-y-á d̪á dzɩ̀-ká rì 
 Bõhoya-Y-REF eat.FV snake-KA if 
     
 bà.ánɩ̀ dzɩ̀-á=ɩ̀=nà   
 what happen-FV=3SG.OBJ=CF  
 ‘if a Bõhoya eats a snake, what happens to him/her?’ [B-N1] 

  
 

372 The 3SG object pronoun is yà. Here, it is probably assimilated to the following morpheme. 
373 The relational verb extension in Gwaandama is generally not shortened (cf. §3.3.3.3). This 
example is an exception in the data. 
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(820)  á yì-b-ə́ nà=bə̀-d̪à bà 
 and person-B-REF PROG=3PL-eat what 
 ‘and what were the people eating?’ [B-N4] 

 

where? 
The interrogative particle for ‘where’ is yà in the three varieties and is probably derived 
from the noun ya-a ‘place’ (with differing tones in the varieties). In Gwaandama, it often 
surfaces as yɩ̂ or yɩ́. It stands in place of the location that is being asked about. 

 Deeləmə    
(821)  sɩ ̃́-há bá-hà yà  
 fly-HA.DEF 3PL-COP where  
 ‘where are the flies?’ 

   
(822)  nə̀-fá nə́-mʋ́-tɩ́r-ɩ́ mʋ́-w-á yà 
 1SG.FUT-find.FV 1SG-pile.up-RLT-3SG.OBJ? pile-W-REF.DEF where 
 ‘where can I get more of it?’ 

   
 Gʋyʋma    

(823)  nà-zá yà   
 2SG-go.FV where   
 ‘where are you going?’ 

  
(824)  a-war=ɩ=wa ya   
 3SG-marry=3SG.OBJ=VEN where   
 ‘where did he marry her?’ (Newman 1976: 57) 

   
 Gwaandama    

(825)  kə̀-wù-nə̌ Gìmsâ kə̀-dzì ya 
 1PL.INCL-stand.up-PLU Gimsa 1PL.INCL-go where 
 ‘where did we go from Gimsa?’ [B-N1] 

  
(826)  nà=bə̀-fʋ̀=wà yɩ̂   
 PROG=3PL-dig=VEN where   
 ‘[We use iron to make hoes, axes and arrows] Where were they digging it 

[the iron] from?’ [B-N1] 
  
(827)  á-dzàmà yɩ́   
 3SG-go.CPL where   
 ‘where has s/he gone?’ (Sabe 1995: 208) 

 

when? 
The interrogative particle ‘when’ asks about the temporal setting of a situation and is used 
in place of a time adverbial at the end of a clause or is clefted to the beginning of the 
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clause. Gʋyʋma exhibits two similar particles: ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá and ɩndɩna374. No examples of this 
particle were found in the Gwaandama data. 

 Deeləmə    
(828)  mə́-zá=mɔ́ ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá   
 2SG.FUT-go.FV=VEN when   
 ‘when will you come?’ 

  
(829)  ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá mə́-zɩ́r-á=mɔ́ bál-kà=nà  
 when 2SG.FUT-bring-FV=VEN stick-KA=CF  
 ‘when are you going to bring the stick?’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(830)  bə-ɲwa ɟin ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá375  
 3PL.FUT-pay.FV 2PL.OBJ when  
 ‘when will they pay you?’ (Newman 1976: 57) 

  
(831)  ɩ̀ndɩ̀bá kà-zʋ́ yá-á nɩ́nə̀=nà 
 when 2PL-go.VEN place-A here=CF 
 ‘when did you come here?’ 

 
(832)  kə-yɩwã ɟalab ɩndɩna da 
 2SG-COP.FUT clever when INT? 
 ‘when will you become clever?’ (Ps 94, 8) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

 
(833)  ba-zwe=ĩ bə ɩndɩna da 
 3PL-ask=3SG.OBJ.NPST COMPL when INT? 
 ‘they ask (him/her): when?’ (Lk 21, 7) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

 

how? 
There is not enough data to give a conclusive description of the interrogative particle 
‘how’ and its use in a clause. For the sake of completeness, the few examples that occur 
in the data are presented here. The question particle appears to be ana in Deeləmə and ánɩ́ 
in Gʋyʋma. In Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, ɩndɩmana/inemenii and indəməni376, 
respectively, also occur. 

 Deeləmə    
(834)  áná mɔ̀=nà   
 how 2SG.SBJ=CF   
 ‘how are you? (talking to someone of the same age or younger)’ 

  

 
374 In Newman (1976: 57), there is one example in which ɩndɩna is translated as ‘why’.  
375 Actually ǹdɩ̀bá, but cf. Newman/Newman 1977b: 12. In my own recordings, a short (fleeting) 
vowel occurs.  
376 In the sources they are given as zəndəmana/zinemenii and dzindəməni. According to Newman 
(1976: 57), “zəndemana ‘in what name’ may be considered a fused clause”. However, zə and dzə 
mean ‘do’ in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama, respectively, and are indicated as such in the examples. 
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(835)  áná yá-à sɩ́sá-w-à=nà  
 how place-A cold-W-REF=CF  
 ‘how is the weather?’ (lit. how is the place of coldness?) 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(836)  ánɩ́ mwa-y-a dei=ni  
 how woman-Y-REF ?377=CF  
 ‘how is the wife?’ 

  
(837)  di a-b ba-ku ɲam-ha=ʋ 
 then some-B 3PL-kill animal-HA=DEF 
     
 ba-zə ɩndemana   
 3PL-do how   
 ‘then how do they kill the animals?’ (Newman 1976: 57) 

  
(838)  kà-zə ɩndɩmana də kà-wa-tɩr=ɩ=̃na 
 2PL-do how then 2PL-marry-RLT=3SG.OBJ=CF 
 ‘how do you go about marrying her?’ (Newman 1976: 57) 

  
(839)  zə inemeni ʃaitan swam-dɩr-ã ʃaitan=nɩ 
 do how Satan cast.out-RLT-FV Satan=CF 
 ‘how can Satan cast out Satan?’ (Mk 3, 23) (Longuda Bible Translation 

Society 1978: 103)/(Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 
 

 Gwaandama 
(840)  ar bə yə  
 ask COMPL 3SG.OBJ  
     
 dzə indəməni yika  
 do how then  
     
 sʋ̃-w-a tsə-r-ə tsətsə-m-ə=nə  
 dog-W-REF urinate-RLT-FV urine-M-REF=CF  
 ‘s/he asked him: “how can I get the urine out of the dog?”’ (Sabe 2014: 51) 

 

why? 
Although there are few examples with the interrogative particle ‘why’, it can be said that 
there are different ways to express the question ‘why’, similar to the question ‘how’. In 
Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma, the question word is bàzɩ́. In Gwaandama, the term hàbɩ́bɩ́ is 
attested in several examples, although Sabe (1995: 186, 2014: 29, 31) lists ɩ́mbɩ̀ɩ̀, but does 
not provide any examples.  
 

 
377 It resembles the interrogative tags dɛ́y and déy in Deeləmə and Gwaandama, respectively. 
However, it is found in a clause with an interrogative particle, which semantically excludes the 
tag. Cf. examples (832) and (833).  
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 Deeləmə 
(841)  bàzɩ́ má-ɟíb-r-ə̀ zwá-y-á=nà  
 why 2SG-beat-REL-FV child-Y-REF=CF  
 ‘why are you beating the child?’ 

  
(842)  bàzɩ́ mə́-zɩ́-r=wá=gà=nà   
 why 2SG-go-RLT=VEN=NEG=CF   
 ‘why didn’t you bring it?’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma 

(843)  Ayu bi bazɩ=nɩ  
 Rabbit COMPL why=CF  
 ‘Rabbit asked: why?’ (Anonymous 1975: 15) 

 
  Gwaandama 

(844)  hàbɩ́bɩ̀ mə̀-kùrū=nə̀   
 why 2SG-return=CF   
 ‘why did you return?’ [B-N1] 

  
(845)  hàbɩ́bɩ́ mə̀-hàw-rɩ̀378 dzé kwáháná-w-á mʋ̀=nà 
 why 2SG-stop-RLT do.FV work-W-REF 2SG.OBJ=CF 
 ‘why have you stopped doing your work?’ (Sabe 1995: 186) 

  
(846)  hàbɩ́bɩ̀ yʋ́ná mà-ꜜtsá-r-á dzáʋ́̃-l-á=nà 
 why ? 2SG-run-RLT-FV name-L-REF=CF 
 ‘why is it that you don’t want to mention the name?’ (lit. why do you run from 

the name?) [B-N4] 

In Gʋyʋma, there are two additional question words for ‘why’: zɩ́ndɩ̀bɩ̀bà and zindibibii379. 
They may consist of the verb ‘do’ and question words similar to ‘when’. However, they 
do not show subject agreement marking, suggesting that they are fixed expressions. This 
is reflected in the interlinearisation of the following examples. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(847)  nà-nɩ́ngɩ́ zɩ́ndɩ̀bɩ̀bà   
 2SG-give.3SG.OBJ why   
 ‘why did you give it to him/her?’ 

  
(848)  zɩ́ndɩ̀bɩ̀bà nà-nɩ́ngá-r=í=nà   
 why 2SG-give-REL=3SG.OBJ=CF   
 ‘why did you give it to him/her?’ 

