
General Introduction 
 
The language and its people 
 
The Bafut language is spoken mainly in the Bafut kingdom in Mezam Division of the North 
West province of the Republic of Cameroon. Bafut covers an area of 425 square kilometers and 
has a population of approximately 85,000 people. The about 85,000 inhabitants live in the 38 
villages and quarters that make up the kingdom. However the total number of native speakers of 
the Bafut language scattered in other parts of the country (and the world) is estimated at about 
100,000 people. The Bafut people are historically of Tikar origin. Tikar here is to be taken as an 
ethnonym and not as a linguistically distinct group. The movements of the Bafut people to the 
present site in the Grassfields region of Cameroon can be traced back to the 18th century wave of 
migration when the Tikar People, driven away by wars and harsh weather conditions, started 
moving southwards from the areas of Banyo and Tibati. The group that now forms Bafut first 
stopped at Ndop in Mezam Division and then moved again to the present site.  

The Bafut people refer to themselves and their language as ! " . The name Bafut is an 
administrative appellation and I will continue to use it in this book in order to be consistent with 
political, administrative, religious and language-related documents existing on the language and 
the people. The Bafut language has two regional and two social dialects. The regional dialects 
are (a) a peripheral dialect spoken in the hilly villages situated at the periphery of the kingdom 

aa, Mbebelli and Mankwi; (b) a central dialect spoken in the 
more central part of the kingdom by villages in the immediate vicinity of the kin
generally referred to as # # $ . The differences between these two dialects are most 
prominent at the level of pronunciation but much less so at the lexical and structural levels. The 
few differences I could identify are presented in Tables I and II below. 
 
Table I. Phonological differences between the central and peripheral dialects 
   

Sound 
alternation 

Central dialect Peripheral dialect Gloss 

%&'%() " %* ) " %( )  
#' ) # ) ( )  

'+) ( #% ) +( #% ) palm nuts  
$',) * $ ) * , )  
-'-() - ) -( )  
.*'.) .* /0 ) * /0 )  
.' ) . ) )  
'/) # ( ) # /( )  

 
Table II. Lexical differences between the central and peripheral dialects 
   
       Central dialect             Peripheral dialect            Gloss 
           0 # /0.                      Groundnuts (Peanuts) 
 
 It should be pointed out that these differences are gradually spreading into the two 
dialectal regions such that one could find a speaker from one region using the two forms 
interchangeably. 



 2 

The social dialects attested in Bafut are (a) a court dialect spoken mostly by the royal 
family or anyone associated (by social position or otherwise) with the royal family. (b) a 
mainstream/common/popular dialect spoken by non-members of the royal family. 
Understandably, the mainstream dialect comprises the two regional dialects along with their 
phonetic/lexical differences. At the phonetic level, the court dialect is very similar to the central 
regional dialect in respect of segmental units but as far as rhythm is concerned, the court dialect 
is delivered/rendered at a much more slower pace than any of the regional dialects. There is also 
a noticeable difference between the court dialect and the mainstream dialect with regard to 
vocabulary and at times structure. Because the court dialect is by its nature exclusive, it is hard 
for non-members of the royal family (such as the present author) to have access to data. Table III 
illustrates some of the common lexical items of the court dialect that have (inadvertently) 
reached the general public. These lexical items are used to refer to objects and actions associated 
with the king of the Bafuts. 
 
Table III: Lexical differences between the court and mainstream dialects 
 

Court dialect Mainstream dialect Gloss 
/ ) 0 )  
-+ ) # 1 , )  
1 ) - 2 ) staple  
# ) 0 )  
- ) )  
%( ) 1( )  

 
In addition to these dialects of Bafut, there is another speech form used by princes, princesses 
and probably the king of Bafut. While the royal dialect is used by members of the royal family 
and anyone associated to it by social rank for instance, this speech form is used exclusively by 
the princes and princesses. The verses of the Bafut ethnic (village Anthem) (Appendix A) are 
probably from this speech form. It is hard to associate this speech form to the Bafut language 
since the two bear virtually no similarities (except prosody).  

Other languages spoken in the Bafut kingdom are (ordered according to numerical 
strength): Pidgin English, English, Hausa, French. Isolated ethnic groups speaking other 
Cameroonian languages are also represented in the Kingdom. 
 
L inguistic classification 
 
Bafut falls under the Niger-Kordofanian phylum which is one of the four major language phyla 
in Africa. It is a Grassfields Bantu language belonging to the Benue-Congo family of the Niger-
Kordofanian Phylum. Within the Benue-Congo family, Bafut belongs to the Ngemba group of 
Eastern Grassfields Bantu languages. Welmers (1971) includes Bafut under the more general 
groups  Niger-Congo and Benue. Jacquot and Richardson (1956) classify Bafut under the Nkom 
group. Voorhoeve (1971) in his classification of Mbam-Nkam languages classifies Bafut under 
the Ngemba group. Stallcup (1977) divides Bantu languages of the Grassfields zone into two 
groups: Western Grassfields and Mbam-Nkam. In this classification, Bafut falls under the mbam-
Nkam group.  Fig. I below illustrates the division of Grassfields Bantu languages into Eastern 
Grassfields and Mbam-Nkam. 
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   Grassfields Bantu 
 
 
          Eastern Grassfields Bantu                                         Mbam-Nkam 
 
 
                                                                  Nkambe      Nun        Ngemba        Bamilike 
                                                                                                     
                                                                                                    Akum 
                                                                                                    Awing 
                                                                                                    Bafut 
                                                                                                    Baangu 
                                                                                                    Pinyin 
                                                                                                    Mankon 
                                                                                                    Mbili  
                                                                                                    Mbui 
                                                                                                    Mundum 
                                                                                                    Nkwen 
              Fig. I  Mbam-Nkam Grassfields Bantu languages                                                                                        

     (Voorhoeve 1971) 
 
A generally accepted classification of the Benue-Congo languages is that of Williamson (1971). 
In her subclassification of the Benue-Congo languages Williamson classifies Bafut under the 
Ngemba group which includes five language types:  
 
                                                       Ngemba 
 
 
         Type A               Type B            Type C            Type D             Type E                                                  
        Pinyin                  Bafut             Nkwen             Bamunkum        Kpati 
        Mankon                                     Mandankwe 
        Awing                                        Mbili 
                                                           Mbui 
Fig II: Ngemba languages 
 
For the present study, the classification made available by the Grassfields Bantu Working Group 
(GBWG) which is the most recent and very revealing will be adopted. The GBWG gives the 
following four divisions of the languages considered Bantu languages spoken in the Grassfields 
zone of the Republic of Cameroon: 
 
i.   Western Grassfields (Bamilike, Northeast, Ngemba, Nun) 
ii.  Menchum 
iii. Momo 
iv.  Ring 
 
In the above divisions, Bafut is placed under the Ngemba subgroup of Western Grassfields 
languages. The languages listed below make up the main Bantu languages of the Ngemba 
subgroup: 
 
Awing, Akum, Bafut, Bambili, Bambui, Mandankwe, Mankon, Mundum, Nkwen, Pinyin.                         
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In a further subclassification of the Ngemba languages, Leroy (1977) proposes the following 
additions to the list: 
 

Songwa. 
 
Previous linguistic research 
 
The first Linguistic work on Bafut was carried out in 1854 by Koelle. In Polyglotta Africana, 
Koelle presents a comparative vocabulary of nearly 300 words and phrases in more than 100 
distinct African languages. Bafut 

Bafut and because of this difference, Crozier, for instance, speculates that Koelle must have 
worked 
Bafut or the special speech form used among princes and princesses. 
 In his phonetic study of West African languages, Ladefoged (1964) presents a brief 
discussion of Bafut consonants and vowels. On the basis of his study, Bafut has 8 vowel 
phonemes and 13 consonant phonemes. In his discussion of phonological contrasts, Ladefoged 
claims that there are several consonant clusters with w as the second element. Mfonyam (1989) 
however interprets what Ladefoged calls consonant clusters as consonant modification. 
 In a brief study of Western Grassfields Bantu languages, Chilver and Kaberry (1974) 
include a considerable word list of Bafut. This list is comprised of nouns, verbs in the imperative 
form, personal pronouns, phrases with demonstrative pronouns and some kinship terms. An 
attempt is made in this study to mark tone but they acknowledge that their marking of tone is 
incomplete. 
 Crozier has done quite a lot of work on the Bafut language. He produced a reading and 
writing primer in 1980a, a study of Bafut phonology in 1980b and compiled an extensive word 
list (Bafut-English, English-Bafut) in 1980c. With Annett in 1978, he edited stories written in the 
Bafut language. Mfonyam has continued what Crosier started. He has produced a large number 
of reading and writing primers on the language. He is also credited for translating the New 
Testament into the Bafut language with the help of the Bafut language committee. At moment of 
going to press, Mfonyam is also working on a Bafut-English dictionary. 
 Several other linguists, among them Eastlack (1968), Dunstan (1971) and Leroy (1977a) 
have made reference to Bafut in their study of Bantu noun classes. The study of Bafut noun 
classes in these works is however preliminary in nature meant to serve for comparative purposes.  

There are 8 major linguistic works on Bafut which give one a more or less clear picture 
of the grammar of the language. These works however focus on specific areas of the language 
and most of them are couched in formal theories of linguistics and so seek to justify these 
theories rather than provide a clear insight into the grammar of the language.  

(1989) PhD thesis presented at Georgetown 
University. In it, Ambe focuses on constituents and the internal structure of various phrasal 
categories in the language. He attempts to classify nouns and verbs into various classes and 
discusses the properties of other word categories such as adjectives, determiners, etc. 
 Mfonyam (1989) devotes his doctoral dissertation to tone. He sets out in this dissertation 
to determine the most appropriate way of representing tone in the orthography of Bafut and 
related Grassfields Bantu languages. Before reaching this goal, he describes, in great detail, the 
surface tonal patterns in various grammatical categories and constructions in Bafut and related 
Grassfields Bantu languages.  

Neba (1989 and 2006) devotes his MA and PhD theses to the study of Bafut tone using 
formal models of linguistic analysis including optimality theory. Both theses examine the 
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question of the underlying representation of tones as well as their surface realizations and related 
processes. In all, eleven allotones are attested in the language and processes such as the 
simultaneous lowering and raising of contiguous tones, downstep, downdrift, high tone 
spreading, etc. account for different surface realizations.    

demonstrates the centrality of the Bafut verb in linguistic expressions. In particular, he discusses 
formal (inflectional) and derivational suffixes which occur with verb stems and how these 
suffixes influence/determine verb valency.  

With regard to Syntax, works by Tamanji (1991), Tanda (1993), Chumbow and 
Tamanji (1994) and Tamanji (1999) are worth noting. Tamanji (1991), based o
Government and Binding theory, provides a description of the syntax of the Bafut noun phrase 
arguing that variant surface word orders result from the application of the GB Move-Alpha 
operation. Also based on generative syntactic views, Tanda (1994) investigates the structure of 
coordinate constructions in Bafut and establishes a relation between coordination and verb 
serialization in Bafut. His work proposes a unique parser which handles a wide range of 
coordinate constructions and serial verb constructions. Chumbow and Tamanji (1994) describe 
sentential negation in Bafut identifying the different morphemes that mark negation and showing 
how they interact with tense and other constituents of the sentence. In his 1999 Ph.D. 
dissertation, Tamanji describes the internal structure of the DP (determiner phrase) in Bafut with 
a view to proposing an account of the really rich agreement system in the DPs of the Bafut and 
Romance languages. He describes various DP types in the language and proposes that in addition 
to the familiar Spec-Head configuration required for checking Phi-features in clauses, we need a 
Head-Head configuration to check agreement in Bafut and Romance DPs.  
 As one can see from this overview of linguistic works on Bafut, much has been done on 
the language using formal models of linguistics. However, these works focus on specific aspects 
of the language such as the tone system, noun morphology, the verb group, the noun phrase, etc. 

work has so far focused solely on a description of the entire grammar of the language. In the 
present volume therefore, I intend to fill this gap by attempting a comprehensive description of 
the grammar of the Bafut language. As much as possible, I will stay clear of any formal model of 
linguistic analysis and only provide a very simple straightforward description of the facts as they 
appear to me. I intend to make the description as simple as possible in order to make the book 
accessible to all categories of language practitioners who are interested in the Bafut language and 
in related Grassfields Bantu languages.  
 
Presentation of data  
 
The data for this study is transcribed using the symbols of the International Phonetics Alphabet 
(IPA). I have decided not to use the letters of the Bafut alphabet in order to facilitate exploitation 
of the data by especially phonologists 
phonological details. Each example, especially one that is longer than a single word, is presented 
in four lines as shown below. 
 

b f  bj   k )  ts  d  n  
b -f  bj-  %3  k   3 ts  d -  N-  
2-chief 2-the 2-SM P2 wash 8-dresses 8-the N-wash 

s  
 
The first line shows the utterance as it is said/pronounced in normal speech. The second line is a 
morpheme-by-morpheme representation of the utterance. The morphemes are separated using a 
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hyphen. The null prefix is generally not marked on nouns except when this is necessary to 
understand an issue at hand. The third line is the morpheme-by-morpheme translation. Digits in 
this line represent noun class and related concord. In the example above, chiefs is a class 2 noun. 
In the morpheme-by-morpheme translation, the class prefix is indicated by the digit 2. The same 
digit on the following definite article and subject marker (SM) shows that this definite article and 
the subject marker agree in noun class with the preceding noun. The fourth and last line 
represents my attempt at giving an English translation of the utterance. 
 In the stories from which data for this study were collected, animals are personified. As 
such, we find instances in the data in which an animal name is spelt in upper case in the middle 
of a sentence and/or written without an accompanying definite article as one would do with 
ordinary names of humans. 
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Chapter 1 
The sound system 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The Bafut sound system comprises 21 consonant, 9 vowel and 2 tone phonemes. Section 2 
presents an inventory, evidence for phonemic contrasts, distribution and interpretation of 
consonants. Section 3 presents the inventory, contrasts, distribution and interpretation of vowels. 
Section 4 handles tones while section 5 gives an overview of the syllable structure leaving out 
details which will be filled out in the relevant sections of subsequent chapters.  
 
1. Consonants 
 
The consonant sounds of Bafut are presented in the chart below. In this chart, the names at the 
top denote the point of articulation while those at the side denote manner of articulation. In each 
"box" consonants at the top are voiceless while those at the bottom are voiced. The symbols used 
are those of the IPA.  
 
Table   : Phonemic Consonant Chart 

                     Place Of 
                     Art.  
Manner 
Of Art.  

Labials Alveolars Post 
Alveolars 

Palatals Velars Glottals 

   
   

   
 S

to
ps

  
   

   
   

   

    Oral                !
!
"!

#!#$!

!
%!

! ! &!
!
'!

!

Nasal (! )! ! ! ! !
Syllabic Nasals ! ! ! ! ! !
                      VL 
Prenasals 
                      VD  

!
!

("!

)#!
!

)%!

! ! &!
!
'!

!

                                 VL 
Fricatives 
                                VD 

*! +!
!
,!

!
!
!

! !
!
!

!

                                 VL 
Affricates 
                                VD 

! #+!
!

%,!

# !
!

% !

! &-! !

                                VL 
Prenasalised  
Affricates                VD 

! )#+!
!

)%,!

)# !
!

)% !

! ! !

Laterals                   VD    ! .! ! ! ! !
Trills                       VD ! /! ! ! ! !
Glides                     VD $! ! ! 0! ! !
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The phonetic sounds presented in the table above will be used in transcribing the data for the 
present study. In the transcription, the glottal stop [ ] will be represented by the apostrophe [ ], 
e.g. [m ] will be transcribed as [m ]. 

Following are examples showing contrast between the 21 consonant phonemes attested in 
the language. In the pairs of contrast, an attempt is made to represent front, central and back 
vowels as well as the two major word classes; nouns and verbs. The presentation begins with 
sounds whose status as phonemes is easy to establish. Then sounds whose phonemic status is not 
immediately clear are presented with reasons for treating them as phonemes or otherwise. 
 
1.1. Phonemic contrasts
 
1. !"#"$
 
/!/ is a voiceless alveolar stop while /$/ is the voiced counterpart. The two sounds contrast in the 
following words:  
  

%!   %!   %!   
%$   %$   %$   
$ &  

 
!     %!   

! &   $   %$   
                      
2. &, !&, $' & (

/&/ is a voiceless alveolar fricative, /$'/ is a voiced alveolar affricate, /!&/ a voiceless alveolar 
affricate and /(/ a voiced palatal approximant. The phonemic status of these sounds is 
demonstrated in the following examples: 
 

& "  %& "  
!& " !  %!& "  
$' " !  %$' "  
) " !  %) "  
"  "  
& " !  %& "  
!& "  %!& "  
$' " !  %$' "  
) "  !  "  
"  "  
& " !  %& "  
!& " !  %!& "  
) " !  %$' "  

   
3. $"#"*"
 
/*/ is a voiced alveolar lateral. /*/ contrasts with the voiced alveolar stop /$/ in the following 
words:  



 8 

 
! " !  #! "  
$ "  !  #$ "  
"  "  
! " !  $ " !  
$ " !  ! " !  

 
4. %"&"'
 
/%/ is a voiceless velar stop while /'/ is the voiced counterpart. Both sounds contrast in the words 
below. 
 

#% "  #% "  #% "  % "  
#' "

 
#' "  #' "  ' "  

 
5. '"&"
 
/ / is a voiced velar fricative. It contrasts with /g/ in the following words: 

' "  #' "  
"  # "  

"  "  
( #' "  ' "  
( # " pit  "  

 
6. )*"("&"
 
These three sounds are nasals. /)/ is bilabial, /(/ is alveolar and / / is velar. 
 

) " !  ) " !  ) "  
( " !  ( " !  ( "  

" !  " !  " !  
 
7. +*")*","&"-
 
These are labial sounds. /+/ is a voiced bilabial stop, /)/ a nasal, /,/ a voiced labialvelar 
approximant and /-/ is a voiceless labio-dental fricative. These four sounds contrast in the 
following groups of words:  
 

+ " !  + " !  
) " !  ) " !  
, " !  , " !  
- " !  - " !  
"  "  
+ " !  + " !  
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! " !  ! " !  
# "  clothes!  # " !  
$ " !  $ " !  
$ "  $ "  

 
8. "%"  
 
/ / is a voiceless postalveolar fricative while / / is the voiced counterpart. Both sounds contrast in 
minimal/near minimal pairs as illustrated in the examples that follow. 

" !  "  
# " !  # " quantities on ground !  
# & " !  # & " little quantities on ground!  
' # "  ' # "  

 
9. &("%"&  
 
/&(/ is a voiceless alveolar affricate while /& / is a voiceless postalveolar affricate. /& / contrasts 
with /&(/ in the following minimal and near minimal pairs: 
 

&( & " !  &( "  &( " !  
& & " !  & " !  & " !  

 

10. )*"%")  
 

The voiced postalveolar affricate /) /, seems to be a contextual variant of the voiced alveolar 
affricate )*. However they both occur in similar positions in a word and are followed by the 
same vowels as in: 
 

')* "  ')* !"  )* + " !  
') "  ) " !  ) + " !  

 
This distribution, as well as the contrast in the meanings of the first and last pair of words 
suggest that )* and )  are separate phonemes.  
 
 

1.2. The Status of other consonant sounds. 
 
A number of consonant sounds in Bafut pose problems in determining their phonemic status. I 
will examine these sounds and advance reasons for treating them in this study as phonemes or 
allophones. 
 

a. and  
 
The alveolar trill has a very restricted distribution in Bafut. It occurs intervocalically before the 
central vowels  and  and only when these vowels are short. I will treat as an allophone of l 
because of its distribution and behavior in loan words. The lateral l, but not the trill , occurs in 
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word initial position and is followed by all Bafut vowels. This is illustrated in the following 
words.  
 

(11) ! " ! !  " !  " !  
! ! " ! !  " !  " #$ !  
! ! " !  " !  " " !  

 
 
On the other hand,  occurs exclusively in intervocalic position and is followed by a restricted 
number of vowels; and  only.   
 

(12)  %& ' !  
  ( %) ' !  
  %(* ' !  
  & ' ! !  

 
Also, with some speakers, the [r] in these words is realized as [l]. 
 
In a majority of loan words containing the tendency is to substitute for This is illustrated 
below.  
 

(13)  landrover  " #" * !
  trousers  + " $ !
  driver  , " * !
  rubber  " * !
  rent  " #+ !

 
Few words containing are however still attested in the speech of a few educated speakers of 
Bafut. 
 

(14)  ' ,- !  
  +' #!  

 
These, I think, are words that are not yet fully integrated into the sound system of the language. 

The alveolar trill '!and the lateral " occur in free variation in some contexts. It is worth 
noting that this variation is attested exclusively in word medial position and very often in the 
speech of speakers who interact frequently with speakers from other dialectal regions. Otherwise, 
where speakers of the peripheral dialect use ', those of the central dialect use "

e.g. Central Dialect  Peripheral Dialect 
-  -
- -  

j l    j r    
n l    

 
Based on the restricted distribution of ' and its behavior in loan words, I decide to treat it as an 
allophone of /"/. 
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b. The Glottal Stop 
 
The glottal stop in Bafut has a very limited distribution. It occurs exclusively in syllable final 
position and, in this position, it is often followed by an echo vowel. At first sight, this limited 
distribution seems to suggest that the glottal stop is a contextual variant of some other sound. 
However, in some otherwise similar words, the presence versus absence of the glottal stop 
affects the meanings of the words. Consider the examples below: 
 

 (15) !" #  $ # !  
 !" #  $ # !  
 #  #  
 !" #  " # !  
 !" #  " # /cry out loud!  
 #  #  
 !" #  % # !  
 !" #  % #  

 
These pairs of words differ from each other only in the presence versus absence of the glottal 
stop and this difference signals a change in the meaning of the words. Despite the limited 
distribution of the glottal stop, it will be treated as a separate phoneme based on its role in 
distinguishing meaning in the words above. 
      
c. The Alveolar Fricative  
 
In the data collected for the present study, & occurs in a very small number of words in the 
speech forms of some aged speakers of the central dialect. In such words, & is in free variation 
with  and '. The few words in which this variation is attested are presented in (16). 
 

(16) # ~ & # ~ ' #  
 # ~ & # ~ ' #  
 # ~ & # ~ '   

 
Interestingly, present generation speakers of Bafut (including speakers who are over 60 years 
old) find the use of the sound & in the first two words in (16) rather odd preferring to use the 
voiced postalveolar affricate  in its place. In the third word, the only pronunciation accepted is 
that with j. This seems to indicate that &#is gradually phasing out of the sound system of Bafut. 
More evidence supporting this claim comes from the behaviour of & in borrowed words. In 
borrowed words like these below, & is realized as '.  
 

(17) &( $# ----> ' #  
 &()"*"+,# ----> ' )" "+ #  

 
Based on these observations, it does not make sense to treat z as a separate phoneme in Bafut. 

Before we conclude this section on consonants, it is worth noting that all the consonant 
sounds presented above occur in syllable-initial position. However, only the nasal consonants 
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occur at syllable final position. We return to this in section 5 where we examine the syllable 
structure of the language. 
  
2. Vowels 
 
Bafut has a total of 13 short vowels and 11 corresponding long ones. The phonetic chart below 
contains only the short vowels.  
 
 
Table    : Phonemic Vowel Chart 
             Tongue 
             Position   
 
Tongue 
Height    

Front 
Unrounded 

Center 
Unrounded 

Back 
Unrounded 

Back 
Rounded 

High !
 

        
"

""""""""#
""""""""

Mid-High  $" """"""" """"" """" " """"""""%"
Mid-Low """"""""  " " """""""" "

Low " &" " "
 
 
2.1. Phonemic Contrasts 
 
The vowels in the pairs [i,  [u, ] and [ '" ]constitute a point of controversy in the grammar of 
Bafut (see Ambe 1989, Mfonyam 1989, Niba 2007 for further discussion). In each of these pairs, 
the first member is tense while the second is lax. The lax vowel is often shorter, lower and 
slightly more centralized than the corresponding tense vowel. Also, there appears to be a general 
tendency for the lax vowels to occur in low tone syllables. In the pair [[ '" ('"I have used [ ] for 
lack of an appropriate symbol. It should be pronounced as the tensed counterpart of the schwa 
[ ] sound. 
 
18. Front Vowels 
 
The four front vowels in Bafut are /!/ high, / / high, /$/ mid high and / / mid low. The tongue 
position for /!/ is slightly lower than that for cardinal vowel 1 with lips decidedly spread. For the 
lax counterpart / /, the tongue position is decidedly lower and more centralized. For /$/ and / /, 
the lips are spread and the tongue is midway between the roof and the floor of the mouth. The 
four front vowels contrast in the following words: 
 

)!)"  ) )" " )$)"  ) )"  
"  " " "  "  
* "  " " * "  "  

+ "
 

" " "  + "  

+ "
 

" " "  + "  
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! "  ! " " "  ! "  
 
The Bafut high front vowel is not as high as the English counterpart. It is generally realized at a 
level lower than that of ordinary high vowels but higher than the level at which mid high vowels 
are realized. There is very little contrast between the mid high vowel /e/ and other front vowels. 
The absence of this contrast, coupled with the fact that /e/ is attested in a very small number of 
words, suggests the possibility that either the mid high /e/ is gradually dying out of use or it is 
merging with mid low / / into a single phonological unit.  
 
19. Central Vowels 
 
Of the four central vowels in Bafut, / / is high, / / and / / are mid while / / is low. All four are 
pronounced with the lips in a neutral position. High / / and mid / / are very similar in 
pronunciation the only difference being that the tongue is closer to the roof of the mouth in / / 
than in / /. Three of the Bafut central vowels contrast in the following set of words: 

 
  / /"    / /"  / /    /#/ "  
"  "    "  
$ "  $ "    $ "  
%& "  %& "    %& "  
%' "  %' "    %' "  
%! "  %! "    %! "  

& "
 
& "    & "  

"  ( "  j   "  

The fourth central vowel [ ] is very rare in the language. From the data collected for this study, it 
appears only three times: in the verb [j the person name [ j ] and the question tag marker 
[j ]. An appropriate minimal pair of words contrasting this vowel and some other mid vowel in 
the language could not be found. However, a contrast such as in j  j  
its phonemic status. 
 
20. Back Vowels 
 
The four back vowels are /)/ high tense, / / high lax, /*/ mid high, and / / mid low. The tongue 
position for /)/ is somewhat lower than that for cardinal vowel 8 but the lips are fully rounded. 
For the lax counterpart / /, the tongue position is even lower and more centralized. /*/ and / / are 
also produced with fully rounded lips which are slightly protruding. The tongue is mid way 
between the floor and the roof of the mouth. The distinctive property of these four vowels is 
illustrated in the following contrasts: 
  

/u/  / /  /o/  / /  
        
+ "  "  + "  + "  
,- "  , "  , "  %, "  
!- "  "  ! "  ! "  
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!" #  !" #  !" #  !" #  
$ #  #  % #   $ #  
!& #

seedlings  
!& #  !& #  !& #  

 
The high back unrounded vowel [ ] occurs in a very small number of words in the language. 
Some of the words in which this sound is attested are l  d  d t  

b  d  
controversy in the grammar of Bafut. It does not feature in earlier studies such as Mfonyam 
(1989), Ambe (1989), Tamanji (1986, 1999), etc. In the earlier works, the words in which this 
sound is attested are transcribed with the high central unrounded vowel [ ]. Because of its 
contrastive distribution with closely related vowels such as u,  and o, I treat it as a separate 
phoneme in the language.   
 
2.2. Vowel Length 
 
Vowel length in Bafut, as in many Bantu languages, is contrastive. This is illustrated below. 
  

(21) !' #  !" #  !" #  
 !' #  !" #  !" #  
 #  #  #  
 !" #  !( #  !") #  
 !" #  !( #  !" #  

 
 
2.3. Distribution of Vowels 
 
All the vowels of Bafut can occur in syllable or word final position. There is however a 
restriction as to which vowel can occur in affixes. Only nouns and related modifying constituents 
in Bafut have prefixes. In these prefixes, only the vowels  and  can occur. In suffixes on the 
other hand, occurrence is restricted to  and . Long vowels are restricted to occurring in word-
final position. Except in derived environments, and in very rare instances, a long vowel never 
occurs in word medial position.  
 
3. Tones 
 
In this section, I sketch out the tone system of Bafut limiting the discussion to an inventory of 
phonemic tones in the language. Tonal processes in Bafut are numerous; probably an indication 
that diachronically, the language has lost many segments (TBUs) whose tones now manifest as 
floating tones. However, a detailed study of these tonal processes is way beyond the scope of this 
book. In the following section, I will briefly comment on only those tone processes that have a 
direct bearing on the discussion in subsequent chapters. For a more detailed discussion of tonal 
processes in Bafut, see Mfonyam (1989) and Neba (1998), (2004), (2006), (2007) . 
  Bafut has two level (register) phonemic tones: H (high), and L (low). The data in (22) 
illustrates the phonemic contrasts between the two level tones. 
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(22) H L 
 ! "  ! "  
 # "  $# "  
 ! "  $! "  
 %& "  %& "  
 ' "  ' "  

 
In a language with a two way tone contrast the following 3 tone patterns are generally possible 
on disyllabic roots: 
 

(23)  a.  HH 
  b.  HL 
  c.  LL 

                  
These patterns occur on disyllabic noun roots in Bafut as illustrated in (24). 
 

(24)  a. ' ' "  
  b. ( % "  
  c. $) "  

 
A LH pattern, which is another very plausible combination in a two-way tone contrast is not very 
evident in Bafut because of a general lowering process which lowers a H tone immediately after 
a L. Thus, in a possible LH pattern, the H would be realized at a level lower than that for 
ordinary high tones. This general lowering shows up in nouns with a high tone root and a low 
tone prefix. For instance, if a low tone prefix is affixed to the high tone roots in column I below 
the root high tone is lowered as in column II. . It is 
hard to say with certainty whether the high tone is lowered to mid or simply down stepped 
although my judgments lean more towards down stepping.  
 

(25) I II  
 -' ' " ! $ ' ' "  
 -* " ! $ * "  
 -* " ! $ * "  
 -+ , " ! $ + , "  
 -' " ! $ ' "  

 
In a very small number of words, the low tone on the noun prefix raises to a level close to mid 
when the noun stem bears a high tone. Compare the minimal pairs below in which the mid tone 
represents this raising. 
  

(26)  a. $* "  c. % $! "  
  b. $* "  d. % $! "  

 
This data is however insufficient to make a generalization about the existence of a tone 
assimilation process in which a high tone raises preceding L tones.  
 A good number of words bear contour tones (falling and rising) in the language. I treat 
these contour tones as sequences of level tones for two principal reasons: (a) The number of 
contour tones is very limited and they have a restricted distribution, (b) Where a tone copying 
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rule applies to a contour tone, it copies only the final element of the contour and not both (see 
Mfonyam 1989:82 for an illustration of this copying process). 
 A very large number of other interesting tonal phenomena are attested in the grammar of 
the Bafut language. I however prefer to discuss these in the relevant sections where the 
associated morphological/syntactic facts are discussed. See for instance boundary tone 
association and H tone lowering in §3.1 where I treat the syllable structure of nouns, Tone 
docking in §6.3.1 where I treat the associative construction and H tone spreading in chapter 7 
which discusses the verb group.  
 
4. Syllable Structure 

 
Bafut has open and close syllables attested in nouns, verbs and affixes. The basic syllable types 
are: 
 

(27)  a.  CV ! " # " $ %"
      
  CVC & " " "
      
  V " " "
      
  N $ " " %' "
     -like/love!  

 
We observe from these examples that the syllable structure consists of an obligatory syllable 
peak or nucleus V (vowel)/N (syllabic nasal) and an optional marginal consonant element which 
serves as either Onset or Coda. All the consonant phonemes presented in section 2.1.1. can 
appear in onset position. The coda position, on the other hand, is restricted to nasal consonants 
only. The nasal consonant which serves as an affix shares the same place of articulation features 
as the following consonant as illustrated below:  

(28)  a. -f  
  b. -( "  
  c. %) "  
  d. %' *"  
  e. %+ "  

     
The onset consonant can be labialized, palatalized or both labialized and palatalized. In such 
cases, the structure of the syllable is still (C)V(C) since labialization and palatalization are 
treated here as instances of consonant modification (and not as a second instance of a consonant 
in a CC cluster). The structure of the words in the examples below is as indicated.       
 

(29)  a. !, " CwV 
    
  b. $- " CyV 
    
  c. gwj  CwjV 
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Another reason why these words are not treated as having a CCV/CCCV structure is that 
consonant clusters are not attested elsewhere in the language. Wherever a sequence of two or 
more consonants is found, the second/third is always a glide. 
  
Conclusion 
A lot more remains to be said about the sound system and syllable structure of the Bafut 
language. 
to the complexity of the sound system of the language. Much still needs to be done, for instance, 
to determine the number and quality of Bafut vowels. I leave this rather prohibitive task to the 
phonologists. Also, I mentioned pre-nasalization earlier on in the chapter when presenting the 
sound inventory but this was not discussed anywhere else in the chapter. This is another area of 
the grammar of the language that needs a careful investigation. Finally, as I have just mentioned 
above, many tone processes remain undescribed. The same is true of a few segmental processes 
like vowel coalescence, central vowel raising, final nasal deletion, etc. The discussion of these 
processes, in my opinion, will be easier to understand if treated in the relevant sections of the 
work where the associated morphological/syntactic phenomena are discussed. So we just note 
that these phenomena exist but post-pone discussion of them until later. 
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Chapter 2 
Noun classes and structure 

 
Introduction 
 
Four studies have been carried out on the structure of the noun in Bafut by Eastlack (1968), 
Dunstan (1971), Leroy (1979) and Mfonyam (1989). The first three studies are of a preliminary 
nature meant to serve for comparative purposes either within the larger framework of the Mbam-
Nkam group or the Ng

work 
is quite detailed, it was carried out against the background of the search for an appropriate tone 
marking system in Bafut orthography. These works have served as a basis for our description of 
the noun in Bafut. We have also drawn upon other works especially Ayuninjam (1998) which 
has proved very useful to our study because the noun class system of Mbili is in many ways 
similar to that of Bafut.   

The present chapter describes the structure of the Bafut noun with attention focused 
primarily on the internal constituency of the noun. The first section briefly describes the syllable 
and tone patterns of the Bafut noun. Section 2 presents the classification of nouns into different 
morphological classes and suggests ways of handling some irregular nouns. Section 3 examines 
the gender system while section 4 presents the concord system.  
 
1. Syllable structure and tone patterns of nouns 
 
The stems of most Bafut nouns are either monosyllabic or bisyllabic. A few nouns have 
trisyllabic stems and a very small number, especially borrowed and derived nouns, have four 
syllables. Five syllables are attested only in compound nouns (see chapter 4). The prefix of the 
noun always bears a low tone in citation form. In presenting examples in this section and in the 
rest of the chapter, the prefix of the noun is separated from the stem by a hyphen (-). 
 
1.1 Monosyllabic noun stems 
 
Monosyllabic noun stems bear either a low or a high tone in citation form. These basic tones are 
often affected, in various ways, by phonetic factors such as intonation, stress and neighbouring 
tones. Following are some examples of monosyllabic noun stems and their basic tones.  
 

(1)  a. !" #  h. !$ #  
  b. !$ %#  i. !&' #  
  c. !( #  j. !& #  
  d. & !( #  k. %! #  
  e. ) !( #  l. !" #  
  f. ! #  m. !* #  
  g. !+ #  n. !" #  

 
The group of nouns in h-n is very interesting. While the nouns in k-n are realized with a falling 
contour tone on the stem, the tone on the stems of the nouns in h-j remains level high. 
Considering just the nouns in k-n, it seems reasonable to conclude that the low segment of the 
contour tone is a boundary low tone. This is borne out by the fact that when a noun modifier, e.g. 
a definite article, is added to these nouns, the low boundary tone is then realized on the modifier.  
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e.g. m  w   
       -t  j   
       -b  j   
 
There is however a problem with this analysis. Why is the boundary tone not also realized on the 
nouns in h-j? It seems plausible to assume, following Leroy (1979) that the nouns in h-j have a 
floating H tone while those in k-n have a floating L tone. It is the floating L that occasions the 

cts.  
 These two sets of stems (i.e. h  j on the one hand and k  n on the other hand) also 
manifest another difference with respect to neighbouring tones. Specifically, when a prefix 
(which usually bears a low tone) is attached to the stem, the H segment of the contour in the 
stems in (k  n) is lowered while the H in the examples in (h  j) remains level high. It is rather 
difficult to say for certain whether the high in the relevant cases is lowered to mid or is simply a 
down stepped high. See Neba (2006 and 2008) for further discussion on these interesting tone 
phenomena. 
 
1.2. Bisyllabic noun stems 
 
Bisyllabic noun stems have various tone patterns. These are: HH, L-LL, L-HL, L- LHL. 
 

(2) a. !" # $  m. % !& $$  
 b. !' $  n. & !& ( $  
 c. !( $  o. ) !' $  
 d. !' $  p. !) * $  
 e. !( ( $  q. !+ * $  
 f. ! $  r. !,+ - $  
 g. & !" # $  s. % ! $ praying mantis  
 h. & !' $  t.. !& ( $  
 i. & !( $  u. !,+ $  
 j. & !' $  v. !, # $  
 k. & !( ( $  w. !& # $  
 l. & ! $  x. ! # $  

 
The HH pattern is found exclusively on the prefixless noun stems of class 1a. The HH pattern in 
these stems remains level high. When these stems take the low tone plural prefix, they pattern 
into two groups depending on how they react to the preceding L tone on the plural prefix. The H 
tone on both syllables of the nouns in (2a-d) is stepped (lowered). In the nouns in (2e-f) on the 
other hand, only the H on the first syllable is stepped (lowered). The H on the second syllable 
remains level H. It is difficult to say whether the H tones in these cases are lowered to level of a 
M tone or to a level between M and H. For this reason, I have not indicated the lowering in the 
surface forms.  

A low tone prefix also affects (steps) the first H in the L-HL pattern. The L-LHL pattern 
in (2t-x) is not very common and the few examples of nouns with this pattern are found in class 
7. The H segment of the contour in this pattern is also realized as a stepped H. 
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1.3 Trisyllabic noun stems 
 
Three-syllable noun stems are very few in Bafut. The tone patterns on these nouns include L-
LLL (3a  3c), (L)-HHH (3d  3e), L-HHL (3f  3h), and L-HLL (3i  3k). 
 

(3) a. !" # $ %  i. !& ' %  
 b. !( ) %  j. !" )*+ , %  
 c. !& " %  k. ! $ %  
 d. !' & %   %  
 e. !' ' %   %  
 f. " !" & ' %   %  
 g. !" , ' %   %  
 h. !$ ' -" %   %  

 
Preceding low tones generally step a following high tone. In the L-HHH, and L-HHL patterns, 
the stepping effect extends onto the second H tone of the stem. 
 
1.4 Quadrisyllabic nouns 
 
The few quadrisyllabic nouns in Bafut belong in class 1a. It must be underscored here that these 
noun stems are complex and like the trisyllabic stems are derived from several morphemes. The 
tone patterns found on these nouns are: HHHL, HHLL, HHHH, and LHLL. 
 

(4) a. !" - %  
 b. !) " , %  
 c. !$ " -%  
 d. !'. - ' %  
 e. !" $ $ %  
 f. !' -$ / %

 
 g. !$& $ ' , %  
 h. !) # ) %  

 
When the class 2 plural prefix is attached to these nouns, the stepping effect proceeds as 
discussed above; that is, the first two high tones following the low on the prefix are stepped. 
 
2.  Noun classes 
 
The noun can be defined simply as a word which denotes the name of a person or of a thing;  
concrete or abstract. It is a substantive generally composed of two formatives: a stem and an 
affix. In Bafut, as already mentioned in the previous section, the noun is composed of a stem and 
a prefix. Suffixes are generally not attested. The noun is the governing element in the nominal 
group as the form of the noun prefix influences the form of concord markers on pronouns, 
determiners, adjectives, etc. when these other parts of speech are concatenated with the noun. 
Bafut nouns are divided into "classes" and "class genders" according to the form of their prefixes 
and the concord pattern that the nouns trigger on related words. The same stem can appear with a 
different prefix depending on whether it is used in the singular or plural. Although this Bantu-
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like "class" and "class gender" system exists in Bafut, no case can be made out of relating these 
prefixes to those of true Bantu. Following is a table of the noun class prefixes in Bafut compared 
with those of the proto Bantu system reconstructed in Meeusen (1980). 
 
Table I: Bafut and Proto-Bantu noun class prefixes 

Singular prefixes Plural prefixes 
Class 
N0. 

Proto-Bantu 
Pref 

Bafut Prefix Class 
N0. 

Proto-Bantu 
prefix 

Bafut Prefix 

1 !"#$ %#&$ -$ 2 '(#$ ' #$
3 !"#$ #&$%$$  
5 )*#$ + #$ 6 !(#$ ! #$
7 ,*#$ #$ 8 $$$$$$'*#$ #$
9 %#$ $$$$$$$%#$ 10 %#$ $%#$
19 -*#$ - #$    
 

Although a formal relationship can be established (with much effort) between some proto-Bantu 
and Bafut noun class prefixes, there is very little else of any convincing nature that can be said 
about the relatedness of Bafut to Proto-Bantu noun classes.  

  The noun stem in Bafut is generally morphologically constant being subject to only 
phonological changes (especially tonal). On the other hand, prefixes may be interchanged to 
express number or to indicate the gender to which the noun belongs. Here are some examples 
where prefixes are  interchanged to indicate number and gender. 
 