  
 
 

 
378 This clause contains the only instance of a low tone on the relational verb extension. No 
explanation can be provided at present. 
379 The notation is preserved as it appears in the sources, i.e. it is not adapted to the orthography 
used in this thesis, as the origin of the terms has not yet been conclusively clarified. 
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(849)  zindibibii ka-kasɩ-r-ã ɲi=ne  
 why 2PL-search-RLT-FV.NPST 1SG.OBJ=CF  
 ‘why did you look for me?’380 (Lk 2, 49) (Longuda Bible Translation Society 

1978: 167)/(Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

 

7.2.4.3 Polar and tag questions 
Polar questions do not seek new information but ask whether a certain statement is true 
or false. They can typically be answered with an affirmative or negative lexeme, such as 
‘yes’ or ‘no’, although answers such as ‘maybe’ or ‘possibly’ can also be used. The most 
common way of expressing such questions is to use an intonation pattern that differs from 
that of a statement and to add a question particle (König/Siemund 2007: 291f., Köhler 
2015/2016: 347ff., 447, Aikhenvald 2016: 150). This is also applicable to Nʋngʋrama. 
All three varieties of Nʋngʋrama have a clause-final interrogative particle, which is wá 
in Deeləmə and wí in Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama. In addition, the clause intonation rises 
slightly throughout the clause, while it falls on the last syllable.381  

 Deeləmə    
(850)  mə̀-dʋ́ yɩ́r-á wá  

 2SG-see woman-F.DEF INT  
 ‘have you seen the woman?’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(851)  nə́-wúmè dà̃sɩ́-ká=ʋ̀ wí  
 2SG-open door-KA=DEF INT  
 ‘did you open the door?’ 

  
(852)  nà-hà ǹ dɛ̀k wí 

 2SG-COP INST? thus INT 
 ‘are you thus?’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 25) 

  
 Gwaandama   

(853)  mà-yɩ̀rá yɩ́-m-á bɩ́rà-má=ʋ̀ wí 
 2SG-want.FV milk-M.9-REF plenty-9=DEF INT 
 ‘do you want plenty of milk?’ [S-N1] 

  
(854)  nán=àr=ɩ̀m wí   

 PROG.3SG=call=2SG.OBJ INT   
 ‘was s/he calling you?’ (Sabe 1995: 153) 

Besides particles used in polar questions, Gwaandama and possibly Deeləmə exhibit 
interrogative tags, as described by König and Siemund (2007: 296f.) and Romero (2020: 
245ff.). Interrogative tags “contribute a certain bias by raising expectations toward either 

 
380 Although this clause has been translated with a past reference, it is marked with FV (occurring 
only in the imperfective and future) and nasalisation, which refers to non-past. 
381 The combination of a high tone and falling intonation is described as a falling (contour) tone 
by Newman/Newman (1974: 110, cf. Newman 1976: 56). 
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a positive or a negative answer” (König/Siemund 2007: 296). There are no occurrences 
of interrogative tags in the Gʋyʋma data (with one possible exception, see below). Polar 
questions and tag questions are described together in this chapter because they are 
formally similar. Both keep their basic word order and add an invariable particle at the 
end of the clause.  

An interrogative tag infrequently found in the Deeləmə and Gwaandama data is dɛ́y382 
and déy, respectively. Its meaning is not yet fully understood. According to one Deeləmə 
speaker, it expresses curiosity rather than doubt, as the following examples illustrate.  

 Deeləmə    
(855)  mə̀-ʃwɔ́kà gàlá-hà mɔ́ wá 

 2SG-brush tooth-HA 2SG.POSS INT 
 ‘did you brush your teeth?’ 

  
(856)  mə̀-ʃwɔ́kà gàlá-hà mɔ́ dɛ́y 

 2SG-brush tooth-HA 2SG.POSS INT 
 ‘did you really brush your teeth?’ 

  
(857)  mə̀-ɟá nɩ̀ ɟá-’á wá 

 2SG-eat thing food-A INT 
 ‘did you eat (food)?’ 

  
(858)  mə̀-ɟá nɩ̀ ɟá-’á dɛ́y 

 2SG-eat thing food-A INT 
 ‘you ate (food), didn’t you?’ 

  
(859)  zwá-y-á á-zə̀ màkáràn-tá wá 

 child-Y-REF.DEF 3SG-go school-TA.DEF INT 
 ‘did the child go to school?’ 

  
(860)  zwá-yá á-zə̀ màkáràn-tá dɛ́y 

 child-Y 3SG-go school-TA.DEF INT 
 ‘the child went to school, didn’t s/he?’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(861)  án-wámà dzwá-b déy  
 3SG.SR-born.CPL child-B INT  
 ‘he had born sons, didn’t he?’ [B-N1] 

 
(862)  bàn-hâmá Gwà̃ːdɩ̀-b-à déy  

 3PL.SR-COP.CPL Gwaanda-B-REF INT  
 ‘[Is it he who brought the air sacks? – No, they were in the house already. –] 

Gwaanda people already had them, isn’t it?’ [B-N1] 

Gwaandama also has a particle nə̀, which may be an interrogative tag as well. In Gʋyʋma, 
a similar morpheme ní is reported in J. Newman (1978: 101) and B. Newman (1976: 56, 

 
382 Sometimes also pronounced as [dɛ́].  
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1978: 33). However, it is not clear whether it is an interrogative tag or how it differs from 
the interrogative particle wí.  

 Gʋyʋma    
(863)  a-ningam dɩ-ka ma ní 

 3SG-give.2SG.OBJ cloth-KA DEM2 INT 
 ‘did he give you this cloth?’ (Newman 1976: 56) 

  
 Gwaandama 

(864)  yɩ́ká táwrɩ́383 Ìstɩ́fánʋ̀s bə́r mwár-kà-rá nə̀ 
 then late Istifanus climb leadership-KA-PP.on INT 
 ‘that was when late Istifanus got to power [isn’t it]?’ [B-N2] 

In the Gwaandama data, additional interrogative tags occur (cf. §3.8.7). These are clearly 
complex phrases that include negative particles. However, the literal meaning of these 
phrases is not yet clear. The anticipated responses to questions with these interrogative 
phrases are affirmative (cf. König/Siemund 2007: 396f.). 

 Gwaandama    
(865)  mə̀-tsɩ́m=ɩ̀ hɩ́ngá   
 2SG-know=3SG.OBJ INT   
 ‘you know him/her, don’t you?’ (Sabe 1995: 263) 

  
(866)  mə̀-tsɩ́m=ɩ̀ hàgɩ̂n.dúkùn.gá.wɩ́   
 2SG-know=3SG.OBJ INT   
 ‘you know him/her, is it not?’ (Sabe 1995: 263) 

  
(867)  tswàn-tà à-cóù ʋ̀-tà  
 abuse-TA 3SG-pertain paternal.kinship-TA  
     
 ɟàhám-tá à-cóù kwàn-tà  
 burial.relation-TA 3SG-pertain maternal.kinship-TA  
     
 hà.gə́.nə̀.dṹkù.gə́    
 INT    
 ‘joking relations pertain to the paternal kinship group [while] burial relations 

pertain to the maternal kinship group, isn’t it?’ [B-N1]  

 

7.2.4.4 Rhetorical questions 
Rhetorical questions differ from other questions in their discourse function. While so-
called information-seeking questions, i.e. content and polar questions, demand an answer, 
rhetorical questions do not. They also differ from information-seeking questions in that 
they “have the feel of an assertion” (Dehé/Braun 2020: 607f.).  

 
383 Actually táʋ́rə́.  
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Rhetorical questions in Nʋngʋrama are formed by negating a declarative clause, 
optionally with a polar interrogative particle (e.g. example (869)). No examples are 
attested in the Deeləmə data. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(868)  na-nũ=gi    

 2SG-hear=NEG    
 ‘aren’t you hearing?’ (Newman 1976: 58) 

  
(869)  a-bʋr=ga wi   

 3SG-move=NEG INT   
 ‘didn’t he move away?’ (Newman 1976: 58) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(870)  nə́-yʋ́wámá gə́=ɲí   
 1SG-COP.FUT.CPL NEG=inside   
     
 ná-pə̀rgə́ mángʋ̀rʋ̀-l-à=gà   
 1SG-pluck.FV mango-L-REF=NEG   
 ‘shall I have not been plucking a mango?’ (Sabe 1995: 426)384 

  
(871)  há gə̀ ná=nə́-dáw kwàr-ká 

 COP NEG PROG=1SG-put medicine-KA 
     
 yà-à dàw-rá=gá   
 place-A sleep-PP.on=NEG   
 ‘was I not putting the medicine on the bed?’ (Sabe 1995: 394)385 

 

7.3 Clauses with nonverbal predicates 
Simple clauses with verbal predicates have been described in the previous chapters. 
However, clauses can also have nonverbal predicates. Five types can be differentiated 
typologically: nominal, adjectival, existential, locational and possessive predicates. They 
usually express a stative condition and give some information about the subject of the 
clause, either with another nominal (‘my dog is a cocker spaniel’) or with an adjective 
(‘my dog is black’), with information about the location (‘my dog is in the house’) or 
something about its possessions (‘I have a dog’) or they simply state that something exists 
(‘there is a dog’) (Dryer 2007a: 225, Dürr/Schlobinski 2021: 124).  