(5) Change in number Change of gender 
$ #-    "chief" ' #-     "chiefs" #,  - #,  
$ #'   "bag" #'     "bags" #, !  #, !  
$ + #' "wing" ! #' "wings" + #,  - #,  

  
Bafut nouns pattern into 10 morphological classes (6 singular and 4 plural) according to 

the form of their prefixes and of the concordial agreement. The class and gender systems are the 
only clear features of proto Bantu that are attested in the Bafut noun morphology. Classes 1, 3, 5, 
7, 9, and 19 are singular classes while classes 2, 6, 8, and 10 are plural classes. The classification 
of nouns into these different classes is based on (a) identity in nominal prefixes, (b) singular-
plural pairing, and, most important, (c) identity in the system of concords. The numbering system 
is that proposed by Bleek (1862) and Meinhof (1899). I present the different classes below along 
with their salient characteristics.  
 
2.1   Noun class 1 / -,  %/ 
 
Class 1 nouns are subdivided into two subclasses based on the prefixes of the nouns. The nouns 
in all two subclasses, however form their plural in the same class (class 2) and employ the same 
concord elements in larger nominal constructions. Semantically, class 1 nouns refer to animate 
entities, and primarily to the subcategory human: their kinship roles, and their occupations or 
professions. Borrowed words also belong in this class. The two subclasses identified are: 
 
 
A. Noun class 1a / - /      
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The nouns in this subclass have a zero prefix. Loan words into the language belong in this class. 
A few animal names are also found in this class. Examples of nouns in this sub-class are: 

 
(6) a. -!   k. -" ! #   

 b. -$ %   l. -& '   
 c. -(   m. -)   
 d. -( %   n. -' ) %   
 e. -" %   o. -) *   
 f. -$   p. -) + (   
 g. -& + %   r. -! +   
 h. -! &   s. -% *,   
 i. -),   t. -& -   
 j. -& -'   u. -- (  -in-  

 
B. Noun class 1b / .// 
 
Class 1b nouns have a homorganic nasal prefix. Examples of nouns in this sub-class are: 
 

(7) a. /" 0  
 b. /* & 0  
 c. /* 0  
 d. /* 0  
 e. /, % 0  
 f. /$ &0  
 g. /" - 0  
 h. /)# $ 0  
 i. /( $ 0  
 j. &/ 0  
 k. &/ +, 0  
 l. / 0  

  
A very small number of nouns that belong in this class (by virtue of the concord elements they 
trigger) begin with the vowel 1. Examples are -(   -*  $ +  

nt b  
concord elements associated with these nouns are the same as those associated with other nouns in 
this class which begin with the homorganic nasal consonant (see section 3 for a description of the 
concord). For this reason, we will treat the initial 1 as an augment and maintain the following nasal 
consonant as the class prefix since it is the one that actually determines concord. Notice in passing 
that the initial vowel  in the singular forms, is not attested in the speech of some speakers. 
However, it is attested in the plural forms for all speakers, e.g. b -(   
b -*  b $ +  b nt b   (types of)  
 The last three nouns in the examples in (7) 
forms in the sense that they constitute the few instances in Bafut where a noun stem does not begin 
with a consonant. The stems of these forms may be regarded as the product of a kind of elision 
between an earlier prefix and the stem. As we will see immediately below, plural formation also 
exhibits the same irregularity. 
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!" . This 
noun is never used without a modifier such as possessive or determiner. Also, it has no plural 
form; rather, the plural form - b gj   
  
2.2.   Noun class 2 / # - / 
 
Noun class 2 is the plural class for class 1 nouns. Nouns in this class take the prefix - . When 
prefixed to a stem that begins with a vowel, the vowel and tone of the prefix are dropped and the 
prefix consonant then fuses with the noun stem. Examples of class 2 nouns are: 
 

(8) a. # $% &  k. # $' & &  
 b. # $( ) &  l. # $% * &  
 c. # $+ &  m. # $% &  
 d. # $+ ) &  n. # $% &  
 e. # $' ) &  o. # $, ) &  
 f. # $( &  p. # $( *&  
 g. # $* ! ) &  r. # $#" -( &  
 h. # $% * &  s. # $' - &  
 i. # $#, &  t. # $.+ &  
 j. # $* -. &  u. # $- + & -in-  

In forming the plural of the irregular nouns noted in class 1b above in which the nasal prefix is 
preceded by the vowel / the vowel is maintained: -+ 0# -+  
-1 0# -1  ( ! /b ( ! & . In these plural forms, the 

vowel prefix  is deleted by a general vowel deletion rule which targets one of two vowels in a 
tautosyllabic sequence. The deletion process in this situation however deviates slightly from the 
norm: it is generally V2 that is deleted in such contexts but in this case, deletion targets V1. This 
is however not surprising since V2 is considered part of the stem and as we know, phonological 
processes more easily affect prefixes than they do stems/roots.   
 The plural forms of the irregular nouns noted above in class 1b are as follows: * 0#  

* !, 0# !,  0#  
range of Grassfields bantu languages, these same nouns exhibit similar irregularities. See also 
Atindogbe (2007) for Coastal Bantu languages.  
 Proper names form their plural in this class. The plural of proper names is used in one of 
two ways; either (a) as a regular plural indicating more than one person of the particular name, or 
(b) to indicate the person and the people who are with him/her, those under his/her charge. 
 
e.g. 
- # "A Bafut name commonly spelt as Niba/Neba in English Orthography" 
# $- # "All persons called Niba" 
# $- # "Niba and his people" 
 
 
 
2.3.   Noun class 3 
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Class 3 nouns are subdivided into subclass 3a and 3b. The two subclasses have different prefixes 
but the nouns in both classes behave alike with regard to plural formation and agreement 
marking. Nouns from both subclasses form their plural in class 6. The prefix for class 3a nouns is 

while that of class 3b is !.  
 

A. Noun class 3a / - /  
 

(9) a. "# $  
 b. "% $  
 c. "& $  
 d. "'( $  
 e. "' $  
 f. "& $  
 g. ") $  
 h. "* $  
 i. "* $  
 j. "* +$  
 k. "* $  
 l. ") , $  
 m. "*- $  

 
B. Noun class 3b / N- / 
 

(10) a. "& $  
 b. "& $  
 c. ") $  
 d. ") $  
 e. ", $  
 f. ", . $  
 g. ", $  
 h. ")%   
 i. "/ $  
 j. ", $  
 k. "% $  
 l. "* $  
 m. "*- $  
 n. "/ $  
 o. "* . $  
 p. "/ , $  

 
Class 3b and class 1b nouns have some characteristics in common. For instance, they have the 
same homorganic nasal prefix and they take identical concord elements in many contexts. On the 
surface, such similarities might suggest that we are dealing with one and the same class. There is 
however reason to maintain the two as separate classes. First, whereas class 1b nouns form their 
plural in class 2, class 3b nouns form theirs either in class 6 or class 10. Secondly, the identity in 
the concord elements that both classes take is only apparent. On the surface it looks like the 
possessive pronoun for both classes is the same. Compare the possessive for the class 1b nouns 
in (11A) below to that of the class 3b nouns in (11B). 
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(11) A B 
 Noun class1b Noun class 3b 
 !" # ! #  !$% # ! #  
 !& '# ! #  !$ # ! #  
 !& # ! #  !( # ! #  

 
Though the possessive pronoun in both (11A) and (11B) is segmentally identical, there is a 
significant difference in the tones. Whereas the class 1b possessive bears a L tone, that of class 
3b bears a HL tone.  

Another significant difference between the two classes is attested in the morpheme that 
marks agreement between a noun from any of the two classes and a modifying adjective and 

 
 

(12) A B 
 Noun class1b Noun class 3b 
 !" # ) *!% ( * #  !$% # ) !% ( * #  
 !& '# ) !+ $ #  !$ # ) !+ $ #  
 !& # ) '!,- #  !, # ) !,- #  

 
(13) A B 
 Noun class1b Noun class 3b 
 !" # *!$% '#  !$% # !$% '#  
 !& '# *!$% '#  !$ # !$% '#  
 !& # *!$% '#  !, # !$% '#  

 
On the one hand, whereas the adjective prefix for class 1b nouns contains a final homorganic 

homorganic nasal prefix when used with class 1b nouns but takes a null morpheme when used 
with class 3b nouns.  

A last difference between class 1b and class 3b nouns concerns the formation of plurals. 
While the nasal prefix of class 1b nouns always alternates with the plural prefix of class 2 ( !
" ., !" # he nasal prefix of class 3b nouns which form their plural in class 6 is 
inseparable from the stem such that the plural prefix is pre-prefixed to the nasal ( !$% .' !*!$% #

 
The fact that nasal (singular) prefix is maintained in the plural form of class 3b nouns 

raises the ultimate question of whether we should not assign a !#/null) prefix to this class and 
treat the nasal as part of the stem. This question also applies to other classes like 9 and 10 which 
have a nasal prefix. For the purpose of consistency with the Proto-Bantu system and with the 
description of related Grassfields Bantu languages (Hyman (1980), Welmers (1973)), Ayuninjam 
(1995) I will maintain the homorganic nasal as the prefix for these classes and simply refer to 
them as inseparable prefixes which are probably undergoing reanalysis as part of the stem in 
Bafut and in a wide range of Grassfields Bantu languages. 
 
2.4.   Noun class 5 / * - /  
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Class 5 contains quite a good number of the nouns in Bafut. Most body parts and abstract nouns 
belong in this class. This class also contains many names of objects which normally exist in pairs 

 
 
(14) a. ! "# $  k. ! "% & $  
 b. ! "#' $  l. ! "( $  
 c. ! ") $  m. ! " $  
 d. ! "* $  n. ! "+ $  
 e. ! ", $  o. ! "+ $  
 f. ! " $  p.  ! "-. $  
 g. ! "* $  q. ! "% $ goitre (a disease)  
 h. ! ") $  r. ! "( $  
 i. ! "# $  s. ! ", $  
 j. ! "+ $  t. ! "'/ $  

 
2.5. Noun class 6 / - " / 
 

Noun class 6, as in many other Bantu languages, has merged Proto-Benue Congo classes 6 and 
6a as the membership of this class in Bafut is heterogenous, partly consisting of plurals mainly of 
class 5 and also of mass nouns. This class also contains the plurals of some class 3, 9 and 19 
nouns. Although the majority of mass nouns are contained in this class, others are also found in 
class 1, some in class 7 and some in class 9. The prefix for class 6 is - ". Following are 
examples of class 6 nouns. 
 

(15) a. - ", & $  k. - "' $  
 b. - "#' $  l. - "# $   
 c. - ") $  m. - " $  
 d. - "* $  n. - "+ $  
 e. - ", $  o. - "+ $  
 f. - " $  p.  - "-. $  
 g. - "* $  q. - "( $ marriages  
 h. - ") $  r. - "+ $  
 i. - "' & $  s. - ", $  
 j. - ", $  t. - " 0 $  
 k.  - "# ! $   $  

 
At times, in front of some oral consonants such as b and k, the prefix loses its vowel and the 
nasal homorganises with the stem oral consonant. In some cases, the root-initial consonant is 
deleted along with the prefix vowel making it difficult to separate the prefix from the stem. This 
is illustrated below. 
 

(16) a. 1- "+ 1$  2$ "+ 3$  
 b. 1- ",' 1$  2$ ",' $3$  
 c. 1- "# 1$  2$-" $3$  

 
This process is not general (compare the examples in (16) to those in (15a, e, j, n, o, r, and s). 
Given that this change does not apply in all contexts in this class, it would not be very plausible 



 26 

to attribute it to a synchronic phonological process. I rather suggest that some nouns such as 
those in (16) are undergoing a major revision which, with time, might end in a change in the 
morphological class.     
 
2.6.   Noun class 7  / - / 
 
The prefix for noun class 7 is  which seems to have been adopted from the Proto-Bantu class 12 
prefix ka with a subsequent loss of the initial consonant. The concord system however does not 
resemble either that of Proto-Bantu class 7 or class 12. Class 7 contains the largest number of 
nouns in Bafut. Some body parts and household utensils fall within this class. It is also composed 
of nouns designating material objects, instruments and vegetation. The class also contains 

nouns in this class form their plural in class 8. 
 

(17) a. !"   k. !" # $ %  
 b. !& %  l. !' ' %  
 c. !" %  m. !& () %  
 d. !$ # %  n. !" # %  
 e. !) %  o. !" # %  
 f. !$ %  p. !)* %  
 g. !* %  r. !& %  
 h. !$ %  s. !& %  
 i. !" %  t. !" %  
 j. !' %  u. !& %  

 
2.7.   Noun class 8  / !/ 
 
Class 8 seems to have merged Proto-Bantu classes 8 and 13. The merger resulted in the retention 
(and subsequent modification) of the Proto-Bantu class 13 prefix i and the class 8 concord 
system. Bafut Class 8 is the plural class for class 7 nouns. The prefix for this class is - which is, 
coincidentally, identical in form to the prefix of class 3a. The two, however, differ in function: 
whereas the - of class 3a marks the singular form, that of class 8 marks the plural. In addition to 
this, both differ with respect to the agreement morpheme they trigger in larger nominal 
constructions. The following are examples of class 8 nouns. 
 

(18) a. !"   k. !"  
 b. !&   l. !)   
 c. !"   m. !& ()   
 d. !"  n. !" #   
 e. !)   o. !" #   
 f. !$   p. !)   
 g. !*   r. !&   
 h. !$   s. !&   
 i. !"   t. !"   
 j. !'   u. !&   

 

2.8.   Noun class 9  / +- / 
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Class 9 contains mostly animal names. This class has the same homorganic nasal prefix as 
classes 1b and 3b. The three classes however differ in plural formation and in the agreement 
patterns they provoke in larger nominal constructions. The following are examples of class 9 
nouns. 
 

(19) a. !" #  g. !$ #  
 b. !" #  h. ! # #  
 c. !% #  i. !$ # #  
 d. !" #  j. !$& #  
 e. !'( #  k. )! # #  
 f. !$& #  l. )! #  

 
 
2.9.   Noun class 10 / N- /  
 
Class 10 is the plural class for nouns in class 9. Some nouns in classes 3, 7 and 19 also form their 
plural in this class. Class 10 has the same prefix as classes 9, 1b and 3b but it is treated as a 
separate class first because it is a plural class and second because it takes a set of concord 
elements different from those of any of the other classes. The examples below are class 10 
nouns.   
 

(20) a. !" #  g. !$ #  
 b. !" #  h. !* % #  
 c. !% #  i. !$ # #  
 d. !" #  j. !$& #  
 e. !'( #  k. )! # #  
 f. !$& #  l. )! #  

 
As we observe from these examples, the prefixes of class 10 nouns are identical to class 9 nouns. 
The singular/plural distinction is signaled only by the concord elements, raised intonation on the 
noun stem and at times by context of use.  

 As we mentioned earlier in this chapter (see section 2.3) although the prefix of 
class 9 nouns does not change in the plural form, we have decided to maintain the nasal 
consonant as the prefix of classes 9 and 10 for the sake of consistency with the Proto-Bantu 
system and with the description of related Grassfields Bantu languages (Hyman (1980), Welmers 
(1973)), Ayuninjam (1995) I will maintain the homorganic nasal as the prefix for these classes 
and simply refer to them as inseparable prefixes which are probably undergoing reanalysis as 
part of the stem in Bafut and in a wide range of Grassfields Bantu languages. 
 
 
 
 
2.10 Noun class 19 / + ! / 
 
Most nouns that refer to diminutives and long objects belong in this class. The majority of nouns 
form their plural in class 6. Others form theirs in class 10. The prefix of this class is - 

 
(21) a. + !)$&   g. + !%   



 28 

 b. ! "#$   h. ! "%&'   
 c. ! "(   i. ! "%)   
 d. ! " *$   j. ! " + #   
 e. ! "%(   k. ! "(   
 f. ! "%   l. ! "+$   

 
The stems of some nouns in this class have an initial homorganic nasal consonant (see for 
example (a), (d), (f) and (g)). This feature is also attested in some nouns scattered in other 
classes. For example:  
 

(22) a. % " *   (class 5) 
 b. % ",!   (class 5) 
 c. , "%(   (class 6) 
 d. , " *   (class 6) 
 e. , ",!   (class 6) 

 
The homorganic nasal consonant, as we have observed, is a regular prefix for classes 1b, 3b, 9 
and 10 nouns. Its occurrence as stem initial consonant in this group of nouns in classes 19, 6 and 
5 is quite an exception. My guess is that this nasal consonant is an old prefix which has 
undergone a metanalysis and has, in effect, become part of the stem in the examples in (121- 
22)1. 

3.  Gender system 

The noun classes presented above can be paired with respect to a singular-plural opposition. The 
10 classes constitute 6 singular and 4 plural classes which in turn are paired into 6 major genders, 
5 minor genders and a couple of single class genders. The table below illustrates the pairing of 
the noun classes into genders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table II: Gender System 
N.cl. Pref. CC  N.cl. Pref. CC 

a) 
1 

b) 

ø- 
 

N- 

- - 
 
- - 

  
2 

 
# "-

 
b  - 

      
                                                           
1 Mutaka (2003) proposes an alternative analysis for similar cases in Ewondo where he considers the nasal element 
as the primary prefix. What I call the regular prefix (i.e.   and ), he treats as pre-prefixes. 
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a) 
3 

b) 

- 
 

N- 

  - 
 

  -
 
5 

!

" #!
 

n  -
 6 $ #! m  - 

7 #! j  -  8 #! dz  - 
9 N- j -  10 N- dz  - 
19 % #! f   -     

 
In the table, the noun classes, noun prefixes and concord consonants are indicated. Following 
each concord consonant is a floating tone associated with the class. The concord consonants and 
the related floating tones will be treated in greater detail in the next section. Full lines in the table 
indicate major genders while broken lines indicate minor genders. The following paired genders 
therefore exist in Bafut: 
 
Major genders: 1/2, 3/6, 5/6, 7/8, 9/10, 19/6. 
Minor genders:  3b/10, 7/6, 7/10, 9/6, 19/10 
 
 The semantic contents of the classes and genders vary a lot making it difficult to give a 
general semantic characterization of any particular class or gender. However, considering related 
studies (Hyman ed. (1981), Leroy (1977b) and Ayuninjam (1998)), the following general 
semantic relationships can be posited for the different classes/genders in Bafut: 
 
Humans:    1b/2  
Loan words:    1a/2 
Animals/Birds:   9/10, 1/2, 7/8 
Insects:    3/6, 7/8, 9/10 
Abstracts:    7 
Mass/Liquids:    6 
Body parts:    5/6, 7/8 
Gerunds:    9 
Vegetation:    7/8 
Diminuitives:    19/6 
Heavenly bodies:   1/2, 9, 19/6 
 
Following are examples of nouns in the different genders. 

3.1. Major genders  
 
(i) Gender 1/2 (humans, animals, borrowed words) 

(23) a. #% &' #% !  j. -% ( &' #% (   
 b. #) $&' #* $!  k. -+ &' -s   
 c. #) &' #* !  l. -, &' -k   
 d. #) &' #* !  m. -* &' -l   
 e. #- ( &' #- ( !  n. -% * . &' -f l w   
 f. #, $&' #, $!  o. -/ ' ( &' -t b r   
 g. $# &'# !  p. -' 0 + &' -b g s  
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 h. !" #$ %&" #$ '  r. -( # %& -l g   
 i. " %&" '  s. -! # ) %& "! # )   

 
(ii) Gender 3/6 (Insects, assorted words) 
 

(24) a. "* %! -f   k. "+ %! -k  "song(s)" 
 b. ", %! -s  se(s) (law 

 
l. "+ %! "+ ' "bed(s)" 

 c. "& %! "& '  m
. 

"+ !%! -k m "name(s)" 

 d. "(- %! "(- '  n. ". # %! -t g  "night(s)" 
 e. "( %! -l  

 
o. "+ %! -k   

 f. "& %! "!& '  p. "., %! -nts  "mouth(s)" 
 g. ". %! "/. '  q. ", %! -ns   
 h. ". %! "/. '  r. ". %! -nt    
 i. "# ) %! " # ) '  s. "+ %! - k  "tail(s)" 
 j. "# %! " # ' "root(s)" t. "+ ) %! - k r  "rope(s)" 

 
 (iii) Gender 5/6 (body parts and assorted nouns) 
 

(25) a. / "+0 % "+0 '  k. / "1 ) %! "1 ) '  
 b. / "(0 %! "(0 '  l. / "2 %! "2 '  
 c. / ". %! ". '  m

. 
/ "#- %! "#- '

 
 d. / ", %! ", '  n. / "& %! "& '  
 e. / "+ %! "+ '  o. / "& %! "& '  
 f. / ". %! ". '  p. / "* ) %! "* ) '  
 g. / "# %! "# '  q. / "+ %! "+ '  
 h. / "& %! "& '  r. / "+ %! "+ '  
 i. / ", %! ", '  s. / "0 %! "0 ' /ice block  
 j. / " %! - '  t. / "+ %! -k   

 
 

(iv) Gender 7/8 (body parts, household utensils, birds, insects, vegetation, etc.) 
 

(26) a. "1 % "1 '  k. "+ + % "+ + '  
 b. ". % ". '  l. "/.,0 % "/.,0 ' -  
 c. "& % "& '  m. "( ( % "( ( '  
 d. ". / % ". / '  n. "/., / % "/., / '  
 e. ". % ". '  o. "!& /0 % "!& /0 '  
 f. "+ % "+ '  p. "& % "& '  
 g. ", % ", '  q. "* % "* '  
 h. "+ % "+ '  r. ". % ". '  
 i. ". % ". '  s. "2 % "13 '  
 j. "& % "& '  t. ", , % ", , '  
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(v) Gender 9/10 (Animals, birds, assorted nouns) 
 

(27) a. !" # !" $  k. %! #%! $  
 b. !" # !" $  l. ! # ! $  
 c. !& # !& $  m. !' # !' $  
 d. !" %# !" %$  n. %! #%! $  
 e. !() # !() $  o. !' # !' $  
 f. !(* # !(* $  p. !' # !' $  
 g. !' #%!' $  q. !+ # !+ $  
 h. !) # !) $  r. !& ,# !& ,$  
 i. !'- # !'- $   s. !" # !" $  
 j. !'- # !'- $  t. !& # !& $  

 

(vi) Gender 19/6 (Diminutives) 
       

(28) a. . !%'- #, !%'- $  f.   . !%/ #, !%/ $  
 b. . !& #, !& $  g. . !%+/ ,#, !%+/ ,$  
 c. . ! ( #, ! ( $  h. . ! & " #, ! & " $  
 d. . !%'- #, !%'- $  i. . !0 %) #, !0 %) $  
 e. . !%+ #, !%+ $   $  

 

 
3.2. Minor genders       
 
Minor genders consist of much fewer words than the major genders above. They are probably of 
closed classes.       
 

(vii) Gender 3b/10   (assorted nouns)   
 

(29) a. !" # !" $  
 b.  !' % # !' % $  
 c. !( # !( $  
 d. !& ,# !& ,$  
 e. !/ # !/ $  

          
(viii) Gender 7/6 (assorted nouns) 
 

(30) a. !& 0 #, !& 0 $  
 b.  !. #, !. $  
 c. !& + #, !& + $  
 d. !' #, !' $  
 e. !& #, !& $  

 
(ix) Gender 7/10 (assorted nouns) 
 

(31) a. !) / !'- !  
 b.  ! ( # !(   
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 c. !"# $ !#  
 
3.3. Single class genders 
 
Nouns that are always either in the singular only or in the plural only are found in all classes in 
Bafut. In this section however, we present only those single class genders that have a reasonable 
number of nouns in them. 
 
(xi) Gender 6 (Liquid and mass nouns) 

(33) a. " !%  
 b.  " !&   
 c. " !% '  
 d. " !(   
 e. " !% )*   

 
(xii) Gender 9 (Gerunds) 
All gerunds fall within this gender 
 

(34) a. !+ ' ,  
 b.  !- ,  
 c. !( ,  
 d. !(% ' ,  
 e. !+ . ,  

 
(xiii) Gender 5 (Gerundials) 
 

(35) a. ) !  
 b.  ) !*   
 c. ) !%/  
 d. ) !*.   
 e. ) !/   

 
 
 
 
 
4.  Concord system 
 
Each of the noun classes presented above is associated with a particular nominal prefix and with 
a distinctive pattern of agreement borne by modifiers and arguments of the noun. Thus the form 
of the noun related word (modifiers and arguments) especially the initial consonant is determined 
by the class of the head noun such that each noun class will command the same concord prefixes 
or morphemes. The table below presents the concord consonants (CC) or prefixes  of the 
following noun related words that are determinant in the classification of nouns in Bafut: the 

also included. The concord segment is separated from the root by a hyphen. 
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Table II: Bafut concord prefixes  
N. 
Cl 

Sample 
Noun 

Noun 
Cl. 
Prefix 

Poss 
 

Int.  
 

Quant. 
 

Adj 
 

Dem 

 

SM 

1a. 
  b. 

! "#
$ %

- 
&'%

' %
' %

!' %
!' %

"'() *%
"'() *%

+ '! %
+ '! %

!'
!' %

,%
%

2. - ! "# % - '% -' % -' % - '() *% - '! % -' % - %
3a. 
  b. 

. %
/ 0 %

'%
&'%

' %
' %

!' %
!'

'() *%
'() *%

+ '! %
+ '! %

!' %
!' %

% %
%

5. " - % " '% "' % "' % " '() *% " '! % "' % " %
6. * '- % * '% *' % *' % * '() *% * '! % *' % * %
7. . % '% +' % +' % '() *% + '! % +' % 1%
8. . % '% #2' % # ' % '() *% # '! % # ' % # %
9. . % &- +' % +' % "'() *% + '! % +' % %

10. . % &- #2' % # ' % '() *% # '! % # ' % # %
19. $ . % $ '% $' % $' % $ '() *% $ '! % $' % $ %

  
There are three kinds of concord elements: CVC, CV, V and C. The CVC concord element is 
attested only in adjectives (numerals pattern with adjectives) used to modify classes 1 and 9 

deleted when the preceding noun ends in a vowel. Vowel deletion of this type targeting the 
second vowel in a tautosyllabic sequence is very common in Bafut as noted earlier on in section 
3.1. The CV element could be an oral or nasal consonant. The latter generally assimilates to the 
place features of a following oral stop. In addition to the variation according to noun class 
illustrated in the table above, the concord element for the possessive pronoun also differs with 
person and number for '$ % '

'$ % +'  '$ %!' . This variation will be treated more fully in 
chapter 4. 
 The concord consonants of classes 8 and 10 are identical. We however observe 
differences in the tones in some cases. Apart from the high-low differences on the adjective and 
demonstrative, there is a general tendency for the high of class 10 in the possessive and 
interrogative to be stepped (lowered).    
 
 
Conclusion 
In classifying the nouns in this chapter, we relied principally on the morphological criteria in 
which the noun class is conceived of as a group of nouns that provoke an identical pattern of 
agreement on noun modifiers. We observed that the semantic criteria which also played a role in 
the classification of nouns in Proto-Bantu does not play a major role in the classification of Bafut 
nouns. The fact that the nouns do not pattern into any regular semantic classes is a common 
feature of Grassfields Bantu languages. Noun classes 3b, 9 and 10 in Bafut remain a source of 
contention. Because the homorganic nasal prefix in the singular forms remains unchanged in the 
plural form, some analysts (e.g. Mutaka (pc)) think that it is more reasonable to treat class 9 as a 
subpart of class 1 with a null prefix. This idea is worth considering but the question remains 
about what to do with the related plural forms. In fact, a number of problems persist in the 
classification of nouns in Grassfields Bantu languages in general using the traditional 
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morphological criteria. 
(2007) idea of classifying nouns into tone classes and not morphological classes.     
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Chapter 3 
Noun formation 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Two major processes are involved in the formation of nouns in Bafut. These are derivation and 
compounding. Derivation involves attaching a prefix to a root which, most often, belongs to a 
different word category (e.g. a verb root) while compounding entails combining two independent 
words, one of which must be a noun, to produce a new noun with a composite meaning. The 
present chapter examines the different processes employed in derivation and compounding. We 
will present the form, meaning and distribution of the prefixes used in derivation and also 
provide an analysis of compounding as a word formation process in Bafut. 
 
1. Derivation 
 
Derived nominals in Bafut may be classified into five types based on the type of derivational 
prefix and on the categorial status of the root involved. These classes of derived nouns are: 
deverbatives, agentive nouns, augmentatives, diminutives and negative nominals. 
 
1.1. Deverbatives 
 
As the name suggests, deverbatives are nouns formed from verb stems. The derivation here 
involves prefixing an ordinary noun class prefix to the verb root and a corresponding 
modification of the tone pattern of the verb stem. The noun class prefixes that are commonly 
used to derive nouns from verbs are: - (cl.7), ! " (cl.5), #- (cl.9) and their corresponding plurals 
" (cl.8), $ " (cl.6), and #- (cl.10). In each case, the nouns thus formed indicate one of four 

things:  
 
(i) an instrument with which the action signified by the verb is performed e.g. "%& '
    %& '  
(ii) the result of the action signified by the verb, e.g. "%( '  
     %( '' !  
(iii) an abstract idea conveyed by the verb e.g. ! & $ & $ '
''''   
(iv) the experiencer  of the action/state conveyed by the verb, e.g. bw nk   
       from )( !% '  
(v) the agent of the action conveyed by the verb, e.g. l ''  palm wine  from l ''
'''' . 
 
Some examples of deverbatives are listed below under the different noun prefixes along with the 
corresponding verb root. The verbs from which the nouns are derived are presented in the 
imperative form since this is the least inflected form of the verb in the language (as we will see 
in chapter 7, imperatives are marked by a high tone but in terms of segmental morphology, the 
imperative is the least inflected form). 
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A. The prefix -  
 
(1) a.  !"# $ % "lead/cover" from "# $ % "cover!" 
 b. !& % "drum stick" from & % "hit/play (drum)!" 
 c. !$ % "ladle/spoon" from $ % "scoop out!" 
 d. !' % "chief´s cup" from  ' % "drink!" 
     
(2) a.  !"# % "answer/reply" from "# % % "answer/reply!" 
 b. !& '% "dance" from & ' % "dance!" 
 c. !%& % "load" from & % "carry!" 
 d. !( % "curse" from  ( % "curse!" 

(3) a.  !" ' % "love" from " % "like/love!" 
 b. !"# ) % "help" from "# ) % "help!" 
 c. !& $ % "deceit" from & $ % "deceive!" 
 d. ! ' % "jealousy/envy" from  ' % "be jealous/envious  of" 

(4) a.  !) * % "stupid/dumb person" from ) * ' % % "behave foolishly!" 
 b. !) ) % "headiness" from ) ) % "be heady!" 
 c. !"#+* % "prostitute" from "#+* % "play about carelessly!" 
 
The examples in (1) indicate the instrument with which the action signified by the verb is carried 
out while those in (2) represent the result of the action signified by the verb. The ones in (3) 
indicate the abstract idea expressed by the verb and those in (4) indicate the patient/experiencer 
of the action/state implied in the verb. 
 A number of tone changes are noticed. Generally, following H tones are lowered 
(stepped) by the L on the noun prefix; /"# ) ,% % - ! "# ) .. The HHL pattern on verbs 
changes to HL in the derived noun stem. The LLHL pattern in verbs is realised as LLL on the 
derived noun stem (see Niba 2008 for a more illuminating discussion of such tone changes). The 
L-HL tone pattern on some of these nouns distinguishes them from ordinary class 7 nouns which 
generally bear either a L-LL or L-HHL tone pattern. The fact that the HL pattern which we find 
on the stems of some of these nouns is normally a characteristic of verbs gives us an insight into 
the direction of derivation: nouns from verbs and not verbs from nouns. Also notice that some of 
the nouns end in ' /% $ /% ) , etc. (see the examples in (3)). As we will see later in chapter 6, 
phonological variants of these morphemes, ' /% $ /% )  are regular verb extensions in the 
language. This is another fact which points to the observation that we are deriving nouns from 
verbs and not verbs from nouns.  
 
B. The prefix ' !    
 
The prefix ' !, which is the prefix for ordinary class 5 nouns is used to derive nouns which 
indicate either the result of an action implied in a verb or an abstract idea corresponding to the 
meaning conveyed by the verb. 
 
(5) a.  ' !0 % "cry" from 0 % % "cry!" 
 b. ' !#0  "laughter" from #0 % "laugh!" 
 c. ' !0 "marriage" from 0 % "get married!" 
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 d. ! " "speech/language" from  # "speak/talk!" 
 e. ! " "illness" from # "fall ill" 
 f. ! "$ % "play/game/joke" from $ % # "play!" 
 g. ! "& ' "stinginess" from & ' # "be stingy!" 
 
 
C . The prefix " 
 
This is the prefix for ordinary class 3a nouns. It can be used to derive the following nouns from 
verbs: 
 
(6) a.  "( # "work/employment" from ( # "work!" 
 b. ") # "case (law court)" from ) # "judge/rule" 
 c. "* # "raffia palm shoot" 

 
from * # "tap palm wine" 

 
 D . The prefix N- 
 
The class 9 +- prefix can be used to derive nouns which could indicate instrument, result, 
abstract idea, or experiencer of an action. On the other hand, the cl 1 +- prefix is used to derive 
nouns that refer to the agent or theme of the action expressed by the verb. Nouns derived with 
the class 1 prefix generally refer to persons/professions. In (7) below, the examples from (a - e) 
illustrate derivations with the class 9 prefix while those in (f  i) illustrate derivations with the 
class 1 prefix.    
 
(7) a.  ",& # "comb" from ,& # "comb!" 
 b. ", # "agreement/plan" from , # "agree/plan!" 
 c. ",- ( # "evening" from ,- ##

. /"( #
"return from farm!" 

 d. "0 1 2 # "insult" from 0 1 2 # "insult!" 
 e. "*- !2 # "anger" from *- ) #!2 # "get angry!" 
 f. "* #  from * #  
 g. "2) #  from 2) #  
 h. "2 # messenger  from 2 # send  
 i. "*- !# old person  from *- ! # get old  
 

In the formation of deverbatives in Bafut, it is not often easy to attribute a particular 
meaning to a specific prefix. Thus for instance, the prefix " can denote the instrument with 
which an action is carried out, the ultimate result of some action, the abstract idea expressed by 
the verb, a state, etc. 
 It is also not evident, in the formation of deverbatives, what determines the noun class 
prefix which a particular verb root takes.  We have observed that some verb roots take the prefix 
", some take +-, some take " while others take ! ". There seems to be a general tendency for 

intransitive verbs to take the ! " prefix. The use of either the ", or the +- prefixes seems to be 
conditioned by the semantic function that the underlying verb would assign to its object NP. 
Thus, whereas verbs which would assign a Theme theta role to its object NP take the +- prefix, 
those that would assign a Patient or Beneficiary theta role to their object NPs take the ". I 
should however point out here that the situation is not that clear as verbs which we expect (by the 
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criteria outlined here) to take one prefix rather take the other. This is however not very surprising 
given the situation with noun class membership in the group of Bantu languages that Bafut 
belongs to. Nouns which normally should belong to a particular class (based on the criteria for 
noun class membership in Proto-Bantu languages) rather belong in other classes.    
 
1.2. Agentive nouns 
 
What I have decided to call agentive nouns in Bafut divide into two categories; (i) a category of 
nouns very similar in interpretation to the possessive-ing gerund in English, (ii) a category of 
nouns that refer to the agent of the action expressed by the verb. Agentive nouns in Bafut are 
formed by prefixing a homorganic nasal consonant to a verb root. This nominalization prefix in 
the category (i) nouns is similar in form and behavior to the prefix of ordinary class 9 nouns 
while that of category (ii) nouns is similar to the prefix of ordinary class 1b nouns. The verb root 
can be transitive or intransitive. In the former case, the object of the verb root obligatorily 
accompanies the derived noun except in cases where the object is directly implied in the meaning 
of the verb. The examples in (8iii) below specifically signify agents of the action. 
 
(8) (i). Intransitive verb roots 
 
 a.  !"# $ "sleeping (the act/manner of)" from "# "sleep!" 
 b. !% $ "jumping (the act/manner of)" from % $ "jump!" 
 c. !&' $ "running (the act/manner of)" from &' $ "run!" 
 d. !# $ "falling (the act/manner  of)" from ( $ "fall!" 
 e. ! $ "coming (the act/manner of)" from  $ "come!" 
 f. ! $ "going (the act/manner of)" from $ "go!" 
 
(ii) Transitive verb roots 
 
 a.  !% $) &      
  N-cook beans "(the act/manner of) cooking beans" from % $ "cook!" 
     

 b. !" $*!+ $    
  N-build house "(the act/manner of) building 

houses/house building" 
from " $ "build!" 

     

 c. !& $, !"# $    
  N-fry fish "the act/manner of) frying fish/fish 

frying" 
from & $ "fry!" 

      

 d. -l  m -l  "the act/manner of) tapping palm 
wine/palm wine tapping" 

from % $ palm 
 

 
(iii) Personal nouns 
 
 a.  !" $*!+  "builder" from " "build!" 
 b. !, $)!" $ "meat merchant" from , $ "sell!" 
 c. !& $) ! & " $ "wood carver" from & $ "carve!" 
 d. !# $)!" $  from # $$  
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 The derived nominals presented in these examples in (8) pattern in two noun classes. The 
examples in (8) (i) and (ii) belong in class 9 while those in (iii) belong in class 1, the normal 
class for humans and names of different professions/trades. The formation of the plurals of the 
personal nouns in (iii) provides reason to think that the relation between the verb stem and the 
following noun is possessive and not objective. The plural of !" #$  butcher instance is 
$ !" %$ %#$ . As we will see later in chapter 5, the morpheme $  between the verb stem and the 
following noun is the ordinary associative morpheme employed by class 2 nouns. 

Also worth noting is the fact that in the personal nouns in (8iii) signifying the agent (doer 
of some action), the derived noun behaves exactly like ordinary class (1b) nouns in terms of 
concord marking and, as mentioned immediately above, plural formation. Thus, for instance, a 
noun such as " #$ "butcher" triggers the same concord patterns on possessive pronouns and 
determiners as a class 1b noun such as &  "chief". This similarity is maintained, to a certain 
degree, in plural formation. First, like ordinary class 1 nouns, the nasal prefix of the derived noun 
is replaced by the class 2 plural prefix $ !%'class 2 is the normal plural class for class 1b nouns(. 
The associative morpheme of ordinary class 2 nouns b  is inserted between the verb base and the 
following noun giving the entire derived nominal the structure of an associative noun phrase. 
Concord and plural formation in a personal agentive noun and a class 1 noun are illustrated 
below.  
 
(9) a. !" %#!$ % !        !& % ! %
  1-butcher 1-my  chief my 
  "My butcher"  "My chief" 
     
 b. b -w  b  m-b   b-   b -f     b-  
  2-butchers             2-my   2-chiefs 2-my 

     
 
(10) a. $ !" %$ %#!$ %  d. $ !&  
 b. $ !& %$ %#!$ %

 
e. $ !) %  

 c. $ !* %$ %#!$ %  f. $ !+ %  
 
 A last comment about the examples in (8) is that the nouns in (iii) are not very common 
in Bafut. Speakers will often prefer to use a longer expression such as , %#!$ %-.

to refer to a "builder". This is probably to avoid the ambiguity that arises in 
the interpretation of  !$ % -. which could either mean "builder" or "the act/manner of 
building".  
 
 
1.3. Use of a special prefix 
 
In addition to the ordinary classes 1, 3, 5, 7 and 9 prefixes (/-, -, - !0%1! and /-)   as well as the 
nominalisation prefix /-, Bafut also employs a "special" negative prefix to derive nouns from 
other word classes. This special negative prefix is and its use is restricted to these instances of 
noun derivation from verbs. I will use the expression negative nominals  to refer to the nouns that 
are formed using this prefix.  

Negative Nominals are comprised of an ordinary nominal prefix, the negative morpheme 
- * , which signifies the absence of a concept/object or the negation of an action, and a lexical 
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root. They subdivide into two classes depending on the syntactic category of the lexical root. 
Noun-based negative nominals take a noun root while Verb-based negative nominals take a verb 
root.  
 
1.3.1 Noun-based negative nominals 
 
The nominals that fall in this class are comprised of a nominal prefix, the negative particle, and a 
noun root. This class contains a very small set of nouns. They take the ordinary noun class 1a 
zero prefix in the singular and the class 2 ! " prefix in the plural. The root itself is an ordinary 
noun from another noun class whose prefix has been re-analyzed as part of the stem. Some 
examples of noun-based negative nominals are listed below. I highlight the prefix which has 
been re-analyzed as part of the stem. (The vowel prefix of "name" in the first example is deleted 
in output form).  
 
(11) a. -# " $ % ! "# " $ %
  Pref-Neg-name Pref-Neg-name 
  -  -  
 
 b. -# "&#' ! "# "&#' (
  Pref-Neg-mouth Pref-Neg-mouth 
    
  
 c. -# "& ) ! "# "& ) (
  Pref-Neg-eye Pref-Neg-eye 
    
 
In addition to showing a singular/plural distinction as illustrated above, the nouns in this class 
take ordinary nominal modifiers such as adjectives and determiners and also have the same 
external distribution as ordinary nouns/NPs. These characteristics are illustrated in (12a-c). 
 
 

(12) a. 
  ! "# "$ %(((((((! "' * & (( !+"
  Pref-Neg-name           Pref-nice Pref-the  
    

 
 b. 
  ! "# "$ %(((((((! "' * & (( !+" ! (( $ ((+ ",
  Pref-Neg-name            nice    the SM P2 see chief  
    

   
 c. , ($ (+ (! # $ %(! ' * & (!- .(
  ", /( ! "# "$ % ! "' * & (( -
  chief             SM P2   see Pref-Neg-name Pref-nice Pref-the  
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We notice then that noun-based negative nominals exhibit characteristics of pure nominals. 
Considering the fact that the derivation of these nominals is not very productive and that the 
product of each derivation is an idiomatic expression, it is reasonable to think that they are a sort 
of synthetic compounds. As head of the derived nominal, the nominal morpheme supplies the 
nominal specification of the entire structure. In addition to this, it specifies the class of the 
derived word and so the appropriate number/class features are spelt out.  
 
 
1.3.2. Verb-based negative nominals 
 
Verb-based negative nominals are comprised of a nominal prefix, the negative particle  and a 
verb root. This category of verb-to-noun derivation is fairly productive as all verbs that take an 
agent human subject NP can potentially be used to derive nouns in this class. In (13), I list some 
examples of verb-based negative nominals that are commonly used in the language. 
 
 
 (13) a. -! " # "! "          From         
  Pref-Neg-talk Pref-Neg-talk 
    
 
          b. -! "#$ # "! "#$ From    #$     
  Pref-Neg-sleep Pref-Neg-sleep 
    
 
 c. -! "$% ! # "! "$% ! From  $% !      
  Pref-Neg-laugh Pref-Neg-laugh 
  

 
 

 
 d. -! " "& # "! " "& From   '&   
  Pref-Neg-wash body Pref-Neg-wash body 
    
 
 e. -! "% "& # "! "% "& From  % '&   
  Pref-Neg-hear things Pref-Neg-hear things 
    
 
2. Compounding 
 
Noun formation via compounding in Bafut generally involves the combination of two parts of 
speech. These combinations could be either: (i) verb + noun, (ii) adjective + noun, or (iii) noun + 
noun. Noun + noun combinations to form compounds are particularly rare. Where such 
combinations are attested, the result is usually the structure of an associative construction (and 
not a compound per se). Expressions that are considered as compound nouns in this discussion 
generally meet the following criteria: 
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a) If a compound noun is formed from two independent nouns, each with a prefix, only 

one of the prefixes marks singular or plural in the resulting compound; 
b) Although a compound noun is composed of at least two word stems and may have 

additional morphemes attached in order to make it a grammatically classifiable lexical 
entity, it has the status of a single word; 

c) The grammatical category of the components is not necessarily related to the 
grammatical category of the compound. The resulting compound noun is not subject 
to the rules which bind its components; 

d) The meaning of the compound noun is almost always different from the sum of the 
meanings of its component parts. 

 
Based on these criteria, the few instances of compound nouns formed via Noun + Noun 
combinations include: 
 
  !" #$% & '   from !" ' !$% & '  
  !" #$ '  from !" ' !$ ''''  
  ( #) '  from ( '''    and  !)       
 
In plural formation, only the prefix of the first member of the compound is affected 
(( #) *" !) '
not a compound ( +, ' !) ' ''whose plural is " +, '" ' !) '   
 
2.1. Verb + noun combinations 
 
Compound nouns can be formed by combining a verb and a noun. For ease of exposition, we 
will refer to such compounds as verbal compound nouns. Following are some examples of this 
category of compound nouns.  
 
Verbal compounds 
(14) a. - - & ' "jigger" from - ' "enter!" !- & ' "foot" 
 b. # " & ' "spring (water)" from # ' "pour down/jump!" # !" & ' "pit" 
 c. " ( ' "millipede" from " ' "plait!" ( ! ' "rainy 

season" 
 d. " ) ) ' "wood-pecker" from " ) ' "hit/knock a little!" !) ' "tree/stick" 
 
In the formation of the examples in (14a) and (14d) the vowel deletion process targeting the 
second of two contiguous vowels applies. The compound nouns formed by this process behave 
like ordinary class 1 nouns in terms of concord marking. In plural formation, the compound noun 
takes the plural prefix of ordinary class 2 nouns. In the examples in (15) the first column 
illustrates verbal compounds while the second column illustrates ordinary gender 1/2 nouns.  
 
(15) a. # " & ' !     d. !. ' ! '
  spring my  chief my 
  "My (water) spring"  "My chief" 
     
 b. " !# " & '    e. b -f   
 c. " !- - & '    f. " !/ '  
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2.2. Adjective + noun combinations 
 
Compound nouns in Bafut can also be formed by combining an adjective and an ordinary noun. 
In such combinations, the adjective always precedes the noun although in an ordinary noun 
phrase the adjective generally follows the noun. The entire compound takes either the class 7 or 
class 9 noun prefix. The noun, which is the second element in the compound maintains its 
original prefix which remains constant (if it is not a vowel, in which case it may delete or 
coalesce with a preceding vowel) whether the compound is used in the singular or plural form. 
Only the initial prefix which precedes the adjective changes in the plural form. In the illustrations 
below, I categorise the compounds based on the noun class prefix that is employed in the 
derivation. 
 
(16). Prefix !" 
      
"# $ % &' ( "# $ % &' )  from # $ )  % &* )  
"+ $ , ( "+ $ , )  from + $ )  ", )  
"-. /, ( "-. /, )  from -. )  ", )  

 
The first member of these compounds can also functions as an adjectival noun in the sense that it 
attributes a quality to the second member of the compound in the same way that ordinary 
adjectives do. For more on adjectival nouns, see chapter 5. 
 
(17). Prefix N- 
 
"# + & ( "# + & )  from # )  "+ & )  
"# ,0 ( "# ,0 )  from # )  ",0 )  
"# 1 ( "# 1 )  from # )  "1 )  

 
These examples manifest the V2 deletion process discussed earlier. 
 
3. O ther noun formation processes 

 
Bafut employs a number of other methods different from the standard processes discussed in the 
preceding sections to form nouns. Some of these processes are discussed below. 
 
3.1. Idiophonic nouns 
 
A small number of nouns in Bafut is derived from idiophones which generally reflect the sound 
made by the object to which the idiophone refers. These nouns take the class 1a zero prefix and 
behave exactly like ordinary class 1a nouns. Some examples are: 
 
(18) a. ",0 ,0 (1 ",0 ,0 )  
 b. " (1 " )  
 c. ",. ,. (1 ",. ,. )

 
 d. ", & , & (1 ", & , & )  
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3.2. Reduplication 
 
A special set of nouns is formed via reduplication of a verb which denotes direction of 
movement. The nouns thus formed designate migrants who have moved in from specific (usually 
disadvantageous) regions/areas. These nouns form their plural in class 2. For a more detailed 
discussion of reduplication as a word formation process in Bafut, see chapter 12. 
 
(19) a. !" " # $% !" " # &

 
from " # &  

 b. !' ' $% !' ' & a 
lower (geographical)   

from ' &  

 c. !(") (") $% !(") (") & autochthon  from (") &  
 d. !') ') $% !') ') &

from a  
from ') &

farm/bush  
 e. !' ' $% !' ' &

unspecified area / foreigner  
from ' &  

 
The reduplication process here can be described as partial since the original member of the 
reduplicant has lost either the vowel length (d-e) or one syllable (a  b) characteristic of the 
original verb. 
 
 
3.3. Generic compounds 
 
A generic term - #  - 
compound nouns which generally denote people who have some particular ability, function or 

t 
of X where X denotes the special ability, function or characteristic. Some examples are presented 
below. The meaning of the second member of the compound is indicated in the 3rd column. 
 
(20) a. !# * +, &  * +, &  
 b. !# ) "  !) " &  
 c. !# ) +  ! ) + &  
 d. !# ') -

unit  
') - & administrative 

 
 e. !# + .  + !.   
 f. !# (  !(   
 g. !# +  + !   
 
The plural forms of the words in this group are marked by a floating high tone (the reflex of a 
tonal linker) which associates to the stem of the first member of the compound and then spreads 
one syllable rightwards. The low tone on the homorganic nasal as well as the following nasal 
consonant has a lowering effect on the floating plural marker such that it is realised as mid or 
stepped. 
 
(21) a. !# * +, &  
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 b. !" # $  
 c. !" # %  
 d. !" &# '  
 e. !" % (  
 f. !" )  
 g. !" %  
 
 
3.3. Sex gender 
 
Sex gender is not a grammatical feature of Bafut. That is to say, the fact that any particular noun 
may indicate a masculine, feminine, common or neuter idea is not in any way reflected in the 
morphology of the noun. Nevertheless, the idea of sex-gender in the nouns in Bafut may be 
conveyed in several ways. The most common way is to use a descriptive possessive expression 
indicating masculine or feminine immediately preceding the generic or common word. This 
method is often employed to derive animal names where the descriptive possessive translates 

n this group are: 
 
(22)            Generic word Masculine form Feminine form 
 a. &# *+  !, &# * !"# &# * 
 b. % +  !, %  !"# %  
 c. !- +  !, *-  !"# *-  
 d. !$ +  !, %$  !"# %$  
 e. - +  !, -  !"# -  
 f. & +  !, & + !"# & +

 
In the formation of personal nouns (nouns designating professions) a similar descriptive 

person of that 
profession. Where the generic term is not followed by any descriptive expression, it is generally 
assumed to refer to a male member of that profession. It is worth noting that these are 
professions from which women were generally excluded, so, the feminine forms are recent 
developments created at the advent of emancipation. 
 
(23)         Generic Word Masculine form Feminine form 
 a. - . - +  - . -  - . - * "(  
 b. !. +  wine ta  . . * "(
 c. , . - +  , . - , . - * "(
 d. )$ )$ +  )$ )$ )$ )$ * "(
 e. & " +  & " & " * "(
 
 There in only one instance where a special terms is used to designate masculine and 
feminine where a generic or common term already exists. 
 
(24)  Generic term Masculine form Feminine form 
  !"# +  ! !& " + !& "# +
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The generic term belongs in class 9 and although the masculine form begins with the vowel ! it 
i.e. " "# $  rooster does not belong in class 7. This noun is one of the irregular nouns which 
belong in class 1a by virtue of concord marking and plural formation although they begin with 
the vowel !. As we recall, this vowel was treated as an augment forming part of the root while 
the following nasal remains the class prefix since it determines concord. The feminine form "
# $% & s in class 3a. 
 
Conclusion 
Of the different processes employed in derivation and compounding in Bafut as presented in this 
chapter, derivation stands out as the most productive. The derivational affixes attested can be 
used with a wide range of lexical categories to form new nouns in the language. In fact, 
derivation as a process of noun formation is widely used (albeit unconsciously) in creating new 
terminology to designate artefacts and concepts that have been borrowed from foreign cultures. 
Compounding as a word formation process, on the other hand, is very unproductive. As has been 
observed in other Grassfields Bantu languages, the list of items that can be viewed as compound 
nouns is exhaustive. In fact, no Grassfields Bantu language that I know of can boast of up to 
twenty compound nouns. What often appears to be compounds in these languages is actually an 
associative construction that employs a floating tone as associative marker. 
 
 
 

!
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Chapter 4 
The pronoun system 

 
Introduction  
 
Bafut has eight main classes of pronouns: absolute pronouns, logophoric pronouns, 
demonstrative pronouns, possessive pronouns, interrogative pronouns, relative pronouns, 
qualificative pronouns and reflexive pronouns. s 
chapter refers to those forms that are in themselves complete words and which can stand 
instead of a noun, or which may be used in apposition to a noun, either before it or after it. 
However, since in most cases, these same elements can co-occur with a noun within the noun 
phrase as determiners, the discussion will also include their roles as modifiers. These 
different classes of pronouns are presented in the sections that follow. 
 
1. Absolute pronouns 
 
The absolute pronoun is one whose main function is to stand for a noun in a clause. It does 
not describe or limit a noun in any way. There are two sets of these pronouns and they occur 
as subjects or objects in sentences. Each set is further divided into human and non-human 
pronouns which can in turn be either simple or compound. 
 
1.1. Simple human subject pronouns 
 
These are pronouns which substitute for human nouns in subject position. They are 
designated as simple because their forms (internal constituency) are not complex and they 
substitute for single human nouns or for a group made up of single distinctive members. They 
contrast, in this respect, with the compound human pronouns (cf. section 1.3) which 
substitute for groups of human nouns functioning as subject of a clause. Following is a table 
of simple human subject pronouns in Bafut. 
 
           Table I: Simple human subject pronouns 

Person Singular Plural 
1 ! " # "
2 $" % &# "
3 '" # "

 
With the exception of the 3rd person plural form, all the human subject pronouns bear an 
underlying low tone. When used in sentences however, this low tone may be replaced by 
either a tense or aspectual high tone. In the following examples which illustrate the use of the 
simple human pronouns,  in (1a) bears a surface high tone which in this context marks the 
progressive aspect. This high aspectual marker spreads rightward onto the verb and the first 
syllable of the object noun. 
 

(1) a. ! "% "! ( "
   ! )" % " ! *( "
  I+Asp drink  6-Palm wine 
   

 
 b. # "% "! ( "
   # )" % " ! *( "
  they+Asp drink  6-Palm wine 
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1.2 Simple non-human subject pronouns 
 
The simple non-human subject pronouns stand for simple non-human nouns functioning as 
the subject in a clause. The form of these pronouns depends on the morphological class to 
which the nouns they substitute belong. The table below contains the simple non-human 
subject pronouns listed according to noun class. Following the table is an illustration of the 
use of these pronouns in sentences. 
 
             Table II: Simple non-human subject pronouns  

Noun class Pronoun 
1 !"
2 #
3 "
5 $
6 %
7 &
8 '
9 (
10 '
19 )

 
(2) a. "* "+ "$ ,-"
   !" * " + " &" . ,"
  it P2 fall on 9-ground 
        

 
 b. # "* "+ * "$ ,-"
    # " * " + .* " &" . ,"
  they P2 fall+Ext. on 9-ground 
        

 
 c. ) "* "+ "$ ,-"
   ) " * " + " &" . ,"
  it P2 fall on ground 
  

 
 d. % "* "+ * "$ ,-"
   % " * " + .* " &" . ,"
  they P2 fall+Ext. on 9-ground 
  

 

falling affected several subjects at the same time. More will be said about such inflections in 
chapter 6. In (a) and (c), I have doubled the vowel o in the verb in order to accommodate an 
extra boundary low tone in the citation form and the low tone of the following desyllabified 

In all the examples, the preposition deletes because of the preceding 
vowel. Recall that Bafut does not allow a sequence of two vowels across morpheme 
boundary. Although the subject in these examples is plural, it still remains simple as we are 
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not referring to a set of groups functioning together. This distinction will become clearer in 
the next section where we treat compound absolute pronouns. 
 
1.3. Compound subject pronouns 
 
Bafut has only human compound subject pronouns. In other words, non-human compound 
subject pronouns do not exist. The category of human subject pronouns discussed here is 
designated as compound first because the pronouns substitute distinct groups of persons or 
separate individuals functioning together as a set and second because in their internal 
constituency, each is a combination of two sets of simple pronouns. The expression 
compound here is however not synonymous to plural in the strict sense of the word. I attempt 
to explain what this means: whereas a plural pronoun such as !  
group of say birds (thus synonymous with plural), a compound pronoun such as ! !  

wo groups ) 
rd  

 
      Table III: Compound Human Subject Pronouns 

Persons Singular Plural 
1 + 2 " #! $ ! % $
1 + 3 ! & $ ! ! $
2 + 3 ! & $ ! ! $

  
Although these compound pronouns can be considered plural in the sense that each implies 
more than one person, there is still some kind of number distinction. The singular forms are 
dual pronouns in the sense that the cardinality of the pronominal reference is exactly two 
while with the plural forms, the cardinality of the reference is more than two. The reference 
of each of these pronouns is presented below:  
 

Si
ng

 " #! $ Speaker and Listener (I and you (sing))  
! & $ Speaker and a 3rd party (I and him/her)  
! & $ Listener and a 3rd party (you (sing) and him/her)  

Pl
ur

al
 

! % $ Speaker, listener and a 3rd party (I, you and him/her, all of us or we (including 
listener) and them) 

! ! $ A set of two groups: the first group comprising speaker and a 3rd party and the 
second group comprising other people mentioned in the discourse. (I and them 
or we and them) 

! ! $ Set of two groups: first group comprises listener and a 3rd party and the 
second comprises people mentioned in the discourse. (you (sign/plu) and them) 

Apart from the form s  which is a primitive, each of the compound pronouns consists of two 
simple pronominal forms that are clearly segmentable. In morphological terms, the pronouns 
are derived by combining two simple pronominal forms as shown below: 
 

Si
ng

ul
ar

 

! $ 1st person plural simple subject pron. + 2nd person singular simple subject p 
! & $ 1st person plural simple subject pron. + 3rd person singular simple oblique P 
! & $ 2nd person plural simple subject pron. + 3rd person singular simple oblique  

Pl
ur

al
 ! % $ 1st person plural simple subject pron. + 2nd person plural simple subject pro 

! ! $ 1st person plural simple subject pron. + 3rd person plural simple oblique pro 
! ! $ 2nd person plural simple subject pron. + 3rd person plural simple oblique pr 

 
It is important to note that the first member of each compound is morphologically [+plural] 
even though the referent is singular. Thus, taking the second dual form ! & ' we observe 
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that it is made up of ! "  and"#  

! "  
that this [+singular feature] is inherited from the second member of the compound #  

lement is 
the head whose features determine the basic characteristics of the entire compound. This 
proposal is however open to a more rigorous investigation. 

The use of some of these pronouns is illustrated in the sentences below. 
 

(3) a. $ "% " "&' &( )"
   $ " % " " *" +' &( "
  we (1 + 2) F0 go to 9-church 
        

 
 b. ! ! "% " "&' &( )"
   ! ! " % " " *" +' &( "
  we (1 + 3) F0 go to 9-church 
        

 c. ! # "% " "&' &( )"
   ! # " % " " *" +' &( "
  you (2 + 3) F0 go to 9-church 
  

 
1.4. Object pronouns 
 
Only human pronouns in Bafut are used in object position. Non-human pronouns are never 
used in this position. There are two groups of the human object pronouns determined by their 
distribution. While some are restricted to occurring after verbs (object of verb), others are 
restricted to occurring after prepositions (object of prepositions). These again subdivide into 
simple and compound pronouns as in the case of the subject pronouns discussed immediately 
above. 
 
1.4.1. Object of verb pronouns  
 
Tables IV and V below contain simple and compound pronouns that are used as objects of 
verbs. 
 
Table IV: Simple verb object pronouns  

Person Singular Plural 
1 " # "
2 " "
3 # " ( "

 
Table V: Compound verb object pronouns 

Person Singular Plural 
1+2 # " # & "
1+3 # # " # ! "
2+3 # " ! "
3+3 ( # " ( ! "
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Like the compound subject pronouns, the object pronouns are designated as compound first 
because the pronouns substitute distinct groups of persons or separate individuals functioning 
together as a set and second because in their internal constituency, each is a combination of 
two sets of simple pronouns. The singular forms are dual pronouns in the sense that the 
cardinality of the pronominal reference is exactly two while with the plural forms, the 
cardinality of the reference is more than two. The reference of each of these pronouns is 
presented below:  
 

Si
ng

ul
ar

 ! " Speaker and Listener (me and you (sing))  
! ! " Speaker and a 3rd party (me and him/her)  

! " Listener and a 3rd party (you (sing) and him/her)  
# ! " Him/her and a singular third party 

Pl
ur

al
 

! $ " Speaker, listener and a 3rd party (me, you and him/her, all of us or us 
(including listener) and them) 

! % " A set of two groups: the first group comprising speaker and a 3rd party and the 
second group comprising other set of people mentioned in the discourse. (me 
and them or us and them) 

% " Set of two groups: first group comprises listener and a 3rd party, second group 
comprises people mentioned in the discourse. (you (sing/plu) and them) 

# % " Them and a plural third party 

Each of these compound object pronouns is bimorphemic consisting of two simple 
pronominal forms that are clearly segmentable. Simply put, the pronouns are derived by 
combining two simple pronominal forms as shown below: 
 

Si
ng

ul
ar

 ! " 1st person plural simple object pron. + 2nd person singular simple subject p 
! ! " 1st person plural simple object pron. + 3rd person singular simple oblique P 

! " 2nd person plural simple object pron. + 3rd person singular simple oblique 
# ! " 3rd person plural simple object pron + 3rd person singular simple oblique p   

Pl
ur

al
 

! $ " 1st person plural simple object pron. + 2nd person plural simple subject pro 
! % " 1st person plural simple object pron. + 3rd person plural simple oblique pro 

% " 2nd person plural simple object pron. + 3rd person plural simple oblique pr 
# % " 3rd person plural simple object pron + 3rd person plural simple oblique pron 

 
Note that in terms of the singular plural morphology of the members of the compound, the 
object compound pronouns behave in much the same way as the subject compound pronouns. 
Thus, the first member of the compound is consistently plural while the second is either 
singular or plural. Where the second member is singular, the entire compound has a singular 
referent and when it is plural, the referent is plural. 

The use of these pronouns is illustrated in the following sentences. The sentences in 
(4) illustrate the use of simple pronouns while those in (5) illustrate the use of compound 
pronouns. 
 

(4) a. &% "' "( " )"
  &% " *" ' " ( " "
  Ambe SM P2 slap me 
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 b. !" #$ #% #& #
  !" # '# $ # % # & #
  Ambe SM P2 slap us 
   

 
 

(5) a. !" #$ #( ) #& #
  !" # '# $ # ( ) # & #
  Ambe SM P2 remember us 
  

 
 b. !" #$ #( ) #& " #
  !" # '# $ # ( ) # & " #
  Ambe SM P2 remember us 
  rd  

 
 
1.4.2. Object of preposition pronouns  
 
Just like the verb object pronouns, the preposition object pronouns subdivide into simple and 
compound pronouns. Tables VI and VII contain the simple and compound object of 
preposition pronouns.  
 
Table 5.VI: Simple object preposition pronouns 

person singular plural 
1 ! "
2 "
3 & "

 
Table 5.VII: Compound object preposition pronouns 

person singular plural 
1+2 " " *
1+3 " & " "
2+3 " & " "

 
The compound pronouns which are complements of prepositions are formally very similar to 
the compound pronouns which function as subjects. The only feature that distinguishes them 
is that whereas the first person singular form has two alternatives for the subject pronouns 
( ~  it has only one form (" + for the object (of preposition) forms.  

The following examples illustrate the use of the compound object of preposition 
pronouns. 
 

(6) a. !" #$ #% #! , #!" #! -#
  !" # '# $ # % # ! ., # /# ." # ! #
  Ambe SM P2 give 6-Palmwine to 6-hands me 
   

 
 b. !" #$ #% #! , #!" #" -#
  !" # '# $ # % # ! ., # /# ." # " #
  Ambe SM P2 give 6-Palmwine to 6-hands them 
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(7) a. !" #$ #% #! % #!" #" &#
  !" # ' $ # % # ! (% # )# (" # " #
  Ambe SM P2 keep 6-Palmwine to 6-hands us 
    

 
 b. !" #$ #% #! % #!" #" " &#
  !" # '# $ # % # ! (% # )# (" # " " #
  Ambe SM P2 keep 6-Palmwine to 6-hands you 
   wine for you (i.e. groups of listeners and 3rd party)  

 
 
2. Logophoric pronouns 
 
Logophoric pronouns in Bafut are very common in reported speech where the use of 

to devices (i.e. proforms) which indicate that in conjoined clauses, the subject of the 
following clause is identical with or different from the subject of the preceding clause. 
Following Wiesemann (1982a,b) we use coreference in the situation where the subjects are 
identical and switch reference in situations where the subjects are not the same. 
 
2.1. Coreference 
 
A logophoric pronoun marking coreference is used mostly in temporary subordinative 
sentences. In such cases, a pronoun *  or "  is used when a third person is coreferential with 
the third person doing the reporting. The following examples illustrate the use of coreference. 
 

 

 
 b. " + # , - # $ #! #" #$ # . , #$. ! $ &#
  " + # , - # N-$ # ! # " # $ # . , # $. ! $ #
  Birdsi the SM then N-plan that theyi F0 kill tortoise 
   

 
In these examples, the pronouns j  and b  in the subordinate clauses refer back to the 

therefore, the subjects of the main verb and the subordinate clause are coreferential. 
 The logophoric pronoun marking coreference is deleted in consecutive clauses. 
Subsequent verbs, that is verbs following the main verb in the consecutive clause rather bear 
a homorganic nasal consonant. In the following examples, the homorganic nasal is in bold 
face and is separated from the root by a hyphen in the underlying representation. 
 

(9) a. $. ! $ #, - #!! #! , #. #/% /, &#
  $. ! $ # )# , - # N(! # ! , # .( # N(% /, #
  tortoise SM then N-set 1-trap 1-the N-hide 
   

 
 b. #" * 0 #* #* + # $. , #* &#
  # " * 0 # )# * # * + # N($. , # * #
  person Jew SM see Jesus N-help him 

(8) a. $. ! $ #% #/ . #! #* #$ #% - #/+ #. &#
  $. ! $ # '# % # N( . # ! # * # $ # % - # (+ # .( #
  Tortoisei SM P3 N-say that hei F0 till 3-farm 3-the 
  Tortoise said that he will cultivate the  
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In the first example in (9a), the homorganic nasal consonant on the main verb (N!" #  
has been occasioned by the preceding deficient verb $ % &#The second homorganic nasal on 
the verb N!' ($ #  is a consequence of having verbs in a series. See chapters 7 and 12 
for more on such forms of homorganic nasal marking in the language.   
 
2.2 Switch reference 
 
Switch reference marking is indicated by the presence of a subject pronoun in the subordinate 
or second clause of the temporary subordinative and consecutive clauses. The examples in 
(8a and 9b) can be rewritten as in (10a-b) to illustrate switch reference of two subjects. 
 

(10) a. )* " ) #' #( * #" #+#) #' % #(, #* &#
  )* " ) +# ' # N! * # " # +# ) # ' % # !, # *! #
  Tortoisei SM P3 N-say that hek F0 till 1-farm 1-the 
   

 
 b. #- . / #. #. , 0# #)* $ #. &#
  # - . / # 1# . # . , # 1# )* $ # . #
  person Jew SM see Jesusi hei  help him 
   

 
In (10a), the person to farm the land is not Tortoise but a third party referred to earlier on in 
the discourse. In this case the logophoric pronoun + (with a low tone) is used. It is possible in 
this sentence to use the coreferential j  to indicate that Tortoise will farm the land himself. In 
(10b), on the other hand, Jesus Christ (the object of the sentence) helped the Jew. The 
logophoric pronoun 1 (with a high tone) is used in this case where the third party referred to 
is mentioned in the same sentence. Contrast this with (10a) where + (with a low tone)  is used 
when the third party is not mentioned in the same sentence but earlier on in the discourse. 
The use of the coreferential j  is not possible in (10b).  
 
3. The demonstrative pronoun 
 
In specific discourse contexts in Bafut, especially in situations where the substantive is 
recoverable from the context, the demonstrative alone can be used (as a pronoun) in the place 
of the substantive. There are three types of demonstrative pronouns whose forms are 
determined by two factors: (a) degree of proximity/relative distance between speaker, listener 
and object referred to, (b) the morphological class to which the relevant noun belongs. These 
pronouns also have emphatic forms which go up to three degrees of emphasis. We use the 
expressions neutral and emphatic demonstratives to distinguish between the two forms of 
demonstrative pronouns.  
 

3.1 Neutral demonstrative pronouns 
 
There are three stems of the neutral demonstrative pronoun each determined by the degree of 
proximity between speaker, listener and referent. The first 

speaker and listener but indicating that the object is within sight and can be pointed at. The 
stems of these three demonstratives are: 
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(11) Near Speaker (NS)      Near Listener (NL)    Far from speaker and listener (FSL) 
 !"# # # !$$# # # # !%%#
 

Each stem takes a concord consonant corresponding to the morphological class of the noun 
that the pronoun substitutes. These concord consonants are presented in the table below: 
 

Table VIII: Demonstrative concord consonants 
Noun class Concord consonant 
1 !#&#'!#
2 (!#&#()!#####
3 !#&#'!#
5 *!#&#*)!#
6 +!#&#+)!#
7 )!#
8 ,-!#&#, !#&#, )!#
9 .!#
10 ,-!#&#, !#&#, )#
19 /!#&#/)!#

 

As we notice, there is variation in the forms of the concord consonants. In fact, only classes 7 
and 9 have a unique concord consonant. For a comment on this variation, see paragraph after 
table IX which presents the full forms of the demonstrative pronouns.  

The following sentences illustrate the use of simple demonstrative pronouns which 
stand for nouns belonging in classes 1, 2, 5 and 6. The figures in the glosses indicate the noun 
classes. 
 

(12) a. #+( #+ #* #) *0 1 * 2#
  ! 3# +!( # + # 4# * # ) *!0 1 * #
  1-this on  9-side me it is 1-good 
   

 
 b. ( #+( #+ #* #( *0 1 * 2#
  ( # 3# +!( # + # (! # * # ( !0 1 * #
  2-these on  9-side me 2-they are 2-good 
   

 
 c. +( #5 #* #+ #* #( #6 2
  +( # 4# 5 # *! # + # *! # ( #
  Ambe SM like 5-this that 5-is red DEF 
   

 
 d. +( #5 #* 0 #* #) #7 #+ #+ #+ #( #6 2#
  +( # 5 # * 0 # * # )! # # !7 # +! # + # +! # ( # 6 #
  Ambe SM P2 put 9-snake 9-the on head 6-these that 6-are red DEF 
   

 
In rapid/colloquial speech, the anaphoric definitiviser is realized simply as . For instance, 

 b # 8 
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3.2 Emphatic demonstrative pronouns 
 
The emphatic demonstrative pronouns are derived from the simple demonstrative pronouns 
via suffixation and reduplication. There are three degrees of emphasis which we can capture 
in a scale ranging from 1  3 in ascending order. The full forms of the emphatic 
demonstrative pronouns corresponding to all the noun classes are presented in the table 
below. The forms corresponding to the degree 0 are the simple demonstratives from which 
the emphatic counterparts are derived. The first degree emphatic form for NL and FSL differs 
from the simple demonstrative form only in a rise in intonation when realizing the emphatic 
form. In the transcription, the symbol  indicates the rise in intonation. 
 
Table 5.IX: Emphatic demonstrative pronouns 

Noun 
class 

Sample noun Near speaker 
(NS) 

Near listener 
(NL) 

Far from 
speaker and 
listener (NSL) 

Degree of 
emphasis 

1 !     " # " # " 0 
 # " # $" # " 1 
 % " # % " # % " 2 
 # "

% "
# &# "
# % # "

# # "
# % # "

3 

2 ' !     ' " '( " ' " 0 
 ' " '( " ' " 1 
 ' % " '( % " ' % " 2 
 ' ' "

' % ' "
'( '( "
'( % '( "

' ' "
' % ' "

3 

3     # # 0 
 # $ # 1 
 % # % # % 2 
 & "

%&  
# &# "
# % #

# # "
# % #  

3 

5     ) )( " ) " 0 
 ) " )( " ) " 1 
 ) % " )( % " ) % " 2 
 ) ) "

) % ) "
)(& )( "
)( % )( "

) ) "
) % ) "

3 

6   * *( * 0 
 * " *( * 1 
 * % " ( % * % 2 
 * * "

* % * "
*(&*( "
*( % *(

* * "
* % *  

3 

7     ( ( " ( " 0 
 ( " ( " ( " 1 
 ( % " ( % " ( % " 2 
 ( ( "

( % ( "
( ( "
( % ( "

( ( "
( % ( "

3 

8     +, + ( " + " 0 
 + " d ( " + " 1 
 +, % " + ( % " + % " 2 
 +, +, "

+, % +,  
+ ( &+ ( "
+ ( % + ( "

+ + "
+ % + "

3 
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9     ! ! ! 0 
 ! " ! ! 1 
 ! # " ! # ! # 2 
 ! ! "

! # !  
! ! "
! # ! "

! ! "
! # !  

3 

10     $% $ ! $ ! 0 
 $ " d ! $ 1 
 $% # $ ! # $ # 2 
 $% $% "

$% # $%  
$ ! &$ ! "
$ ! # $ !

$ $ "
$ # $  

3 

19     ' '! ' " 0 
 ' " '! ' " 1 
 ' # " '! # " ' # " 2 
 ' ' "

' # '  
'! &'! "
'! # '!

' ' "
' # ' "

3 

 
The two forms of the third degree emphasis are simply stylistic variants. The variations in the 
forms of the concord consonants seem to be morphologically, rather than phonetically, 
determined. While phonetic factors can be explored, for instance, to account for the 
alternation between dz and j (j occurs before the vowel i while dz occurs elsewhere), there is 
very little else that can be said by way of accounting for the alternation between the other 
concord consonants in phonetic terms. As such, I will contend myself here and elsewhere in 
this book with a simple description of the facts. In noun classes 1 and 3, - varies with w-. 
While w- occurs before aa, - occurs before u. In classes 8 and 10, dz- varies with d - and 
d j-. The form dz- occurs before u, d - before ii and d j- before aa. In the other classes (2, 
5, 6, 9, and 19), the general concord consonant for each class varies with a palatalized form; 
the palatalized form occurring before aa and the non-palatalized form before the rest of the 
demonstrative stems (-u and ii). 
 In actual usage, the degree of emphasis corresponds to the number of times that the 
speaker is forced to use the demonstrative pronoun. Generally, the 0 degree emphasis, (i.e the 
simple demonstrative pronoun) corresponds to the simple, neutral, first time of use. The 1 
degree emphasis corresponds to a situation where the speaker has to repeat the demonstrative 
for the first time. If he/she has to repeat it a second time, this will correspond to the 2 degree 
emphasis and eventually the 3 degree emphasis if there is still a need for repetition. Thus, 
picture this scenario where a speaker wants a listener to take a particular ( )  
(class 5 noun) from a group of many plantains located far from speaker and listener. 
 
(13) 

     
Neutral first time      # ) (    
 
Listener picks wrong plantain     ) (     
 
Listener again picks wrong one.  
Speaker irritated. Voice louder    ) ( #    
 
Listener still fails to pick right one. 
Speaker more irritated and voice  
gets even louder.      ) * ( # (    
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In this context, voice is invariably linked to repetition. The speaker gets irritated (emotional) 
when caused to repeat or say one thing many times over. The degree of irritation, which 
corresponds to emphasis, is signaled by loudness and pitch of voice. 

The demonstrative forms can be used as a determiner, in which case it follows the 
noun specified. However, in contexts involving contrastive focus, the demonstrative precedes 
the noun, in which case the stem vowel of the demonstrative is lengthened and intonation 
rises. 
 

(14) a. ! " " b. # ! "# " c. $ "% "       d. & '( "& "
  ! " ) "  # )! " #) "  )$ " %) "  & ) '( " &) "
  1-spoon 1-this  2-spoons 2-these  7-dish 7-this  19-salt 19-this 
         

 
(15) a. "! " b. # "# ! " c. % "$ " d. & "& '( "
  ) " ! "  #) " # )! "  %) " )$ "  &) " & ) '( "
  this+Foc spoon  these+Foc 2-spoons  7-this+Foc 7-dish  this+Foc 19-salt 
         

 

language while those in (15) can only be interpreted with contrastive focus reference to a 
particular object to the exclusion of all others in the domain of discourse. 
  
4. Possessive pronouns 
 
The possessive pronoun is made up of a stem and a concord consonant determined by the 
morphological class of the noun which the pronoun stands for. The stems further subdivide 
into three groups marking the possessive pronoun for number. The first group is made up of 
pronouns which substitute for single nouns. The second group is made up of pronouns which 
substitute for dual nouns; that is the pronoun refers to a group made up of two distinct nouns, 
e.g. us 
groups of plural nouns, e.g. you meani X below presents the 
different concord consonants and their variants while Table XI presents the stems of the 
possessive pronouns. Table XII presents the full pronominal forms for class 1 nouns. 
 
Table 5.X: Concord consonants of possessive pronouns 

1 )"*"%)"*"()"
2 #)"*"#%")"
3 )"*"%)"*"()"
5 +)"*"+%)"
6 ,)"*",%)"
7 %)"
8 -.)"*"- )"
9 %)"
10 -.")"*"- )""""
19 &)"*"&%)"

 
As in the case of the demonstrative pronouns, the concord consonants of some of the classes 
have variants. In noun classes 1 and 3, - varies with j- and w-. - occurs before a, -o and 
uu, w- occurs before aa and j- occurs before i and u. In noun classes 2, 5, 6 and 19, b-, n-, 
m- and f- vary with bj-, nj-, mj- and fj- respectively. The palatalized forms bj-, nj-, mj- and fj- 
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occur before aa while the non-palatalized forms occur before the rest of the stems a, -i, -u. 
In classes 8 and 10, d - varies with d !-. The palatalized form d j- occurs before aa while 
the non-palatalized form occurs before the other stems.  
 
Table XI: Stems of possessive pronouns 

Singular Dual Plural 
-a -  -       (1) 
-o - u         (1+3) -                   (1+2) 
-i -uuju        (2+3) -  
 -aaju         (3+3) -uu                    (2)    
  -uubo                 (2+3) 
  -aa                     (3) 
  -aabo                 (3+3) 

 
Table XII: Full pronominal forms for class 1 
Single Dual Plural 

 ! "  ! "
including speaker and 
a third party but not 

 
"  ! ! "  ! # "

speaker, listener and a 
 

! "  ! "  ! $
Speaker  + group of 
3rd persons. Listener 
excluded). 

 % !  "
 

  $ " listener 
and group of 3rd 

 
  % " rd 

 
  % $ "

groups of 3rd 
 

 
The possessive pronouns are formally identical (but for a few tone differences) to the human 
object pronouns discussed earlier in section 1.4 (compare tables IV and V with the 
immediately preceding tables). In fact, the possessive pronouns seem to be derived from the 
human object pronouns. In their internal composition, the dual and plural forms are 
bimorphemic; made up of a simple object pronoun and a simple subject or oblique pronoun 
as presented below. 
 

D
ua

l 

! " 1st person plural simple object pron. + 2nd person singular simple 
subject pronoun 

! ! " 1st person plural simple object pron. + 3rd person singular simple 
oblique Pronoun 

! " 2nd person plural simple object pron. + 3rd person singular simple 
oblique 

%& ! " 3rd person plural simple object pron + 3rd person singular simple 
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oblique p   

Pl
ur

al
 

! " 1st person plural simple object pronoun.   
! # " 1st person plural simple object pron. + 2nd person plural simple 

subject pro 
$ % " 1st person plural simple object pron. + 3rd person plural simple 

oblique pro 
" 2nd person plural simple object pronoun  
% " 2nd person plural simple object pron. + 3rd person plural simple 

oblique pr 
&''" 3rd person plural simple object pronoun  
&' % " 3rd person plural simple object pron + 3rd person plural simple 

oblique pron 
 

Like demonstratives, the possessive pronoun can also be used as a determiner. In this 
usage, the pronoun follows the noun in unmarked, neutral contexts but precedes it in contexts 
of contrastive focus reference. 
 

(16) a. ( " " b. # % " # " c. % " ! " d. ( " ! % "
  ( " ) "  # )% " #) "  )% " !) "  )( " !) % "
  1-horse 1-my  6-egg 6-our  9-dog 9-our  7-wound 7-your 
         

 
 

(17) a. " ( " b. # " # % " c. ! " *% "
  ) " ( "  #) " # )% "  !) " )% "
  my+Foc horse  our+Foc 6-egg  our+Foc 9-dog 
       

 
An interesting observation about the use of the possessive pronoun as a modifier in the noun 
phrase is that whenever the notion of location is involved, the object (of preposition) pronoun 
is used instead of the po
rendered as "( "%  instead of * "( "! "+% "being the object of preposition as in '", "
-."."*% "% "  
 
 

5. Quantitative pronouns 
 
Bafut has two main types of quantitative pronouns; that is, pronouns denoting number or 
quantity. These pronouns may be used in apposition to the nouns expressed, or they may 
stand alone. The stems of these pronouns are (i) )* "and (ii) )/0 *. As usual with Bafut 
pronouns, the quantitatives take concord markers determined by the morphological class of 
the noun they refer to or accompany. 
 

5.1. The pronoun")*  
 
The quantitative pronoun )*

exclusively in narratives. The concord morphemes of this pronoun are 
presented in the table below. 
 

Table XIII: Concord morphemes of )*  
Noun  
class 

Concord morpheme Sample pronoun 

1 !1)" ! )* "
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2 !"#$ ! #% $
3 &"#$ & #% $
5 '"#$ ' #% $
6 %"#$ % #% $
7 &"#$ & #% $
8 ( "#$ ( #% $
9 &"#$ & #% $ $
10 ( "#$ ( #% $
19 )"#$ ) #% $

 
Following are some illustrations of the use of these pronouns for classes 1, 2, 5 and 6. The 
classes are indicated in the glosses. 
 

(18) a. %! $* $& $& % +$
  %! $ ,$ * $ & $ & #% $
  Ambe SM P2 buy 1-one of them 
   

 
 b. ! % $$* $ $) +$
  ! #% $ !# $ * $ $ ) $
  2-some 2-SM P2 come here 
   

 
 c. ' % $- $ . $% %$ . $
  ' #% $ '# $ - $ N#. $ /$ % %$ #. $
  5-one 5-SM P3 N-fall Prep inside 7-sand 
   

 
 d. %! $- $'' $% % $% %$ . +$
  %! $ ,$ - $ N#' $ % #% 0 $ /$ % %$ #. $
  Ambe SM P3 N-put 6-some Prep inside 7-sand 
   

 
 
5.2. The pronoun #12 % 
 
The pronoun #12 % onoun is seldom used in the singular form, 

markers of this pronoun are significantly different from those of the sister pronoun #% $ 
above. The concord markers of #12 % are presented in Table 

XIV. 
 