Most languages “treat at least one of these types differently from the other two” (Dryer 
2007a: 225). Sometimes languages use a simple juxtaposition of the nonverbal predicate 

 
384 The clause is translated as ‘shall I be plucking a mango?’. However, due to the negation, it is 
translated differently here. 
385 The clause is rendered as ‘do/am I putting the medicine on the bed?’ in the original source. 
However, given that the clause is negated and the copula and the verb are in their neutral form, 
i.e. the factative, the clause is translated differently in this instance.  
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with its subject, while other languages use a copula. The copula may come from a 
grammaticalised verb, but it may also be nonverbal in nature (Dryer 2007a: 225f.).  

In Nʋngʋrama, nominal predicates are formally treated differently from the other types. 
They use a simple juxtaposition (§7.3.1), whereas the other non-verbal clauses use a 
copula (§7.3.2). The language is thus of the ‘split’ type (Stassen 2009: 265f.). 

 

7.3.1 Nominal predicates 
Nominal predicates, which state a general predication, are simply juxtaposed to the 
subject, i.e. a noun (phrase) or a subject pronoun. There is no formal distinction between 
‘proper/class inclusion’ or ‘true nominal predicates’ (e.g. ‘she is a teacher’) and 
‘equative/equational clauses’ or ‘identification clauses’ (e.g. ‘he is my father’) (cf. Payne 
1997: 114, Dryer 2007a: 233).  

 Deeləmə    
(872)   ɲí zwı̃́-y-è   

 1SG.SBJ child-Y-REF   
 ‘I am a child’ 

  
(873)  yɩ̀r-á ʃɔ́m-à   

 woman-F.DEF mother-w   
 ‘the woman is a mother’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(874)  ɟíɟù-hé=ù ɲà̃-há   
 goat-HA.REF=DEF animal-HA.REF   
 ‘the goats are animals’ 

  
(875)  yɩna kwandɩ-y   

 3SG.SBJ chief-Y   
 ‘s/he is a chief’ (Newman 1976: 38, 46) 

  
(876)  ɲíné zwı̃́-y-è   

 1SG.SBJ child-Y.REF   
 ‘I am a child’ 

  
(877)  yɩna kwam Ayu  

 3SG.SBJ little Rabbit  
 ‘he is little Rabbit’ (Newman 1976: 67) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(878)  yɩ̀-r-á yá-bɩ̀ dɩ̀bkʋ̀n-y-à  
 man-Y.1-REF 1-DEM1 fighter-Y-REF  
 ‘this man is a fighter’ (Hiraki 1986: 105) 

  
(879)  yɩ́nà Bagarɩ̀   

 3SG.SBJ Bagari   
 ‘he is Bagari’ [B-N1] 
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Deeləmə and Gwaandama have a different strategy than Gʋyʋma for the negation of 
nominal predicates. In Deeləmə and Gwaandama, the copula hà and the negator gə́ are 
inserted after the subject and the negative marker =gÀ (Deeləmə)/=gÁ (Gwaandama) is 
added to the final element of the clause (cf. §6.5 on negation of the imperfective).  

 Deeləmə    
(880)  ɲí hà gə́ kúrì-w-ə̀=gə̀ 

 1SG.SBJ COP NEG father-W-REF=NEG 
 ‘I am not a father’ 

  
(881)  ɲí hà gə́ zwá-y-à=gá 

 1SG.SBJ COP NEG child-Y-REF=NEG 
 ‘I am not a child’ 

  
 Gwaandama 

(882)  yí-bí hà gə́ dzwɩ̃́-y=gá 
 1-DEM1 COP NEG child-Y=NEG 
 ‘this one is not a child’ 

  
(883)  kàlgɩ̀n-à hà gə́ nɩ̀ dzʋ́-á=gá 

 lie-A COP NEG thing.6 good-6=NEG 
 ‘lying is not a good thing’ [B-N1] 

Gʋyʋma also has double negation marking, but it differs from Deeləmə and Gwaandama 
in that the first negation morpheme is na386 and it occurs at the beginning of the clause387. 
The second marker is the clitic =gÀ, which attaches to the last lexeme of the clause (cf. 
Newman 1976: 58). The subject pronoun 3SG is represented by a zero morpheme. 
Newman (1976: 58) assumes that “the negative particle na replaces the subject”, but 
examples (886) and (887) suggest otherwise. 

 Gʋyʋma    
(884)  na Ø mwã-y-a=ga  

 NEG 3SG.SBJ girl-Y-REF=NEG  
 ‘she is not a girl’ (Newman 1976: 58) 

  
(885)  na Ø nɩ ham-a=ga 

 NEG 3SG.SBJ thing.6 good-6=NEG 
 ‘it isn’t a good thing’ (Newman 1976: 58) 

  
(886)  na ɲi Ayu=ga  

 NEG 1SG.SBJ Rabbit=NEG  
 ‘is it not me Rabbit?’ (Newman 1976: 58) 

  

 
386 Tone is not specified in the examples.  
387 With one exception:  
 

ɲín ná zwı̃́-y-é=gè 
1SG.SBJ NEG child-Y-REF=NEG 
‘I am not a child’ 
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(887)  na mɩr zwa-b-a a cɩba-w-a=ʋ=ga 
 NEG 1PL.EXCL.SBJ child-B-REF GEN slave-W-REF=DEF=NEG 
 ‘we are not children of the slave’ (Gal 4: 31) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

When expressing a past or future notion, a copula is inserted between the noun phrases 
or pronouns. For an overview of the different copulas in the varieties, cf. §3.8.5. Examples 
of nominal predicates in the past and future are:  

 Deeləmə    
(888)  yí-r-ə́ á-hárá kúrí-w-ə̀  

 man-R.1-REF.DEF 1-COP.PST.NOM father-W-REF  
 ‘the man was a father’ 

  
(889)  yɩ́r-á à-yʋ̀rá ʃɔ́m-à  

 woman-F.1.DEF 1-COP.FUT.NOM mother-W.REF  
 ‘the woman will be a mother’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(890)  del na-har zwĩ-y-e  
 when 1SG-COP.PST.NOM child-Y-REF  
 ‘when I was a child…’ (Newman 1976: 46) 

  
(891)  kə-yɩwã na Yamba-w-a  

 2PL.FUT-COP.FUT.NOM like God-W-REF  
 ‘you will be like God’ (Gen 3, 5) (Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 

  
(892)  nə-yɩwrã kur-w-e twakɩ-m dabdab 

 2SG.FUT-COP.FUT.NOM father-W-REF ground-M many 
 ‘you will be the father of many nations’ (lit. grounds) (Gen 17, 4) (Wycliffe 

Bible Translators n.d.) 
 

 Gwaandama    
(893)  à-háráː dzwĩ-bàmbà-y-à   

 1-COP.PST.NOM child-bow-Y-REF   
 ‘s/he was a hunter’ [S-N2] 

  
(894)  yà á-bí á-n-hárá gə́ 

 place.6 6-DEM1 6.SR-COP.PST.NOM NEG 
     
 tɩ́-l=gá wê   
 thicket-L=NEG INT   
 ‘was this place not a thicket?’ [B-N1] 

  
(895)  à-yʋ̀rá dzwĩ-bàmbà-y-à   

 1.FUT-COP.FUT.NOM child-bow-Y-REF   
 ‘s/he will be(come) a hunter’ [S-N2] 
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7.3.2 Other non-verbal clause types 
Nʋngʋrama uses the same copula with adjectival, existential, locational and possessive 
predicates (when the possessed item is a noun, not a pronoun), with a small change in 
Deeləmə (cf. §3.3.2). The copula occurs between the subject and the predicate. There is 
inconsistency in the data regarding whether a subject agreement marker is attached to the 
copula or not. Subject agreement marking mostly occurs in NF classes B and HA and is 
often present with copulas in the factative or future. It is suspected that it is in the midst 
of a reduction process in non-verbal clauses. Therefore, when no subject agreement 
marker is overtly present, it is indicated by a zero morpheme. 

Examples and differences will be discussed in the following sections. 

 

7.3.2.1 Adjectival predicates  
The adjectival predicate agrees with the subject, except those that are invariable (cf. 
§3.4.1 and 3.5). The following examples in all three varieties show clauses with adjectival 
predicates. Subject agreement markers are only overtly expressed when the subject noun 
occurs with NF class B or HA. In all other cases, subject agreement markers are covert and 
are thus represented by a zero morpheme in the examples (compare examples (900) and 
(901), cf. §4.4.10). 