Table XIV: Concord markers of -  

Noun class Concord marker Sample pronoun 
1 '#$ '#12 %$
2 ! #$ ! #12 %$
3 #$ #12 %$
5 ' #$ ' #12 %$
6 % #$ % #12 %$
7 #$ #12 %$
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8 !" !#$ %"
9 &!" &!#$ %"
10 !" !#$ %"
19 ' !" ' !#$ %"

 
The following sentences illustrate the use of this pronoun for classes 1, 3 and 2 nouns 
respectively. 
 

(19) a. #$ %"( "( "%' " ) *"
  #$ %" " ( " ( " +" !' " !) "
  1-all 1-SM P2 enter Prep 1-bottom 9-stone 
   

 
 b. #$ %"( "& "&# *"
  #$ %" " ( " & " +" !# "
  3-all 3-SM P2 lie Prep 3-outside 
   

 
 c. %, "( "# ", #$ % "&- . & *"
  %, " /" ( " # " , !#$ %" +" !- . & "
  Ambe SM P2 send 2-all Prep 9-school 
  1  

 
The quantitative pronoun can also be used modificationally as a determiner. When it 

occurs in the same construction with a definite article, the quantitive determiner follows the 
definite article. The quantitative determiner is not used in noun-initial focus position as is the 
case with the definite article, demonstrative and possessive determiners. Following are some 
examples of the use of the quantitative determiner. 
 

(20) a. ) "0 "&#$ %"( "& "&# "
  !) " 0! " &!#$ %" " ( " & " " !# "
  9-skin 9-the 9-all 9-it P2 lie Prep 3-outside 
   

 
 b. &. "( 0 "# ", 0 1 ",0 ", % ", & *"
  &. " /" ( 0 " # " , !0 1 " 20! " , !% " +" , & "

  God SM F3 send 2-thieves 2-the 2-some Prep 1-hell 
   

 
 
6. Inter rogative pronouns 
 
There are four interrogative pronouns in Bafut used in the formation of content questions, 
that is, questions requiring the identity of a person, place or object as answer. These pronouns 
are '  .  (  !  locative interrogative 
pronoun while the others are used to question the identity of persons and objects. The stem of 

relevant noun.  Following is a list of the concord consonants. 
                                                 
1 In the example in (19c), the preposition + changes to  and is phonetically realized as part of the preceding 
word. This is a fairly common process in Bafut and it affects + any time it occurs in between two nasal 
consonants. 
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     Table XV: Concord consonants of interrogative pronoun - !

Noun 
Class 

Concord 
consonant 

Pronoun 

"! #$% $! # % !
&! '$! ' !
(! #$% $! # % !
)! *$! * !
+! ,$! , !
-! .$! . !
/! 0 $! 0 !
1! .$! . !
"2! 0 $! 0 !
"1! 3$! 3 !

 
As pronouns, the 
can co-occur with a noun, in which case it functions as a determiner. In the determiner 
function, the pronoun generally follows the noun although it can also precede it in situations 
of emphasis/stress. We illustrate this distribution using nouns from classes 2, 3 and 5. 
 

21a. ' 4 , ! ' ! b. 5 6 ! # ! c. * 7 ! * !
 oranges which  gun which  tooth which 
      

 
22a. ' ! ' 4 , ! b. # ! 5 6 ! c. * ! * 7 !
 which oranges  which gun  which tooth 
      

 

in (23). 
 

(23) a. !. !, 5. !# !* !8 !9!
  ! . ! ,$ 5. ! #$ $ ! * ! 8 !
  you marry 1-woman 1-the-DEF with what 
   

 
 b. :7 !# !8 !4 7 !,' !, !4 !3 9!
  :7 ! #$ ! ;! 8 ! 4 7 ! $' ! ,$ ! 4 ! 3 !

  1-partridge 1-the 1-SM P2 hide 6-eggs 6-its DEF where 
   

 
 c. ,' !# !3 !8# 9!
  ,' ! # !!!! ! 3 ! $8# !

  cond. who    SM give 7-answer 
    

 
 
7. The relative pronoun 
 
The relative pronoun in Bafut is marked by the stem $  which, as usual with pronouns in 
Bafut, takes concord consonants determined by the morphological class of the noun it refers 
to. Following is a table of the concord consonants. 
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   Table XVI: Concord consonants of the relative pronoun 

Noun  
Class 

Concord  
consonant 

Full  
pronoun 

!" #$" # "
%" &$" & "
'" #$" # "
(" )$" ) "
*" +$" + "
," #$" # "
-" . $" . "
/" #$" # "
!0" . $" . "
!/" 1$" 1 "

 

determiner and followed by the complementiser +  (for more on the relative clause, cf 
chapter 5). Following are some examples of the use of the relative pronoun. 
 

(24) a. 2 "# "+ "3 "4 "# "5 6"
  2$ " #$ " + " 3 " 4 " 7 " 5 "
  1-Dem. 1-Pron Comp we P2 buy DEF 
   

 
 b. ) & "4 "# ")# ") "+ "3 "4 "# "5 6"
  ) & " 8" 4 " # " 5 " )#$ " )$ " + " 3 " 4 " # " 5 "

  Niba SM P2 buy DEF 6-Dem. 6-Pron. Comp we P2 see DEF 
  ght  

 
 
8. Reflexive pronouns 
 
Bafut employs four main strategies for reflexivity in clauses. In the first strategy, the 
reflexive marker consists of a bare noun stem. In the second, an ordinary object pronoun is 
used reflexively. The third strategy involves use of a lexical item plus a possessive pronoun 
while in the fourth strategy, the reflexive structure is an oblique pronoun plus a lexical item. 
These strategies hardly provide productive patterns as they are confined to uses in very 
restricted contexts. We examine each strategy in turn. 
 
8.1 Bare noun stem 
 
The bare noun stem )   can be used reflexively with a very small number of verbs 
that deal with (grooming) taking care of the body (bathing, applying lotion, dressing, etc.) In 
their normal usage, that is, the non-reflexive usage, these verbs take as complement )  plus a 
possessive pronoun. However, in contexts where the speaker intends to establish coreference 
between the subject and the object, the possessive pronoun can be omitted and in this case, 
the bare noun )  assumes a reflexive interpretation. Consider the following examples: 
 

(25) a. & " ") "# 6"
  & """""9" " " ) " #$ "
  Bih    Prog SM wash 9-body 9-her 
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 b. ! " "# $"
  ! """""%" &" " #' "
  Bih    Prog SM wash 9-body 
   

 
(26)  ! " "# "( $"
  ! """""%" &" " #' " ( "
  Bih    Prog SM wash 9-body Suh 
   

 
 The first example shows the verb  
noun #  

counterpart, there is no doubt that subject object coreference is involved and so the 
possessive pronoun is omitted and the bare noun stem then assumes a reflexive function. In 
the third example in (26), coreference is not intended and so a reflexive counterpart is 
impossible. 
 
8.2 Ordinary object pronoun 
 
In this strategy, personal pronouns are used for first and third persons to express reflexivity. 
The second person pronoun is hardly used reflexively in this strategy. The pronouns used 
here are ordinary object pronouns which have assumed an additional reflexive interpretation 
in order to denote reference identity between the subject and object of a clause. The verb that 
regularly appears in this paradigm is the verb )  
verbs -  *   lotion to body
acceptable in this context. No other verb, to the best of my knowledge, can occur in this 
context. Here are some examples: 
 

(27) a. + ", ") " &"( - # "
  + " , " ) " " ( - # "
  I P2 wear me nice 
    

 
 b. ! ", "* "* "( - # "# "! . $"
  b  / k  j  j  s g n  n  b r  
  Bih SM P2 rub her nice with 1-camwood 
   

(some other person)  
  

 c. +&+0 "1 "# "* "( - # "# ""#2 . $"
  m&mf  / l  N-  j  s g n  n  -d r  
  Queenmother SM P3 N-wash her nice with 9-juice from climber plant 
   

 
 
While the example in (a) has a clear reflexive reading, the others in (b) and (c) do not. The 
(b) and (c) examples are ambiguous between a reflexive reading in which the pronoun *  is 
coreferential with the subject of the clause and a disjoint reference reading in which the 
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pronoun refers to a participant different from the subject. It is only the speech act (situation) 
that can help clear this ambiguity.  
 

8.3.  ssessive pronoun 
 

which the reflexive marker is a complex unit comprising a lexical item ! "#  
body) plus a possessive pronoun. The noun ! #  itself is a compound derived from the 
associative construction ! " " and #  
construction is a floating high tone which docks leftwards onto the final TBU of ! $ In this 
reflexivisation strategy, a clause which l
receives a reflexive interpretation in specific contexts. 
 

(28) a. % "& "' "! # " ("% %" & $"
  m  k  j  -b n  -  m m -k  
  I P2 see 7-body 7-my in 9-mirror 
   

    
 b. &) %( & "* + " &) * "! # "' "# " &(! "' $"
  kw m( k  ( t g  -kw t  -b n  j-  n  -k(b  j-  
  1-Tortoise 1-SM then N-help 7-trunk 

body 
7-his with 9-money 9-the 

   
 

 c. , ")(", "- " ) * "! # "' "# " "
  1-l  w-( . l  s  w t  -b n  j-  n  -f. . 
  horse 1-the 1-SM P2 Asp kill 3-trunk body 3-his with 7-work 
   

 

in the language. These are ! #  (class 1) and ! # "(class 3). While some speakers use 
these two words interchangeably, the general tendency is to use ! #  where the literal 

! # "when a reflexive interpretation is involved. 
Thus in the example in (28a) for instance, if ! #  substitutes ! # / the meaning we get is 
one in which the subject saw the trunk of his body (and not the entire body/self) in the mirror. 

n  can be used in this sentence without b  
situation where the subject saw his/her body in the mirror. This is however not a reflexive 
interpretation and the use of n  alone in the other examples in (28b) and (28c) is 
ungrammatical. Finally, we note that the ! #  plus pronoun strategy is the most productive 
in the language as it is used with a variety of verbs including verbs denoting physical action, 
cognition, and emotion. 
 
8 oun strategy 
 
This strategy makes use of a pronoun plus a lexical item ! "
lexical item occurs regularly in associative constructions such as ! "#0 +  

regular oblique personal pronouns discussed in section 1.4.2 can occur in all three persons 
(singular and plural). First we list the reflexive forms for all three persons and then present 
sentences illustrating the use of this reflexivisation strategy. 
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(29)  Reflexive forms 
 ! !" #  
 !" #  
 $ !" #  
 " !" #  
 " !" #  
 " !" #  

 
(30)  a. ! #% # # &#! !" '#
  ! # % # # # ! !" #
  I P2 praise me myself 
   

 
  b. #% #( )* ## # !" '#
  +# % # ( )* # # !" #
  you(sg) P2 hurt you(sg) yourself 
   

 
  c. ,#% # - . ##$ #$ !" '#
  ,# % # - . # $ # $ !" #
  he/she P2 kill him/her him/herself 
   

 
Notice that the verb is followed by the regular object pronoun which is absent in the English 

with the impression that the reflexive form is a sort of intensifier which also serves an 
appositive function. This claim is supported by two facts. First, there is an audible phonetic 
break between the object pronoun and the reflexive complex. Secondly, if the object pronoun 
is omitted, the sentence loses its reflexive interpretation. In such cases, the object of the verb 
is implied and the reflexive complex serves to emphasize that the action of the verb was 
carried out specifically by the subject and no one else. Thus, if the object is omitted in the 
example in (30a), it is implied that someone was praised and this praising was done by the 
subject (i.e. !   

The P-!"  reflexive exhibits many other distributional properties which mark it out 
as distinct from other reflexives in Bafut. For instance, it can be positioned immediately after 
its antecedent in contexts where the situation described comes as a surprise to the speaker as 
in the following example uttered in a context where Ambe has been advising people not to 
burn the bushes. 
 

(31)  ,!" #$ !" #% #. # '#
  ,!" # $ !" # ,# % # . # /. #
  Ambe himself SM P2 burn hill 
   

 

The antecedent and the reflexive constitute a phonetic group and an audible phonetic break is 
noticed only after the reflexive. 
 Reflexives in Bafut generally do not occur in a position where they are not controlled 
by an antecedent which is certainly not unusual crosslinguistically. The P-!"  reflexive 
however seems to have the liberty to occur in sentence initial position where emphasis is 
intended. 
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(32)  ! !" #! #$%# #& ' # (#
  ! !" # ! # $%# # %# )& ' # ) # *) #
  myself I F0 go to 7-place 7-work 7-his 
   

 
This sentence is uttered in a situation where some form of threat is involved; the speaker will 
go to the office probably to confront the person in the office for some wrongdoing. 
 One interesting property of reflexivisation in Bafut is that the antecedent can occur in 
object position. As we have seen already, the most common position of the antecedent is the 
subject position. When an associative (genitive) construction occurs in subject position, the 
reflexive marker can be construed only with the head noun. We illsutrate this with the " + -
P reflexive and the P-!"  reflexive. 
 

(33) a. ", '* #" #!- #.%#/ +0 #" + #.%%#1 ' + (#
  ", '* # ") # )- # .) # ") # / +0 # )" + # .)%%# 1 ' + #
  2-women 2-AM 1-chief 1-the 2-SM look 3-body 3-their nice 
   

 
 b. 2#", '* # " # !- # .%# %# / +0 # " + # * # ' + #
       women AM chief the SM look body his nice 

 
(34) a. ! #" " #. #$ #/ +1 #* #* !" (#
  ! # 3# " )" # .) # ,# $ # / +1 # * # * !" #
  1-child 1-AM 2-baboons 1-the 1-SM P2 hurt him himself 
   

 
 b. 2#! # 4# " " # .%# " # $ # / +1 # .%%# " !" #
     child AM baboon the SM P2 hurt him himself 

 
 In very special constructions, a noun in object position can serve as an antecedent to a  
reflexive pronoun that appears in oblique position. 
 

(35)  - #$ # #!" #!" # '%%#* #* !" (#
  )- # .)%# ,# $ # # ,!" # !" # ' # *) # * )!" #
  1-chief 1-the 1-SM P2 praise Ambe because 9-sake 9-his himself 
   

  
Constructions of this type are rare and constitute the only instances where a reflexive marker 
is construed with a noun in object position. Otherwise, antecedents of reflexive pronouns in 
Bafut, except in special cases of emphasis, are generally restricted to occurring in subject 
position. 
 
9. Emphatic pronouns 
 
Emphatic pronouns in Bafut are generally used to mark either insistence or surprise. In the 
case of surprise, the emphatic pronoun is used in a context where the speaker does not expect 
a certain action from the listener or a third party. The emphatic pronoun generally comprises 
a consonant followed by a long vowel. The only exception is the first person plural form in 
which the long vowel is separated by a glottal stop. In larger constructions, the emphatic 
pronoun occurs immediately following the verb. Following is a list of Bafut emphatic 
pronouns and illustrations of their use in larger constructions. 
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(36) n   
 n   
 n   

 
 j   
   
 w   

 
(37) a. m   n  nd nw  
  m   n   -d nw  
  I go me to 9-church 
   

 
 b. n b   n  nd nw  
  n b    n   -d nw  
  I SM go me to 9-church 
   

 
 c. b  l    nd nw  
  b  l     -d nw  
  I F0 go you to 9-church 
  you, you should go  

 
The use of emphatic pronouns is very common in Bafut as well as in many other Grassfields 
Bantu languages and their influence on second language learning is very visible. Sentences 
like I am going me to church are very common in the speech of Bafut learners of English. 
 
Conclusion 
In the discussion of pronouns in this chapter, we have laid emphasis principally on their 
function and distribution. The internal constituency of the personal pronoun forms was 
discussed in some detail. However, apart from saying that the compound pronoun is formed 
by combining this and that morpheme, we did not get into the exact mechanism of this 
combination. This will make and interesting study for Bafut and related Grassfields Bantu 
languages. We also mentioned agreement between the noun and a pronoun. With the 
exception of the human pronouns, all other pronouns exhibit this agreement phenomenon 
which is rather rich in the language. In chapter 5, we return to this in greater detail illustrating 
the various agreement patterns that hold between nouns and related elements including 
pronominals.  
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Chapter 5 

The noun phrase 
 
Introduction 
 
The present chapter focuses on the modifiers of the noun such as adjectives, determiners, 
pronouns, genitives, etc. I describe the form and meaning of each modifier as well as its 
distribution relative to the noun and to other elements within the noun phrase. The expression 

group of words made up of a noun and some other word which specifies, qualifies or 
describes the noun. For ease of exposition, we categorize the noun phrase into simple and 
complex noun phrases; the simple noun phrase being a noun or pronominal element only or a 
noun modified by a single modifier and the complex noun phrase being a noun modified by a 
complex unit such as a genitive phrase or a relative clause. 
 

1. The simple noun phrase 
 
There are basically two categories of the simple noun phrase. The first category contains 
single nouns or pronouns that stand alone and function as subject or object while the second 
category contains a noun modified by simple modifiers such as determiners, adjectives and 
genitives. Having discussed the form and meaning of individual nouns and pronouns in 
chapters 2, 3, and 4, the first category of the simple noun phrase will, therefore, no longer 
retain our attention in this chapter. Consequently, we delve straight into the second category 
which consists of a noun and a modifier channeling the discussion to focus more on the form, 
meaning and distribution of the modifier and less on the noun since this has already been 
covered in chapter 2.  
 
 
1.1. The noun and determiners 
 
Determiners constitute a very restricted class of words in Bafut. They are generally 
positioned immediately after the noun they specify and obligatorily take agreement markers 
determined by the class of the noun they specify. The class of determiners includes the 
definite/indefinite articles, demonstratives, possessives, and interrogatives. In the preceding 
chapter, we described demonstratives, possessives and interrogatives mainly as pronouns but 
also as modificational elements which co-occur with and help to specify the noun. In this 
section therefore, we will describe only the definite/indefinite articles. The reader is referred 
to the relevant sections of the preceding chapter for a discussion on the use of the 
demonstrative, possessive and interrogative as determiners.  
 
A. The indefinite article 
 
Bafut has no indefinite article. Any noun standing and functioning alone as subject or object 
in a sentence is interpreted as indefinite. Nouns in both the singular and plural forms can be 
used in this way and in this usage, the noun often has a generic interpretation. 
 

1 (a) ! ! "# "$ "% & " b. % & "' "! ! "# ( ) ""
  *! !  + #  $  % *&   % *& " %* " ' " *! ! " # *( ) "
  7-owl SM is bird 2-witches  2-witches 2-SM come out 7-owl 5-night 
     

 
 
B. The definite article 
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The definite article in Bafut consists of the vowel  and a concord consonant marking 
agreement between the definite article and the noun it specifies. The table below lists the 
different concord consonants that the definite article takes along side the full form of the 
definite article. 
 
   Table I: Concord consonants of the definite article 

Noun class Concord 
consonant 

Definite article 

1 !"# !" #

2 $%"# $%" #
3 !"# !" #
5 &%"# &%" #
6 '%"# '%" #
7 %"# %" #
8 ( %"# ( %" #
9 %"# %" #
10 ( %"# ( %" #
19 )%"# )%" #

 
 In the noun phrase, the unmarked position of the definite article is after the noun it specifies. 
However, in contexts of contrastive focus reference, the article precedes the noun. In this 
case, a low-tone vowel morpheme is attached to the stem vowel (of the definite article) and 
intonation rises. The examples in (2) with the noun preceding the definite article illustrate the 
most neutral, unmarked and common way of expressing definiteness in Bafut. The examples 
in (3) on the other hand, with the noun following the definite article, can only be interpreted 
with contrastive focus reference to a salient noun (distinct from all others) already mentioned 
in the domain of discourse. 
 

(2) a. * #! # b. $ * #$% # c. + #% # d. ) ,! #)% #
  * # !" #  $ "* # $%" #  "+ # %" #  ) " ,! # )%" #
  1-spoon 1-the  2-spoons 2-the  7-dish 7-the  19-salt 19-the 
         

 
(3) a. ! #* # b. $% #$ * # c. % #+ # d. )% #) ,! #
  !" " # * #  $%" " # $ "* #  %" " # "+ #  )%" " # ) " ,! #
  1-the-Foc 1-spoon  2-the-Foc 2-spoons  7-the-Foc 7-dish  19-the-Foc 19-salt 
         

 
 In the focus examples in (3), the definite article combines with a low-toned vowel 
morpheme to produce the focus meaning. This focus morpheme, as we will see in chapter 11, 
bears various tones depending on the phonetic environment and on the kind of focus 
involved. In the particular instance illustrated in (3), the focus morpheme bears a low tone 
even though intonation generally rises in these instances of contrastive focus reference. 

The definite article can co-occur with one other determiner within the same noun 
phrase. In this case, the definite article always comes in final position. Thus, we can have 
structures such as (i)  Noun-Demonstrative-Definite article, (ii) Noun-Possessive-Definite 
article, (iii) Noun-Interrogative-Definite article. In contexts involving contrastive focus 
reference, the demonstrative, possessive or interrogative can precede the noun but the definite 
article always comes last in the noun phrase. Following are some examples.  
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(4) a. n -t  n  !" # b. ! #! $ #!" #

  !

%$ #

!% # !"% #  !% # ! %$ # !"% #

  5-potato 5-that 5-the  5-that-Foc 5-potato 5-the 
  

 
 

 
 

(5) a. b s  b  &" # b. & #& ' #&" #

  &

%' #

&% # &"% #  &% # & %' # &"% #

  2-birds 2-my 2-the  2-my-Foc 2-birds 2-the 
  birds of mine (the ones 

 
 

yours/his, etc.) (the ones already 
 

 
(6) a. f ns  f  (" # b. ( #( !' #(" #

  (

%!' #

(% # ("% #  (% # ( %!' # ("% #

  19-broom 19-which 19-the  19-which 19-broom 19-the 
     

 
In the examples in (6), the position of the interrogative determiner has no particular effect on 
the interpretation of the utterance. If anything, the occurrence of the interrogative in initial 
position may just signal emphasis on the part of the speaker. 
 
 
1.2. The noun and adjectives 
 
Adjectives in Bafut pattern into three broad categories namely, pure adjectives, derived 
adjectives and adjectival nouns. Pure adjectives are very few and are, for the most part, 
limited to colour and quality. Derived adjectives constitute a reduced-relative type 
construction formed from regular stative verbs and used to express adjectival meanings such 
as quality and other physical properties. Adjectival nouns, on their part, are ordinary nouns 
which are made to function like attributive adjectives in an N1-N2 type construction.   
 
 

A. Pure adjectives 

 
Pure adjectives are marked by a prefix governed by the class of the noun it qualifies. The tone 
of the adjective prefix is determined, to a large extent, by noun class and tone of the last 
syllable of the preceding noun. Generally, the adjective prefix is L if preceded by a H tone 
root and H if preceded by a L tone root. However, the adjective prefix is H if the noun is from 
class 1a, 2, 8 or 10.  For more on such tone changes, see Neba (2007) and Mfonyam (1989). 
The different adjective prefixes are listed and illustrated below.  
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Table 6.II: Adjective prefixes 
Noun 
class 

Adjective 
prefix 

 

1 ! "# ! $"% & $ #
2 ' "# ' "% & $ #
3 ! "# ! "% & $ #
5 $ "# $ "% & $ #
6 ( "# ( "% & $ #
7 ! "# ) "% & $ #
8 * "# * "% & $ #
9 ! "# ! $"% & $ #
10 * "# * "% & $ #
19 + "# + "% & $ #

 
The adjective prefix (concord morpheme) for classes 1 and 9 ends in a homorganic nasal 
which assimilates to the place of articulation features of the initial consonant of the adjective 
stem. The number of pure adjectives is extremely small. Only four of these are attested: -
% & $ "' & ,  "' # "+  
adjective follows the noun it qualifies and precedes the determiner if there is one.  
 

(7)  a. k r  j ns g n # b. * #! (+ #! #

  -

. #

! $"% & $ #  "* # ! ("+ # !" #

  1-ring 1-nice  9-house 9-new 9-the 
     

 
 c. n b  n b # d. + $*/ #+ ' & , #+! #

  $

"' #

$ "' #  + "$*/ # + "' & , # +!" #

  5-egg 5-raw  19-frog 19-red 19-the 
     

 
 

B. Derived adjectives 

 
A large number of the adjectives in Bafut are derived from verbs by prefixing a regular 
adjective prefix to the verb stem. Apart from the fact that these adjectives attribute a 
quality/physical property to the denotation of the noun they modify, and also follow the noun 
and agree with it in number and class as pure adjectives do, they behave otherwise as pure 
verbs in the syntax. For instance, they can be reduplicated, just like verbs, to emphasize the 
degree of a quality. The second element in the reduplicated form always takes a nominalized 
form of the corresponding verb. The example in (8a) shows the ordinary occurrence of a 
derived adjective in a noun phrase. In (8b), we illustrate a reduplicated derived adjective and 
in (8c) we illustrate a reduplicated verb form.  
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(8)  a. ! " #! $  b. ! "  ! $ !$  
 . ! %" # ! %$   ! %"  ! %$ %!%$  
  5-pumpkin 5-sweet  5-pumpkin 5-sweet-N-sweet 
     

 
c. b  j   k  j nj #

 

%" #

&% # # # ' # & %!%& #

 9-dog 9-the SM P2 Cry-N-cry 
  

 
Reduplication of the type in (8b) is however limited to adjectives that are derived from 
unaccusative verbs1. Emphasis with an adjective derived from a transitive verb is done with 
the use of a consecutivisation structure in a passive-like relative clause as in (9). 
 

(9) m k  m  m  b  l nl #

 (

%' #

(% # ( # " # $ %!%$ #

 6-beans 6-these that they Cook-N-cook 
 -  

 
The nasal element in the verbal complex in (9) is a consecutivisation morpheme which serves 
to embed a series of consecutive events. See chapter 11 for more on consecutivisation. 

The derived adjective can also be used predicatively. In this usage, it can occur 
with tense-aspect markers (10b), can be negated (10c), can take a verbal extension (10d), and 
can be reduplicated (10e). 
 

(10)    a. m l  m  ( #$ # ")# m l  m  m  k  s  l #

  (

%$ #

(% # (% # $ # # (

%$ #

(% # (% # ' # * # $ #

  6-palmwine 6-this 6-SM sweet  6-palmwine 6-this 6-SM P2 Asp sweet 
      

 
c. (k ) m l  ( #( #* #$ # d. ( $ #( #( #$ !%+ #

 ,

' -#

( %$ # (% # (% # * # $ #  ( %$ # (% # (% # $ !%+ #

                                                 
1 I call them unaccusative verbs because like the Italian verbs of the essere class and English verbs of motion 
and change of state, the Bafut verbs in question lack an external argument and do not assign accusative Case. 
The Bafut verbs in question therefore seem to be in the right semantic class to be unaccusatives. 
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 Neg 6-Palm wine 6-this 6-SM Neg sweet  6-Palm 
wine 

6-this 6-SM sweet+Ext. 

      
 

e. m l  m  ! "# $# "

 !

%# "

!% " !% " # %$%# "

 6-palmwine 6-this 6-SM Sweet-N-sweet 
  

 
Some derived adjectives consist of a prefix, a stem and a suffix. 
 

(11)   a. g r  j s t  b. kj  d f k " c. $& ' "( ) "

  -g r  j -s -t   %

*( "

& %+ %* "  %& ' " ( % %) "

  3-gun 3-long-suff  10-baskets 10-big-suff  9-compound 9-large-suff 
       

  
The above examples are actually comparative forms used attributively. Thus (11a) for 

difference in the forms of the suffix: the form ) " is used with singular nouns to express the 
*  is used with the plural form of the adjective to indicate that the 

quality attributed affects many objects. These suffixes are ordinary verb extensions which, in 
the verb paradigm, express various subtle meanings. We return to the subtle differences in the 
forms of extensions in chapter 6 where we discuss the verb and its different extensions. 
 

C . Adjectival nouns 

 
Adjectival nouns occur generally in pre-nominal position where they attribute a quality to the 
noun they precede. In the morphosyntax, they exhibit ordinary nominal properties but modify 
the head noun in the way an ordinary adjective does. There are two subgroups of adjectival 
nouns. 
 
 
 
 
Group A 
 
Group A adjectival nouns are ordinary nouns which function as adjectives when used to 
modify a following noun. A noun phrase formed with a group A adjectival noun is similar to 

a brat of a minister
analysis, [a brat of a] is a modificational adjunct of NP while [minister] is the head of the 
entire construction. Some of the Bafut nouns which make up group A adjectival nouns belong 
in noun class 1 while others belong in noun class 7. The examples in (12-13) represent an 
almost exhaustive list of such nouns (all denoting human beings) while (14) illustrates the use 
of these nouns in their adjectival function. 
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(12).  Noun Class 1                        (13). Noun Class 7

a. !"# $  !% &           
    b. !'                b. !( (      
    c. !) &                     c. !'*         
                                                                        
(14) a. !"# $+, -)   

b. !% & +, -) ++  
 
When a modifier, such as an adjective or determiner, is used in constructions like (14), the 
modifier is generally construed with the initial noun. In the example in (15), the definite 
article is construed with the initial noun as shown by the agreement morphology it bears2 (the 
figures in the glosses indicate noun class). 
 

(15) t r  m gj  ) +

 

!% & +

,! -) + )! +

 7-fool 1-woman 7-the 
  

 
The fact that the adjectival noun (i.e. the initial noun) triggers agreement on the 

definite article in this example is not surprising given its status as an ordinary noun. What is 

surprising is that even though these nouns function as adjectives, they can still bear plural 

morphology as ordinary nouns do. In examples like the one above, plural morphology must 

attach to both nouns as shown in (16). Attaching plural morphology to just one, but not the 

other of the two nouns, is unacceptable. 

 
(16) a. b lw n b  . -) + b. *b  lw n b  , -) + c. * -lw n 

b gj +

  .

!"# $+

.! + .! -) +  /

. !"# $+

. + ,! -) +  /

!"# $+

.! -) +

  2-old 2-linker 2-women     2-old 2-linker 1-woman      1-old 2-women 
          

 

                                                 
2 Construing the definite article with the following noun is only very marginally acceptable to some speakers of 
Bafut. In a closely related language, Nweh, a modifier in such examples can only be construed with the initial 
noun. 
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As we notice in this example, the adjectival noun is linked to the noun it qualifies by a 
linker which has the form/shape of an associative morpheme. We cannot however treat such 
utterances as constituting an associative noun phrase because the interpretation we get is 
clearly one in which the initial noun qualifies the following noun. Thus (16) can only be 

become obvious from the section on the associative noun phrase (section 3.1), the second 
noun in constructions like (16) does not stand in any of the associative relations to the head 
noun.  
 
Group B 
 
Group B adjectival nouns are forms that look like nouns in their morphological composition 
but have the meaning of an adjective when used with an immediately following noun. Some 
examples of these forms are given below. 
 

(17)   a. ! "

! #

 

 b. ! "$ #  
 c. ! "% !#  
 d. ! "&' ( #  
 e. ! " #  

 
 
The forms in (17) take a prefix (ma-, mu-) which relates to size like the diminutive - 

of noun class 19. Although we refer to them as prefixes, they do not relate to ordinary noun 
or their contracted forms are 

used as ordinary nouns e.g. m m)*
Some of the roots in these examples are found elsewhere as ordinary noun roots. 

However, the meanings of the ordinary noun roots are not related to the meanings of the 
items in (17) thus making it hard to claim that the items in (17) are derived from independent 
nouns. The roots that occur elsewhere as independent nouns are % ! 
(b+# , -  

When used with an immediately following noun, group B adjectival nouns, like their 
group A counterparts, attribute a quality to the denotation of the following noun. Following 
are some illustrations of the use of group B adjectival nouns.  
 

(18)  a. ! , - # %. # b. ! % !#

' #

c. ! ! #

&, #

  ! ", -  "%.   ! "% ! "'   ! "!  ",  
  Pref-tiny 1-water  Pref-short 7-stick  Pref-large house 
  

 
    

 

following nasal consonant. The presence of a high tone on the shwa is probably the reflex of 
some linking element.  

All the categories of adjectives can co-occur with a determiner in the same noun 
phrase with the determiner always in final position. If there are two determiners co-occurring 
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with the adjective, it is usual for both to follow the adjective with the definite article in 
absolute final position. Only very special constructions allow a determiner to precede the 
adjective. In the translations of the following examples, NL means near the listener. 
 

(19)   a. ! " #! $ " #! #!% # b. & " ' #& () *#& #&% #
  ! +" # ! +$ " # !+ # !%+ #  & + " ' # & +() *# &+ # &%+ #
  6-spears 6-long 6-my 6-the  19-statue 19-old 19-that 19-the 
     

 
 
 

c. ! " #! ,#! $ " #!% # b. & " ' #& ,#& () *#&% #
 ! +" # !+ ,# ! +$ " # !%+ #  & + " ' # &+ ,# & +() *# &%+ #

 6-spears 6-my 6-long 6-the  19-statue 19-that 19-old 19-the 
    

 

The examples in (19a & b) illustrate the unmarked order in a noun phrase containing a 

noun, an adjective and two determiners. In these examples, the two determiners both follow 

the adjective. In the examples in (19c & d) one of the determiners precedes the adjective. 

These last examples are appositives in which the second part made up of the adjective and the 

definite article help to specify the noun.  

 
1.3. The noun and numerals 

 
Numerals in Bafut seem to be nouns that have been given a numeral meaning. As we will see 
in the ensuing discussion, most of the words that refer to numerals have singular and plural 
forms marked by prefixes that are identical to some of the noun class prefixes described in 
chapter 2. Within the noun phrase, the numeral generally follows the noun it describes and 
agrees with it in number and class. The numeral may however precede the noun but this 
under very strict conditions depending on whether the numeral is cardinal or ordinal. 
 
A. Cardinal numerals 
 
The cardinal number system in Bafut is based on th
units, in their counting forms, are: 

 
-./0# ! #  *1 #  
# ' #  $ !' #  
# 1 2 #  &) ! #  
# ") #  * ' #  
# *1 #  * ) !#  
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!" #  which is identical in form to the introducing 
element in story-telling3. The word for unit 10 also has a variant - t w m used mostly in 
counting. in which process the word $%&  

is placed after the n  
 
 

'()*+ $ " ,+$%& +, +  $ " ,+$%& +$% +  
+ $ " ,+$%& +- +  $ " ,+$%& +& ,- +  
+ $ " ,+$%& +% . +  $ " ,+$%& +$ /" +  
+ $ " ,+$%& +$ !" +  $ " ,+$%& +$ - +  
+ $ " ,+$%& +$% +  +  

 
$  which does not appear in 

the examples in (20). This suggests that the forms of the words for the numbers may be 
listed in (20) 

above also had a prefix at some earlier stage in the history of the language. In fact, when used 
as adjectives following a noun, the words for 4 and 8 also have the n - : b l  b -n -kw   

spoons b l  b -n -fw     
 

he plural form of the 
, the prefix changes from $ 0 to , 0 (the same prefixes for ordinary 

class 5/6 nouns)1+This prefix determines the form of the adjective agreement morpheme , 0 
which is prefixed to the second number.  
 

(22) , " ,+, ,- +  , " ,+, $% +  
 , " ,+, ,- +$%& +, +  , " ,+, $% +$%& +, +  
 , " ,+, ,- +$%& +- +  , " ,+, $% +$%& +- +  
 , " ,+, $% . +  , " ,+, & ,- +  
 , " ,+, $% . +$%& +, +  , " ,+, & ,- +$%& +, +  
 , " ,+, $% . +$%& +- +  , " ,+, & ,- +$%& +- +  
 , " ,+, $ !" +  , " ,+, $ /" +  
 , " ,+, $ !" +$%& +, +  , " ,+, $ /" +$%& +, +  
 , " ,+, $ !" +$%& +- +  , " ,+, $ /" +$%& +- +  
 , " ,+, $% ++  , " ,+, $ - +  
 , " ,+, $% +$%& +, +  , " ,+, $ - +$%& +, +  
 , " ,+, $% +$%& +- +  , " ,+, $ - +$%& +- +  

 

, ,-  and 
, $% .  has two prefixes: the adjective prefix , 0 and a nasal ,02$0. Recall that in 

their basic forms cited in (20) above, the words for two and three (-34+and+%3. *+do not have 
a prefix. The nasal consonant is probably the reflex of a noun class prefix thus supporting our 
guess above that numbers which appear without a prefix probably had one at some point in 
the history of the language. If this is correct, then all numbers in Bafut are nouns which have 
been attributed a numeral meaning. 
 Progressing up the coun !5  which can be 

%  ! ,. Each of these can equally 

Numbers within the hundred, thousand and million brackets are obtained by addition using 

                                                 
3 Story-telling evenings in Bafut usually begin with riddles. The person asking the riddle introduces his question 
with !"3# +and the audience responds with # !"31  
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!"#  !  which 
hund  

 
(23) $% &  
 $% &' ( &  
 $% &' ( &!"# &! )* &  
 $% &' ( &! &+ * +&+ ! $* &!"# &!" &  
 $% &' " , &  
 $% &' ! ( &  
 " * &  
 " * &' ! $* &  
 " * &' ! $* &!"# &" , &  
 " * &' ! $* &! & $% &' !" &! &+ * +&+ !" &!"# &" , &  
 $ +&  
 $ +&' # +( &  

  
In counting money, ( & $ ( &  
 In the noun phrase, when a numeral is used to qualify a noun, the numeral follows the 
noun and agrees with it in class and number. The agreement morphemes on the numerals are 
identical to those of adjectives, reason why numerals in Bafut are treated as adjectives. 
Following is a list of the agreement morphemes that numerals employ. 
 
   Table III: Numeral prefixes 

Noun 
class 

Numeral 
prefix 

Sample 
numeral  

 

Noun + numeral Gloss 

1 - .& - +.) , & ) , &- +) , &  
2 ( .& ( .( & ( # , &( ( &  
3 - .& - .) , & $% &- ) , &  
5 ! .& ! .) , & ! # &! ) , &  
6 + .& + .+( & + / &+ +( &  
7 - .& - .) , & " &- ) , &  
8 ' .& ' .( & # &' ( &  
9 - .& - +.) , & /* &- +) , &  
10 ' .& ' .( & /* &' ( &  
19 ) .& ) .) , & ) !'0 &) ) , &  

 
 The tone pattern on these prefixes undergoes the same kinds of modifications that the 
adjective prefixes undergo. The tone of the adjective prefix is determined, to a large extent, 
by noun class and tone of the last syllable of the preceding noun. Generally, the adjective 
prefix is L if preceded by a H tone root and H if preceded by a L tone root. However, the 
adjective prefix is H if the noun is from class 1a, 2, 8 or 10. It is however worth mentioning 
that the tonal modifications are not as simple and clear cut as described here. An exhaustive 
account of the tone situation in this context requires a more detailed phonological study than 
the one carried out in this study. See Neba (2007) and Mfonyam (1989) for a much more 
detailed study of the tone situation in Bafut.  

In the noun phrase, the numeral regularly follows the noun it quantifies as can be seen 
from the fourth column of the table above. If a definite article, or some other determiner is 
involved, it follows the numeral except in contexts involving contrastive focus. 
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(24)   a.   ! "# $! % & $!' $ (b) m  m mb  (' $

    ! )"# $ ! )% & $ !') $  (

) $

( )(" $ (') $

  5-flute 5-one 5-the  6-jaws 6-two 6-the 
     

 
(c) "'  " *  " "  

 "')  " )*  " )"  
 2-the-Foc 2-crabs 2-two 
  

 
   (d) ( "# $( + ($( (",#$('                (e)$ m  nt w  - !. $$

    ( )"# $ ( )+ ($ ( )()",#$ (')           (

) $

!. + $ - )!. $$

 6-flutes 6-tens 6-N-two 6-the 6-jaws 9-thousand 9-six 
 -    

 
In the examples in (24a) and (24b), the noun and the numeral function like a compound such 
that the definite article modifies this compound and not just the noun. In the example in 
(24c), it is the definite article and the noun that function like a compound while the numeral 
acts as the modifier of this compound.  

The examples in (24d) and (24e) illustrate another interesting agreement pattern in 
which multiples of 10 agree with 10, multiples of 100 agree with 100 and multiples of 1000 
agree with 1000. Because this agreement is governed by 10, 100, and 1000, we class these 
units as nouns such that they fall in the singular class 3 and the plural class 10 forming gender 
3/10.  
 
B. Ordinal numbers 

 
Ordinal numbers serve to indicate order in a series. They are derived from ordinary nouns via 
prefixation of the adjective agreement morpheme. The nouns listed in (25) are used to 

-but-one 
 used. 

 
(25) )!. ("    
 ) ' .    
 )!/+ !-0 ($$  
 
The adjective agreement morpheme that these nouns take is, as expected, determined by the 
morphological class of the noun it modifies
vowel of the noun deletes since the phonology of the language does not allow a sequence of 
two non-identical vowels. Following are illustrations of the use of ordinal numbers. 
 

(26)   a.  m  j nt mb  + $ b. " ' ' . ' $
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   !

" #

$ %"& !' # (" #  "' # $ "$ & # $" #

  1-child 1-first 1-the  9-goat 9-second 9-the 
     

 
c. b ndz r  j nlw ndz m$ #

 "' %)* + # $ %"

,( %)* !#

$" #

 9-sheep 9-last 9-the 
  

 

function extends to all following members in a series. Round about methods involving the 
 

member in a series. We should also mention that the numerals can function as pronouns in 

In this case, the numeral takes a prefix whose form is 
determined by the noun it replaces, e.g. $ %& -!' #  (class 1 noun) , m %& -!' #

. $ & #  
 

1.4. The noun and quantifiers 
 
Bafut makes use of four quantifiers, namely "&/ ! "! # " & #

"0 & #
agreement morpheme which they take. The first class contains only "&/ ! 
the second class contains the others. While the agreement morpheme of the second class is 
identical to that employed by adjectives and numerals, the agreement morpheme of the first 
class is quite unique. Following is a table of the agreement morphemes that the quantifiers 
employ. The agreement morpheme is separated from the stem by a hyphen. 
 
    Table IV: Agreement morphemes of quantifiers 

Noun 
class 

"

&/ !#

 

"! #

 

" & #

 

"0 & #
 

1 %"

&/ !#

j -m    

2 ' "&/ !# b -m  b - t  b -k t  
3 "&/ !# j -m    
5 % "&/ !# n -m    
6 ! "&/ !# m -m  m - t  m -k t  
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7 !"# $% j -m    
8 !"# $% d -m  d - t  d -k t  
9 &!"# $% j -m    
10 !"# $% d -m  d - t  d -k t  
19 ' !"# $% f -m    

 
When a quantifier alone is used with a noun, the noun phrase has a generic reference. Thus 
$ %&"# $%and $ ( ) %$ " %
used with a definite article, the position of the definite article varies and this variation in 
distribution corresponds to a difference in meaning. Consider the examples below. 
 

(27)   a. & %* %* " %* %"# %+, $ + %
  & % * ! % * ! " % * ! % "# % +, $ + %
  10-animals 10-the 10-many 10-SM vote 1-tortoise 
   

 
b. & %* " %* %* %"# %+, $ + %

 & % * ! " % * ! % * ! % "# % +, $ + %
 10-animals 10-many 10-the 10-SM vote 1-tortoise 
  

 
In the first example where the definite article follows the noun and precedes the quantifier, 
we are referring to the greater number of animals in a group and in the second example where 
the definite article follows the quantifier, we are dealing with many groups (potentially 
infinite number) one of which contains the largest number of animals. The animals in (27a) 
are therefore perceived as single entities whereas in (27b), they are perceived as a group. 
 Among the modifiers of the noun we have examined this far, the quantifier is the only 
one that exhibits this characteristic of occurring in phrase-final position when the definite 
article is present. We will see more of this distribution of the quantifier in phrase-final 
position when we examine the relative clause later in section 2.2.  
 
2. The complex noun phrase 
 
The complex noun phrase is one in which the modifier of the head noun is complex in the 
sense that it is larger than one-word units of the type discussed in the preceding sections. The 
modifiers that fall in this category are genitive phrases and the relative clause.  
 
2.1. The genitives  
 

N 
of N type construction or what is commonly known in Bantu grammar as the associative 
construction. When a genitive noun is used to modify a main noun in Bafut, the genitive is 
preceded by an associative morpheme which translates roughly into English he 
associative morpheme (henceforth AM) is either a tone alone or a segmental morpheme of 
the shape (C)V and a tone. The shape/form of the AM is determined by the morphological 
class of the head noun (that is, the main noun that is modified). Following is a list the 
different associative morphemes (i.e. the AM) used to link the head noun to the genitive 
noun. 
 
Table V: Associative morphemes in Bafut.  

Noun Associative 
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Class morpheme 
1 L 
2 ! "

3 "
5 # "
6 $ "
7 %"
8 "
9 &"
10 "
19 ' "

 
The AM for classes 1 and 9 is a low floating tone. This tone in class 1 is gradually phasing 
out as its influence on neighboring tones is not as strongly felt as that of a normal surface L 
tone or that exercised by the H tone marker of the other noun classes. Classes 3, 7, 8 and 10 
are marked by a vowel/nasal plus H tone. On the surface, the vowel/nasal segment is deleted 
leaving the tone which then grounds either to the left or right. Although it is hard to set any 
fixed rules regarding the direction to which these floating tones ground, the following general 
tendencies are observed: The floating low tone of class 1 grounds to the left (if it is not 
deleted), the low floating tone of class 9 grounds to either left or right while the floating high 
tone of the other classes grounds generally to the left. For a more detailed discussion of these 
tone grounding patterns, see Mfonyam (1989). 

Genitive nouns in Bafut stand in different relations to the head noun. Some modify the 
head noun as possessors, some are frozen with the head noun into some sort of compound, 
others, which are derived from verbs, are arguments of the head noun and yet others are 
related to the head noun in ways that are difficult to describe. These different relations are 
discussed in the sections that follow.  
 
A. Genitives of possession 
 
One type of relation that holds between two members of a genitive construction is a 
possessive type of relation, where possessive must be understood in a very broad sense. This 
is the kind of relation expected to hold between the two members of the following:  

 
(28)  a. l  mf " b. m l  m   $ () " c. b l  b  $' "

  *

"

+' "  $

+* "

$+ " $+ () "  !

+* "

!+ " +' "

  1-spoon 1-chief  6-palmwine 6-AM 1-woman  2-spoons 2-AM 1-chief 
       

 
In these examples, the genitive noun can be interpreted in one of two ways: (a) as a pure 
possessor, i.e. the entity to which the first noun (N1) belongs. (b) as a qualificative, i.e. 
indicating a quality or other distinguishing mark by which a person or thing is characterized 

 wine that belongs 
  wine that women generally like (palm wine that is not very 

associative construction. 
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Included in this group of genitives of possession is 
source/o
genitive of source/origin indicates the person, thing or place from which N1 comes, is 
acquired or sought. It also expresses racial, local or native origin, descent, etc. or the notion 
of belonging to a place as deriving a title from it as its ruler. The classifying genitive on the 
other hand is adjectival in nature as it expresses a kind of quality. The examples in (29a-c) 
illustrate genitives of source/origin while (29d) illustrates a classifying genitive. 
 

(29)   a. f  b f ! b. !" # ! c

. 

f bw  f  s r w t !

  

$% !

& $% !  ! " # !  %

$&' !

%$ ! ( ) ' * !

  1-chief 2-Bafut  1-person Mankon  19-fish 19-AM 1-ocean/sea 
       

 
d. d  b l !

 

$+ !

& $, !

 9-cup 2-witches 
  

 
One common characteristic of genitives of source/origin and the genitives of 

possession in (28) is that the relation between the genitive noun and the head noun is not 
intrinsic in the sense that the choice of one noun does not depend on that of the other. The 
head noun and the genitive noun in both cases are like two distinct terms in a relation; two 
separate entities that are loosely related to each other. To demonstrate this distinctiveness, the 
possessor/source genitive noun can be pluralized independently of the head noun, can be post 
or pre-modified, and can be pronominalized. We illustrate this with pluralization in (30-31). 
The (a) examples show the head noun and the genitive noun in the singular form. In (b) and 
(c) one of the two is pluralized and in (d) both are pluralized. 
 

(30)   Possessives 
(a) n l  n  -+ "! ! (b) n l  n  & , "!& !

 -

$, !

-$ ! $+ "! $ !  -

$, !

-$ ! & $, "! &$ !

 5-radio 5-AM 1-brother 1-my  5-radio 5-AM 2-brothers 2-my 
    

 
c. m l  m  -+ "! ! d. m l  m  & , "!& !

 ""$ ! $+ "! $ !  ""$ ! & $, "! &$ !
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!" # !" #

 6-radios 6-AM 1-brother 1-my  6-radios 6-AM 2-brothers 2-my 
    

 

(31)    Source 

a

. 

$ %&' #$ #( ) # b

. 

$ %&'  $  * ( )  c

. 

( #* $ #

 $

!%&' #

$

!  

(

)  

 $

!%&'  

$

!  

*

!( )  

 (

! #

*

!$ #

 1

9-frog 

1

9-AM 

1

-river 

 19

-frog 

1

9-AM 

2-

rivers 

 1

-child 

2

-chiefs 

 

 

   

 

 

d

. 

( %&' #( #( ) # e

. 

( %&' #( #* ( ) #

 (

!%&' #

(

! #

(

) #

 (

%!&' #

(

! #

* !( ) #

 6-

frog 

6

-AM 

1

-river 

 6-

frog 

6

-AM 

2-rivers 

 

 

  

 
In some instances, pragmatic facts render pluralizing the genitive noun rather odd. The 
examples in (31b) sound rather odd, this because our world view cannot conceive the idea of 
a single frog coming from many rivers. This however, does not imply that pluralizing the 
genitive noun is generally bad. Where our world view permits, this is quite acceptable as in 
(31c). In (31c), world view accepts a child as issuing from a union between two chiefs (one 
male, one female) and as such pluralizing the genitive noun is perfectly okay. 

These examples in (30  31) show us that, although the head noun and the genitive 
noun are in a relation, they are, in a way, independent of each other. The genitive phrase is 
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serves to describe/specify the type of the head noun in the same way that adjectives would 
attribute a quality to the head noun.  

When used with another genitive phrase in the same construction, the genitive of 
possession/source is always further away from the head noun than the other genitive phrase. 
The example in (32a) shows a genitive of source in the same construction with another type 
of genitive. In (32b) the two genitives have switched positions and the construction is 
ungrammatical. The genitive of source is not italicized.  
 

(32)  a. ! " #! #$ ! #! #% &$' # b. (#! " #! #% &$' #! #$ ! #
 ! )" # !) # $ ! # !) # % &$' #  (#! )" # !) # % &$' # !) # $ ! #
 2father 2-AM Niba 2-AM Yaounde    2-fathers 2-AM Yaounde 2-AM Niba 
    

 
It seems to be the case then that the genitive of possession/source is always further away from 
the head noun than any other genitive phrase. 

 

B. Compound genitives 

 
This class of genitives includes genitive nouns which are intrinsically linked to the head 

ans that they are treated along with the head noun as a 
unit; a compound. The constructions that constitute the class of compound genitives are 
presented below. 
 
B.1. Genitives of purpose/place/time 
 
As the name indicates, these genitives indicate the purpose for which the referent of the head 
noun is used as well as the time and/or place generally associated with its use. Some 
examples are: 
 

(33) a.   Purpose of use# b.   Place of use 
 f  f b #  f k  f  $' $* #

 

)+ #

+ ! #  +

), #

+) # )' $* #

 7-
medicine 

1-fever  19-bench 19-AM 9-church 

    
 

c. Time of use 
 b l b  b  &!  
 ! )- !  !)  )!  
 2- sandals 2- AM 9- rain 
  

 
 
 
B.2 Genitives of substance 
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These indicate the material of which something is made or consists of or holds/contains as a 
kind of extension of sense.  
 

(34) a. Material make-up b.  Content 
 ! "!# " " $% " !# "
 &! " &!# " " &$% " &!# "
 3-bed 3-cane  9-bottle 1-water 
    

 
In the interpretation of the foregoing examples of compound genitives, the genitive phrase 
serves to restrict the reference of the head noun. In contrast to the identificatory relation in 
genitives of possession/source, the genitive noun in this case specifies the kind of the 

semantic relation between the two nouns is such that the denotation of the construction as a 
whole is a subset of the denotation of the head noun alone. 

Other forms included in this class are kinship terms and some body parts such as:  
 

(35) a.  Body parts b.  Kinship terms 
 $ "' "  () *$ "$ "
 &$ " &' "  &() *$ " $ "
 1-heart 7-hand  1-sister 1-father 
    

 
A syntactic property that characterizes compound genitive constructions is that the genitive 

the genitive phrase is inseparable from the head noun. In the case of the genitives of 
possession and source/origin treated earlier, we observed a number of properties which 
indicated that the head noun and the genitive phrase are two separate entities loosely linked 
together. Thus, for instance, each of the nouns could be freely pluralized, pre- or post-
modified or pronominalized. Compound genitives do not exhibit this freedom. In the 
compound genitive construction, the genitive noun cannot be treated as a separate entity from 
the head noun. The two nouns are treated compositionally such that the overall meaning of 
the construction is the combined meanings of the head noun and the genitive noun. 
Inflections such as the plural morpheme as well as any modifiers in the construction are 
associated with the head noun only. As the examples below show, only the head noun can be 
pluralized in the compound genitive construction. 
 

(36) a. ! "!# " b. + ! "+ "!# " c. ," ! " + !# "
 &!  

-kx  

 + &!  +&  &!#   &!  +

&!# "

 3-bed 3-cane  6-beds 6-AM 3-cane  3-bed 6-canes 
       

 
Also, only the head noun, but not the genitive noun, can be pre or post-modified. In (37) 

determiner can only modify the head noun (witness the agreement on the determiner), but not 
the genitive noun. 
 

(37)  a. + *$ - "! "!# " b. ," ! "+ *$ - "!# "
 + *$ -  &!  &!# "  &!  + *$ -  &!#  
 small 3-bed 3-cane  3-bed small 3-cane 
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(38)  a. ! " #! #"$ #!% # b. &#! " #! #"$ #' #
 ! ("  !(  ("$  !%(   ! ("  !(  ("$  '(  
 6-bed 6-AM 3-cane 6-the  6-bed 6-AM 3-cane 3-the 
    

 
In the compound genitive phrase, the genitive noun forms a constituent with the head noun 
such that the singular morpheme in (37a) and the determiners in (38) are actually associated 
with the entire construction and not just the head. If they appear to be associated with the 
head noun, it is simply because it is the head of the entire construction and it is normally 
expected for inflections to be generally located on the head of a constituent. It is therefore 
reasonable to think that the genitive noun is frozen with the head noun into a single 
constituent; a compound.  
 

C . Dependent genitives 

 
Dependent genitives comprise genitive nouns which stand in a close relation to the head noun 
akin to the one between the verb and its object. Dependent genitives are interpreted as 
denoting separate entities from what the head noun denotes. However, the relation between 
the two entities is not as loose as that between the head noun and the possessor genitives in 
the sense that, in their distribution, the dependent genitive is always in a position adjacent to 
the head noun. At the same time, the relation between the two is not as close as that between 
the head noun and a compound genitive. Unlike the compound genitive, the dependent 
genitive is not frozen with the head noun.  

The most common type of dependent genitives are genitive nouns which mark 
inalienable possession. Some examples are given below. 
 

(39)  a. ) * #) #) + # b. ! + #! #) + #
 ) (* # )( # ) + #  ! (+ # !( # ) + #
 5-eye 5-AM Niba  6-liver 6-AM Niba 
    

 
Also included in this group are genitives which are interpreted as themes. In the examples 

photograph represent gorillas and women respectively. 
 

(40)  a. , " + #, #+ + # b. , - #+ .% #
 , ( " + # ,( # + (+ #  , - # +( .% #
 19-statue 19-AM 2-gorillas  1-photo 2-women 
    

 
An outstanding characteristic of the dependent genitive is that, when it occurs in the same 
construction with a possessive genitive noun, it (i.e. the dependent genitive noun) is always in 
a position immediately adjacent to the head noun. Consider the examples below which 
contain a dependent genitive and a possessor genitive. The dependent genitive is n bold face. 
 

(41) a. ) * # ) # ) ) # ) "' + #
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! "

  # $% " #$ " #

! "

#$ " # $&' ! "

  5-eye 5-AM Niba 5-AM 5-fortune-telling 
  -telling eye  

 
b. f k b  f  b f ( ") *+ "

 ( $ & ! " ($ " !

$( "

($ " )$ *+ "

 19-statue 19-AM 2-chiefs 19-AM 1-woman 
  

   
In each of these examples, the two genitive nouns modify the head noun (witness the form of 
the genitive morpheme). The dependent genitive is immediately adjacent to the head noun. 
Were we to reverse the positions of the two genitive nouns, the meaning of the construction 
would change completely. 
 

(42)   a. n l  n  n kw b "# "# ! "
  # $% " #$ " # $

&' ! "

#$ " # ! "

  5-eye 5-AM 5-fortune-telling 5-AM Niba 
  -  

 
b. f k b  f  m gj "( "! ( "

 ( $ & ! " ($ " )

$ *+ "

($ " ! $( "

 19-statue 19-AM 1-woman 19-AM 2-chiefs 
  

   

are 
shape of an eye and which Niba uses for fortune-
is adjacent to the head noun, the statue represents chiefs but in (42b), 
further away, the statue represents a woman. We observe therefore that the dependent 
genitive is always adjacent to the head noun while the possessor genitive could be further 
away.  
 As a final observation before we leave the discussion of genitives, it is worth noting 
that when a determiner is used in these constructions, it can either occur immediately after the 
head noun or at the end of the entire noun phrase (i.e. after the genitive noun). When the 
determiner occurs after the head noun, it agrees with it (the head noun) and the construction 
is an appositive type construction in which the genitive noun serves to specify the reference 
of the head noun. In this case, there is an audible phonetic break after the definite article and 
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the genitive noun is preceded by a pronominal element which translates roughly into English 
 

 
(43) ! " # $% &$' $ # $
 ! " # $ %( &$ '( $ (# $ $
 1-bicycle 1-the 1-pron 9-monkey  
  

 
On the other hand, when the determiner occurs at the end of the entire phrase, it can agree 
with either the head noun or the genitive noun.  
 
 
 

(44)  a. ) % * $ ) $ # $ )' $ b. ) % * $ ) $ # $ ' $
  ) (% * $ )( $ (# $ )'( $  ) (% * $ )( $ (# $ '( $
  6-oil 6-AM 9-monkey 6-the  6-oil 6-AM 9-monkey 9-the 
  -    

 
Native speakers are generally not very conscious of the subtle difference in meaning when 
the definite article in final position agrees with either the head noun or the genitive noun. As 

a possessive pronoun is used in place of the definite article. 
 

(45)  a. ) % * $) $ # $) $ b. ) % * $) $ # $' $
  ) (% * $ )( $ (# $ )( $  ) (% * $ )( $ (# $ '( $
  6-oil 6-AM 9-monkey 6-my  6-oil 6-AM 9-monkey 9-my 
  -    

 
In the example in (a) ) % * $ ) $ # $ is a kind/brand of oil generally associated with 
monkeys (monkeys like this kind of oil, the oil is named after monkeys, etc.). In the example 
in (b) on the other hand, we are referring to ordinary oil which belongs to my monkey.  

 

2.2. The relative clause 

 
The relative clause in Bafut functions to complement an antecedent noun by describing or 
delimiting its potential domain of reference. The relative clause is postnominal (in the sense 
that it occurs to the right of the relativised noun phrase) and the form of the verb and tense, 
aspect markers within S (the subordinate sentence) is not different from the form we find in 
ordinary declarative sentences.  

The relative clause is introduced by either (a) a relative clause marker ) , (b) a 
relative pronoun ( , or (c) a combination of the relative pronoun and the relative clause 
marker. The relative clause marker is used elsewhere as a complementiser which generally 
serves to introduce a great variety of subordinate clauses. It is used with verbs of saying and 
thinking and is thus a regular complementiser and not a pronominal element of any sort. In 
particular, it never functions alone as a noun or pronoun, does not mark gender and number 
and does not code an NP for case.  

The relative pronoun is derived from the far from speaker/listener (FSL) 
demonstrative pronoun. In fact, apart from tone differences and the concord consonant of 
classes 1 and 3 nouns, the forms of the relative pronouns and the FSL demonstrative 
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pronouns are identical. Following is a table showing the relative pronouns and FSL 
demonstrative pronouns and their respective concord consonants.  

 

    Table VI: Concord consonants of relative pronouns and FSL demonstratives 
 

Noun class CC Rel. Pron. CC FSL Dem. 
1 !

"#

! # $

"#

$ #

2 %"# % # %

"##

% #

3 !"# ! # $

"#

$ #

5 &"# & # &

"##

& #

6 '"# ' # '

"##

' #

7 !"# ! # !

"#

! #

8 ( "# ( # (

"##

( #

9 !"# ! # !

"#

! #

10 ( "# ( # (

"##

( #

19 )"# ) # )

"#

) #

 
The relative clause marker '  is used to introduce a relative clause which serves to identify 
or describe a referent. In such relative clauses, the antecedent noun is usually definite and the 
constituent sentence (i.e. the sentence that undergoes relativisation) is closed by an anaphoric  
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definitiviser ! "(contractable to simply ) which serves to convey or reinforce the specificity 
of the antecedent noun. In the very rare instances where the antecedent noun is indefinite or 
generic, the relative clause serves as a comment introducing an embedded sentence 
expressing an unexpected action. In this context, the anaphoric definitiviser is not used, 
understandably because the antecedent noun is not definite. The following examples illustrate 
the use of the relative clause marker # $ The example in (a) contains a definite noun and thus 
the anaphoric definitiser !%% while the (b) counterpart contains an indefinite noun and thus 
lacks the definitiser. 
 
 

(46)  a. "& "# "' "( " '& "& "! "'& # $"
" " ) " &) " # " *" ' " ( " )'& " &) " ! " *" '& # "
  1-person 1-the COMP SM P2 see 1-ghost 1-the DEF he die-COMPL 
   

 

 

  b. + "# "' "'& , "-. " /" "0 "## 1 2"
" " )+ " # " 3 ) " ' " '& , " -. " ) /" 4" 0 " #)# 1 "
  10-goats COMP 10-SM P2 eat 1-corn 1-my you remove N-let go 
  (dare)  

 
While #  introduces a relative clause which serves to identify or describe a referent, 

the relative pronoun )  introduces a relative clause which particularises (singles out) a noun 
from a designated group. Such relative clauses often translate into English like appositives. 
The relative pronoun can optionally combine with the relative clause marker in such contexts 
especially when emphasis on the antecedent noun is intended. 
 

 (47)  a. 5 0 "( "6# 7"+ , ' "! "' "& "- " '%+ "1. "
" " 5 0 " 8) " 6# 7" %" + , ' " ! " *" ' " & " - " )' + " 1. "
  1-worker 1-who COMP SM lazy DEF he F2 Neg with 9-money be 
   

 

  b. + "+( "+ "6# 7"#0 "1. "6&%%7"! "#+ "+ "( "
" " + " +() " +) " # " )0 " *" 1. " 6& 7" ! " #+ " + " ( "
 2-people 2-the 2-whom COMP 1-chief SM choose them DEF Cond. they marry 
 , (the ones) whom the chief has selected can marry  

 
In the first example, although the antecedent noun is not definite, the relative clause is closed 
by the definitiser ! . This is because, the relative pronoun, like other pronouns in Bafut (e.g. 
the demonstrative, possessive, etc.) has s definitising effect on the noun. 
 In the second example, the relativised noun which originates from object position 
leaves behind an optional resumptive pronoun. Compare this with preceding examples in 
which the relativised noun comes from subject position. Conditions at the extraction site in 
the relative clause and in the dependent sentence generally differ depending on whether the 
relativised position is subject, object or oblique. These conditions are examined in the 
subsections that follow. 
   

A. Subject relatives  
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When the subject is relativised, it leaves behind a subject marker at the extraction site. If the 
relativised subject is a pronoun, it occurs in the oblique case form while the subject form of 
the pronoun (i.e. the nominative case form) remains at the extraction site. We repeat the 
pronominal forms discussed earlier in chapter 3 for convenience. Examples of subject 
relativisation then follow the table of pronouns. 
 
   Table VII: Personal pronouns 
 

Subject Object Oblique Gloss 
! " " ! "  
" " # "  
" $ " $ " -she/him-

 

% " $ " % "  
% &' " " % "  
% " # " % "  

 
(48) a. ! ($ "$ ") ( "* ( ' ") ""+ ") ,"
" " !- ($ " $- " ! " ." ) ( " * ( ' " ) " /" + " ) "
  1-woman 1-who COMP SM cultivate

s 
well DEF she F2 leave 

    
 

 b. ! "# "! "0 "$ "+ "+# ") " ! ,"
" " !- " #- " ! " 0 " 1- " /" + " +# " ) " /" -! "
  1-child 1-the COMP father his SM P2 die DEF he come+COMPL 
   

 
 c. # "$ "! " "$ 2 "!% ") " "+ " "% ' ,"
" " # " $- " ! " 3"$ 2 " -% " ) " 4" + " " ." % ' "

  you who COMP SM steal goats DEF you F2 go to hell 
   

 
 d. $ "$ "! "' "' "% ($ ") "+ "% ' " "% 2 ,"

" " $ " $- " !

"

." ' " ' " %- ($ " ) " /" + " % ' " " ." % 2 "

  he who COMP SM sleep with 2-women DEF he F2 rather go to heaven 
   

 
These four eaxmples illustrate subject relativisation. In the first sentence, a full noun is 
relativised and in the (b) counterpart, a genitive/associative noun (which is part of the subject 
noun phrase) is relativised. In the latter case, the associative morpheme is truncated and the 
relativised genitive/associative noun leaves a corresponding possessive pronoun at the 
extraction site. The examples in (c) and (d) illustrate relativisation of pronouns. The form of 
the antecedent pronoun in these cases is the form normally used as objects of prepositions 
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(oblique case form) while the form that remains in the grammatical subject position is the 
normal subject pronoun (nominative case form). 
 
 

B. Object relatives 

 
Relativised objects generally do not leave behind a resumptive pronoun. However, if the 
object is human, a resumptive pronoun can optionally be left behind. This affects both full 
nouns and pronouns. The relativised pronoun is always in the oblique case form while the 
resumptive pronoun is in the objective case form. The first example below illustrates 
relativisation of an ordinary non-human object noun phrase while the second example shows 
relativisation of a human object noun. In the last two examples, we illustrate relativisation of 
object pronouns. 
 
(49)  a. ! "# "$ "% "& "'& ( "& "% )"
" " *! " #* " $ " % " +" & " '*& ( " & " " % "
  3-farm 3-which COMP Bih SM P3 N-cultivate DEF it nice 
   

 
  b.  w  m  kw  k  f  (j ) l , n  k  kw t  (j ). 
" " * " ,* " $ " *-, " +" - " . " /# 0" & " ' " - " -, 1 " /# 0"
  1-Person 1-the COMP 1-ghost SM P2 slap (him) DEF you F0 help (him) 
   

 
  c. , "$ "' "- "& "/ 0"& " "- " "1! )"
" " , " $ " ' " - " & " / 0" & " 2" - " " 3" *1! "
  you COMP 9-snake P2 bite (you) DEF they F0 go to 7-prison 
   

 

 d. # ", "$ "% "- "1, "/# 0"& "- "1! "' "'4 )"
" " # " , " $ " % " +"- " 1, " /# 0" & " +" - " 1! " ' " 4 "

  s/he the COMP Bih SM P2 call (him/her) DEF s/he F0 stay with hunger 
   

 
 

C . Oblique relatives 

 

When a noun phrase which is object of a preposition is relativised, it leaves behind a 

resumptive pronoun . Elsewhere,  

relative construction, the distribution of  depends on the type of preposition used. The 

ordinary prepositions  '  
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pronoun  immediately follows the verb or the object (of verb) noun phrase. On the other 

hand, if the preposition is a complex unit made up of  and a body part, (e.g. !"#$ " % the 

body part is maintained and the resumptive pronoun immediately precedes it. Consider the 

following examples in which the prepositions used are " "&' "  

 

(

50) 

 

a. 

() "* "+ " "+ ,"

" "

-() "

*

- "

!" +

"

N

- "

!"

-+ "

  7

-giant 

7

-the 

S

M 

P

3 

N

-shake 

t

o 

7

-village 

   

 

  

b. 

+ "* "* "& "() "* "+ " " "+ ,,,,"

" "

-+ "

*

- "

*

- "

&

" -() "

*

- "

!" +

"

N

- "
"

+

"

  7

-village 

7

-the 

7

-which 

C

OMP 

7

-giant 

7

-the 

S

M 

P

3 

N

-go 

P

ron 

D

EF 

   

 

(

51) 

 

a. 

$ . "* "/ "$ 0 "&' "* "&' "$ /1 . "1 ,"

" "

-$ . "

*

- "

!" /

"

$

0 " -' "

*

- "

!"

-' "

$

/1 . "

1

- "

  7

-fool 

7

-the 

S

M 

P

2 

t

ether 

9

-goat 

9

-the 

a

t 

9

-side 

1

-leopard 

1

-the 
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b. 

! "# $ %# %& %! $ %' %" %! ( %&) %' % %&) %* ++++%  

% % !

"# $ %

#

, %

&

% ,! $ %

'

, %

-% "

%

!

( % ) %

'

, % % ,) %

*

%

  1-

leopard 

1

-the 

C

OMP 

7

-fool 

7

-the 

S

M 

P

2 

t

ether 

9

-goat 

9

-the 

P

ron 

s

ide 

D

EF 

   

 

In the example in (50b), the preposition -%  surfaces 

in its place. In (51b), the second element of the complex preposition &)  is maintained and 

the pronoun  immediately precedes it. 

   

 

D . Other relatives 

 

The relativised noun phrases presented so far originate from canonical subject, object 

and oblique positions and constitute single nouns. Relativisation can also target other 

positions of a construction as well as complex phrases including co-ordinate noun phrases, 

associative constructions and dative complements. We briefly present the charateristics of 

relativisation from such positions below. 

 

i. Co-ordinate noun phrases 

 

In a construction in which the subject or object is a co-ordinate noun phrase, each of 

the members of the co-ordinate structure or the entire structure can be relativised. Consider 
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the examples below in which the subject noun phrase is a co-ordinate structure resulting from 

reciprocal marking. 

 

(

52) 

 

a. 

! "# "$ % "% "& "' ( )"

" "

*! ""

#

"

$

% "

#

* "

%

"

&

"

'

*( "

  9-

Elephant 

a

nd 

1-

Bush pig 

2

-SM 

P

2 

t

ap 

6-

palmwine 

   

 

  

b. 

! "# "$ % "# "' "# "% "& "' ( "( "# "+ ,"

" "

*! "

#

"

$

% "

#

* "

'

"

#

* "

%

"

&

"

'

*( "

(

"

#

"

+

"

  9-

Elephant 

a

nd 

1-

Bush pig 

2

-who 

C

OMP 

2

-SM 

P

2 

t

ap 

6-

palmwine 

D

EF 

t

hey 

w

here 

   

 

  

c. 

! "- "' "# "$ % "% "& "' ( "( " "+ ,"

" " *

! "

-

* "

'

"

#

"

$

% "

#

"

%

"

&

"

'

*( "

(

"

." + "

  9-

Elephant 

9

-who 

C

OMP 

a

nd 

1-

Bush pig 

S

M 

P

2 

t

ap 

6

-pwine 

D

EF 

h

e 

wh

ere 
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d. 

! " #$ #% #& #!' #" #( #% ) #) # #* +##

# # !

" #

$

, #

%

#

&

# ,' #

&

, #

"

#

(

#

%

,) #

)

#

-# *

#

  1-

Bush pig 

1

-who 

C

OMP 

a

nd 

9

Elephant 

2

-SM 

P

2 

t

ap 

6

-pwine 

D

EF 

h

e 

w

here 

   

 

As we notice from these examples, relativising the entire co-ordinate structure or 

single members of the structure does not pose a problem. The situation changes when dealing 

with an associative noun phrase; another complex construction containing two nouns.  

 

ii. Associative noun phrases 
 
In the associative construction, either the entire phrase or the modifying (genitive) noun alone 
can be relativised. Relativising the head noun alone is unacceptable. When the modifying 
(genitive) noun is extracted from the associative noun phrase, it obligatorily leaves behind a 
resumptive pronoun. Consider the examples below. 
 

 (53) a. & #) #%& . #! " #! #( ( #!$ /#
# # & # -#) # %,& . # ! ," # !, # ,( ( # !$, #

  Bih SM P3 N-break 5-leg 5-AM 7-table 5-the 
    

 
 b. ! " #! #( ( #!$ #% #& #) #%& . #) ////#
# # ! ," # !, # ,( ( # !$, # % # & # -#) # N,& . # ) #

  5-leg 5-AM 7-table 5-the COMP Bih SM P3 N-break DEF 
   

 
 c

. 

( ( #$ #% #& #) #%& . #! " #! #) ////#

# #

,( ( #

$

, #

%

#

&

#

-# )

#

N

,& . #

!

," #

!

, #

) ///

/#

  7

-table 

7

-the 

C

OMP 

B

ih 

S

M 

P

3 

N

-break 

5

-leg 

5

-its 

DEF 



 97 

   

 

! d

.!

"!

# $ !

#

%- !

&

!

'

!

(! )

!

N

*' + !

#

* ! *, , !

)

----!

      

5- leg 

5

-the 

C

OMP 

B

ih 

S

M 

P

3 

N

-break 

5

-its 

7

-table 

D

EF 

 

The example in (b) shows relativisation of the entire associative noun phrase. Since this is 
relativised from object position, it leaves behind no resumptive pronoun. In the third 
example, the possessor noun (the modifying genitive noun) is relativised and it leaves behind 
a resumptive pronoun which agrees with the head of the associative phrase in number and 
class. The last example shows the impossiblity of relativisng the head of the associative 
phrase.  
 
iii. Dative complements 

 

In the dative construction, the verb is immediately followed by a recipient/benefactive 

noun phrase while the patient/theme noun phrase follows a preposition which itself comes 

immediately after the recipient/benefactive noun phrase. Relativising either of these noun 

phrases is possible. The relativised noun leaves behind a resumptive pronoun. The pronoun 

left behind by the recipient/benefactive is the ordinary object (of verb) personal pronoun (see 

table VII above) and it is optional. On the other hand, the theme/patient leaves behind an 

obligatory third person oblique pronoun % . 

 

 (54) a. ' ) !. !) !#. / !' +% !'% !# ! $ ' !
! ! ' ) ! . * ! . * ! ) ! N*

. / !

'* +% ! '%* ! # ! *$ ' !

  10-Bororoes 10-the 10-SM P3 N-give present 2-women 2-the DAT 9-money 
   

 

 b

. 

' +% !'% !& !&' ) !) !#. / !01 2!# ! $ ' !) ----!
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! ! "

# $% !

"

%# !

&

! " ' !

(

# !

'

!

N

#( ) !

*

+ ,!

-

! . " !

'

!

  2

-women 

2

-the 

C

OMP 

10

Bororoes 

1

0SM 

P

3 

N

-give p. 

(

them) 

D

AT 

m

oney 

D

EF 

    

 

 c

. 

. " !% !& !&" ' !' !-( ) !" $% !"% !- !% !' ////!

! !

#. " !

%

# !

&

! " ' !

'

!

N

#( ) !

"

# $% !

"

%# !

-

!

%

!

'

!

  9

-money 

9

-the 

C

OMP 

B

ororoes 

P

3 

N

-give p. 

2

-women 

2

-the 

D

AT 

P

ron 

D

EF 

   

 
  d. 0!" $% ! "% ! - ! . " ! & ! &" ' ! ' ! -( ) ! ' !!
        women the DAT money that Bororoes P3 give p DEF 

 
As the ungrammatical (d) shows, relativising both post verb arguments in the dative 

construction is not possible. 
 

Conclusion 

In the discussion in this chapter, we categorized the noun phrase into simple and complex 
noun phrases; the simple noun phrase being a noun or pronominal element only or a noun 
modified by a single modifier and the complex noun phrase being a noun modified by a 
complex unit such as a genitive phrase or a relative clause. This was however just for ease of 
exposition. The characteristics of the simple noun phrase, as has been evident from the 
discussion, generally carry over to the complex noun phrase. In a related study of the internal 
constituency of the noun phrase in a related Bantu language, it is advisable to consider this 
categorization of the noun phrase into simple and complex only as a measure to ease 
presentation.  
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Chapter 7 
T ense, aspect and mood 

 
Introduction 
 
Tense, aspect and mood in Bafut are so intricately linked that separating one from the other in 
an analysis of the type envisaged in this chapter would invariably lead to inadequacies in the 
description. As such, they will be treated together. 
 The Bafut verb system employs two non-finite forms: Infinitive and Imperative and 
five moods: Indicative, Subjunctive, Conditional, Simultaneity, and Potential. These moods 
employ a variety of tense morphemes to mark past, present and future events/actions/states. 
Most of the tenses found in the positive conjugation are also attested in the corresponding 
negative conjugation. 
 
1. The infinitive 
 
There is no infinitive form of the verb per se in Bafut. What translates roughly into English as 
the infinitive is a derived verb form preceded by an optional particle    The derived verb 
is marked by a nasal consonant which is homorganic with the initial consonant of the verb 
root. In all cases, the infinitive verb looks like a noun of class 9 or a nominalised verb. 
Following are examples of infinitive verb forms. 
 

(1) a. !"# !  
 b. !"$ %& !  
 c. !%&' !  
 d. !%( ' !  
 e. ! ) !  
 f. ! !  

 
The infinitive is generally used to mark means-purpose relations as in (2) or truth-value 
statements as in (3). In the absence of the infinitival particle *, the verb assumes the 
interpretation of a derived nominal as in (3b). 
 

(2)  +!) ! ! ) & !"$ ,!
  +! ) ! ! *! N-) & ! -$ !
  he P2 come to N-catch 10-goats 
   

 
(3) a. *! ) & !"$ !% !% !. $/ ,!
  *! N-) & ! -$ ! +! % ! -% ! . -$/ !
  to N-catch 10-goats it is 7-thing 7-bad 
   

 
 b. ) & !"$ !% !% !. $/ ,!
  -) & -$ ! + % -% ! . -$/ !
  Nom-catching 10-goats it is 7-thing 7-bad 
   

 
 
 
 
2. The imperative 
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The imperative is represented by forms for the 2nd person singular and plural. The plural 
form is preceded by the simple subject human pronoun  and all syllables of the verb bear 
high tones which are, naturally, subject to the downdrift phenomenon. The singular form on 
the other hand is not preceded by any element and there is no significant change in the tone 
pattern of the verb. That is, the tone pattern of the verb in the singular form is usually 
identical to the tone pattern of the verb in isolation (except, of course, when some other tone 
follows the verb). In principle, all verbs can be used in the imperative although social norms 
and pragmatic factors may exclude such usage as for example from state verbs and from 
verbs denoting royal actions. The imperative is the most free form of the verb: it comprises 
the stem only without any morphemes attached and it does not occur with any tense 
specifications. Syntactically, the imperative is an interjective. Following are examples of 
imperatives (in isolation, the tone patterns of the verbs are the following: ! "  
and # $% & &
 

4. ! " &  # % & &  
 " &! " &  " &# %  &  

  
The present-future and future tenses of the subjunctive mood are often used 

imperatively for all persons. Thus: # &' & & # &! &( & &) &
 The formative #* in these examples is not a verb in its own right. These 

tenses are treated more fully under the Subjunctive Mood. 
 The negative form of the imperative is formed by inserting a negative marker 
immediately preceding the verb. The negative imperative has emphatic forms which go up to 
three degrees of emphasis. The form of the negative marker, as well as the overall structure of 
the negative imperative may vary depending on the degree of emphasis: 
  
(5) Singular Plural Gloss Degree 

Emph. 
a. #% &! " & n  #% &! "   0 
b. #% &( &! " & n  #% &( &! "   1 
c. + &! " & n  + &! "   2 
d. + &( &',! " & n  + &( &',! "   3 
 
e. # &' &#% & & # &! &#% &   0 
f. # &' &#% &( & & # &! &#% &( & &  1 
g. # &+ & & # &! &+ & &  2 
h. # &+ &( & , & # &! &+ &( & , &

 
3 

 
The zero and first degree emphatic forms take the negative marker ts  while the second and 
third degree emphatic forms take + - The third degree emphatic form which provokes the 
occurrence of a homorganic nasal consonant on the imperative verb form is similar to the 
near future tense marker. This form will be discussed in greater detail under the tenses of the 
Indicative Mood in the relevant sections. 
 
3. The indicative mood 
 
The indicative mood is used to state what was, is or will be, and covers a wide range of 
tenses. These tenses divide the time spectrum symmetrically into four past and four future 
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times with respect to present time or moment of speaking. Most of the tenses found in the 
positive conjugation are also attested in corresponding negative conjugations. 
 
3.1. The present tenses, positive 
 
The present tense in Bafut is marked solely by tone. It has three forms: the indefinite, the 
definite, and the perfective. 
 
A. The indefinite 
 
The indefinite present expresses the idea of habitual action. This form is only used with the 
psyche-verbs love, hate, believe, fear, know, regret. The indefinite present is marked by a 
replacive high tone which surfaces on the subject marker and then spreads rightward onto the 
verb. If the subject of the utterance is a pronoun, the replacive high tone surfaces directly on 
the verb and subsequent assimilation by the low tone of the pronoun changes the replacive 
high to a low tone. The verb /! / in the following examples has an underlying 
LHL tone pattern. 
 

(6) a. "# $! $%& $ b. ' $! $%& $
  (# $ " $$ ! $ %& $  ' $ ! $ %& $  
  7-slave SM+T0 like God  I Like+T0 God  
   likes    

  
 The replacive high tone in (6a) grounds onto the subject marker and then spreads rightward 
onto the verb resulting in a high tone on the first syllable of the verb. In (6b) the replacive 
high surfaces on the verb and is eventually assimilated to the low features of the L on the 
subject pronoun. 
       
B. The definite 
 
The definite present has the idea of continuous action in present time. Unlike the indefinite 
present, the definite present is used with a wide range of verbs including verbs of action, 
psyche verbs and stative verbs. It is marked by a high tone which is realised on the subject 
pronoun or SM and which may spread rightward onto following words including the verb and 
even the object of the sentence. This high tone also has an aspectual (progressive) 
interpretation. 
 