 Deeləmə    
(896)  mɩ̀yá-w-á Ø-hà fílé̃  

 goat-W.3-REF.DEF 3-COP small  
 ‘the goat is small’ 

 
(897)  dɩ́-ká Ø-hà ʃɩ́kàʃɩ́kà  

 cloth-KA.7.DEF 7-COP green  
 ‘the cloth is green’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(898)  swà-w-á=ʋ̀ Ø-hà mwárá-wà  
 house-W.3-REF=DEF 3-COP big-3  
 ‘the house is big’ 

  
(899)  múngòrò-lá=ʋ̀ Ø-hà ɟʋ́mà-là  

 mango-L.5.REF=DEF 5-COP sour-5  
 ‘the mango is sour’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(900)  wá-y-á Ø-hà fɩ́rà-yà=ʋ̀  
 father-Y.1-REF 1-COP friendly-1=DEF  
 ‘the father is friendly’ [S-N3] 

  
(901)  wá-b-á ba-hà fɩ́rà-bà=ʋ̀  

 father-B.2-REF 2-COP friendly-2=DEF  
 ‘the fathers are friendly’ [S-N3] 
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(902)  Ø-hà fɩ́rà-yà388   
 1-COP friendly-1   
 ‘s/he is friendly’ [S-N2] 

   
(903)  tám-náː yá-w-á Ø-hà dzwé-wə̀ 

 play-thing.A game-W.3-REF 3-COP good-3 
 ‘playing is good’ (Sabe 1995: 151) 

   
(904)  wàhà-ká Ø-hà fílı ̃́  

 tree-KA.7 7-COP small  
 ‘the tree is small’ [S-N3]389 

  
(905)  Bɔ̀̃hɔ́yá-b-á bə̀-hà dàbdàb  

 Bonhoya-B.2-REF 2-COP different  
 ‘the Bonhoyaba [a Nʋngʋra paternal kinship group] are different’ [B-N1] 

In Deeləmə, a nasal =n is sometimes added after the copula in clauses with adjectival 
predicates. It appears to be triggered when the adjective agrees with the head noun (cf. 
examples (906) to (909) below), but does not occur when the adjective is invariable (cf. 
examples (896) and (897) above). It is hypothesised that it is derived from the 
instrumental preposition nə̀, in which case the adjective would acquire nominal features, 
forming an adpositional phrase with the preposition. In such an instance, a clause like 
(906) should be translated as ‘the tortoise is with bigness’. Since invariable adjectives are 
ideophones, they cannot acquire nominal features and therefore cannot occur in an 
adpositional phrase. The nasal =n it is glossed as =N in the examples in the meantime, 
until this hypothesis is verified or falsified (cf. §3.3.2 and §7.3.2.4). 

 Deeləmə    
(906)  tángɩ́mákwándɩ́-l-á Ø-hà=n mwárá-là  

 tortoise-L.5-REF.DEF 5-COP=N big-5  
 ‘the tortoise is big’    

 
(907)  tángɩ́mákwándɩ́-’à Ø-hà=n mwárá-‘à  

 tortoise-A.6 6-COP=N big-6  
 ‘tortoises are big’ 

  
(908)  Ø-hà=n sɩ́sá-mà   

 9-COP=N cold-9   
 ‘it [e.g. the water/weather] is (being) cold’ 

  
(909)  Ø-hà=n bə̀lı ̃́ fár-wà ɲɔ́ 

 3-COP=N cow.3 red-3 there 
 ‘it is a red cow there’ 

 
388 Actually fɩ́rà-yàʋ̀, also in examples (918) and (920).  
389 but:  
 

wàhà fílı ̃́-ká=ù 
tree.7 small-7=DEF 
‘the small tree’ [S-N3] 
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This nasal also occurs in the following examples with other copulas indicating past and 
future (compare example (911) with (910) and example (913) with (912)).  

 Deeləmə    
(910)  tángɩ́mákwándɩ́-l-á à-háyá fílè̃  

 tortoise-L.5-REF.DEF 5-COP.PST small  
 ‘the tortoise was small’ 

 
(911)  ʃwá-w-á Ø-háyá=n mwárá-wà  

 house-W.3-REF.DEF 3-COP.PST=N big-3  
 ‘the house was big’ 

 
(912)  tángɩ́mákwándɩ́-l-á à-bá-yʋ̀wá fílè̃  

 tortoise-L.5-REF.DEF 5-?-COP.FUT small  
 ‘the tortoise will be small’ 

  
(913)  tángɩ́mákwándɩ́-l-á à-bá-yʋ̀wá=n mwárá-là  

 tortoise-L.5-REF.DEF 5-?-COP.FUT=N big-5  
 ‘the tortoise will be(come) big’ 

As the clauses above show, different copulas must be used to change the aspect of the 
clause (cf. §3.3.2). In these cases, the subject agreement marker generally occurs as a- for 
NF classes representing the singular. However, there are some exceptions that cannot be 
accounted for at this time, such as Deeləmə example (911) above and Gʋyʋma example 
(916) below. No examples occur in the data for NF classes depicting the plural. 
Furthermore, the morpheme bá- in the Deeləmə examples (910) and (913) remains 
unexplained.  

 Gʋyʋma    
(914)  swà-w-á=ʋ̀ á-há mwárá-wà  

 house-W.3-REF=DEF 3-COP.PST big-3  
 ‘the house was/used to be big’ 

  
(915)  á-há sɩ ̃̂ sɩ ̃̂    

 3SG-COP.PST cold   
 ‘it [e.g. the water/weather] was cold’ 

  
(916)  má-m-á=ʋ̀ Ø-ꜜyʋ̀wà̃ sɩ ̃̂ sɩ ̃̂   

 water-M.9-REF=DEF 9-COP.FUT cold  
 ‘the water will be cold’ 

  
(917)  ma-m-a=ʋ a-yʋwã ɲʋma-ma  

 water-M.9-REF=DEF 9-COP.FUT hot-9  
 ‘the water is getting hot’ (Newman 1976: 54) 
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 Gwaandama    
(918)  à-háː390 fɩ́rà-yà   

 1-COP.PST friendly-1   
 ‘s/he was friendly’ [S-N2] 

  
(919)  à-háː gé cɩ́nà-yʋ̀=gá  

 1-COP.PST NEG healthy-1=NEG  
 ‘s/he has been ill’ (lit. s/he has not been healthy’) [S-N2] 

 
(920)  à-yʋ̀wá fʋ̀rà-yà   

 1.FUT-COP.FUT friendly-1   
 ‘s/he will be friendly’ [S-N2] 

 

7.3.2.2 Existentials 
Existential statements assert “the existence of some entity, usually in some specified 
location” (Payne 1997: 112). In Nʋngʋrama, this is expressed using a thetic construction, 
i.e. a “monomial” predication in which “no argument is picked out as a predication base: 
the entire situation, including all of its participants, is asserted as a unitary whole” (Sasse 
1995: 4f.). The construction involves a noun phrase in Nʋngʋrama followed by the 
particle hà in clauses with a present reading in all three varieties. Deeləmə uses the 
particles háyá̃ and yʋ́wá̃ for past and future readings, respectively. There are no instances 
of these particles in the data on Gʋyʋma and Gwaandama.391 

 Deeləmə    
(921)  yàhá-w-à Ø-hà   

 ghost-W.3-REF 3-COP   
 ‘there is a ghost’ 

  
(922)  sɩ ̃́-hà bá-hà   

 fly-HA.4 4-COP   
 ‘there are flies at the riverbank’ 

  
(923)  sɩ ̃́-hà bà-háyá   

 fly-HA.4 4-COP.PST   
 ‘there were flies’ 

  
(924)  sɩ ̃́-w-à á-yʋ́wá   

 fly-W.3-REF 3-COP.FUT   
 ‘there will be a fly’ 

  
 

390 The reason for the low tone on the subject agreement marker in this and the following example 
is unclear. 
391 The particles hà, háyá̃ and yʋ́wá̃ are glossed as COP and are also listed in §3.3.2 with the other 
copulas although they do not function as copulas in existential clauses, because such constructions 
are not bipartite, i.e. the particles do not function as linkers, which is a defining feature for copulas. 
However, they do function as copulas in other contexts and are therefore also glossed as such 
here. 
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(925)  sɩ ̃́-hà bə̀-yʋ́wá   
 fly-HA.4 4-COP.FUT   
 ‘there will be flies’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(926)  má-m-á=ʋ̀ Ø-hà   
 water-M.9-REF=DEF 9-COP   
 ‘there is the water’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(927)  dwà-m-à Ø-hà   
 water-M-REF 9-COP   
 ‘there is water’ 

In order to negate existentials, the clause-final negative clitic is added.  

 Deeləmə    
(928)  yàhá-w-á Ø-hà=gá   

 ghost-W.3-REF 3-COP=NEG   
 ‘there is no ghost’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(929)  má-m-á=ʋ̀ Ø-hà=gà   
 water-M.9-REF=DEF 9-COP=NEG   
 ‘there is no water’ 

  
(930)  ba-a Ø-ha=ga   

 money-A.6 6-COP=NEG   
 ‘there isn’t any money’ (Newman 1976: 58) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(931)  dwà-m-à Ø-hà=gá   
 water-M.9-REF 9-COP=NEG   
 ‘there is no water’ 

In the data on Gʋyʋma, a second possibility for negation occurs: the copula hà and the 
negative marker =gÁ prepose the noun and the second negative marker =gÀ follows it 
(compare (929) with (932) and (930) with (933)). 

(932)  hà=gá má-m-á=ʋ̀=gà   
 COP=NEG water-M-REF=DEF=NEG   
 ‘there is no water’ 

  
(933)  hà=gá ba-a=gà   

 COP=NEG money-A=NEG   
 ‘there isn’t any money’ (Newman 1976: 58) 
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(934)  hanɟa ha=ga sɩngɩla-ha kargar-l-a-ya=ʋ=ga dɩ 
 although COP=NEG sheep-HA pen-L-REF-PP.inside=DEF=NEG if 
 ‘[…] though there are no sheep in the pen […]’ (Hab 3, 17) (Wycliffe Bible 

Translators n.d.)  

Existentials, such as ‘there once was X and Y’ or ‘long ago, there were X and Y’, are 
often used to introduce the main characters of a story. However, in Nʋngʋrama, the 
characters are simply mentioned without a copula, as in the Gʋyʋma examples below:  

 Gʋyʋma     
(935)  ci wankɩ-w-a a-ze ne  

 other time-W.3-REF 3-do COM  
      
 Ayu di Larawa di Nungeyewe 
 Rabbit and Elephant and Hippo 
 ‘a long time ago, there were Rabbit, Elephant and Hippo’ (J. Newman 1978: 

91f.) 
 