(7) a. ' $# $% $) $'*$ "+$, $%, ' $%- $) $! . $, /$
  ' $ # $ (% $ )( $$$$' $ *$ $, $$%, ' $ %- $ ) $ ! . $$, $
  I+T0 believe 7-thing 7-which  that you talk  Def because voice your high         Def 
   

  
It should however be noted that the tonal adjustments are usually not as straightforward as I 
have tried to show in the examples in (6) and (7a). Other tonal processes usually intervene 
thus obscuring the effects of the replacive P0 tense as in the example in (7b) where the effects 
of  the high T0 tone are simply invisible in the surface form. 
 

 b. # 0 $#)+$) $% & $% $'1 $&""$& /$
  # 0 $ #)( $ #( $ ) $ % (& $ %( $ (1 $ &( $ &( $
  2-birds 2-the 2-SM+T0 cry 5-death 5-AM 1-chief 1-their 1-the 
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C . The perfective 
 
This tense indicates a completed action in present time. It is translated into English by the 
present perfect tense. In Bafut, it is marked by a low tone either on the subject pronoun from 
where it spreads rightward onto the first syllable of the following verb or on the SM from 
where it docks onto the first syllable of the following verb when the SM is truncated. In the 
examples below, the verbs  (/! " /, /k /) have an 
underlying HHL tone pattern. 
 

(8) a. # $! " $%&" $' ($
  # )$ ! " $ *% " $ '* $
  I+T0 drive 7-mad man 7-the 
   

 
 b. % $' $+ $, $-. ($
  *% $ '* $ )$$ + $ *, $ *. $
  9-dog 9-the SM+T0 climb 7-head 9-house 
   

  
In the example in (8b), two low tones are involved. First there is the low tone perfective 
marker and then the SM is truncated leaving behind a second floating low tone. The low tone 
of the truncated SM docks leftwards onto the definite determiner '* $giving rise to ' $while 
the low perfective marker docks rightward onto the first syllable of the verb.  
 
3.2. The present tenses, negative 
 
Sentential negation in Bafut is marked by a discontinuous morpheme: an optional pre-subject 
particle +  and an obligatory post-subject particle which varies between / 0$% " , $and$1  
depending on tense (see Chumbow and Tamanji 1994 for a more detailed discussion on 
negation in Bafut). The Bafut present tenses use the post subject particle / $2or its phonetic 
variant$/ 3.  
 
A. The indefinite 
  

   (9) a. +4&$# $/ $% 5' $+ ($$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$%($$+4&$# $/ $-1 $% ($
  + $ # $ / $ %* 5' $ + $  + $ # $ / $ -1 $ % $
  Neg I+T0 Neg 2-women like  Neg I+T0 Neg God believe 
     

  
B. The definite 
 

(10) a. +4&$# $/ $- $' $# $ 4&$' , ($
  + $ # $ / $ *- $ '* $$$$$# $ 6$ $ ' , $
  Neg I+T0 Neg 7-thing 7-which  that you talk listen 
   

 
 b. +4&$% / $%'&$/ $- 1 $- $#! $144$1&$' ($
  + $ % */ $ %'* $ % $ / $ - *1 $ -* $ *! $ 1* $ 1* $ ' $
  Neg 2-birds 2-the SM+T0 Neg 5-death 5-AM 1-chief 1-thier 1-the cry 
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C . The perfective 

  
(11) a. !"#$% $& $' ( $)#$* ( +$
  ! $ % $ & $ ,' ( $ ), $ * ( $
  Neg I+T0 Neg 7-mad man 7-the drive 
   

 
 b. !"#$%' $)#$& $- $./#$! +$
  ! $ ,' $ ), $ $ & $ ,- $$$$$0$ ,/ $ ! $
  Neg 9-dog 9-the SM+T0 Neg 7-head   7-AM 9-house climb 
  bed up the roof-  

 
 The phonetic variant s $often results from the coalescence of the two vowels  and . As we 
notice in all examples in the negative, the verb gets moved to absolute sentence-final 
position. Other possible positions that the verb can occupy in the negative construction will 
emerge as the discussion progresses.  
 
3.3. The past tenses  
 
There are four past tenses in Bafut marking the immediate past, today past, yesterday past 
and remote past. Each of these forms is marked by a separate segmental morpheme and, 
variations in the form, determined by semantic factors and dialectal differences, are attested. 
 
A. Immediate past 
 
The immediate past (labelled P0) is used to denote events that have just taken place. Its 
meaning overlaps with that of the perfective present described immediately above in showing 
the completed nature of the event. However, whereas the immediate past focuses on the 
immediacy of the completed event, the perfective present focuses on the perfective nature or 
completive aspect of the action. In other words, the immediate past focuses on the nearness of 

or felt. This corresponds, in a sense, to what McCawley (1971) termed the Hot News Perfect. 
On the other hand, the perfective present simply indicates that the action was completed 
without much regard to the result of the completed action vis-à-vis the moment of speaking. 
The immediate past tense is marked by two elements: (i) a LL replacive tone pattern which 
replaces the underlying tones of the verb stem or negative marker (if it is present), and  (ii) a 
verb suffix %  which functions mainly to mark the completive aspect. In the following 
examples, the replacive LL tone pattern of the immediate past has replaced the underlying 
HHHL and HHL  pattern of the verbs.  
 

(12) a. !1 %# ! $-& - % $% ./ $% $%* $%) +$
  !1 % ! $ "$ -& - ,% $ % ,./ $ %, $ ,* $ %), $
  Tortoise SM remove+P0 6-horns 6-AM 9-bull 6-the 
   

 
 b. -1 2""$1#$ 1 - % $%* $' & $1 +$
  ,-1 $ 2 $ 1, $ "$ 1 - ,% $ ,* $$$$3$ ' ,& $ 1, $
  1-blacksmith 1-the SM kill+P0 1-chief  AM 2-birds 1-the 
  ksmith has killed the chief of  

 
In the negative conjugation, the immediate past takes the negative marker ' ( -  which 

The presence of this negative marker excludes the occurrence of the 
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verbal suffix -!  and the LL replacive tone of the immediate past. As usual, the negative 
marker pushes the verb to sentence-final position. 
 

(13) a. "#$%"& !$ " %' ( ) %! *+ %! %!, %!-$%). ) /%
  " % 0& ! " % #% ' ( ) % ! 1*+ % !1 % 1, % !-1 % ). ) %
  Neg Tortoise SM Neg+P0 6-horns 6-AM 9-bull 6-the remove 
   

  
 b. "#$%*)& 2##%&$%' ( ) %!, %' . %&$% & ) /%
  " % 1)& 2 % &1 % #% ' ( ) % 1, %%3% ' 1. % &1 % & ) %
  Neg 1-blacksmith the SM Neg+P0 1-chief  1-AM 2-birds 1-the kill 
   

 
The surface final low tone on the verbs in these examples is a consequence of the general 
intonation pattern in Bafut which tends to drop towards the end of the utterance (except of 
course in questions where the intonation rather rises). Also notice that, as pointed out above, 
the verbs surface without the aspectual element -! / The absence of this morpheme is 
expected since the morpheme indicates that an event is completed, but negation, by its very 
nature, implies that the event has not taken place.  
 
B. Today past 
 
The Today Past tense (P1) is used to designate actions that took place earlier in the same day, 
i.e. the day of speaking. It is morphologically marked by 2  (or its dialectal variant * ) which 
precedes the verb. This morpheme provokes the occurrence of a homorganic nasal consonant 
prefix on the initial syllable of the following verb. This may suggest that the today past tense 
marker historically developed from a verb given that in a context where verbs occur in a 
series, the first verb in the sequence often occasions the occurrence of a homorganic nasal 
prefix on following verbs. By the way, some speakers use the verb (  
the today past in Bafut. Following are examples of the use of the immediate past tense. 
 

(14) a. #%2 %!' %*+$%* %) /%
  #% 2 % N1' % 1+ % * % 1) %
    He P1 N-build 9-house with 8-sticks 
   

  
 b. #%2 %*) % "4 %! !% ) /%
  #% 2 % N1) % 1"4 % ! !% 1) %
  He P1 N-fetch 1-water inside 7-calabash 
   

 
 c. #%2 % "$ %!'#%!' %)# /%
  #% 2 % N1" % 1' % $% !1' % ) %
  He P1 N-fry 9-meat Prep 9-hands father 
   

 
 d. #% ( %*) % "4 %! !% ) %
  #% ( % N1) % 1"4 % ! !% 1) %
  He make/do N-fetch 1-water inside 7-calabash 
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The P1 tense marker has an alternative form which differs in the tone. Whereas the 
regular P1 form discussed immediately above bears a high tone, the alternative form !  bears 
a falling tone. The alternative !  is used to mark once-in-a-day actions/events. That is, actions 
which, once carried out, do not need to be repeated on the same day. Thus, if this form is 

ched water in a calabash (and there 
 

In the negative conjugation, the today past tense employs the post subject negative 
marker "  which has a dialectal/stylistic variant # . The once-in-a-time P1 marker 
introduces a homorganic nasal consonant on the following negation marker. As in the case of 
the other tenses, the inclusion of the negative morpheme causes the verb to be realised in 
sentence-final position. 
 

(15) a. #$ %! % %&'$%&' %($)%#) *%
  # % $% ! % " % +' % )% &+' % ( % # %
  Neg he P1 Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands 1-father fry 
   

 
 b. #$)%! % %&'$%&' %($)%#) *%
  # % $% ! % N+ % +' % )% &+' % ( % # %
  Neg he P1 N-Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands 1-father fry 
  

 
 

 c. #$ % , % #- %& &% ( %( *%
  # % $% , % " % #- % & &% +( % ( %
  Neg he make Neg 1-water inside 7-calabash fetch 
   

 
 d. #$ % , %# % #- %& &% ( %( *%
  # % $% , % # % +#- % & &% +( % ( %
  Neg he make Neg 1-water inside 7-calabash fetch 
   

 
 In the negative constructions, the tense morpheme provokes an initial homorganic 
nasal consonant on the following negative marker only if the tense moprheme marks once-in-
a while events (cf. 15b). Where the tense morpheme marks a simple regular event which 
occurred earlier on the day of speaking, the homorganic nasal consonant does not appear. 

Continuous action in the today past is marked by a high tone in the positive 
conjugation and by the morpheme #  in the negative conjugation. The high tone aspectual 
morpheme in the positive conjugation is realised on the subject of the sentence or on the SM 
while the segmental morpheme is generally inserted immediately before the verb. 
 

(16) a. )%! %.( % #- %& &% ( *%
  )% ! % .+( % +#/ % & &% +( %
  He+Asp P1 N-fetch 1-water inside 7-calabash 
   

 
 b. #$)%! % #- %#)%.( %& &% ( *%
  # % $% ! % " % +#- % # % .+( % & &% +( %
  Neg he P1 Neg 1-water Asp N-fetch inside 7-calabash 
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 c. !"#$% $& !' $( ($ ) $!#$*) +$
  ! $ "$ % $ & $ ,!' $ ( ($ ,) $ ! $ *,) $
  Neg he P1 Neg 1-water inside 7-calabash Asp N-fetch 
   

 
With the inclusion of the aspectual marker in the negative conjugation, the verb has the 
option of occurring after the object (16b) or moving to sentence-final position (16c). In the 
later case, the verb moves along with the aspectual marker. 
 
C . Yesterday past 
 
The Yesterday past tense (labelled P2) is used to describe actions/events occurring or 
situations existing yesterday, last week, last month or last year. It is marked by the morpheme 
!  and the replacive tone pattern LH on both L and H tone verbs. In the examples below, the 
underlying tone pattern of the verb is provided in order to highlight the effect of the P1 
replacive tone pattern. 
 

(17) a. HHL tone pattern 
  - $&#$! $!& ) $. $/ +$
  ,- $ &, $ "$ ! $ !& ) $ ,. $ /, $
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 help 7-slave 7-the 
   

 
 b. HL tone pattern 
  - $&#$! $! $( % $(/ +$$
  ,- $ &, $ "$ ! $ ! $ ( ,% $ (/, $
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 filter 6-palm wine 6-the 
  palm wine  

 
 c. LHL tone pattern 
  - $&#$! $% *) $( $& +$
  ,- $ &, $ "$ ! $ % *) $ (, $ &, $
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 look after 1-child 1-the 
   

 
The time adverbials /  0/  - $%  can be 

used in today past tense constructions to specify the time of the action/event/situation relative 
to the moment of speaking.   

The today past tense also has an alternative form which marks events which do not 
need/have to be repeated. This alternative form bears a falling contour tone and its use 
occasions the insertion of a homorganic nasal consonant on the following verb. The use of 
this alternative form is illustrated in the (c) example repeated below. 
 

 . - $&#$! $*% *) $( $& + 
  ,- $ &, $ "$ ! $ N,% *) $ (, $ &, $
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 N-look after 1-child 1-the 
  already took his turn in looking after the child (he does not need to do 

so again)  
 

In the negative conjugation, the yesterday past tense employs the post subject negative 
marker &  or its dialectal/stylistic variant ! . As in the case of the other tenses discussed 
above, the inclusion of the negative morpheme pushes the verb to sentence-final position as 
shown below. 
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18 a. !"#$%& $'#$! $ $% $'#$( )* +$
  ! $ ,& $ ', $ "$ ! $ ' $ %, $ ', $ ( )* $
  Neg 1-chief 1-the SM P2 Neg 1-child 1-the look after 
   

 
 b

. 
!"#$%& $'#$! $ $% $'#$( )* +$

  ! $ ,& $ ', $ "$ ! $ ' $ %, $ ', $ ( )* $
  Neg 1-chief 1-the SM P2 Neg 1-child 1-the look after 
   

 
 Continuous actions and events in the yesterday past tense are marked by an aspectual 
marker - $ positioned between the tense marker and the verb in positive conjugations and 
between the tense marker and the post subject negative morpheme in negative conjugations. 
In the positive conjugation, the high tone of the aspectual marker spreads rightward onto HH 
and HL tone verbs and may extend onto the first syllable of the object noun. 
 

(19) a. HHL tone pattern 
  & $'#$! $- $!' * $. $/ $
  ,& $ ', $ #$ ! $ - $ !' * $ ",. $ /, $
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 Asp help 7-slave 7-the 
   

 
 b. HL tone pattern 
  & $'#$! $- $! $% ( $%/ +$
  ,& $ ', $ "$ ! $ - $ ! $ % ,( $ %/, $
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 Asp filter 6-palm wine 6-the 
  palm wine  

 
 c. LHL tone pattern 
  & $'#$! $- $( )* $% $'#+$
  ,& $ ', $ "$ ! $ - $ ( )* $ %, $ ', $
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 Asp look after 1-child 1-the 
   

 
(20) a. !"#$%& $'#$! $- $ $'#$( )* +$
  ! $ ,& $ ', $ "$ ! $ - $ ' $ %, $ ', $ ( )* $
  Neg 1-chief 1-the SM P2 Asp Neg 1-child 1-the look after 
   

 
 b. !"#$%& $'#$! $- $ $) $% $'#$( )* +$
  ! $ ,& $ ', $ "$ ! $ - $ ' $ ) $ %, $ ', $ ( )* $
  Neg 1-chief 1-the SM P2 Asp Neg Part. 1-child 1-the look after 
   

 

As the example in (20b) shows, the particle )  can be inserted after the negative morpheme. 
The role of )  in these contexts is not immediately clear. 
 
 
 
D . Remote past 
 
The remote past tense (P3) is used to describe events and actions that took place or situations 
that occurred in the distant past. It is marked by the morpheme (  which, like the today past 
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tense marker, provokes the occurrence of a homorganic nasal consonant on the following 
verb stem.  
 

(21) !" ##!$ !% !"" !"& !' % !() !* +!
 , ! " , # ! $, ! ! % ! N," ! ,& !!!!-! ' ,% ! () ! * !
 1-person 5-visit 1-the SM P3 N-drink 9-Calabash  9-AM 6-palm wine only him 
  

 
 The remote past tense can also be employed to describe a state which was 
characteristic of a person or a society in the distant past and which no longer obtains at the 
moment of speaking. 
 

(22) a. !./ !$#!% !'. "!"( #!'. +!
  , ! ./ ! $, ! /! % ! N,. " ! N,( ! ,. !
  1-person red 1-the SM P3 N-dance N-pass 10-hands 
    

 
 b. . 0 !% !"* 1 !"( #!'. +!
  . ,0 ! . ! % ! N,* 1 ! N,( ! ,. !
  2-Bafut SM P3 N-steal N-pass 10-hands 
  used to steal a lot  

 
Again, like the today and yesterday past tenses, the remote past tense has an 

alternative form %  whose presence occasions the insertion of a homorganic nasal consonant 
on the following verb. This alternative form is used to mark once-in-a-life time 
actions/events. That is, actions/events which, by their very nature, can only occur once in life 
(23a) or events/actions which constitute a feat and so are not likely to occur again in a 

 
 

(23) a. ' ! !% !"() !"& !* +!
  ', ! , ! /! % ! N,() ! ,& ! *, !
  1-child 1-this SM P3 N-circumcise 1-penis 1-his 
   

 

 b. 0 !* '. !$#!% ! 2 !"# ! 3$* !" !'. ! +!
  ,0 ! * ,'. ! $, ! /! % ! N,2 ! ," 3$* ! " ! ,. ! !
  1-chief 1-former 1-the SM P3 N-catch 1-leopard with  10-hands empty 
   

 

 The remote past tense employs the post subject negative particle $  which, as 
usual, pushes the verb to sentence-final position (24a-b). Continuous action in this tense is 
marked by the aspectual marker ) ! positioned between the tense marker and the verb in 
positive conjugations and between tense marker and the post subject negative morpheme in 
negative conjugations (25a-b).  
  

(24) a. 2/#!'0 !$#!% ! !' % !() !* !" +!
  2 ! ,0 ! $, ! /! % ! $ ! ,& ! ' ,% ! () ! * ! " !
  Neg 1-chief 1-the SM P3 Neg 9-calabash 5-palm wine only hi

m 
drink 

  palm wine  
 

 b. 2/#!' ! !% ! !* !() +!
  2 ! ', ! , ! /! % ! N,$ ! ,& ! *, ! () !
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  Neg 1-child 1-this SM P3 N-Neg 9-penis 9-his circumcise 
    

 

(25) a. ! "# $% "&'"( ") "* "*+ "$ ( ",) "# -"
  .! " # .$% " &. " /" ( " ) " * " .+ """0" $ .( " ,) " # "
  1-chief 1-former 1-the SM P3 As

p 
drink 9-calabash 9-AM 6-palm wine only him 

  palm wine  
 

 b. 1/'"$! "&'"( ") " "$ ( ",) "# "* -"
  1 " .! " &. " /" ( " ) ""& " .+ """"""0" $ .( " ,) " # " * "
  Neg 1-chief 1-the SM P3 Asp   Neg 9-calabash 9-AM 6-palm wine only him drink 
  palm wine  

 
With the introduction of the aspectual marker, the following verb (in the positive 
conjugation) or the post subject negative particle (in the negative conjugation) no longer 
bears the initial homorganic nasal consonant. The use of the homorganic nasal consonant is 
optional if the once-in-a-lifetime tense marker is used. 
 
3.4. The future tenses 
 
Future time in Bafut is divided into four parts marking events and actions that will occur or 
situations that will exist in the future. The future time units marked are: the simple future 
(F0), today future (F1) tomorrow future (F2) and remote future (F3). Each of these time units 
is morphologically differentiated from the other and each provokes a different type of 
reaction in positive and negative conjugations. 
 
A. The Simple Future 
 
The simple future is the unmarked future tense in the sense that it is used to describe future 
events/actions when the time is not specified. In this respect, it could also be referred to as the 
general future. The simple future is marked by the morpheme 1  which is normally 
positioned between the subject and the verb if no adverbial element is present. If an adverbial 
is present, the tense marker immediately precedes it. 
 

(26) a. %/ 2# "%#'"1'"( 2 "$ *) -"
  %. 2# " %#. " % " 1 " ( 2 " $ .*) "
  2-women 2-the SM F0 cultivate 6-farms 
   

 
 b. 2& * "+ '"1'"% " -"
  .2& * " + . " + . " 1 " % " "
  10-locusts 10-the 10-

SM 
F0 again come 

   
 
Although the time of the event/action marked by F0 is unspecified, it is hardly used to 
describe events which have the potential of occurring in the very distant future. Thus, 
although we do not know when the locusts will return in (26b), the context leads one to 
expect them the following year or in a few years time and not say after a decade or a century. 
 In the negative conjugation, the simple future tense employs the same negative 
markers as the past tenses and the presence of the negative morpheme causes the same word 
order changes as noticed with the past tenses. 
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(27) a. !"#$%" &' $%' $( )* $+ & ,$
  ! $ %- &' $ %'- $ %- $ ! $ . $ ( -)* $ + & $
  Neg 2-women 2-the 2-SM F0 Neg 6-farms cultivate 
   

 
 b. !"#$ &. ) $/ $) ,$
  ! $ -&. ) $ / - $ / $ ! $ . $ % $ )- $
  Neg 10-locusts 10-the SM F0 Neg again come 
   

 
The presence of the deficient verb %  in (27b) provokes the occurrence of a homorganic nasal 
consonant on the following verb.  
 
B Today future 
 
The today future tense (F1) is marked by the simple future tense morpheme !  and another 
morpheme +  which specifies F1 occurrences. A stylistic/dialectal variant of this morpheme is 
0  whose form is identical with that of the verb 0   The today future tense is 

used to express actions and events that will take place or situations that will occur later on the 
same day, that is, the day of speaking. 
  

(28) a. %" &' $%'#$!#+ $+ & $( )* ,$
  %- &' $ %'- $ % $ ! + $ + & $ ( -)* $
  2-women 2-the SM F0+F1 cultivate 6-farms 
   

 
 b. &. ) $/ #$!#+ $% $ ,$
  -&. ) $ / - $ / - $ ! + $ % $ $
  10-locusts 10-the 10-SM F0+F1 again come 
   

 
Due to automatic lowering effects, the H on F1 +  is realised almost as a mid tone while the 
preceding H on !#$remains almost as high as that on the preceding / . 
 In the negative conjugation, the today future tense behaves exactly like the simple 
future in employing the same negative markers and causing the same word order changes 
(29a). Continuous action in this tense is marked by the morphemes !  in positive 
conjugations (29b) and !  in negative conjugations (29c-d).  
 

(29) a. !"#$%" &' $%'#$!#+ $ $( )* $+ & ,$
  ! $ %- &' $ %'- $ %- $ ! + $ . $ ( -)* $ + & $
  Neg 2-women 2-the 2-SM F0+F1 Neg 6-farms cultivate 
   

 
 b. %" &' $%'#$!#+ $! $+ & $( )* ,$
  %- &' $ %'- $ %- $ ! + $ ! $ + & $ ( -)* $
  2-women 2-the 2-SM F0+F1 Asp cultivate 6-farms 
   

 
 c. !"#$%" &' $%'#$!#+ $ $( )* $!#$)+ & ,$
  ! $ %- &' $ %'- $ %- $ ! + $ . $ ( -)* $ ! $ N-+ & $
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  Neg 2-women 2-the 2-SM F0+F1 Neg 6-farms Asp N-cultivate 
   

 
 d. !"#$%" &' $%'#$!#( $ $!"$)( & $* )+ ,$
  ! $ %- &' $ %'- $ %- $ ! ( $ . $ !"$ N-( & $ * -)+ $
  Neg 2-women 2-the 2-SM F0+F1 Neg Neg N-cultivate 6-farms 
   

 
We notice that in the negative conjugation, with the inclusion of the aspectual marker, the 
verb has the option of remaining in situ or moving to sentence-final position. When the verb 
remains in situ, the aspectual marker k# bears a low tone. In daily speech, the option with the 
verb in sentence-final position is more frequent than the one with the verb in situ.  
 
C . Tomorrow future 
 
The Tomorrow Future tense (F2) is marked by a combination of the simple future tense 
morpheme !  and the morpheme (  which specifies F2 events. Although the form of the 
today future marker is identical to that of verb l  
evidence that one is derived from the other. The tomorrow future tense is used to describe 
actions and events that are expected to take place or situations that will occur tomorrow, next 
week, next month or next year. The LH tone of the F2 morpheme is replaced by the H of the 
F0 morpheme and a subsequent downdrift effect is felt. 
 

(30) a. )""$* /+ $!#( $% + $% $%' ,$
  )-""$ * -/+ $ $0 - $ ! ( $ % + $ %- $ %'- $
  10-

animals 
9-wild 9-SM F0+F2 frighten 2-children 2-the 

   
 

 b. % + 1 $%'#$!#( $2 $)/ $' ,$
  % -+ 1 $ %'- $ %- $ ! ( $ 2 $ -/ $ '- $
  2-witches 2-the 2-SM F0+F2 remove 1-heart 1-his 
  

 
 
The time adverbials: ' $ &'  2 $+  2 $(  

 are employed, where necessary, to specify the expected time of the occurrence of 
the event, action or situation.  
 The behaviour of the tomorrow future tense in negative conjugations is identical to 
that of the today future tense in terms of the negative morphemes employed and effects on 
word order. Continuous action is also marked by !  in positive conjugations and by !  in 
negative conjugations. 
 
 
 
 

(31) a. !"#$)""$* /+ $!#( $ $%'#$% + ,$
  ! $ )-""$ * -/+ $ 0 - $ ! ( $ . $ %- $ '- $ % + $
  Neg 10-animals 10-wild 10-SM F0+F2 Neg 2-children 2-the frighten 
   

 
 b. )""$* /+ $!#( $! $% + $% $%' ,$$
  )-""$ * -/+ $ 0 - $ ! ( $ ! $ % + $ %- $ %'- $
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  10-animals 10-wild 10-SM F0+F2 Asp frighten 2-children 2-the 
   

 
 c. !"#$%""$& '( $!#) $ $* $*+#$!#$&* ( ,$
  ! $ %-""$ & '( $ . $ ! ) $ / $ *- $ *+- $ !#$ N-* ( $
  Neg 10-animals wild SM F0+F2 Neg 2-children 10-the Asp N-frighten 
  

 
 

 d. !"#$%""$& '( $!#) $ $!"$&* ( $* $*+ ,$
  ! $ %-""$ & -'( $ . - $ ! ) $ / $ !"$ N-* ( $ *- $ *+- $
  Neg 10-animals 10-wild 10-SM F0+F2 Neg F0 N-frighten 2-children 2-the 
   

 
D . The remote future 
 
The simple future tense marker !  combines with the morpheme +  to mark the remote future 
(F3) in Bafut. This morpheme j  is probably derived from the verb  
variant is j . The remote future tense is used to describe events and actions that are expected 
to take place or situations that are expected to occur some time in the distant future. 
 

(32) a. * $!#+ $.0 ' $* '"#$*+#"$
  *- $ *- $ ! + $ .0 ' $ * -'" $ *+-# $
  2-children 2-SM F0+F3 advice 2-fathers 2-their 
   

 
 a. *" 1+ $!#+ $+ $&*# % ,$
  *-" 1+ $ *- $ ! + $ + $ -*# % $
  2-women 2-SM F0+F3 marry 9-men 
   

 
With regard to negation, the behaviour of the remote future tense again parallels that 

of the other future tenses in terms of the negative morphemes employed and effects on word 
order. Continuous action is also marked in the same way by !  in positive conjugations and 
by !  in negative conjugations. 
 
4. The Conditional mood 
 
The conditional mood in Bafut describes a condition-consequence relation in which one 
proposition results if another holds. The consequence clause generally follows the condition 
clause although some speakers may decide to place the consequence clause before the 
condition clause for stylistic effects. The conditional mood interacts with tense and negation 
in very interesting ways to mark open, hypothetical, counterfactual and concessive 
conditionals. Because the purpose of this section is simply to show the interaction between 
mood and tense, we will use only open conditionals for illustration reserving a more detailed 
discussion of the other types of conditionals for later. The conditional mood has three 
markers: (i) &* ,,,* $ * ,,,* $ *  The initial 
nasal in the form &* ,,,* $
verbs that occur in a series. The marker *  has an alternant *  which is derived from *  via 
insertion of a focus marker  and subsequent assimilation of  to . The marker  * ,,,*  is 
used in the indefinite present, past and future tenses, &* ,,,*  is used in the present and 
future tenses while *  is used in the future tenses only. 
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A. The indefinite present 
 
The indefinite present tense employs the conditional markers !" ###"  and " ###"  to 

tion in the antecedent clause (the 
condition clause) holds then that in the second clause (the consequence clause) also holds. 
The two markers have different distributions but the meaning is the same. In both uses, "  
introduces the consequence clause but !"  precedes the subject while "  follows the tense 
marker or the subject (marker) if tense is marked by tone. 
 

(33) a. ! $" $% $" &' $" $($% $ % #$
  ! $ " $ % $ ") &' $ " $ ($ % $ N)% $
  I if like 2-women then you also N-like 
   

 
 b. !" $! $% $" &' $" $($% $ % #$
  !" $ ! $ % $ ") &' $ " $ ($ % $ N)% $
  if  I like 2-women then you also N-like 
   

 
Notice that the presence of the particle %  
nasal consonant on the following verb, an indication that this particle could have derived 
from a verb or that it belongs to the category of verbs (i.e. it is a verbal element). 

In the negative conjugation, two negative markers *  and + $,-$its variant$+*  are 
used in the consequence and antecedent clauses respectively. The presence of both negative 
markers pushes the verb to sentence-final position although this is not obvious in the 
consequence clause since the object is usually omitted. The sentence-initial negative marker 
%  can optionally be used only in the consequence clause. It is possible to negate both 
clauses or just one of them. We illustrate negation of both clauses. 

 
(34) a. ! $" $+ $" &' $% $" $.%/01$($* $% $ % #$
  ! $ " $ + $ ") &' $ % $ " $ .% 1$ ($ * $ % $ N)% $
  I if Neg 2-women like then Neg you Neg also N-like 
   

 
 b. !" $! $+ $" &' $% $" $.%/01$($* $% $ % #$
  !" $ ! $ + $ ") &' $ % $ " $ .% 1$ ($ * $ % $ N)% $
  If I Neg 2-women like then Neg you Neg also N-like 
   

 
 
 
B. The Past tenses 
 

The past tenses employ only the marker " ###"  in both positive and negative conjugations. 
In both conjugations, "  follows the tense marker while " 2 as usual, introduces the 
consequence clause. We use the today past tense to illustrate. 
 

(35) a. 3 $4 $" $% $! 4 $!'0$" $56 &0- $70$ $+* #$
  3 $ /$ 4 $ " $ % $ ! 4 $ !' $ " $ 6 & - $ 7 $ /$ $$ $ +* $
  chief SM P1 if filter palm wine the then messenger the SM go     to prison 
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  palm wine, the messe  
 

 b. ! "# "$ "% "& # "&'(") "$ "*+ ,(- ".(" "%/ 0"
  ! " 1" # " $ " % " & # " &' " ) " $ " + , - " 1" " " %/ "
  chief SM P1 if Neg palm wine the filter then messenger SM go    to prison 
  palm wine, a messe  

 
Notice that in both conjugations, the P1 tense marker no longer provokes the occurrence of a 
homorganic nasal consonant on the following verb or negative marker due to the presence of 
the mood marker (compare these examples with those in (14) and (15) where P1 regularly 
provoked the occurrence of a homorganic nasal consonant on the following verb or negative 
marker. This observation is also true of the P3 tense marker which, like P1, provokes a 
homorganic nasal on the following verb or negative marker. 
 
C . The future tenses 
 
The future tenses employ all three conditional markers: &$ 000$ " $ 000$ "

$  consequences 
on the form of the future tense marker. When &$ 000$  and $ 000$ "are used, the general 
future tense marker )  is never used in the antecedent clause where only the specific markers 
# 2"# "and"'  are allowed. On the other hand, )  is allowed in the consequence clause where 
# 2"# "and"'  are only allowed when the proposition in the consequence clause is expected to 
take place later than the time specified in the antecedent clause. When the third conditional 
$  is used in the antecedent clause, the consequence clause has no tense marking. We 
illustrate the use of these conditional markers with the F1 tense marker. It should however be 
noted that whatever is said of F1 is also true of F2 and F3.  
 

(36) a. * "# "34 "$ "* ")(" "*+ *. 0"
  * " 1" $ " # " 34 " $ " * " ) " " (" 5+ *. "
  Niba SM if F1 come then you(pl) F0 go to 9-church 
   

 
 b. * "# " "$ "* ")(# " "*+ *. 0"
  * " 1" $ " # " " $ " * " ) # " " (" 5+ *. "
  Niba SM if F1 come then you(pl) F2 go to 9-church 
   

 
 c. &$ "* "* "$ "* ")(" "*+ *. 0"
  mb  * " 1" # " *5 " $ " * " ) " " (" 5+ *. "
  If Niba SM F1 N-come then you(pl) F0 go to 9-church 
   

 
 d. $ "* "* "* " "*+ *. 0"
  $ " * " (" # " *5 " * " " (" 5+ *. "
  If Niba SM F1 N-come you(pl) go to 9-church 
   

 
The example in (36a) illustrates the very general and common situation where )  is allowed 
in the consequence clause but not in the antecedent clause while (36b) shows that the use of 
the specific marker #  in the consequence clause imposes the condition that the action in this 
clause can only take place later than the time in the antecedent clause. The sentences in (36c) 
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and (36d) illustrate the use of !" ###"  and "  but more important, they introduce another 
interesting issue. In these examples, the verb takes a homorganic nasal consonant which is 
not present on the verbs in either (36a-b) or in any other construction where !" ###"  has 
been used so far. This homorganic nasal consonant will shift to the negation marker if it is 
introduced as in (37b-c). It therefore seems to be the case that in these examples, the 
homorganic nasal is triggered by the markers !" $and "  but not " #$
 

(37) a. % $& $' $ $" $% $()$ $%* %+ $
  % $ ,$ " $ & $ ' $ $ " $ % $ ( $ $ )$ -* %+ $
  Niba SM if F1 Neg come then you F0 go to 9-church 
   

 
 b. !" $% $%' $ $" $% $()$ $%* %+ $
  !"  % $ ,$ & $ %-' $ $ " $ % $ ( $ $ )$ -* %+ $
  If Niba SM F1 N-Neg come then you F0 go to 9-church 
   

 
 c. " $% $%' $ $% $ $%*)%+ #$
  " $ % $ )$ & $ %-' $ $ % $ $ )$ -* %+ $
  if Niba SM F1 N-Neg come you(pl) go to 9-church 
   

 
This situation might suggest that there are two forms of the future F2 marker in the language. 
While one of these forms is selected by the conditional markers "  and !" ###$ " . the 
other is used elsewhere. 
  
 5. The Subjunctive mood 
 
The subjunctive mood is used with verbs of intending, desiring, liking, etc. in constructions 

tenses are generally recognised: the present and the future. Although the first is commonly 
-

The Bafut subjunctive is marked by either '  or "  positioned immediately before the 
subject. The use of the '  variant gives the utterance an imperative interpretation although the 
imperative force is not as strong as in ordinary imperatives. The use of "  on the other hand 
has an advisory connotation; a subtle imperative which does not really come across as a 
command. The examples in (38) and (39) illustrate the use of '  and "  respective. In each 
case, the (a) and (b) examples show the subjunctive (SUB) initiating the utterance in the 
present-future and future tenses while the (c) and (d) examples show the subjunctive in a 
subordinate clause. 
 

(38) a. ')$" $ $!" $%' $ )$&+ #$
  ' $ " $ $ !" $ %-' $ - $ $ &+ $
  SUB they go before 1-neck 1-my SM bitter 
   

   
 b. ')$" $& $ $/ $%& ! $!" $& #$
  ' $ " $ & $ N- $ )$ / $ %& ! $ -" $ $ & $
  SUB they F2 N-go Prep tomorrow because rain SM fall 
   

 



 130 

 c. !"#$%#$& $ % $' $!#$( $ )$
  *! $ %* $ "$ & $ % $ ' $ ! $ ( $ $
  1-father 1-the SM P2 say that SUB they go 
   

 
 d. !"#$%#$& $ % $' $!#$( $+ $ $, )$
  *! $ %* $ "$ & $ % $ ' $ !#$ ( $ + $ N* $ #$ , $
  1-father 1-the SM P2 say that  SUB they F2 N-go Prep tomorrow 
   

 
(39) a. ( $( $ $'( $-! $ #$+% )$
  ( $ ( $ $ '( $ *! $ * $ $ +% $
  SUB they go before 1-neck 1-my SM bitter 
   

 
 b. ( $( $+ $ $, $-+ ' $'( $+ $
  ( $ ( $ + $ N* $ , $ -+ ' $ '( $ $ + $
  SUB they F2 N-go tomorrow because rain SM fall 
   

 
 c. !"#$%#$& $ % $' $( $( $ )$
  *! $ %* $ "$ & $ % $ ' $ ( $ ( $ $
  1-father 1-the SM P2 say that SUB them go 
   

 

 d. !"#$%#$& $ % $' $( $( $+ $ $, )$
  *! $ %* $ "$ & $ % $ ' $ ( $ ( $ + $ N* $ #$ , $
  1-father 1-the SM P2 say that  SUB they F2 N-go Prep tomorrow 
   

 
 Notice the presence of the homorganic nasal consonant on the verb following the F2 
tense marker. Recall that this homorganic nasal never occurred in any regular future tense.  

In the negative conjugation the !  subjunctive takes the negative marker !  
positioned between the subject and the verb. The presubject negative particle &  is 
completely excluded from this construction. The (  subjunctive on the other hand takes 
both the optional presubject negative marker &  and the post-subject marker .  but not ! . 
 

(40) a. !#$( $! $ )$
  ! $ ( $ ! $ $
  SUB they Neg go 
   

 

 b. !"#$%#$& $ % $' $!#$( $! $ )$
  *! $ %* $ "$ & $ % $ ' $ ! $ ( $ ! $ $
  1-father 1-the SM P2 say that SUB they Neg go 
  The father said that they  

 

(41) a. ( $/&"#0$( $. $ )$
  ( $ /& 0$ ( $ . $ $
  SUB Neg they Neg go 
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 b. !"#$%#$& $ % $' $( $)&"#*$( $+ $ ,$
  -! $ %- $ "$ & $ % $ ' $ ( $ )& *$ ( $ + $ $
  1-father 1-the  SM P2 say that SUB Neg they Neg go 
   

 
 
6. The simultaneity mood 
 
What we term the simultaneity mood is roughly equivalent, at least as regards formal aspects, 
to the participial mood in English. We prefer to use the expression simultaneity here in order 
to highlight the semantic content. The simultaneity mood is generally characterised by two 
events, one secondary to the other, occurring at the same time. The second event is, most 
often, the result of the first. The verb expressing the primary event comes first while that 
expressing the secondary event follows the object or the verb if there is no object. The 
simultaneity mood is always expressed in the imperfective aspect. In the past tenses, and in 
negative constructions, the secondary verb is marked by an initial homorganic nasal 
consonant. Apart from the homorganic nasal consonant which appears on the secondary verb 
in past tenses and in negative constructions, there is no formal element marking the 
simultaneity mood in Bafut. 
 

(42) a. n  n   m l  nj . 
  n   n      n  m -l  N-j  
  Niba SM drink    it 6-palm wine N-cry 
  palm wine  

 
(43) a. n  nn  n  m l  nj . 
  n   l  N-n      n  m -l  N-j   
  Niba SM P1 N-drink      it 6-palmwin N-cry  
    

 
 b n kál  k  n  n  m l  j . 
  n  à kál  k  n      n  m -l  j  
  Niba SM F1 Asp drink   it 6-Palm 

wine 
cry 

  Niba will be drinking palm wine crying  
 

(44) a. à k  s  n  n  m l  ny . b. à kál  k  n  n  m l  y . 
  à k  s  n    n  m -l  N-j   à k l  k  n    n  m -l  j  
  He P2 Asp drink  it 6-palm 

w 
N-cry  He F2 Asp drink it 6-pwine cry 

  He was drinking palm wine   Niba will be drinking palm wine 
 

 
(45) a. à l  s  n  n  m l  nj .    b. à káj  k  n  n  m l  j . 
  à l  s  n  n  m -l  n-j   à k j  k  n  n  m -l  j  
  He P3 Asp drink it 6-palm w N-cry  He F3 Asp drink 6-pwine cry 
  Niba was drinking palm wine   Niba shall be drinking palm wine 

 
 
 In the negative construction, the simultaneity mood employs the usual negative 
markers )& *,,,%  and provokes word order changes of the same type described in the 
indicative mood. Following are two sentences to illustrate. 



 132 

 
(46) a. (kàá) à k  s  n  m l  n  nj . 
  (k ) à k  s  w   n  m -l  n  N-j  
  Neg he P3 Asp Neg      it 6-palm wine drink N-cry 
  palm wine  

 
 b. (kàá) à kál  n  n  m l  nj . 
  (k ) à k l  w  k  n     n  m -l  N-j  
  Neg he P3 Neg Asp drink  it 6-palm wine N-cry 
  palm wine  

 
7. The Potential mood 
 

range of tenses and as such, to express potentiality in many tenses, roundabout methods are 
employed often leading to an overlap of the meanings of the potential and conditional moods.  
 
A. The present 
 
The potential mood in the indefinite present is marked by !"  positioned immediately before 
the subject of the sentence. This morpheme, which is morphosyntactically identical to the 
conditional mood marker, is accompanied by a replacive high tone which surfaces on the 
subject marker or on the verb (in the absence of a subject marker). The potential mood can be 
used to express one or more propositions. In the latter, the utterance expresses a kind of 

-con
consequence clause in a condition-consequence relation. 
 

(47) a. mb  kàà sát  ns . 
  mb  -k   sàt  -s  
  Potl. 9-monkey SM tear 9-elephant 
   pieces  

 
 b. mb  m  l s  m nd  w . 
  mb  m  l -s  -m nd  w-  
  Potl. I Slip-CAUS 1-road 1-the 
  make the road slippery  

 
 c. mb  b  j  kx  m  mb  kw r  m  m . 
  mb  -b  á j  -kx  m  mb  ò kw r  m  m  
  Potl. 1-cat SM swim 1-water that Cond. you tie eyes its 
   

 
The negative construction employs the presubject negative marker #  and the post-subject 
$  with the usual word order effects (SVO to SOV). 
 

(48) a. kàá mb  g  b . 
  k  mb  -k   w  -g  b  
  Neg Potl. 9-monkey SM Neg 9-drum play 
   

 
B. The future  
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The potential mood is not expressed in the past tenses. Instead, utterances that translate the 
ability to act in the past into English are expressed using the conditional mood. In the future 
tenses, the potential mood is marked by !"  just as in the definite present discussed 
immediately above. In the future tense, the potential clause is often followed by a condition 
clause which sets the condition that guarantees the ability to act. 
 

(49) a. !" #! #$ #!" #%&'#! #!" #('# )'" *#
  !" # ! # $ # N-" # +& # ! # !" # ,# ( # +) " #
  Potl. I F2 N-build 9-house that Cond. you give 9-money 
   

 
Notice the occurrence of a homorganic nasal consonant on the verb of the potential clause 
and the use of the contracted form of the F2 marker ($  instead of ) $ ) as in the case of the 
subjunctive mood. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The discussion in this chapter combined tense, aspect and mood because the interaction 
between them is so close that separating them would invariably lead to inadequacies in the 
discussion. In the course of the presentation, we noticed another interesting type of 
interaction between negation and tense. Principally, we observed that the inclusion of the 
negation morpheme causes the verb to occur in sentence-final position. This fact, which has 
generated a lot of interest among formal syntacticians is characteristic of most Grassfields 
Bantu languages. Some of these languages exhibit other curiosities with respect to the 
interaction between tense and negation. In Menka for instance, the inclusion of negation in 
some constructions excludes the tense marker. Such patterns of interaction call for a closer 
examination of the relationship between tense and negation in language in general and 
especially in the Grassfields Bantu languages.   
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Chapter 8 
Compound tenses and deficient verbs 

 
Introduction 
 
Compound tenses in Bafut, that is tenses marked by more than one element, are characterised 
by the use of a large number of deficient verbs. By definition, the deficient verb is one which 
is (i) not associated with a specific meaning; instead the meaning is determined from the 
context in association with another (main) verb, (ii) irregular in its form. This category of 

form. The category also includes many other grammatical formatives some of which have 
adverbial meanings. In the first part we treat purely deficient verbs and in the second part we 

 
 
1. Deficient verbs 
 
Deficient verbs in Bafut look like ordinary verbs in three respects: (i) they pattern into the 
two verb tone classes LH and H(H)L, (ii) when preceded by the P1 and P3 tense markers l  
and l , the deficient verb takes an initial nasal consonant which is homorganic in place of 
articulation with the initial consonant of the verb stem, (iii) like ordinary verbs in a 
consecutive structure, deficient verbs regularly provoke the occurrence of a homorganic nasal 
consonant on following verbs in past tenses. Semantically, deficient verbs increase or lessen 
the force of the main verb and at times function like adverbial elements. I have decided to 
treat those that have adverbial connotations as deficient verbs because of their distribution 
and morphological effects on following verbs. Structurally, the deficient verb follows a 
regular tense marker and precedes the main verb except in negative constructions where it 
follows the negative marker and precedes the object if the verb is pushed to sentence-final 
position. Deficient verbs are treated in the following subsections. 
 
A.  
 

ver quite 
dominantly in the past tenses. Its usage in the future tenses is, at best, 

rather odd. 
 

(1) a. m   w . 
  m   w  
  I nearly fall 
   

 
 b. b  l   w t  . 
  b  l  N-  w t   
  they P1 N-nearly kill me 
   

 
The negative conjugation employs the optional presubject marker k  and the post subject 
markers s  if the utterance has no tense marker and w  if a tense marker is present. 
 
 

(2) a. (kàá) m  s   w . 
  (k ) m  s   w  
  Neg I Neg nearly fall 
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 b. (kàá) b  l    w t  . 
  (k ) b  l  N-w   w t   
  Neg they P1 N-Neg nearly kill me 
   

 
 c. (kàá) b  l   á  w t . 
  (k ) b  l  N-w    w t  
  Neg they P1 N-Neg me nearly kill 
   

 
Notice that in the negative conjugation, the main verb can remain in situ (2b) or move to 
sentence-final position (2c). In the later case, the main verb moves along with the deficient 
verb. 
 
B. f  
 
This 
future tenses. As usual, the interpretation of the utterance in the present tense has a past 
relevance. The use of this verb often involves a two-clause construction expressing a kind of 
preceding-subsequent action relation. The subsequent clause is itself introduced by another 
deficient verb t g  which we discuss below under (g). 
 

(3) a. mándz  wá f  nw  nt g  mf  nts . 
  -m ndz  w-  á f  N-m  b -nw  N-t g   N-f  á -ts  
  1-army 1-the SM first N-throw 2-gods N-then N-go to  1-war 
   

  
 b. mándz  wá l  mf  nw  mb  f  nts . 
  -m ndz  w-  à l  N-f  N-m  b -nw  N-b  f  á -ts  
  1-army 1-the SM P2 N-first N-throw 2-gods N-before go to  1-war 
   

 
 In the (b) example, the presence of the P1 tense marker provokes the occurrence of a 
homorganic nasal consonant on the deficient verb which in turn provokes the occurrence of a 
subsequent one on the main verb. Compare this with the (a) example which lacks the P1 
marker and the homorganic nasal consonant is found on the main verb only. The subsequent 
clause in (3a) contains a deficient verb which, normally, provokes the homorganic nasal on 
the following verb while that in (3b) contains a time adverbial which does not provoke the 
occurrence of the homorganic nasal consonant. 
 In the negative conjugation, only the preceding clause, that is the clause containing 
the deficient verb can be negated. In this form, both the deficient verb and the main verb 
either remain in situ or move to the end of the clause.  
 

(4) a. (kàá) mándz  wá k   f  nw  mb  f  nts . 
  k  -m ndz  w-  à k  w  f  N-m  b -nw  N-b  f  á -ts  
  Neg 1-army 1-the SM P2 Neg first N-throw 2-gods N-before go to  1-war 
   

 
 b. (kàá) mándz  wá k   b nw  f   f  nts . 
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  k  -m ndz  w-  à k  w  b -nw  f  N-m  N-b  f  á -ts  
  Neg 1-army 1-the SM P2 Neg 2-gods first N-throw N-before go to  1-war 
   

 
 
C. ns  
 
This deficient verb has a wide 

 
 

(5) a. nàà já ns  nl nt  j   w  
  -n  j-   ns  N-l nt  j  á w  
  9-animal 9-the SM merely N-look him he fall 
   

 
 b. f  wá l  ns  nl nt  j  nt á . 
  -f  w-  à l  N- ns  N-l nt  j  N-t  N-  
  1-chief 1-the SM P1 N-simply N-look him N-pass N-go 
   

 
 c. b s  bjá k  ns  nn  m l  mjá mbáán . 
  b -s  bj-  b  k  ns  N-n  m -l  mj-  N-b n  
  2-birds 2-the SM P2 as soon N-drink 6-Palm wine 6-the N-drunk 
    

 
 d. b bw r  bjá kál  ns  f  b  k  l  kw . 
  b -bw r  bj-  b  k l  ns  f  b  k  l  N-kw  
  2-lazy people 2-the SM F2 as soon go D-VERB Asp D-VERB N-return 
  at the farm than they will be at once for 

returning  
 
The last example is a complex form which makes use of three deficient verbs ns , b  and 
l . We return to the last two in a moment. For now, notice that in the future tense, ns  
does not provoke a homorganic nasal consonant on the following verb. Also, ns  itself can 
take a homorganic nasal consonant if preceded by the P3 or P1 tense marker as in (5b). This 
homorganic nasal consonant on ns  disappears when the negative marker is inserted as in 
the following example. 
 

(6)  (kàá) mf  wá l  ns  nl nt  j  nt á . 
  (k ) f  w   l  w  ns  N-l nt  j  N-t  N-  
  Neg chief the SM P1 Neg merely N-look him N-pass N-go 
   

 
 D. b  
 
The repetitive deficient verb b  
b  employs the usual negative markers (k w /s  and optionally moves with the verb 
to sentence-final position. 
 

(7) a. à b   . 
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  à b  N-   
  he again N-go there 
   

 
 b. à k  b   . 
  à k  b  N-   
  he P2 again N-go there 
   

 
(8) a. (kàá) à s  b   .  b. (kàá) à s   b  . 
  (k ) à s  b  N-    (k ) à s   b  N-  
  Neg he Ne

g 
again N-go there  Neg he Neg there again N-go 

     
 

(9) a (kàá) à k    .  b. (kàá) à k    b   
  (k ) à k  w  b  N-    (k ) à k  w   b  N-  
  Neg he P2 Neg again N-go there  Neg he P2 Neg there again N-go 
     

 
E. l  
 
The deficient verb l  
that has a pure verb meaning in addition to its deficient verb function. Ordinarily, l  means 

 meaning/usage it never co-occurs with any other verb. Like 
all other deficient verbs discussed so far, l  provokes the occurrence of a homorganic nasal 
consonant on the following verb. Its behaviour in negative conjugations is also identical to 
that of the other deficient verbs. 
 

(10) a. m  l  .    b. (kàá) m  s  l  . 
  m  l  N-   (k ) m  s  l  N-  
  I Want N-go  Neg I Neg want N-go 
     

 
(11) a. m  k  l  .   b. (kàá) m  k   l  . 
  m  k  l  N-   (k ) m  k  w  l  N-  
  I P2 want N-go  Neg I P2 Neg want N-go 
     

 
F . t  
 

The utterance in which it is used often has the form of a question and can be interpreted as 
such. However, the same utterance can also be interpreted as an ordinary statement denoting 
absolute (emphatic) negativity and at times doubt. 
 

(12) a. m jàà l  nt  k nt  k  ? 
  -m j  à l  N-t  N-k nt  á N-k  
  1-river SM P3 N-ever N-stop to N-flow 
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 b. n  k  t  nj  nd  wá? 
  n  k  t  N-j  -d  w-  
  you(pl) P2 even see 1-witch 1-the 
   
    

 
In the negative conjugation, the utterance states a negative fact in a very emphatic manner. 
 

(13) a. (kàá) m jàà l  nt   k nt  k . 
  (k ) -m j  à l  N-t  w  k nt  á N-k  
  Neg river SM P3 N-ever Neg stop to N-flow 
   

 
 b. (kàá) n  k  t   wá j . 
  (k ) n  k  t  w  -d  w-  j  
  Neg you(pl) P2 even Neg 1-witch 1-the  see 
   

 
G. t g  
 
The deficient verb t g  indicates 
narrative discourse to mark subsequent actions/events. In the negative conjugation, t g  
employs the usual negative markers (k w  and optionally moves with the verb to 
sentence-final position. 
 

(14) a. b  t g  kx .     b. (kàá) b   t g  kx  
  b  t g  -kx   (k ) b  w  t g  -kx  
  we then N-run  Neg we Neg then run 
     

 
H . s  
 

very nature (the verb denotes continual action), it is always used in the progressive form. It is 
one of the deficient verbs with an adverbial meaning but we have decided to treat it here 
simply as a deficient verb because (i) it has the same distribution as other deficient verbs (it 
occurs after the tense marker and immediately precedes the main verb), (ii) it provokes a 
homorganic nasal consonant on following verbs in the past tenses as all other deficient verbs 
do,  and (iii) in the negative construction, like other deficient verbs, it either forces the main 
verb to remain in situ or moves with it to sentence-final position.  
 

(15
) 

a. b  b  gw   nt  n  m d . 

  b-  b-  -gw  b  s  N-t  n  m -d  
  2-children 2-AM 9-hen SM often N-fight over 6-food 
   

 
 b. (kàá) b  b  gw  s   nt  n  m d . 
  (k ) b-  b-  -gw  b  s  s  N-t  n  m -d  
  Neg 2-children 2-AM 9-hen SM Neg often N-fight over 6-food 
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 c. (kàá) b  b  gw  s  n  m d   nt . 
  (k ) b-  b-  -gw  b  s  n  m -d  s  N-t  
  Neg 2-children 2-AM 9-hen SM Neg over 6-food often N-fight 
   

 
I. ts n  
 
The deficient verb ts n  

m s  which, from the form 
and meaning, appears, most likely, 
forms is however identical. In the illustrations that follow, we use only the pure Bafut form 
ts n . 
 

(16) a. m kx  ts n  nj t  nts  táá j . 
  -m kx  à ts n  N-j t  -ts  -t  j-  
  1-child SM Have to N-listen 1-mouth 1-father 1-his 
  /obey  

 
 b. b f  l  nts n  nj  bà gj  b . 
  b -f  b  l  N-ts n  N-j  b- gj  b - t  
  2-chiefs SM P3 N-ave to N-marry 2-women 2-many 
   

 
 c. (kàá) m kx  f l  s  ts n  nj t  nts  tá  j . 
  (k ) -m kx  f l  à s  ts n  N-y t  -ts  -t  j-  
  Neg 1-child today SM Neg Have to N-listen 1-mouth father 1-his 
   

 
 d. (kàá) b ts  l   ts n  nj  bà gj  b . 
  (k ) b -ts  b  l  w  ts n  N-j  b- gj  b - t  
  Neg 2-guards SM P3 Neg Have to N-marry 2-women 2-many 
   

 
J. b  
 
The deficient verb b  
others, it is used in the past, present and future tenses and employs the negative markers 
k ...w /s . It has an aspectual meaning which is similar to the meaning of the attenuative 

 
 

(17) a. à b  nj     b. à l  mb  nj .    c. à kál  b  j  
  à b  N-j   à l  m-b  N-j   à k l  b  j  
  he slightly N-cry  he P1 N-slightly N-cry  he F2 slightly cry 
       

 
Notice the effect of the high tone of the P1 tense markers which spreads over to the verb 

 
 

 d. (kàá) à s  b  nj .         e. (kàá) à kál   b  nj . 
  (k ) à s  b  N-j   (k ) à k l  w  b  N-j  
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  Neg he Neg slightly N-cry  Neg he F2 Neg slightly N-cry 
     

 
K. w s  
 

verbs that can easily lend itself to an adverbial treatment but we decide to handle it here as a 
deficient verb because, like s  above, w s  (i) has the same distribution as other 
deficient verbs (it occurs after the tense marker and immediately precedes the main verb), (ii) 
provokes a homorganic nasal consonant on following verbs in the past tenses as all other 
deficient verbs do, (iii) in the negative construction, like other deficient verbs, it either 
remains in situ with the main verb or moves with it to sentence-final position.  
 

(18) a. à k  wà s  mb n  nts  kx . 
  à k  w s  N-b n  N-ts  á -kx  
  he P2 quickly N-wake up N-go Prep N-water 
   

 
 b. (kàá) à l   wà s  mb n  máá nd w . 
  (k ) à l  w  w s  N-b n  m á -d w  
  Neg SM P3 Neg quickly N-get up that 9-day 
   

 
 c. (kàá) à l   máá nd w  wà s  mb n . 
  (k ) à l  w  m á -d w  w s  N-b n  
  Neg SM P3 Neg that 9-day quickly N-get up 
   

 
L. k  
 
The morpheme k  functions both as a deficient verb and a coordinating element. As a 

coordinating element, it functions to conjoin verb phrases and predicative adjectival phrases. 
In this section, we focus on its role as a deficient verb reserving treatment of its role as a 
coordinator for chapter 11. Like other deficient verbs, k  occurs after the tense marker and 
immediately precedes the main verb. It also provokes a homorganic nasal consonant on 
following verbs in the past tenses. 
 

(19) a. m  k  w . 
  m  k  N-w  
  I also N-fall 
  fell too (like the others)  

 
 b. b  l  k  n w t  n . 
  b  l  N-k  N- w t  n  
  they P1 N-also N-kill snake 
  also killed a snake (in addition to a spider)  

 
 

 
 
2. The v  
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 n ,  b , and ts  and one non-finite form  

mb . The finite forms are used in independent finite clauses marking a variety of 

non-finite form, on the other hand, is used in infinitival dependent clauses which are 
subordinate to verbs of desire and psych-

 
 
A. Identification 
 
To express simple identification of the type  n  
is used. This form which can be broken down into  n  
simply to  but the meaning remains unchanged. In the negative conjugation, the infinitival 
form ...b  is used with b  occurring in sentence-final position.   
 

(20) a. à n /  k  ?        b. à n /  n /m . 
   n /  k    n /  n /m  
  it is what  it is palm tree(s) 
     tree/palm 

 
 

 c. à n /  w ?      d. à n /  mf /b f  w /bj . 
   n /  w    n /  f /b f  w /bj  
  it is who  it is chief(s) the 
     

 
(21) a. (kàá) à s  n  b .         b. (kàá) à s  b f  bjá b . 
  (k ) à s  n  b   (k ) à s  b f  bj  b  
  Neg it Neg palmtree be  Neg it Neg chiefs the be 
     

 
 
B. Description 
 
Predication referring to a description is normally expressed by the form  b  followed by the 
predicative noun or adjective. As in the previous case,  b  can be broken down into two 
parts:  b  
pronominal  changes depending on the class of the noun being described. In the case of 
adjectival predication, the adjective bears a concord marker determined by the class of the 
noun described. In all instances of the use of the  b  form, a particle  which serves as a 
focus marker is inserted immediately following b . 
 

(22) a. f   b á nw  j . b. f   b á j ns g n . 
  -f  -  à b  áá nw  j-   f   à b  áá j ns g n  
  1-chief 1-this he is Foc -1-God 1-our  chief this he is Foc good 
     

 
(23) a. b f  b  b á b nw  b .    b. b f  b  b á b s g n . 
  b f  b  b  b  áá b nw  b   b f  b  b  b  áá b s g n  
  chiefs these they are Foc Gods our  chiefs these they are Foc good 
     

 
(24)  n b  n  b á m d  m n  t  gjà. 
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  n -b  n-  n  b  áá m -d  m- n   t  -gj  
  5-pumpkin 5-this it is Foc 6-food 6-our for 9-week 
   

 
It is also generally acceptable to use the simple identification form  n  in a description 
predication. In this usage, n   

 
 

(25) a. f   n  nw  j .         b. f   n  j ns g n . 
  -f  -  à n  -nw  j-   -f  -  à n  j -ns g n  
  1-chief 1-this he is 1-God 1-our  1-chief 1-this he is 1-good 
     

 
As we see from these examples, the use of either  b  or  n  in a descriptive predication has 
no major effect on the meaning of the utterance. The significant difference between (22) and 
(25) is therefore just one of emphasis:  b  is more emphatic than  n . Notice that the focus 
marker áá in (22) adds to the emphatic nature of  b . 
 
C . Location 
 
To express location, the form ts  
regular subject marker and followed by a locative complement. The negative conjugation 
employs the regular negative markers k ...s /w  with the usual word order effects. 
 

(26) a. s  wá ts á mb   
  -s  w-   ts  á -b     L -t  
  1-farm 1-the SM is on 9-slope    9-AM 1-hill 
   

 
 b. (kàá) ns  wá s á mb  . 
  (k ) -s  w-   s  á -b      L -t  ts  
  Neg 1-farm 1-the SM Neg on 9-lope   9-AM 1-hill is 
   

 
The locative in these examples and elsewhere consists of a noun phrase introduced by a 
preposition. Prepositions are derived from body parts and they vary according to the locative 
relation between the subject and the noun phrase. We will discuss the properties of 
prepositions more fully in the next chapter. 
 
D . Dependent Relation 
 

 is  mb  is used exclusively in dependent 
claus
used in identification and description consists of two parts  and mb . The infinitival 
however differs from the finite forms in many respects. Whereas  in the finite forms bears a 
low tone and functions as a pronominal element,  in the infinitival form bears a high tone 

b , like other 
non-finite verb forms in Bafut, takes an initial homorganic consonant. Following are some 
examples of the use of the non-finite form.  
 

(27) a.  j  l  mb  gà j g n  à tá b n . 
  -  j-  á l  á mb  -g j g n  -  t  à b n  
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  1-person 1-who he want to be 1-disciple 1-my let him rise up 
   

   
 b.  j   gw  j  k n  mb  gà j g n . 
  -  j-  à m  -gw  j-  à k n  á mb  -g j g n  
  1-person 1-who he leave 9-family 9-his SM fit to be 1-disciple 
   

 
The negative conjugation employs the negative markers k ...s  or t  depending on the 
mood of the clause and it is often common to negate both the preceding and the dependent 
clauses. 
 

(28) (kàá)  j  s  gw  j   (kàá) s  k n  mb  gà j g n . 
 (k )  j  à s  gw  j  m t  (k ) à s  k n  á mb  g  
 Neg man who SM Neg family his leave Neg he Neg fit to be discip 
  

 
 
3. The v  
 

ts  
preposition. The type of preposition used is determined by whether the utterance is a simple 
statement, a question or an answer to a question and on whether the verb expresses 
possession or association.  
 
A. Simple statements -  
 

-
indicates that one is associated with a certain condition. The preposition employed in this 
usage is n   whose tone often changes to high in the neighbourhood of a high tone. 
 

(29) a. m  ts  n  ts t .  b. (kàá) m  s  n  ts t  ts . 
  m  ts  n  -ts -L-t   (k ) m  s  n  -ts -L-t  ts  
  I be with 7-cloth-AM-

Head 
 Neg I Neg with 7-cloth-AM-head be 

     a hat  
  

(30) a. àt r  já ts  n  m t . b. (kàá) àt r  já s  n  m t  ts . 
  -t r  j-  á ts  n  m -t   (k ) t r  j  á s  n  m t  ts  
  7-fool 7-the SM be with brain  Neg fool the SM Neg with brain be 
     

 
(31) a. bà j  ts  n  m w .   b. (kàá) mbà já s  n  m w  ts . 
  b  j   ts  n  m w   (k ) b  j   s  n  m w  ts  
  meat the SM be with maggots  Neg meat the SM Neg with maggots be 
  

 
 

 
 
These utterances in (29- -

 This rising 
intonation corresponds to a register raising of the final tone on the last syllable of the 
utterance. The vowel of the preposition  coalesces with the initial vowel of the following 
word giving rise to .  
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B. Content Questions 
 
In content questions (questions of the type demanding the identification of a person or an 

ts  and the preposition  mb  which 
esses only the notion 

of possession.  
 

(32) a. d  d á ts  mb  w ? 
  -d  d -  d  ts  á -b  w- ? 
  10-cups the SM be in 6-hands 6-who 
   

 
 b. d  ts  mb  m . c. (kàá) j  s  mb  m  ts . 
  d -  ts  á -b  m   (k ) d -  s  á -b  m  ts  
  10-they be in 6-hands me  Neg 10-they Neg in 6-hands me be 
     

 

-final position. Of course, this is a regular behaviour of verbs in 
Bafut and other related Grassfields Bantu languages.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The elements which we have treated in this chapter as deficient verbs are actually elements 
which other people might like to treat as auxiliary verbs. We have however used the 

from that of 
what we know as auxiliary verbs in English and French. The Bafut deficient verb does not 
bear tense morphology and cannot be separated from the min verbs as is the case with regular 
French/English auxiliary verbs. Also, while the phonological relationship between the regular 

close relation can be established between the Bafut deficient verb and negation. However, 
whether we give them the appellation verbs or auxiliary verbs, the treatment that we will give 
them is the same. What is in a name by the way?   
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Chapter 9 
Adverbs and prepositions 

 
Introduction 
 
The formation and use of adverbs in Bafut is so intricately linked to the formation and use of 
prepositions that a discussion of one cannot exclude the other. Specifically, pure adverbs are 
rare in Bafut and what translates into English as adverbs are pure substantives (shorn of any 
inflection) used with prepositions. The prepositions themselves differ in form and function 
depending on the adverb with which it is associated. Because of this close link between 
adverbs and prepositions in the language, we have decided to describe these two word 
categories together in the present chapter beginning with prepositions.  
 
1. Prepositions 
 Pure prepositions are rare in Bafut. There are only two elements which one can term 
genuine prepositions in the language. These are  and n  which are also used to derive more 
complex prepositions from body parts and other substantives. 
 
1.1. The Preposition  
 
This preposition can function on its own to mark either location or direction. In this usage, it 
immediately precedes a substantive used adverbially to specify a location or direction. In the 
following examples, the preposition á seems to be absent in the surface forms due to the 
general vowel deletion rule in Bafut which elides one of two contiguous vowels. The 
presence of the preposition is however felt in (1a) where it becomes  due to the influence of 

 
 

(1) a. tàá wá j g s  n k  b  nt g  k  nd nw . 
  -t  w-   j g s  n -k  á b  N-t g  N-k  á -d nw  
  1-father 1-the SM lean 5-spear Prep outside N-then N-enter Prep 9-church 
    

  
 b. à j m  gàn já nt g  nt  gw  j  ndánw . 
  à j -m  -g n j-  N-t g  N-t  -gw  j-  á -d nw  
  he heard 9-story 9-the N-then N-send 1-wife 1-his to 9-church 
   

 
 c. b  k  nts  nd nw  láá b j r  b  k  n kà . 
  b  k  n-ts  á -d nw  l  b -j r  b  k  á n -k  
  They when N-be Prep 9-church DEF 2-thieves SM climb Prep 5-ceiling 
   

 
 d. dánw  m  b  s g  mf  b . 
  -d nw   m  b  s g  m-f  á b  
  9-church SM finish they descend N-go out Prep outside 
   

 
It is evident from these examples that attributing a specific meaning to the preposition  is an 

 is contextually determined by the substantive 
that it precedes and at times by the verb with which it is used. Thus the real meaning of the 
preposition  
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Hence the relevant sections of the utterances a tered with 
 

 
 The preposition  combines with body parts to derive complex prepositions denoting 
location, benefactive, source, etc. About 80% of prepositions in Bafut are formed in this way. 
 
A. Location 
 
To specify location,  combines with the body parts àt  ,  , ts  , 
dz m , and f  and the locative elements b  

, and m m   to form the complex prepositions outlined in the table below. 
 
   Table I: Body-part prepositions 

Body part Complex preposition Sample phrase 
-t     t     t  nd    
-    n    n  nd   
-ts    nts    nts  nd   
-dz m   ndz m   ndz m nd   
-f    mf    mf  nd  /below  
-d    nd  

part  
 nd  nd  

 
-b    mb    mb  nd   

m m   m m   m m nd   
 
The following sentences illustrate the use of some of these complex prepositions. 
 

(2) a. b f   ná  láá nd  nd . 
  b f  b  m t  n  l  á -d  -d  
  Bafut SM rear animals DEF Prep 9-vagina 9-house 
  The Bafuts rear/keep  

 
 b. d  wá t g  s  njá t  nd . 
  -d  w-   t g  N-m  n -s  nj-  á -t  -d  
  1-mother 1-the SM D-Verb N-throw 5-tooth 5-the Prep 7-head 9-house 
  mother  

 
B. Benefactive 
 

 with 
the body part b   
 

(3) a. f  wá t g  nt ás  m l  mb  n áá w . 
  -f  w-  á t g  N-t s  m -l  á -b  -n -  w-  
  1-chief 1-the SM D-Verb N-send 6-

palmwine 
Prep 6-hands 1-person-5-visit 1-the 

   
 

 b. f  wá t g  wá mb  mb  n áá w . 
  -f  w-   t g  N-w  -b  á -b  -n -  w-  
  1-chief 1-the SM D-Verb N-slaughter 9-goat Prep 6-hands 1-person-5-visit 1-the 
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 c. f  wá t g  wá mb   mb . 
  -f  w-   t g  N-w  -b   -b  
  1-chief 1-the SM D-Verb N-slaughter 9-goat Prep 6-hands 
   

 
In the third example in (c)), the normal preposition is replaced by a complex anaphoric form 

  
Elsewhere in the language,  is used as anaphoric locative adjunct 
special use of   (see 
chapter 4 for more on the pronoun system and chapter 12 for more the anaphoric use of ). 
The combination  + body part is possible with all the other body part prepositions 
presented in table I above. 

 
 
C . Source/Origin 
 

sition  
with the body part b  
the benefactive from source/origin. In source/origin constructions, the use of b  
obligatory when the complement (of the preposition) noun is animate. When the complement 
noun is inanimate, b  cannot be used, instead á alone is used.  
 

(4) a. m  k  kw r  m t  mám  láá mb  kw má k . 
  m  k  kw r  m -t  m m  láá á -b  -kw m k  
  I P2 take 6-idea this DEF Prep 6-hands 1-tortoise 
  borrowed this idea from T  

 
 b. m t  mám  k  l  láá mb  kw má k . 
  m -

t  
m m  m-  k  l  láá á -b  -kw m k  

  6-idea this 6-SM P2 come DEF Prep 6-hands 1-tortoise 
   

 
(5) a. àmb  k  kw r  d t  máj  láá w sá . 
  àmb  à k  kw r  -d t  m j  láá á -w s  
  Ambe SM P2 take 7-advice this DEF Prep 7-city 
  got  

 
 b. àd t  máj  k  l  láá w sá . 
  -dh t  m j  á k  l  láá á -w s  
  7-advice this SM P2 come DEF Prep 7-city 
   

 
In the examples in (5), the use of b  will imply that the advice came indirectly through the 
people of the city and not directly (as an experience) from the city itself. This feature of b  
regarding its presence or not with certain types of nouns is attested only in source/origin 
constructions. In benefactive constructions, the presence of b  is obligatory. 
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1.2. The preposition n  
 
The preposition n  normally encodes the meaning of instrument and accompaniment.  In 
some very special constructions however, it can also encode an applicative meaning. In this 
special usage where n  encodes the applicative meaning, its complement is a theme/patient 
NP. 
 

(6) a. n  k g t  mbà já n  m nw . 
  n  à k  k g t  -b  j-  n  -m nw  
  Niba SM P2 chop 9-meat 9-the with 1-knife 
   

 
 b. b  k  m  f  j  n  m l . 
  b  à k  m  -f  j-  n  m -l  
  Bih SM P2 swallow 7-medicine 7-her with 6-Palm wine 
  swallowed) her medicines with palm  

 
 c. kw má k '  l  nd  b s  n  m t . 
  -kw m k  à  N-  -  -  
  1-tortoise SM P3 N-teach 2-birds with 6-knowledge 
   

 
Although the special construction in (c) is structurally very similar to those in (a-b), the 
semantic/thematic role of the noun phrase that comes after n  in (c) is different from that in 
(a-b). Whereas this NP in (c) is directly affected by the action of the verb, those in (a-b) are 
not. The post n  NPs in (a-b) are rather the means and the accompaniment through which the 

the instrument used in 
recipients of the action of teaching. Thus, whereas the NP 

after n in the example in (c) is a theme/patient, the NP after n  in (a-b) is an instrument or 
accompaniment. This suggests that while the preposition n  introduces goal participants, the 
semantics of the verb also plays a major role in encoding the various interpretations.   
 Other special uses of the preposition n  are provided in the examples below which 
employ stative and passive verbs. 
 

(7) a. ànt  wá l  n  kx . 
  - nt  w-  à l  n  -kx  
  1-pot 1-the SM full with 1-water 
   

  
 b. f  wá k  kw  n  . 
  -f  w-  à k  kw  n  -k  
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 die with 1-dysentery 
   

 
The NP complements of n  in these examples can serve as subjects in other constructions that 
can be considered semantic paraphrases of the counterparts in (7). Thus we could have 
k  w t  mf  w   
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1.3. Derived prepositions 
 
The expression derived prepositions is used here to refer to a set of personal pronouns that 

accompaniment. These personal pronouns are: b /b b  /with them b /b b  
/with you b /b b  /with us 

case are virtually interchangeable, the variant that ends with b  is used especially when the 
following noun is in the plural form. 
 

(8) a. n   nd nw  b b  mb  d . 
  n  à k   á -d nw  b b  -b  d -  
  Niba SM P2 go Prep 9-church they with 9-dogs 9-his 
  (together)  

 
 b. á nj r  wá  k  k  b  mb . 
  á -j r  w- -  k  k  b  -b  
  Foc 1-thief 1-the+Foc P2 catch I + with 9-dog 
   

 
 c. ò kál  f  b b  mb  d . 
  ò k l  f  b b  -b  d -  
  you(sg) F2 go farm you with 9-dogs 9-the 
   

 
1.4. The definite preposition 
 
The definite preposition w  combines the functions of the ordinary preposition á and a 
definitiviser. It is used exclusively in situations where a definite location, source or 
benefactive has been mentioned earlier on in the discourse. Following are some examples of 
its use. 
 

(9) a. f  wá t g  nt ás  m l  wá mb  n áá w . 
   -f  w-  á t g  N-t s  m -l  w  -b  -n -  w-  
  1-chief 1-the SM D-Verb N-send 6-

palmwine 
Prep 6-hands Person-5-visit 1-the 

    
 

 b. d  wá t g  s  njá wá t  nd . 
  -d  w-  á t g  N-m  n -s  nj-  w-  -t  -d  
  1-mother 1-the SM D-Verb N-throw 5-tooth 5-the Prep head 9-house 
  mother then threw the broken tooth on the top of the house (the top already 

 
 
Notice that the definite preposition still combines with body part nouns like the ordinary á 
and n . In the example in (9a) for instance, a particular visitor had been mentioned or is 
understood in the context of the discourse. The speaker therefore uses the definite w  in this 
context for purposes of some sort of emphasis. 
 
2. Adverbs 
 
An adverb in Bafut is a word used to describe a predicative or a qualificative with respect to 
time, manner or place. Pure adverbs are particularly rare in the language and so other word 
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categories, especially substantives and deficient verbs (chapter 8), are employed adverbially. 
There is a close relationship between the noun and the adverb; many nouns are used as 
adverbs without any change or inflection and, further, many adverbs are directly formed from 
substantives by the use of inflectional formatives, and sometimes by the mere device of 
inserting a prepositional formative. Although the distinctions between time and place, in 
many cases, are by no means rigid, it is still most convenient to classify Bafut adverbs 
according to the traditional categories of manner, place and time. 
 
2.1. Manner adverbs 
 
Manner adverbs can be formed from nouns, adjectives, numerals and ideophones. The 
formation processes involve vowel insertion, inclusion of a prepositional formative and 
reduplication. 
 
 
A. Adverbs from nouns  
 
The formation of adverbs from regular nouns involves the insertion of the prepositional 
formative n  immediately before the noun. Nouns that lend themselves readily to this process 
are laid out in the table below alongside the derived adverbs. Sentences illustrating the use of 
these adverbs follow the table. 
 
   Table II: Adverbs derived from Nouns 

Noun Derived Adverb 
m -t   n  m t   
m -t   n  m t   
-   n   /cunningly  

m -d   n  m d   
-j   n  nj   
-g   n  g   

n -b   n  n b   
 

(10) a. à k  j t  mbà já n  m t . 
  à k  j t  -b  j-  n  m -t  
  he P2 share 9-meat 9-the with 6-wisdom 
   

 
 b. à k  ját  mbà já n  . 
  à k  j t  -b  j-  n  -  
  he P2 share 9-meat 9-the with 7-cunning 
  

 
 
In the example in (10b), the vowel of the preposition n  coalesces with that of the following 
noun giving rise to the vowel .  

In this category of adverbials, the form of the substantive per se does not change and 
so what introduces the adverbial meaning is the prepositional formative n  as well as the 
meanings of, and pragmatic relationship between the main verb and the post-n  substantive. 
The ordinary preposition n  generally encodes an instrumental meaning but in (10a  b), 

considerations favour an adverbial interpretation. 
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B. Adverbs from adjectives  
 
Bafut has a very limited number of pure adjectives (just a little over 4) and only one of these 
s g n  is used adverbially. Deriving an adverb from an adjective involves 
prefixing the vowel  to the adjective. The presence of this vowel is hardly ever felt on the 
surface due to the vowel deletion process which targets the second of two tautosyllabic vowel 
sequences. The presence of the vowel can however be felt in the example below which is 
rendered slowly and deliberately. 
 

(11)  à k  n   s g n . 
  à k  n  -s g n  
  he P2 sleep well 
   

   
 
C . Adverbs from ideophones 
 
Certain classes of ideophones can be used as adverbs describing manner in respect of 
transitive verbs. These adverbs are usually preceded by the formative  whose presence may 
not always be felt in surface forms because of vowel deletion effects. Unlike n  in the case of 
adverbs formed from nouns,  does not have any prepositional meaning. Examples of 
ideophones functioning as adverbs in transitive verb constructions are given below. 
 

(12) a. m  k  s g s  bw  w  b b . 
    m  k  s g  -bw  w-  -b b  
  I P2 lower 1-straw 1-the slowly/gently 
   

 
 b. m  k  l g  ns  wá mb  dà dà  
  m  k  l g  -s  w-  -m-b  -d d  
  I P2 cultivate 1-farm 1-the him-6-hands freely 
    

 
Another adverb which falls into this category but which is somehow different from the others 
is - g g . This adverb resembles the others in form and function but it is different in 
that whereas the non-reduplicated form in the previous two has no specific independent 
meaning, the non-reduplicated form 
The use of this adverb is illustrated below. 
 

(13) a. m  w m  mb   gá gá  m  m l  ká w t  . 
  m  w -m  á b   - g g  m  m l  m  k  w t   
  I say+Asp P hands you time time that pwine SM F0 kill you 
   

 
 b. gw n  w  fá  gá gá . 
  -gw n   w  f  - g g  
  9-locusts SM fall here time time 
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An adverb such as -d d  ts  which 

meaning of the utterance. Thus including this intensifier in the example in (12b) does nothing 
more than emphasise the point that the cultivation was done for free. 
 
D . Adverbs from numerals  
 
Adverbs describing manner can also be derived from numerals. The derivational process 
involves a simple reduplication of the numeral which is inflected for agreement. Numerals in 
Bafut function like adjectives and thus take an agreement marker determined by the class of 

es 1 and 2 nouns. 
 

(14) a. b  bjá l  mf  kx k  j m j m  
   b  bj  b  l  N-f  N-kx k  j m j m  
  children the SM P1 N-go out N-run one one 
   

 
 b. b  bjá t  kà  b bááb bá . 
  b-  bj-  b  t  á -k  b b b b  
  2-children the SM stand Prep 1-line two two 
   

 
The numerals m  b  j - and b - respectively 
for the classes 1 and 2 
plural (class 2), the numeral takes the agreement marker for class 1 in order to correspond to 
the idea of one child out of a group of many performing the action at a time. That is, it is one 
child that gets out and escapes at a time and not all the children at the same time. 
 
2.2. Place adverbs 
 
There are no locative adverbs per se in Bafut except for a restricted class of demonstrative 
pronouns. Instead, ordinary substantives are used as adverbs; the only requirement being that 
the substantive be preceded by the preposition . These locative phrases denote the place at, 
on, in, into, to, from or out of which the action takes place. The specific meaning of the 
locative phrase is determined by the verb with which it is used, or the context in which it is 
found; for instance: 
 

(15) a. ts  wá l  mf sáá 
   -ts  w-   l  N-f  á -w s  
  1-war 1-the  SM P1 N-go out Prep city 
   

   
 b. n  já l  mf já . 
  n-  j-   l  N-f  á -m j  
  9-snake 9-the  SM P1 N-go out Prep 1-river 
   

 
 c. m  l  nn  káb  jáá k m. 
  m  l  N-n  -k b  j-  á -k m 
  I P1  N-put 9-money 9-the Prep 9-box 
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 d. m  l  nl g  káb  j á jà nd . 
  m  l  N-l g  -k b  j-  á jà nd  
  I P1  N-take 9-money 9-this Prep Yaounde 
   

 
 e. m  l  nt  m  wáá jà nd . 
  m  l  N-t  m-  w-  á jà nd  
  I P1  N-take 1-child 1-this Prep Yaounde 
   

 
In these examples, the same preposition  
specific interpretation can only be obtained from the meaning of the verb used as well as the 
context in which the locative phrase is used. For example, only context can tell us that in 
(15a) we are dealing with the place where an action took place while in (15b) we are 
concerned with the place out of which something came. In (15d), the verb l g  
that the  preposition  t  
same pre
contiguous vowels is suspended in these examples. The preposition á is preserved even 
though it is preceded by another vowel. This is probably due to the fact that á is the only 
morpheme, unlike in other cases where body parts and other elements participate in, marking 
the preposition in these examples.  
 The locative pronoun instantiates the only case of pure locative adverbials in Bafut. 
This pronoun functions like the demonstrative pronoun describing a location near the speaker 
(NS), near the listener (NL) and far away from both speaker and listener (FSL). There are 
three forms of this locative each determined by the degree of proximity between speaker, 
listener and object 

hat the 
location is within sight and can be pointed at. The three locative pronouns are: f  

fj  f  
sentences: 
 

(16) a. t  kj  já fáà.  b. t  kj  já fj . c. t  kj  já f . 
  t  -kj  j-  f   t  -kj  j-  fj   t  -kj  j-  f  
  put 9-basket 9-the here  put 9-basket the there  put 9-basket 1the yonder 
       

 
 Each locative pronoun has three forms corresponding to three different degrees of 
emphasis which we can capture in a scale ranging from 0  2. The simple locative pronouns 
presented above are the neutral forms (no emphasis) corresponding to the 0 degree emphasis. 
The other forms corresponding to the first and second degree emphasis are derived from the 
simple/neutral forms via suffixation and reduplication plus infixation. All the forms are 
outlined in the table below. 
 