(936)  ci mwã-y-a gɩ-ya ma392 zwa-b na-b-sɩr 
 certain woman-Y.1-REF ?-1 DEM2 child-B.2 NUM-2-two 

 ‘there was a certain woman with two children’ (Newman 1976: 67)  

 

7.3.2.3 Locational predicates 
Locational predicates are existential thetic constructions with a locative complement. The 
spatial preposition á is optional, except when it precedes a proper noun (such as a city, 
country or year, cf. examples (945) and (946)). 

 Deeləmə    
(937)  mɩ̀yá-há bà-hà á páká-l-dà 

 goat-HA.4.DEF 4-COP SPAT field-L-PP.on 
 ‘there are goats on the field’ 

  
(938)  sɩ ̃́-hà bá-hà á fí-kà mí-l-ə̀ 

 fly-HA.4 4-COP SPAT river-KA body-L-REF 
 ‘there are flies at the riverbank’ 

  
(939)  Ø-hà ʃɔ́   

 3SG-COP home   
 ‘s/he is at home’  

  

 
392 Newman glosses gɩya-ma as ‘here-this’, which does not apply to the analysis in this thesis. The 
clause could alternatively be represented as follows. Either way, the translation of gɩ remains 
unsolved. 
 

ci mwã-ya gɩ ya-ma zwa-b na-b-sɩr 
certain woman-Y.1 ? 1-DEM3 child-B.2 NUM-2-two 
‘there was a certain woman with two children’ (Newman 1976: 67)  
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 Gʋyʋma    
(940)  círé-w-é=ù Ø-hà fílú-yé=ù  

 knife-W.3-REF=DEF 3-COP field-PP.inside=DEF  
 ‘the knife is in/on the field’ 

  
(941)  ɲín ná-hà=gá yã=gá  

 1SG.SBJ 1SG-COP.PST=NEG here=NEG  
 ‘me, I wasn’t here’ (B. Newman 1978: 33) 

 
(942)  Ø-ha ye   

 3SG-COP there   
 ‘s/he is there’ (J. Newman 1978: 92) 

   
(943)  ba-ha da-ka-ra   

 3PL-COP road-KA-PP.on   
 ‘they are on the road’ (Newman 1976: 46) 

  
(944)  dɛ́l bà-hár mwá-w mɩ́-l-é=ù393 

 when 3PL-COP.PST.NOM394 farm-W body-L-REF=DEF 
 ‘when they were at the farm’ (Newman/Newman 1977b: 70) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(945)  pátɩ̀-he sɩ̀yásà nà-há-bì bə̀-há 
 party-HA.4 political NUM-4-how.many 4-COP.PST 
     
 á Nìɟéríyà á 1982=nə̀ 
 SPAT Nigeria SPAT 1982=CF 
 ‘how many political parties were in Nigeria in 1982?’ (Hiraki 1986: 179), [S-

N1] 
  
(946)  dzwá-b nà-b-kwɩ̀ kawʋndá-bá ba-yʋ̀ 

 child-B.2 NUM-2-three first-2 2- 3SG.POSS 
     
 bə̀-hà á Jòs  
 2-COP SPAT Jos  
 ‘her first three children were/lived in Jos’ (Hiraki 1986: 208) 

  
(947)  nì dà Ø-hà tébùr-w-è-rà395 

 thing.6 eat 6-COP table-W-REF-PP.on 
 ‘the food is on the table’ (Hiraki 1986: 84) 

  
(948)  nə́-háː tán-l-ə́=ɲí   

 1SG-COP.PST room-L-REF=PP.inside   
 ‘I was in a room’ (Sabe 1995: 144) 

  
 

 
393 mìléù in Newman/Newman (1977b: 5). 
394 It is unclear why the copula used for nominal predicates is employed here.  
395 Actually tébùrwùrà.  
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(949)  Ø-hà tswá=ɲí=ù   
 3SG-COP house=PP.inside=DEF   
 ‘s/he is in the house’ [S-N2] 

 

7.3.2.4 Possessive predicates 
Predicative possession is defined by Stassen (2009: 15) as comprising two entities, the 
possessor and the possessee, which are in a “relatively enduring locational relation”. The 
“possessor exerts control over the possessee” (Stassen 2009: 15), who is usually human.  

Stassen (2009: 48, 54, 57, 62) identifies four basic types of possessive predicates: 
Locational Possessive, With-Possessive, Topic-Possessive and Have-Possessive. 
Nʋngʋrama has three different constructions that can be attributed to Locational 
Possessives, Topic-Possessives and With-Possessives. They all have in common that they 
can be regarded as “SYNTACTICALLY INTRANSITIVE” and are “encoded in the basic form 
of a LOCATIVE or EXISTENTIAL SENTENCE” (Stassen 2009: 49). Locational possessives 
involve the possessee (Y) as the subject of the clause and the possessor (X) in oblique or 
adverbial position (Stassen 2009: 50). The examples below can thus literally be translated 
as ‘there is Y with X’. 

In a Locational Possessive in Nʋngʋrama, the possessor is marked with the comitative 
(cf. §3.8.2) in oblique position. The pronouns used for the possessor are similar to the 
subject, object and possessive pronouns as described in §3.6, but not identical. The copula 
and the subject agreement markers are optional (indicated by brackets in the examples). 

 Deeləmə    
(950)  gwán-w-à (Ø-hà) ɲí=nə̀  

 horse/car-W.3-REF (3-COP) 1SG=COM  
 ‘I have a car’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(951)  bá bré (Ø-hà) ɲí=nè 
 money.6 much.6 (6-COP) 1SG=COM 
 ‘I have a lot of money’ 

   
(952)  kwara-w-a=ʋ (Ø-ha) ɟi=ne  

 calabash-W.3-REF=DEF (3-COP) 1PL.EXCL=COM  
 ‘we have the calabash’ (Newman 1976: 47) 

 
 Gwaandama    

(953)  bélı ̃́-hə́ (bà-há) yɩ̀=nà  
 cow-HA.4 (4-COP) 3SG=COM  
 ‘s/he has cows’ [B-N1] 

In Gwaandama, a morpheme -r is sometimes suffixed to the copula in possessive 
predicate constructions. It is possible that -r is the relational verb extension -rÍ, although 
in Gwaandama it is generally not shortened. Therefore, hà-rɩ́ would be expected instead 
of hà-r if it was indeed the relational verb extension (cf. §3.3.3.3). 
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(954)  mátʋ-w-á wa-yɩ̀ Ø-hà-r wá-mʋ=na  
 car-W.3-REF 3-which 3-COP-? 3-2SG.POSS=CF  
 ‘which car is yours?’ (Hiraki 1986: 132) 

 
(955)  ɲà bwàb-à ı ̃́-bù̃ Ø-hà-r kàlɩ́-à 
 mouth.6 tie-6 6-3PL.POSS 6-COP-? one-6 
 ‘their promises were all the same’ (lit. their tied mouths are one) (Hiraki 

1986: 213) 

When the possessor is not a pronoun but a noun (phrase), it must be topicalised through 
left-dislocation. This parallels Stassen’s (2009: 57f.) Topic-Possessive. As the possessor 
is not only topicalised but also represented in oblique object position, it also resembles 
the locational possessive. Examples in Nʋngʋrama only occur in the Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama data and can be translated as ‘regarding X, there is Y with X’.  

 Gʋyʋma     
(956)  tara-b sɩla-ta (Ø-ha) bɩ=na wi 

 Tara-B.2 cotton-TA.8 (8-COP) 3PL=COM INT 
 ‘do the Tara people have cotton (with them)?’ (Newman 1976: 56) 

 
 Gwaandama 

(957)  wɛ́ ɲú mɩ̀yá-w-á (Ø-hà) gə́ yɩ̀=ná=gá 
 father.Y.1 1SG.POSS goat-W.3-REF (3-COP) NEG 3SG=COM=NEG 
 ‘my father, he has no goat’ 

Predicative possession can also be expressed using a With-Possessive construction in 
Nʋngʋrama. This construction differs from the other two possible constructions in that 
the possessor, not the possessee, is in subject position. Consequently, the possessee occurs 
as an oblique object (Stassen 2009: 54). It is noteworthy that Deeləmə and Gwaandama, 
but not Gʋyʋma, display a clitic =n and =nɩ̀/=nə̀, respectively, which may be the same as 
the nasal occurring with adjectival predicates in Deeləmə (cf. §3.3.2 and §7.3.2.1). It 
cliticises onto the copula or, if the clause is negated, to the negation particle.  

 Deeləmə    
(958)  kùrí-w-ə̀ ɲə́ (Ø-hà=n)  

 father-W.3-REF 1SG.POSS (3-COP=N)  
     
 mɩ̀yá-há yɩ̀=nà kô  
 goat-HA.DEF 3SG=COM ten  
 ‘my father has ten goats’ 

  
(959)  yɩ́r-à Ø-hà=n ʃwá-w-à yɩ̀=nà 

 woman-F.1 1-COP=N house-W-REF 3SG=COM 
 ‘a woman has a house’ 

  
(960)  Ø-hà gə́=n gwán-w-à ɲí=nə̀=gə̀ 

 1SG-COP NEG=N horse/car-W-REF 1SG=COM 
 ‘I don’t have a car’ 
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(961)  Ø-hà gə́=n bá-‘á ɲí=nə̀=gə̀ 
 1SG-COP NEG=N money-A.DEF 1SG=COM=NEG 
 ‘I don’t have money’ 

  
  Gʋyʋma    

(962)  Ø-hà=gá bá ɲí=nè=gè  
 1SG-COP=NEG money 1SG=COM=NEG  
 ‘I don’t have money’ 

  
(963)  kùrù ɲú Ø-hà=gá ɟíɟé-hé yɩ̀=ná=gà 

 father.1 1SG.POSS 1-COP=NEG goat-HA 3SG=COM=NEG 
 ‘my father has no goats’ 

  
(964)  bə́ Ø-hà=gá kwárà-há yɩ̀=ná=gà 

 COMPL 3SG-COP=NEG calabash-HA 3SG=COM=NEG 
 ‘s/he says that s/he doesn’t have calabashes’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(965)  ná-ꜜhà=nɩ̀ bá-á bɩ́rà=ʋ̀  
 1SG.IMP-COP=N money-A.6 much.6=DEF  
 ‘I have much money’ (Hiraki 1986: 191), [S-N1] 

  
(966)  ná-ꜜhà=nɩ̀ dzwı̃́-y kàlí-yà  

 1SG.IMP-COP=N child-Y.1 one-1  
 ‘I have one child’ (Hiraki 1986: 58), [S-N1] 

  
(967)  kə̀=hà gə́=nə̀ bwá-l kó fɩ́lɩ ̃́=gá 

 1PL.INCL=COP NEG=N salt-L even small=NEG 
 ‘we don’t have salt at all’ (Hiraki 1986: 186), [S-N1] 

 

7.4 Complex clauses 
7.4.1 General remarks 
Complex clauses contain two or more simple clauses. These can be either coordinated 
and are therefore syntactically equal, or subordinated, meaning one clause is dependent 
on the other. Subclauses are embedded in the main clause and therefore cannot stand 
alone. They can be relative clauses, complement clauses and clauses reporting direct or 
indirect speech or adverbial clauses. Relative clauses are discussed in §5.4.2 as they 
function as attributes of a noun phrase and agree with the head noun. Other coordinated 
and subordinated clauses are introduced in the following subchapters. 

 

7.4.2 Clause coordination 
In many languages, coordination of “two or more units of the same type” (Haspelmath 
2007: 1) occur, particularly with the conjunction ‘and’. Often, or even exclusively, this 
conjunction combines nouns and noun phrases (for noun phrase coordination in 
Nʋngʋrama, cf. §5.3). In other languages, such as Nʋngʋrama, verbs and verb phrases are 
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also combined (Schachter/Shopen 2007: 47). To coordinate two verbal clauses in 
Nʋngʋrama, two different strategies can be used.  

The first strategy, referred to by Haspelmath as (2007: 6f.) “asyndetic coordination”, 
involves the simple juxtaposition of clauses without any overt conjunction. This strategy 
is illustrated in the following examples, in which the clauses are enclosed in square 
brackets. 

 Deeləmə    
(968)  [á-ʃwà] [ná=á-tàm]   

 [3SG-sit] [PROG=3SG-weep]   
 ‘s/he sat [and] he was weeping’ 

  
(969)  [nə́-mɔ́kà] [nə́-zʋ́ ʃwá-w-à]  

 [1SG-run] [1SG-go.VEN house-W-REF]  
 ‘I ran around the house’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(970)  [ná-cín=gə́ ɩ́yà=gà]   
 [1SG-meet=NEG 3SG.OBJ=NEG]   
     
 [yɩ̀ná ɲʋ́ràm ká-cín-é]  
 [3SG.SBJ now 1PL.EXCL-meet-FV]  
 ‘I never met him/her [but] now we are meeting’ (lit. I never met him/her, it is 

now, we are meeting) 
  
(971)  [á-sʋ́ á cámbé-l-é-rà]  

 [3SG-sit.VEN.FV SPAT chair-L-REF-PP.on]  
     
 [á-cé̃ tákádà-w-à]   
 [3SG-read.FV book-W-REF]   
 ‘s/he is sitting on a chair [and] s/he is reading a book’ 

  
 Gwaandama     

(972)  [Kwàyàwì ā yɩ̀nà gú bílı ̃́-w-ə́ yù] 
 [Kwayawi ? 3SG.SBJ follow cow-W-REF 3SG.POSS] 
       
 [à-tsáw-r=ʋ́=nà]     
 [3SG-descend-RLT=VEN=CF]    
 ‘Kwayawi followed his cow and descended here’ [B-N1] 

  
(973)  [há gə̀ ná=nə-ɟìr wá-mà=gá] 

 [COP NEG PROG=1SG-like 3-DEM3=NEG] 
     
 [ná-ɟɩ̀r-á wá-bî]   
 [1SG-like-FV 3-DEM1]   
 ‘I don’t like this, [but] I like that’ (Hiraki 1986: 204), [S-N1] 
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(974)  [gù-y dzû]   
 [thief-Y go.VEN]   
     
 [bá-wám dɩ́-tá ta-ɲu dzì-tə́=ù] 
 [3PL-pack cloth-TA.8 8-1SG.POSS all-8=DEF] 
 ‘a thief came [and] he packed all my clothes/dresses’ (lit. …and all my 

clothes were packed/they packed all my clothes) (Hiraki 1986: 105) 

In the second strategy, which is known as ‘monosyndetic coordination’, the clauses are 
linked using coordinators such as ‘but’, ‘or’ and ‘then’. Nʋngʋrama generally uses the [A 
co-B] pattern, also known as ‘medial prepositive’, where A and B represent the two 
clauses and co represents the coordinator (Haspelmath 2007: 6, 8). The coordinators are 
highlighted in bold in the examples below. 

 Deeləmə    
(975)  [sɔ́̃-w-á ná=á-zə́]   

 [dog-W.3-REF PROG=3SG-act]   
     
 yʋ́nà à-bɔ́ tɩ́-ká-yà]  
 as.if 3SG-climb tree-KA-PP.inside]  
     
 [ámmà396 á-hàn=gà]   
 [but 3SG-COP.PST=NEG]   
 ‘the dog was acting as if he would climb the tree but it didn’t happen’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma 

(976)  [dí nán=sá-r=ɩ́ á dúm-ká-rà=ʋ̀] 
 [then PROG.3SG=run-RLT=3SG.OBJ SPAT horn-KA-PP.on=DEF] 
     
 [dí ɟɩ́ɟá-w-á=ʋ̀ bà-sá]  
 [then dog-W-REF=DEF 3PL-run]  
 ‘then he was running with him on the horn and then the dog ran’ 

   
 Gwaandama    

(977)  [bə̀-dzə̀=u] [yɩ́ká bə̀-kùr bàlà] 
 [3PL-go=VEN] [then 3PL-return again] 
 ‘they came and (then) went again’ [S-N2] 

 
(978)  [ɲṹsù-b-ə̀=ù397 mùrù nà=bə̀-bàmà   

 [forefather-B.2-REF=DEF 1PL.INCL.POSS PROG-3PL-sell.CPL   
      
 yì-b ní] [kó ná398=bə̀-ɲwà yì-bə̀] 
 person-B INT] [DISJ PROG-3PL-buy person-B] 
 ‘were our forefathers selling people or were they buying people?’ [B-N1] 

 
396 Hausa loanword; see e.g. Jaggar (2001: 599f.). 
397 In [WL-N1], nasalisation occurs on the first and second vowel or only on the second vowel 
(ɲṹsù̃bə̀ or ɲúsù̃bə̀) and is translated as ‘royal council’. 
398 The progressive copies the tone of the following TBU. The divergence from this general rule 
in this example cannot be explained.  
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The coordinator ‘then’ indicates temporal sequencing rather than simultaneous actions. 
For an alternative way to express temporal sequencing and anteriority, cf. §6.2.3 and 
§6.2.4.  

 

7.4.3 Complement clauses and reported speech 
A complement clause is a predication that “can be viewed as an argument of a predication 
if it functions as the subject or object of that predicate” (Noonan 2007: 52). There are 
various ways to form a complement clause and different complementisers to determine it 
and to signal its beginning or end (Dryer 2007c: 93, Noonan 2007: 55). 

In Nʋngʋrama, only complement clauses functioning as objects occur in the data. These 
clauses can be inserted into the main clause in different ways: In some cases, a 
complement clause has no complementiser but simply follows the predicate like an object. 
The internal structure of the complement clause resembles that of a declarative clause. 
Since both verbs in the main clause and complement clause are fully inflected and no 
complementiser is present, this can also be called a ‘paratactic complement clause’ 
(Noonan 2007: 61, 65, 87, 116). These constructions do not differ from clause 
coordination syntactically, but semantically, the two clauses are more closely related. In 
the following examples, the complement clause is indicated by square brackets. 

 Deeləmə    
(979)  ná-tʋ́-ám    

 1SG-tell-FV.2SG.OBJ   
     
 [nə̀-zámɔ́ mɔ́=nà yàtàdà]  
 [1SG.FUT-come.FV 2SG.OBJ=CF tomorrow]  
 ‘I tell you I will come to you tomorrow’ 

  
(980)  nə̀-dáw má-m-à [à-ɲɔ̀m]  

 1SG-put water-M.9-REF [9-boil]  
 ‘I made the water boil’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(981)  ná-dáw=ɩ̀ [à-tám]   
 1SG-put=3SG.OBJ [3SG-cry]   
 ‘I made him/her cry’ 

  
(982)  ná-dáw má-m-á=ʋ̀ [à-cwàtɩ̂n]  

 1SG-put water-M.9-REF=DEF [9-boil]  
 ‘I made the water boil’ 

  
 Gwaandama    

(983)  ná-ɟɩ̀rá [bə̀-wàkà]   
 1SG-want.FV [3PL-wash]   
 ‘I want that they wash’ [S-N2] 
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(984)  ná-ɟɩ̀rá [ná-ɲwá làmtà-w-à]  
 1SG.IMP-want.FV [1SG.IMP-buy.FV bag-W-REF]  
 ‘I want to buy a bag’ (Hiraki 1986: 119), [S-N1] 

Complement clauses are frequently introduced with the complementiser bə́, which can be 
translated as ‘that’, ‘in order to’ or ‘with the intention to’, following a verb such as ‘to 
want’, ‘to think’ or ‘to say’. The complement clause itself maintains the structure of a 
declarative clause. 

 Deeləmə     
(985)  ɩ ̃́ à-ʃə́m-də́    

 when 3SG-know-RLT   
      
 [bə́ sɩ́r-l-ə́ bə́399-hà-n támà-l=nà]  
 [COMPL honey-L-REF 3PL-COP-N sweet-L=CF]  
 ‘when he knew that honey is sweet…’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma     

(986)  ń-sɩ́m-á     
 3SG.SR-know-FV    
      
 [bə́ má-m sɩ́r-má=ʋ̀ Ø-hà támá-mà] 
 [COMPL water-M.9 bee-9-DEF Ø-COP sweet-9] 
 ‘after knowing that the honey is sweet…’ 

   
(987)  a-daw=ɩ [bə n-za kasʋ-ra] 

 3SG-put=3SG.OBJ [COMPL 3SG.SR-go market-PP.on] 
 ‘s/he made him/her go to the market’ (Newman 1976: 53) 

   
 Gwaandama    

(988)  à-ɟɩ̀rá [bə̀ nə̀-búrsə̀]  
 3SG-want [COMPL 1SG-cultivate]  
 ‘s/he wants that I cultivate’ [S-N2] 

 
(989)  à-ɟɩ̀rá [bə̀ kə̀-búrsə̀]  

 3SG-want [COMPL 1PL.INCL-cultivate]  
 ‘s/he wants that we cultivate’ [S-N2] 

In Gwaandama, another complementiser, namely à, is sometimes inserted. Its occurrence 
tends to be determined by the pronoun used in the complement clause: While à appears 
before 3SG and 3PL agreement markers (examples (990) to (992)), bə́ occurs in all other 
cases (examples (988) and (989)).  

 Gwaandama    
(990)  nə́-tsɩ́m=àmá [à bə̀-ná=ɲí làmtà-w-à] 

 1SG-know=CPL COMPL 3PL-give.FV=1SG.OBJ bag-W-REF 
 ‘I have known that they will give me a bag’ (Sabe 1995: 186) 

  
 

399 A zero morpheme is expected here (cf. §7.3.2.1).  
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(991)  ná-ɟɩ̀rá [à bə̀-búrsə̀]  
 1SG-want COMPL 3PL-cultivate  
 ‘I want that they cultivate’ [S-N2] 

 
(992)  ná-ɟɩ̀rá [à n-búrsə̀]  

 1SG-want COMPL 3SG-cultivate  
 ‘I want that s/he cultivates’ [S-N2] 

Reported speech and thought, whether direct or indirect, are always introduced with the 
complementiser bə́400. It follows a verb or verbal phrase (often with verbs like ‘to say’, 
‘to tell’, ‘to ask’, ‘to answer’, etc.) (examples (993), (995) and (996)), a subject noun or 
pronoun (examples (997) and (998)) or stands on its own (example (994)). 

 Deeləmə    
(993)  kwà-y má-w-á ná=á-tʋ́ bá 

 owner-Y farm-W-REF PROG=1SG-say 3PL.OBJ 
     
 bə́ hà gə́=n ʃɩ́l-há 
 COMPL COP NEG=COM calabash-HA.DEF 
     
 yé né=gà   
 3SG.POSS COM=NEG   
 ‘the owner of the farm was telling them that he doesn’t have calabashes with 

him’ 
 
(994)  bə́ ı ̃́ mà-zə́ ʃí-y-ə̀=nə̀ 

 COMPL when 2SG-do.FV some-Y-REF=CF 
     
 mà-zə́ ʃákʋ́-l là-mɔ̀  
 2SG-do.FV head-L 2SG.POSS  
 ‘[they] say: “anything you do to someone you do to yourself”’ 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(995)  ɟɩ́ɟá-w-á=ʋ̀ á-zìr ɲáltáká-l-á=ʋ̀  
 dog-W-REF-DEF 3SG-refuse prayer-L-REF=DEF  
     
 á-tʋ́=ɩ́ bə́   
 3SG-say=3SG.OBJ COMPL   
     
 nɩ̀-á=ʋ̀ á-mwɔ́m-dɩ́r=ɩ̀=ga  
 thing-A=DEF 3SG-concern-RLT=3SG.OBJ=NEG  
 ‘the dog refused to pray, saying that it did not concern him’ 

  
 

 
400 Güldemann’s (2008) detailed study on quotative indexes includes a comparison of complement 
clauses with reported speech clauses (cf. Idiatov (2011)). The marker that introduces reported 
speech in Nʋngʋrama is identical in form to that of the complementiser in complement clauses, 
but since it is not the focus of this thesis, it is subsumed in this chapter and not analysed any 
further. 



 

302 
 

(996)  a-zwe=ĩ bi nà-zã yi 
 3SG-ask=3SG.OBJ COMPL 2SG-go.FV where 
 ‘s/he asked him/her: “where are you going?”’ (B. Newman 1978: 60) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(997)  á bə́   
 ?401 COMPL   
     
 óhòh nà-bɩ́-bɩ̀ mə̀-kùrú=nə̀  
 ohoh NUM-2-how.many 2SG-return=CF  
 ‘s/he asked: “ohoh, when did you return?”’ [B-N1] 

  
(998)  bɔ̃-l-ə bə a-m=na ha karkar 

 leopard-L-REF COMPL 6-DEM=CF COP good 
 ‘the leopard said: “this is good”’ (Sabe 2014: 51) 

The complementiser bə́ is also used to introduce proper names, particularly after the verb 
àr ‘to call someone’:  

 Deeləmə    
(999)  bá-àr-à=ʋ́ bə́ Ànʋ́hʋ̀  

 3PL-call.FV=1SG.OBJ COMPL Anuhu  
 ‘my name is Anuhu’ (lit. they call me Anuhu) 

  
 Gʋyʋma    

(1000)  zín-dé ɲí-l bə́ Frama 
 name-L.5 1SG.POSS-5 COMPL Frama 
 ‘my name is Frama’ 

 
 Gwaandama    

(1001)  Pɩ̀ságɩ̀n nán-àr=ɩ̀ bə́ mwárɩ̀-y 
 Pisagin PROG.1SG-call=3SG.OBJ COMPL older.brother-Y 
 ‘Pisagin was calling him older brother’ [B-N1] 

  
(1002)  yàà̃kɩ̂ Lìn-w-ə̀ nà=bə̀-ár=bə̀ bə́ Də́swí-kə́ 

 now Lin-W-REF PROG=3PL-call=3PL.OBJ COMPL Dəswi-KA 
 ‘Now Linwə (maternal kinship group) were calling them “Dəswikə”402’ [B-N1] 

 
(1003)  Dumeke àr dzwı̃́-y-é bə́ Halima 

 Dumeke call child-Y-REF COMPL Halima 
 ‘Dumeke named the child Halima’ (Sabe 1995: 183) 

 

 
 

401 It can be reasonably inferred that this refers to the third person singular. However, it does not 
exhibit the typical shape of a subject pronoun nor can it be seen as an agreement marker without 
a verb to which it can be attached. A few instances of such a construction can be observed in the 
data, which may indicate that á bə̀ is a fixed expression.  
402 Its literal meaning is ‘black dress’.  
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7.4.4 Adverbial clauses 
7.4.4.1 General remarks 
Adverbial clauses modify a verb phrase or a clause and “relate to the main clause as a 
whole” (Thompson et al. 2007: 238). Adverbial clauses are treated separately from 
adverbial modifiers in this thesis as they are more complex (cf. §3.4.2). According to 
Thompson et al. (2007: 238), adverbial clauses are typically marked by at least one of 
three devices cross-linguistically: subordinating morphemes such as conjunctions and 
adpositions, special verb forms that do not occur in other clauses and word order that 
differs from the basic word order in independent clauses.  
 
In Nʋngʋrama, adverbial clauses do not change verb forms and word order. However, 
conjunctions are used to mark such clauses. Two types of adverbial clauses must be 
distinguished based on the position of the conjunction: adverbial clauses of condition are 
marked with a clause-final marker (§7.4.4.3), whereas all other adverbial clauses have 
clause-initial conjunctions (§7.4.4.2).  

 

7.4.4.2 Adverbial clauses with clause-initial conjunctions 
Conjunctions, except for the conjunction ‘if’ in conditional clauses, are placed at the 
beginning of adverbial clauses. The following examples demonstrate this structure, with 
adverbial clauses in square brackets and conjunctions in bold. 

 Deeləmə    
(1004)  [ı̃́ bú-r tɩ̀-ká-yá=nà]  
 [after climb-RLT tree-KA-inside=CF]  
     
 zwá-y yálá̃ yà-w-à  
 child-Y fall fall-W-REF  
 ‘when/after climbing the tree, the child fell down’ (lit. after climbing inside 

the tree, the child fell a fall) 
  
(1005)  [hár403 bə̀-zʋ́ yá ı ̃̀ 
 [until 3PL-go.VEN place.6 6.REL 
     
 bá bə́-yí-rí=nə̀]   
 3PL.SUBJ? 3PL-come.out-RLT=CF]  
 ‘[the log moved with them on the water] until they came to the place where 

they came out’ 
 

 Gʋyʋma     
(1006)  [dɩ́kɩ́r ɲàlá-ká á-bə̀r=ú dwə́ sɩ́bá-l=nà] 
 [when sun-KA.7.REF 7-rise=VEN head.A centre-L=CF] 
 ‘when the sun rose to the highest point, [some people were able to come]’ 

(lit. when the sun rose to the centre of the heads) 
 

 
403 Hausa loanword (har)̃, cf. e.g. Jaggar 2001: 623. 
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(1007)  [zəndəbi a-wʋna bə  
 [because 3SG-think COMPL  
     
 ba-war zwamwã-y-a di]  
 3PL-marry daughter-Y-REF if]  
 ‘because he thought that if they married his daughter…’ (Newman 1976: 42) 

  
 Gwaandama    

(1008)  bá bə́-tsúr ɲâ  
 3PL.SUBJ? 3PL-stay here  
     
 [hár cíbkìn-w-ə=ù  dzî-yú-r=ú] 
 [until separation-W-REF=DEF go-?-RLT=VEN] 
 ‘they stay here until the separation came about’ [B-N1] 

  
(1009)  kwàntsá-b b-á bə̀-d̪à kwàntsá-tá  
 chief-B.2 2-REL 3PL-eat chieftaincy-TA  
      
 á Gwàːndà ɲâ [tún cíngə́rə́] 
 SPAT Gwaanda here [since beginning] 
 ‘[can you list in their order of descendance] the chiefs that have ruled 

Gwaanda since the beginning’ [B-N1] 
 
(1010)  bə́-yí-r=ú yà wándà  
 3PL-leave-RLT=VEN place.A Wanda  
     
 [yɩ́ká bə́-dzí-r=ú ɲâ=nà]  
 [before 3PL-go-RLT=VEN here=CF]  
 ‘they left Wanda before they came here’ [B-N1] 

  

7.4.4.3 Conditional clauses 
Conditional clauses are subordinate clauses that express “some condition, the truth of 
which is not asserted, under which another (main) clause […] holds” (Nicolle 2017: 1). 
The subordinate clause is also known as ‘protasis or ‘if clause’, while the main clause is 
referred to as ‘apodosis’ or ‘then clause’ (Thompson et al. 2007: 255, Nicolle 2017: 1). 

In Nʋngʋrama, conditional clauses typically precede the main clauses and are 
distinguished from all other adverbial clauses by their clause-final subordinating 
conjunction. In Deeləmə, the clitic =dÀ attaches to the last lexeme of the clause and 
changes its vowel based on the ATR vowel harmony of that lexeme. In Gʋyʋma and 
Gwaandama, the conjunction rì ~ dì is used in free variation and is freestanding since it 
is not subject to vowel harmony. Newman and Newman (1974: 111) report “a sharp 
falling pitch on the final syllable of the clause”, which they describe as a “falling tone” in 
another article (Newman/Newman 1977b: 7). As falling tones in Nʋngʋrama only occur 
as intonational features or in portmanteau morphemes (cf. §2.2) and the conjunction rì ~ 
dì is a simple morpheme, it is marked with a low tone and not a contour tone. In addition 
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to the falling intonation, a small pause occurs between the two clauses, clearly separating 
them. 

The subordinating clauses are enclosed in square brackets with the conjunction in bold in 
the following examples. 

 Deeləmə     
(1011)  [mə̀-dâw gʋ̀bá-l á lámtà-l-à lí-bə́=də̀] 
 [2SG-put stone-L SPAT bag-L.5-REF 5-DEM1=if] 
      
 á-wə̀hə́     
 3SG-break.FV     
 ‘if you put a stone into this bag, it will break’  

 
(1012)  [zɔ́bɔ́l-y-á á-fə̀ bá-’á=dà]  
 [boy-Y-REF.DEF 3SG-get money-A.DEF=if]  
     
 à-swá ʃɩ́ná-’à nɩ́ngá zwáyɩ́r-y-à 
 3SG-buy.FV gift-A give.FV girl-Y-REF 
 ‘if the boy gets the money, he will buy a gift for the girl’ 

 
 Gʋyʋma    

(1013)  [à-zɩ̀=wá fù kùmè-y-é=ù rì] 
 [3SG-go=VEN get doctor-Y-REF=DEF if] 
 ‘if he comes to get the doctor…’ (Newman/Newman 1974: 111) 

 
(1014)  [kó404 nà-dǎw gʋ̀bá-l bùlì-yôw dì] 
 [even 2SG-put stone-L bag-PP.inside.DEF if] 
      
 sɩ̀l-à̃     
 break-FV     
 ‘even if you put a stone into this bag, it will break’ 

 
 Gwaandama  

(1015)  [Bɔ̀̃hɔ́yá-y-á dǎ dzɩ̀-ká rì] 
 [Bonhoya-Y-REF eat.FV snake-KA if] 
     
 bà.ánɩ̀ dzɩ̀-á yà=nà  
 what happen-FV 3SG.OBJ=CF  
 ‘if a Bonhoya (kinship group member) eats a snake, what happens to him?’ 

[B-N1] 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
404 Hausa loanword (kō). For more information on its uses in concessive conditionals in Hausa, 
cf. Jaggar 2001: 613f. 
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(1016)  [hɔ́yá-w dàn=ɩ̀ dì]  
 [snake-W eat=3SG.OBJ if]  
     
 dín kə́-tʋ́-á yà=nà  
 1PL.EXCL.SBJ 1PL.EXCL-bury-FV 3SG.OBJ=CF  
 ‘if he is bitten (lit. eaten) by a snake, we bury him’ [B-N1] 

 
(1017)  [ɟʋ̀n-l-à jʋ̀=ɩ̀ rì]   
 [hunger-L-REF pain=3SG.OBJ if]   
      
 wùndì d̪ǎ nɩ̀d-à dú-m-ə́ á-yʋ̀ 
 AUX eat.FV food-A.6 sleep-M-REF 6-3SG.POSS 
 ‘if he feels hungry, he will eat his dinner’ (lit. if hunger pains him, he will eat 

his sleep food) (Sabe 1995: 261) 

Gwaandama distinguishes between ‘counterfactual’ conditionals and all other 
conditionals, as defined by Thompson et al. (2007: 256, cf. Nicolle 2017: 5ff., footnote 
6). Counterfactual conditionals refer to situations that did not or could not happen. In 
these cases, they are always concluded with the clause final marker. No ‘if’ conjunction 
is present in such clauses. Instead, the conditional clauses are introduced using the 
morpheme bə́, which is typically used as a complementiser in a complement clause and 
to introduce reported speech (e.g. ‘s/he said that…’) (cf. §7.4.3). Only the data on 
Gwaandama has a few instances of counterfactual conditionals, found in Sabe (1995: 168, 
261) and [S-N2]. No examples occur in the data of Deeləmə and Gʋyʋma. 

 Gwaandama     
(1018)  bə́ ná ɲɩ́ dzwɩ̃́ gɩ́hɩ ̃́=nà 
 if ? 1SG.SBJ child woman=CF 
      
 ná-wár-á dwı̃̀ gɩ̀nà-yà   
 1SG.IMP-marry-FV man.Y.1 rich-1   
 ‘if I were a girl, I would marry a rich man’ (Sabe 1995: 261) 

 
(1019)  bə́ ná=mə̀-dzʋ̀=ámá dzɩ̀lá=nà  
 if PROG=2SG-go.VEN=CPL yesterday=CF  
     
 ná=nə́-búrsə̀mə̀   
 PROG=1SG-cultivate.CPL   
 ‘if you had come yesterday, I would have cultivated’ [S-N2] 

Negative conditionals only occur in the Gʋyʋma data. These conditionals are distinct from 
other conditionals in that they follow the main clause and are marked by the conjunction 
dub ‘unless’, in addition to the clause-final subordinating conjunction ‘if’ (cf. Thompson 
et al. 2007: 260f.).  
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 Gʋyʋma    
(1020)  ha=ga na-e=m murẽ ya=ga 
 COP=NEG 1SG-leave=2SG.OBJ leave place=NEG 
     
 [dub na-dawa-ʋ siwũwe-l dɩ] 
 [unless 2SG-put-VEN blessing-L if] 
 ‘I will not let you go, unless you bless me’ (Gen 32, 26) (Wycliffe Bible 

Translators n.d.) 
 

(1021)  ha=ga yi-r ĩ dwã  
 COP=NEG man-R.1 1.REL see.IMP  
      
 dara-w-a Yamba-wʋ=ga    
 kingdom-W.3-REF God-3.DEF=NEG    
      
 [dub ĩ ba-madɩ ba-wii dɩ] 
 [unless 1.REL 3PL-repeat 3PL-be.born if] 
 ‘no man can see the kingdom of God, unless they are born again’ (Gen 32, 26) 

(Wycliffe Bible Translators n.d.) 
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