   Table 9.III: Locative Pronouns 

Near Speaker 
(NS) 

Near 
Listener 
(NL) 

Far from Speaker 
and Listener 
(FSL) 

Degree of 
Emphasis 

f  fj  f  0 
f l  fj l  f l  1 
f l f  fj l fj  f l f  2 
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 In actual usage, the degree of emphasis corresponds to the number of times that the 
speaker is forced to use the locative pronoun in a dialogue situation. Generally, the 0 degree 
emphasis, (i.e the simple/neutral locative pronoun) corresponds to the simple, neutral, first 
time of use. The 1 degree emphasis corresponds to a situation where the speaker has to repeat 
the pronoun for the first time. If he/she has to repeat it a second time, this will correspond to 
the 2 degree emphasis. Thus, picture this scenario where a speaker wants a listener to place 
an object at a specific spot near him (the speaker).  
 

     
Neutral first time      n s  f     
 
Listener misses spot  g f l     
 
Listener again misses spot.  
Speaker irritated. Voice louder.    g , f l f     
 
Some speakers prefer to use alternative forms f m /fj m /f m  in the place of the first 
degree emphatic forms f l /fj l /f l  and f l m /fj l m /f l m  in place of the second 
degree emphatic forms f l f /fj l fj /f l f  . The difference between the forms with m  
and the others is simply stylistic. 
 The locative pronouns can also be used prepositionally in the sense that they precede a 
noun specifying the location of the noun in respect of the distance separating the speaker 
from the listener. 
 

(17) a.  nl  káb  já fàá ndá. 
    N-l  -k b  j-  fáà -d  
  come N-keep 9-money 9-the here 9-house 
   

 
 b. l  káb  já fjá nd . 
  l  -k b  j-  fj  -d  
  keep 9-money 9-the there house 
   

 
 c.  nl  káb  já f  nd . 
   N-l  -k b  j-  f  -d  
  come N-keep 9-money 9-the yonder 9-house 
   

 
In the first example, the location is near the speaker. It is near the listener in the second and 
far from both of them in the third case. 
 
2.3. Time adverbs 
 
Time adverbials in Bafut are words which indicate periods of time. These words do not have 
special inflections and some of them can be employed elsewhere as ordinary nouns. The 
majority of them however do not exhibit ordinary nominal properties such as number 
marking and modification by elements such as adjectives, determiners, pronouns, etc. Time 
adverbials do not have any special inflections but are generally positioned after the verb (or 
object noun phrase) without any accompanying prepositional element. Some of them 
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     Table 9.IV: Time Adverbials 

Group A: Adv. only Group B: Pron. + Adv. 
  f  d w  next  

j   f  gj  next  
b   fàá s  this month  

t tw g   f  l  next  
n     

kw f     
n tw g     
ts ts     
d w ts m    

l l     
 
The words in the first group are used without any inflections or accompanying grammatical 
elements such as prepositions to indicate a period of time. This group contains words which 
seem to be genuine adverbs in the language since the words do not exhibit properties of other 
word classes such as nouns (no number morphology, cannot be modified by a determiner, 
etc.). The words in group B cannot be used independently to mark a period of time; they must 
co-occur with a variant of the locative pronoun in order to qualify as time adverbials. The 
words in this group are ordinary substantives which, elsewhere, inflect for number and class 
and also accept modifiers such as adjectives, determiners, pronouns, etc. 
 

(18) a. n  n  n  káb  já . 
   n  à l  N-  n  -k b  j-   
  Niba SM P1 N-come with 9-money 9-the today 
   

 
 b. b  bá kál   nd  f  l . 
  b-  b-á b  kál   á -d -  f  -l  
  2-children 2-my SM F2 go Prep 9-house-book Loc. 7-year 
   

 
 c. máb  ká l ns  n kw  n  mf  njá fàá gjà. 
  -máb  à k  l ns  n -kw  n-  -f  nj-  f  -gj  
  1-  SM F0 announce 5-funeral 5-AM 1-chief 5-the Loc. 9-week 
   

 
 d. ts  k  t  nt  j  f  l . 
  -ts  à k  t  -t  j-  f  -l  
  Person-certain SM P2 burn 9-palace 9-our Loc. 7-year 
   

 
The examples in (18b, 18c and 18d) employ the locative pronouns f  and f  to specify a 
period of time in the present, past and future. The same pronoun f  is used in (18b and 18d) 
and it is only the tense which helps to 
reference.  
 
Conclusion 
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Although we decided to treat prepositions and adverbs together in this chapter, it is worth 
mentioning that in some languages, it might actually be more expedient treating them apart. 
This will be the case especially for languages which have distinct adverbs whose form and 
function does not require prepositions. Such languages are, to the best of my knowledge, very 
rare in the Grassfields region of Cameroon. The languages in this region often have very few 
prepositions (usually two or three) which then combine with various formatives to derive the 
meaning and function of an adverb. However, researchers should bear it in mind that the two 
categories of adverbs and prepositions can be treated independently. 
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Chapter 10 
Inter rogatives and focus 

 
Introduction 
 
This chapter focuses on the formation of questions and focus constructions. The decision to 
treat questions and focus together (i.e. in the same chapter) is driven by the structural 
similarities between the two constructions. The formation of questions involves very similar, 
if not identical prosodic, morphological and syntactic means as in focus. We explore these 
different means in both constructions while highlighting noticeable similarities and 
differences. 
 
1. Question formation 
 
Questions in Bafut divide into four major categories, some of which are capable of finer 
subdivisions. These categories are (a) yes-no questions, (b) content questions, (c) alternative 
questions and (d) confirmation questions. While prosody plays a major role in the formation 
of most of these questions, only some of them make use of morphological markings and a 
very restricted number exploit syntactic properties such as word order changes.  
 
1.1 Yes-no questions 
 
Yes-no questions, as the name implies, require a simple  g  
answer. The morphosyntactic structure of yes-no questions is very similar to that of ordinary 
declarative sentences. Four factors that relate to the phonology of the language however 
distinguish yes-no questions from declarative sentences. Specifically, yes-no questions are 
marked by (i) suspension of downdrift, (ii) a general suspension of boundary L tone docking, 
(iii) a general rise in intonation, and (iv) a faster delivery rate.  The following examples 
illustrate suspension of downdrift. Compare the question example in (b) with the declarative 
counterpart in (a). The digits after the free translation represent the relative heights of the 
different H tones in the entire utterance with 5 representing the highest pitch level.  
 

(1)  a. b  k  k  s  w . (5 4 3 2 1) 
  b  k  k  -s  w-  
  they F0 catch 1-bird 1-the 
  They will catch the bird  

 
  b. b  k  k  s  w ? (5 5 5 5 5) 
  b  k  k  -s  w-  
  they F0 catch 1-bird 1-the 
  Will they catch the bird?  

 
In the declarative sentence in (a), the effect of the automatic lowering of subsequent H tones 
is visible (cf the digits within parenthesis which represent pitch levels). In the question 
sentence in (b), this automatic lowering is no longer attested as we notice that all the high 
tones maintain the highest pitch level (5). 
 The effect of the boundary L tone on question sentences depends a lot on the nature of 
the final syllable of the question sentence. As noted in earlier chapters, words in isolation and 
in sentence final position generally accept a L boundary tone such that an underlyingly H 
tone word such as /n / drink!
position. In questions ending with this category of words that generally accept the boundary 
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L tone, boundary L tone docking is suspended such that the final syllable will surface with a 
H tone instead of the falling contour tone. This is illustrated in the sentence below.   
 

 (2)  a. b  k  l g  ns  w  nn . 
  b  à k  l g  -s  w-    N-n  
  Bih SM P2 cultivate 1-farm 5-the    N-drink 
  ivated the farm and then drank wine (  

 
  b. b  k  l g  ns  w  nn ? 
  b  à k  l g  -s  w-  N-n  
  Bih SM P2 cultivate 9-farm 9-the N-drink 
  drink after cultivating  

 
In the question sentence in (2b) the  surfaces with a H tone instead of the falling 
contour as in the declarative sentence.  

A second category of words in Bafut generally do not accept the boundary L tone. 
This category sub-divides again into two groups: nouns with an underlying HH tone pattern 
(e.g. f r  H pattern (e.g. group B verbs (cf chapter 6) 
such as  . In the final position of question sentences, words with the underlying HH 
pattern such as f r   (cf e.g. 3). On the other hand, words with the 
LH sequence surface with a final L tone in question sentences just as in ordinary declarative 
sentences (cf e.g. 4).  
 

(3)  a.  k  w  m  s  k  k  f r . 
  ò k  w  m  s  à ká k      -f r  
  you P2 say that Suh SM F0 catch     1-rat 
   

 
  b.  k  w  m  s  k  k  f r ? 
  ò k  w  m  s  à k  k    -f r  
  you P2 say that Suh SM F0 catch  1-rat 
  catch a rat  

 
 (4)  a. (k ) m lh  mj  k  w  . 
  (k ) m -lh  mj-  m  k  w     
  Neg 5-ants the SM P2 Neg come   
   

 
  b. (k ) m lh  mj  k  w  ? 
  (k ) m -lh  mj-  m  k  w      
  Neg ants the SM P2 Neg come    
  come  

 
All of these question sentences (from (1) to (4) are produced with a rising intonation and the 
rate of delivery is a lot faster in the questions than in the ordinary declarative sentences.  
 
1.2. Content questions   
 
Content questions seek information about the identity of a referent. They divide into three sub 
categories following their mode of formation. These three categories are: (a) simple content 
questions, (b) passivised questions and (c) focused content questions. Simple content 
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question words (Wh-words) such as w   
the word for person which is ), k  j  m k  f  n k  

e formation of the three types of questions is sensitive to syntactic positions 
(subject, object, oblique) such that while all three modes of formation can be used to question 
a constituent in one syntactic position, only two are used to question constituents in other 
positions. 
 
1.2.1 The simple content question 
 
The simple content question is used to question subject NPs only. In their formation, the 
question word occupies the syntactic position corresponding to the constituent about whose 
identity information is being requested. There is no rearrangement of the linear distribution of 
words and only the question word plus a general rise in intonation mark the utterance as a 
question. Following is an example in which the subject of a transitive sentence is questioned. 
 

 (5) a. w  k  m nt  nt m d ? 
  w  à k  m nt  -t m d -  
  who SM P2 touch 9-shoes 9-the 
   

   
This is not a very common mode of question formation in the language and questions formed 
in this way are used to express defiance or to deny an assertion. Thus the example above is 

o deny an 
earlier claim that someone had touched the shoes. 
 When the subject NP questioned is an associative noun phrase, the question can target 
either the entire associative phrase or just the modifying (genitive) noun. Questioning the 
head noun is unacceptable, or at best, produces rather odd results. 
 

   b. n s  n  b  k  ts  b  j . 
  n -s  n-  b  n-  k  ts  -b  j-  
  5-tooth 5-AM Bih 5-SM P2 wound 7-hand 5-my 
   

 
  c. k  k  ts  b  j ? 
  k  á k  ts  -b  j-  
  what SM P2 wound 7-hand 7-my 
   

 
  d. n s  n  w  k  ts  b  j ? 
  n -s  n-  w  n  k  ts  -b  j-  
  5-tooth 5-AM who SM P2 wound 7-hand 7-my 
   

 
      e.? k  b  k  ts  b  j ? 
  k     H b  á k  ts  -b  j-  
  what    AM Bih SM P2 wound 7-hand 7-my 
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(6)  a. m l  m  gw  k  kw r n . 
  m -l  m-  gw  m-  k  kw r n  
  6-Palm wine 6-AM Ngwa 5-SM P2 spill out 
   

 
  b. k  k  kw r n ? 
  k  á k  kw r n  
  what SM P2 spill out 
   

 
  c. m l  m  w  k  kw r n . 
  m -l  m-  w  m-  k  kw r n  
  6-Palm wine 6-AM who 5-SM P2 spill out 
   

 
  d.? k  gw  k  kw r n ? 
  k      H gw  á k  kw r n  
  what       AM Ngwa SM P2 spill out 
   

 
We have used the two examples above to demonstrate that the same situation occurs whether 
the associative construction expresses alienable or inalienable possession or whether it is 
animate or inanimate. In all cases, either the entire associative construction or the modifying 
genitive noun alone is questioned. The situation is different in coordinate structures. 
 

 (7)  a. gw  b  mb  k  f  b . 
  gw  b  mb  b  k  f  á -b  
  Ngwa and Ambe they P2 go  to 7-hunt 
   

 
  b. gw  b  w  k  f  b ? 
  gw  b  w  b  k  f  á -b  
  Ngwa and who they P2 go  to 7-hunt 
   

 
  c. w  b  mb  k  f  b ? 
  w  b  mb  b  k  f  á -b  
  who and Ambe they P2 go  to 7-hunt 
   

 
  d. b w  k  f  b ? 
  b w  b  k  f  á -b  
  who (pl) SM P2 go  to 7-hunt 
   

 
As we notice, either the first or the second conjunct can be questioned. When the full 
coordinate structure is questioned, the questioned word is prefixed with a plural morpheme b  
for humans (b -w ) and  for non-humans ( -k ). 
 Other constituents that can be questioned using the simple constituent method are 
adverbials of time, place, manner and reason. 
 

(8)  a. b n j  k  l g n  n k  ? 
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  -b n j-  á k  l g n  n -k  
  7-dance 7-the SM F0 begin time-what 
   

 
  b. s   k   f ? 
   -s  -   k   f  
  1-elephant 1-this SM F0 defecate where 
   

 
  c. m  k  b  nd  j  m k ? 
   m  k  b  -d  j-  m k  
  I F0 build 9-house 9-this how 
   

 
  d. mb  k  k m nd  já  j ? 
  mb  à k  k m  -d  j-  j  
  Ambe SM P2 demolish 9-house 9-the why 
   

 
 
1.2.2. The passivised question 
 
The passivised question is the most natural and common means of questioning the identity of 
subject NPs in Bafut. This category of questions is called passivised questions because their 
structure is similar to that of the passive construction in Bafut. In their formation, a number of 
syntactic changes affect the basic SVO word order. First, in intransitive verb structures, the 
question is introduced by a focus marker  while the wh-word questioning the identity of the 
subject NP occurs in a position after the verb. 
 

 (9)  a. n  l  n . 
  -n -  à l  n-  
  Person-5-

visit 
SM P3 N-come 

   
  

  b.  l  n  w ? 
  á l  n-  w  
  Foc P3 N-

come 
who 

   
 
In transitive verb structures, the object NP is preposed to a position before the verb while the 
subject wh-word is postposed after the verb. The object NP in sentence initial position is 
obligatorily stressed: all nouns with a prefix change the low tone of the prefix to high while 
nouns with a null prefix, including some nouns of class 1 whose prefixes are not clearly 
separable from the root (e.g. m gj  the focus marker . The 
object NP is followed by the anaphoric definitiviser l . Generally, the contracted form of the 
definitiviser ( ) is used and because of vowel deletion, only tonal changes attest to its 
presence in surface forms. In the following examples, we use the full form of the definitiviser 
for clarity. 
 

 (10)  a. m gj  k  t w  t kw r  w .  
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  m- gj  à k  t w  -t kw r  w-  
  1-woman SM F0 hold 1-leopard 1-the 
   

 
  b.  t kw r  w  l   k  t w  w ?  
  á -t kw r  w-  l  k  t w  w  
  Foc 1-leopard 1-the DEF F0 hold who 
   

 
(11)  a. mb  k  d  n b  nj .  
  mb  à k  d  n -b  nj-  
  Ambe SM P2 eat 5-pumpkin 5-the 
   

 
  b. n b  nj  l  k  d  w ?  
  n -b  nj-  l  k  d  w  
  5-pumpkin 5-the DEF P2 eat who 
    

 
The same question could also be asked without preposing the object NP. In this case, the verb 
is repeated and the object NP comes after the second instance of the verb. In the P1 and P3 
past tenses, the second instance of the verb obligatorily takes a consecutive homorganic nasal 
prefix. 
 

 (12)  a. k r  k  t w  nd n  d . 
  -k r   k  t w  -d n  d -  
  1-rope SM P2 hold 9-bamboos 9-the 
   

 
  b.  k  t w  k  nt w  nd n  d ? 
  á k  t w  k  N-t w  -d n  d -  
  Foc P2 hold what N-hold 9-bamboos 9-the 
   

 
Questioning the subject NP in constructions with a PP is not very different from the cases 
illustrated in (10-12): the object NP is either preposed or it remains inside the VP while the 
subject wh-word is postposed after the verb. The PP is either preposed along with the object 
NP or it remains in its original position at the end of the sentence (in the examples that 
follow, the vowel of the preposition n  coalesces with the initial vowel of the following noun 
giving rise to the vowel ). 
 

 (13)  a. b  k  l g  ns  w  n  s . 
  b  à k  l g  -s  w-  n  -s  
  Bih SM P2 cultivate 1-farm 1-the with 7-hoe 
   

  
 

  b. s  w  l  k  l g  w  n  s ? 
  -s  w-  l  k  l g  w  n  -s  
  1-farm 1-the DEF P2 cultivate who with 7-hoe 
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  c. s  w  n  s  l  k  l g  w ? 
  -s  w-  n  -s  l  k  l g  w  
  1-farm 1-the with 7-hoe DEF P2 cultivate who 
   

 
  d.  k  l g  w  nl g  ns  w  n  s ? 
  á k  l g  w  N-l g  -s  w-  n  -s  
  Foc P2 cultivate who N-cultivate 1-farm 1-the with 7-hoe 
   

 
The interpretation of the example in (b) in which the object NP is separated from the PP is 
not very different from the one in (c) where the two are not separated. In some discourse 
contexts such as in (14) however, it is possible to interpret the PP as a modifier of the object 
NP. 
 

 (14)  a. s  k  b  nd  t  nt . 
  s  à k  b  -d  á -t       H -t  
  Suh SM P2 build 9-house on 7-head    7-AM 1-hill 
   

 
  b. d  t  nt  l  k  b  w ? 
  -d  á -t       H -t  l  k  b  w  
  9-house on 7-head    7-AM 1-hill DEF P2 build who 
   

 
The PP in this example could be interpreted as a locative or a descriptive modifier. Thus, the 
question could be interpreted in two ways: (a) who built the house on the hill (as opposed to 
in the valley)?, (b) who built that type of a house; a house on the hill (as opposed to a house 
in the valley)? 
 
1.2.3. The focus question 
 
As the name implies, the formation of a focus question involves the use of a focus 
mechanism. Focus questions in Bafut further divide into two categories depending on the 
type of focus mechanism employed. These are in situ focus and cleft focus questions. 
 
A. In situ focus questions 
 
In in situ focus questions, the question word occupies the grammatical position (subject, 
object, oblique) corresponding to the constituent about whose identity information is being 
sought. The formation of this category of questions employs the focus particle  whose 
distribution changes with the syntactic position of the question word. If the question word is 
in object position, the focus particle comes immediately after the verb.1 If the question word 
is in oblique position, the focus particle precedes the prepositional phrase, cliticising onto the 
preceding object NP (if there is one) or onto the verb. Subject NPs are never questioned using 
in situ focus. Following are examples of object and oblique questions. 
 

 (15)  a. m  w  dz  nd  j . 
  -m  w-  á dz  -d  j-  
  1-grandmother 1-the SM feed 1-husband 1-her 
   

 
                                                 
1 In the phonology, it actually cliticises onto the immediately preceding word. 
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  b. m  w  dz  w ? 
  -m  w-  á dz  á w  
  1-grandmother the SM feed Foc who 
   

 
 (16)  a. b r  k  d  m nd  mb  s . 
  -b r  á k  d  -m nd  á -b  s  
  7-madman SM P2 show 1-road to 6-hands Suh 
   

 
  b. b r  k  d  m nd  mb  w ? 
  -b r  á k  d  -m nd  á á -b  w  
  7-madman SM P2 show 1-road Foc to 6-hands who 
   

 
In the surface form, the focus particle cliticises onto the verb and the phonology subsequently 

 
 Adverbials of time, manner, place and reason can also be questioned using in situ 
focus.  
 

 (17)  a. m gj  w  k  dzw  n k ? 
  m- gj  w-  à k  dzw  á n k  
  1-woman 1-the SM F0 give birth Foc when 
   

 
  b.  k  l  b  j  f ? 
  ò k  l  -b  j-  á f  
  you P2 keep 7-bag 7-the Foc where 
   

 
  c.  k  n s  m t  w  m k ? 
  ò k  n s  -m t  w  á m k  
  you P2 fix 1-vehicle the Foc how 
   

 
  d. mb  k  k m nd  j  j ? 
  mb  à k  k m  -d  j-  á j  
  Ambe SM P2 demolish 9-house the Foc why 
   

 

etc. in these examples.  
 
B. Cleft questions  

In the formation of cleft questions, the question word is transposed to the beginning of 
the utterance, introduced with the cleft  n  . 
The constituent sentence from which the question word is extracted then follows the question 
word introduced by the complementiser m . All grammatical positions (subject, object, 
oblique) can be questioned using this method. The following examples illustrate subject, 
object and oblique questions. 
 

 (18)  a. dz  j  k  w . 
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  -dz  j-  á k  w  
  7-giant 7-the SM P2 fall 
   

  
  b.  n  w  m   k  w  ? 
  à n  w  m  à k  w  
  it is who COMP SM P2 fall 
   

 
 (19)  a. ts  l  mb r  ns  m b  j . 
  -ts  à l  N-b r  -s  á m -b  j-  
  1-Partridge SM P3 N-carry 1-Elephant on 6-wings 6-her 
   

 
  b.  n  w  m  ts  l  mb r  m b  j . 
  à n  w  m  -ts  à l  N-b r  á m -b  j-  
  it is who COMP 1-Partridge SM P2 N-carry on 6-wings 6-her 
   

 
 (20)  a. mb  k  n s  k b  mb  kx . 
  mb  à k  n s  -k b  á mb  -kx  
  Ambe SM P2 put 9-money Prep side 1-water 
   

 
  b.  n  k  m  mb  k  n s  k b   mb ? 
  à n  k  m  mb  à k  n s  -k b   b  
  it is what COMP Ambe SM P2 place 9-money there near 
   

 
In the last example, the preposition changes its form from  to  as is usually the case when 
the object of a preposition is transposed. Though 80% of speakers prefer having  in these 
examples, its presence is not very obligatory.   
 
1.3 Alternative questions 
 
Alternative questions are formed with the conjunction k  l  
which usually comes at the end of the sentence. This is the only situation in Bafut where a 
morphological question particle is used. 
 

 (21)  a. s  k   k  k  n  l ? 
  s  à k   k  à k  n  l  
  Suh SM F0 come or SM F0 sleep Q 
   

 
 

  b.  k  j  s  k  b  l ? 
  ò k  j  s  k  b  l  
  you P2 see Suh or Bih Q 
   

 
  c.  k  l  mb  nd  k  t  t  l ? 
  à k  l  á b  -d  k  á -t     H -t  l  
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  he/she P2 keep Prep side 9-house or Prep 7-head   7-AM tree Q 
   

 
1.4 Confirmation questions 
 

category of questions is formed by making an ordinary declarative statement and attaching a 
question tag to it. The one clear case of a question tag attested in Bafut is  s  l  b ? 

comma in writing. 
 

(22)   gw  k  j r  mb  j ,  s  l  b ? 
  gw  à k  j r  -b  j- , á s  l  b  
  Ngwa SM P2 steal 9-meat 9-the it Neg so be 
   

 
In this example, the speaker virtually forces the addressee to give an affirmative answer  

g  
to taunt the speaker.  
 Another particle that could also be considered a question tag in Bafut is j  which is 
used in situations where the speaker is in disbelief, doubt or is requesting confirmation on a 
statement which he/she did not hear well. The particle j  translates roughly into English as 

  
 

 (23)   k  m  ns  j  j ? 
  à k  m  -s  j-  j  
  he/she P2 swallow 9-needle 9-the really 
   

 
could also be given where the 

 
 
2. Focus 
 
Bafut employs four principal means to mark focus: word order, a special particle , cleft 
sentences and pseudo cleft sentences. These formal means are mutually exclusive although 
they serve to mark the same kinds of focus: assertive, counter assertive, exclusive listing, etc. 
 
2.1 Word order 
 
A special constituent order, similar to that in passivised questions (see section 1.2.2) is 
employed to focus the subject of a sentence only. This special word order which marks 
assertive focus, involves postposing the subject to a position immediately after the verb. We 
cannot however claim here that the immediate after verb position is the position for focalised 
NPs as in Aghem (Watters 1979) since this position is used only in focusing subject NPs. As 
in the case of the passivised question, postposing the subject in an intransitive clause is 
accompanied by the appearance of the focus marker  in sentence initial position. 
 

 (24)   k  w  mf  w . 
  á k  w  -f  w-  
  Foc P2 fall 1-chief 1-the 
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available to the addressee. The elliptical forms l  mf  w   or simply mf  w  are more 
often attested as answers to this question. In the elliptical form, l  substitutes the preceding 

The second context in which the sentence in 
(24) can be used marks contrastive focus in which the speaker intends to correct an erroneous 
belief held by the addressee. Thus consider the following exchange between speaker and 
addressee: 
 

 (25)  a. b  k   m t . 
  b  à k   á m -t  
  Bih SM P2 go to 6-market 
   

 
  b. ( g )  k   mf  w . 
  ( g ) á k   -f  w-  
  (no) DS P2 go 1-chief 1-the 
   

 
In transitive sentences, when the subject is postposed, the object can either be preposed to a 
position before the verb or the entire VP (containing the object) is repeated after the 
postposed subject. In the former case, the preposed object is preceded by a focus particle  if 
the object noun is prefixless. Nouns with clearly distinct prefixes are stressed (stress in this 
case is symbolised by a high tone on the noun prefix which otherwise bears a low tone). In 
both cases, the preposed object NP is followed by the definitiviser l  which often occurs 
when an NP is preposed. From the facts of this context, one can assume that the enclitic láá 
also has s defocalising or backgrounding function. 
 

 (26)  a. s  k  j  l  w . 
  s  à k  y  -l  w-  
  Suh SM P2 buy 1-horse 1-the 
   

 
  b.  l  w  l  k  j  s . 
  á -l  w-  l  k  j  s  
  Foc 1-horse 1-the DEF P2 buy Suh 
   

 
 (27)  a. n b  k  kw r  f ndz  fj . 
  n b  à k  kw r  f -ndz  fj-  
  Niba SM P2 eat 19-frog 19-the 
   

 
  b. f ndz  fj  l  k  kw r  n b . 
  f -ndz  fj-  l  k  kw r  n b  
  19-frog 19-the DEF P2 eat Niba 
   

 
In the second case where the object NP is not transposed, the verb is repeated after the 
postposed subject. If the utterance is in the past tense, the second instance of the verb bears a 
homorganic nasal prefix of the type attested in consecutive clauses. 
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 (28)  a.  k  j r  f r  nj r  m ndz  w . 
  á k  j r  -f r  N-j r  -m -ndz  w-  
  DS P2 steal rat N-steal 1-child-peanut the 
   

 
  b.  k  j r  f r  j r  m ndz  w . 
  á k  j r  -f r  j r  -m -ndz  w-  
  DS F0 steal 1-rat N-steal 1-child-peanut 1-the 
   

 
While the interpretation of the sentences remains more or less the same whether the object 
NP remains in situ or is preposed, the context in which the utterances are used differ. 
Utterances with the preposed object NP are used in contexts of assertive focus (i.e. where the 
speaker is simply providing information which was previously not available to the 
addressee). Their counterparts in which the object remains inside the VP are used in contexts 
of contrastive focus reference to correct an erroneous belief held by the addressee. Thus in 
(26 & 27), the speaker provides new information that the action was performed by X while in 
(28), the speaker emphasises that the action was done by X and not Y. 
 
2.2 The focus particle  
 
While the special constituent order plus the focus marker á is used to focus subjects only, the 
focus particle strategy is used to mark focus on object and oblique NPs. This strategy is 
employed predominantly to mark contrastive focus. In the construction, the focus particle 
generally occurs to the immediate left of the focused object NP. In the phonology, it (the 
focus particle) cliticises onto the immediately preceding word.  
 

(29)   f  w  k  f  b r  j .  
  -f  w-  à k  f  á -b r  j-  
  1-chief the SM P2 sell Foc 7-throne 7-his 
   

  
If, on the other hand, the focused constituent is the object of a preposition, the focused 
particle occurs to the left of the entire prepositional phrase. 
 

 (30)  m  k  w  t  j  n  m nw . 
  m  k  w  -t  j-  á n  -m -nw  
  I P2 fell 7-tree 7-this Foc with 1-child-cutlass 
   

 
 
 
 
2.3 Cleft focus 
 
Cleft sentences are used to mark a variety of sentence constituents for counter assertive focus. 
The cleft sentence  n  (or its contracted form ) occurs at the beginning of the entire 
construction followed by the focused constituent. The sentence from which the focused 
constituent is extracted then follows introduced by the complementiser m . Following is an 
example of subject focus. 
 

 (31)   s  m  k  w r  nd  j  f . 
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  à n  -s  m  à k  w r  -d  j-  f  
  it is 1-bird COMP SM P2 build 9-house 9-its here 
   

 
The focused subject leaves behind a subject marker at the original subject position. In 

the example in (31), the general vowel deletion rule eliminates the subject marker left behind 
by the moved subject NP. If the focused constituent is the object NP, it leaves behind an 
optional resumptive pronoun only if it is human. Non-human objects do not leave behind a 
resumptive pronoun. 
 

(32)  a.  b l b  m  b  k  j  (j ). 
  à n  -b l b  m  b  k  j  (j ) 
  it is 1-blacksmith COMP we P2 see (him) 
   

  
   b.  t  m  b  k  w . 
  à n  -t  m  b  à k  w  
  it is 7-tree COMP Bih SM P2 fell 
   

 
Oblique objects equally do not leave behind a resumptive pronoun per se. Rather, the 

simple prepositions  and n  change to . Body parts which combine with  to form complex 
prepositions remain intact.  
 

 (33)  a. s  k  k   w s . 
  s  à k  k  N-  á -w s  
  Suh SM P2 climb N-go to 7-city 
   

 
   b.  w s  m  s  k  k    
  à n  -w s  m  s  à k  k  N-   
  it is 7-city COMP Suh SM P2 climb N-go there 
   

 
(34)  a. b  k  n  mb  j  m m kj . 
  b  à k  n  -b  j-  á m m -kj  
  Bih SM P2 put 9-goat 9-the Prep inside 9-basket 
   

 
  b.  kj  m  b  k  n  mb  j   m m. 
  à n  -kj  m  b  à k  n  m-b  j-   m m 
  it is 9-basket COMP Bih SM P2 put 9-goat 9-the there inside 
   

 
Considering examples like (33b) above, the claim could be made that  is a sort of 

resumptive pronoun left behind by the moved oblique object. This claim is however not very 
tenable given examples like (34b) in which  does not appear in the grammatical position of 
the oblique object. In addition to this,  also surfaces, though optionally, in constructions in 
which the entire PP, and not just the oblique NP, has been moved (see example (35) below). 

The entire prepositional phrase can also be focused via clefting as the example below 
shows. 
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(35)   m m kj  m  b  k  n  mb  j . 
  à n  á m m -kj  m  b  à k  n  -b  j-   
  it is Prep inside 9-basket COMP Bih SM P2 put 9-goat 9-the there 
   

 
In addition to NPs and PPs, verbs can also be focused via clefting. In this case, the focused 
verb occurs in the nominalised form while a copy of the basic form remains at the original 
verb position. 
 

 (36)   nd r  m  mf  w  k  d r  
  à n  n-d r  m  -f  w-  à k  d r  
  it is N-playing COMP 1-chief 1-the SM F0 play 
   

 
The initial syllable of the nominalised verb always bears a low tone as is expected of every 
nominalised verb in the language.  

Before ending this section on cleft focus, it is worth mentioning that the use of cleft 
constructions in general are not very common in the language. In fact, some native speakers 
will consider most of the examples in this section as odd given that such utterances are not 
very common in day-to-day speech. 
 
 
2.4 Pseudo-cleft focus 
 
The pseudo-cleft sentence consists of a noun followed by a relative clause. The relative 
clause is then followed by the cleft sentence  n  
after the cleft. Following are examples of a variety of pseudo-cleft focus constructions. 
 

(37)  a. t mb   j  k   l  n  gw . 
  -t mb  -  y-  à k   l  à n  gw  
  1-pass-front 1-person 1-pron SM F0 come DEF it is Ngwa 
   

 
  b. j  j  gw  k  j  l  n  m l . 
  -j  j-  gw  à k  j  l  à n  m -l  
  7-thing 7-Pron Ngwa SM P2 buy DEF it is 6-palm wine 
   

 
  c.  j   k  f   mb  l  n  b . 
  -  j-  ò k  f   -b  l  à n  b  
  1-person 1-Pron you P2 give there 9-hands DEF it is Bih 
   

 
  d. n  j  s  k  l  l  n  kw f . 
  -n  j-  s  à k  l  l  à n  kw f  
  1-time 1-Pron Suh SM P2 leave DEF it is evening 
   

 

The presence of the definitiviser l  is obligatory in these pseudo-cleft focus constructions. In 
rapid speech, it can be contracted to its simple form . This contracted form surfaces all the 
time even when the preceding word ends in a vowel. 
 
 
Conclusion 
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An outstanding fact about the description in this chapter is the similarity between content 
question formation and focus marking. For instance, in both construction types, the 
questioned constituent and the focused constituent can occur in situ; marked by rising 
intonation or a preceding emphatic marker, both constituents can occur in a cleft, both receive 
primary and secondary stress, etc. These similarities exhibited by both construction types 
have led to various discussions in generative circles leading to the conclusion that both 
constructions are sub-parts of the same process in syntax. In the next chapter (chapter 11), we 
will indicate that in this respect, relative clause formation can also belong in this category of 
processes. We will however not explore the details of the relationship between content 
question formation, focus marking and relativisation since this is more a line of inquiry in 
generative linguistics than in descriptive linguistics.  
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Chapter 11 
Complex constructions 

 
Introduction 
 
The chapter examines the structure of what is commonly called complex constructions which 
are understood here as phrases and clauses with more than one syntactic unit which have 
been joined together either via coordination, serialisation or subordination. Essentially the 
chapter describes (i) the markers of coordination, their syntactic distribution, context of use 
and the effect that coordinators and subordinators have on other constituents of the 
construction, (ii) the different forms of subordination and their distinctive features as well as 
the relationship between tense/aspect and subordination in Bafut and (iii) the distinguishing 
features of serialisation and consecutivisation in Bafut. 
 
1. Coordination 
 
Like many other languages, Bafut employs two major strategies to conjoin phrases and 
clauses. These are the overt strategy where the conjuncts of the coordinate structure are 
united by an overt coordinating conjunction and the covert strategy where the conjuncts are 
not united by any overt coordinating conjunction. Only commas (in writing) and pauses (in 
speech) are used to separate the two conjuncts. Each coordination strategy imposes various 
restrictions on the use of tense and aspect markers as well as on the syntactic categories that 
can be coordinated.   
 
1.1. The covert strategy 
 
Covert co-ordination occurs when two or more phrases/clauses are juxtaposed without any 
explicit connecting word, but the sentence is interpreted as possessing a conjunction. The 
covert strategy is used mostly to conjoin clauses/sentences characterised by the absence of an 
overt tense marker in the second and subsequent conjuncts.  
 

 (1)  a. f m l  ts  w g nd , b  ts  t  ts t .  
  -f m  l  N-ts   -w g -nd , -b  d  ts  t  ts t  
  9-moss SM P3 N-be on 7-wall-house 8-doors SM be Neg shut 
    

 
   b. b  t g  mb  bw  k   nj r  n g . 
  b   t g  N-b  -bw  -k     N-j r  n - g  
  1-baboon SM then N-clear 1-straw 9-monkey SM go to N-steal banana 
  aboon then harvested straw and M  

 
  c. b  k  j  g , ts  k  n b , k  j r  ndz .  
  -b   k  j  -g  -ts   k  n -b  -k   j r  -dz  
  1-baboon SM P2 buy 9-drum 1-partridge SM make flute monkey SM steal 10-xyloph. 
  rum, Patridge made a flute and M  

 
At first sight, it appears the events of both clausal conjuncts are related but a closer look 
reveals that there is no requirement for the events of the different conjuncts to be related. In 
(1a) for instance, moss growing on the wall has no relationship with the doors remaining 
open except that both states are characteristic of the same house. The fact that the second and 
subsequent clauses depend on the first for tense marking however establishes a temporal 
relationship between the events. If the second or subsequent clausal conjunct has an overt 
tense marker, the interpretation that results is that of two independent clauses having a 



 170 

(sequential) reading of two events which may be unrelated and not a coordinate reading even 
if the tenses are identical. 
 

 (2)  k   k  b  g , n  d j  k  b n . 
  -k    k  b  -g  n-  d j-  j  k  b n  
  9-monkey SM P2 play 9-drum 9-animals 9-the SM P2 dance 
   

 
In this example, although the events in the two clauses are quite obviously related and can be 
interpreted as occurring in a temporal sequence, the presence of the tense marker in the 
second conjunct separates them entirely. The fact that the animals danced is not in any way 
related to the monkey playing a drum. There is no indication of a temporal or even spatial 
relationship between the two events. In other words, the monkey could have played the drum 
in scene A at time 1 while the animals danced in scene B at time 2.  

Coordinating interrogative and negative clauses using the covert strategy is also 
possible although not frequently attested. In negative sentences, the verb as usual is 
positioned at the final position of each clause. In the example of the interrogatives below, 
interrogation is marked by a rise in intonation. See chapter 10 for other ways of marking 
interrogation. 
 

 (3)  a. b  k  kw r  g , gw  kw r  ns ? 
  -b    k  kw r  -g  -gw   kw r  - ns  
  9-goat SM P2 eat 9-grass 9-chicken SM eat 1-corn 
   

  
  b. (k ) k  k  w  mf  d t , (k )  w  m  kw t .  
  (k ) k   k  w  f  d t  (k )   w  m  kw t  
  Neg monkey SM P2 Neg chief advise Neg mosq. SM Neg child help 
  key did not advise a chief and M  

 
Coordinating phrases, as opposed to clauses, using the covert strategy produces very 

marginal results at best. In terms of both the verb morphology of the second conjunct and the 
overall distribution of constituents, there is no difference between a coordinated VP 
construction and a consecutive clause. Consider the example below in which the second verb 
takes a nasal prefix identical to the consecutive marker in ordinary consecutive clauses. 
 

 (4)  j s  l  k  n , nd t  g j g n  d .  
  j s   l  N-k  -n  N-d t  -g j g n  d -  
  Jesus SM P3 N-love 8-crowds N-advise 1-person-learn-thing 8-his 
   

 
Although the events in the two verb phrases can hardly be considered as being united in a 
sequential relationship (the events do not exhibit any logical succession), it is more felicitous 
to interpret this construction as a consecutive clause rather than a coordinated VP 
construction. 

The covert strategy is never used to coordinate two noun phrases. At best, it can be 
used in a situation where more than two nouns occur in a series. Even in this case, the covert 
strategy cannot be used to coordinate all the nouns in the series. The last two nouns must be 
coordinated with an overt conjunction. 
 

 (5)  a. b , ts  n  k  l  nj  k  nd nw . 
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  -b  -ts  n  -k  b  l  N-j  -k   -d nw  
  1-baboon 1-partridge and 9-monkey SM P3 N-sing 3-song in 9-church 
   

 
  b. m  k  j  mb , n g , m k  n  f gw  
  m  k  j  -b  n - g  m -k  n  f - gw  
  I P2 buy 9-meat 5-plantains 6-beans and 19-salt 
   

 
Considering the marginal results obtained form VP and NP coordination above, it seems then 
that using the covert coordination strategy in Bafut is limited to sentences only. The overt 
strategy is a lot more extensive and covers a wider variety of constructions as we see in the 
following section. 
 
1.2. The overt strategy 
 
Bafut has many overt markers which permit various types of coordination to occur at the 
phrasal as well as the sentential level, thereby forming complex phrases of various 
grammatical categories. All of the morphemes are sensitive to syntactic categories as none of 

phrases, prepositional phrases and noun phrases. Rather, the morphemes divide into two sets, 
one used exclusively to conjoin sentences, verb phrases and adjectival phrases and the other 
used to conjoin noun phrases and limited instances of prepositional phrases. 
 
A. The coordinator k  
 
The coordinator k  has two forms: k  used in the past tenses and k  used in the future 
tenses. This coordinator is used to conjoin verb phrases and predicative adjectival phrases. It 
is rarely used to conjoin sentences and never used at all to conjoin prepositional phrases or 
noun phrases. Morphologically, k  exhibits some characteristics of a deficient verb as it 
regularly provokes the occurrence of a homorganic nasal consonant on following verbs in 
past tenses. Also, k  has two forms; one (k ) used in past tenses and the other (k ) used in 
future tenses. In this section, we focus on its function as a coordinator (see chapter 8 for its 
role as a deficient verb). Following are examples in which k  is employed to conjoin verb 
phrases. In the future tense, the coordinator is   
 

 (6)  a. b s  bj  k  kw r  ns  w  k  n  n  j . 
  b -s  bj-  b  k  kw r  - ns  w-  N-k  N-sh  n-  j-  
  2-birds 2-the SM P2 eat 1-corn 1-the N-and N-wash 9-body 9-their 
   

 
  b. b   k l   nd nw  k   ts  d . 
  -b  -   k l    -d -nw  k   -ts  d -  
  1-baboon 1-this SM F2 go to 9-house-God and wash clothes its 
  on will go to church and wash hi  

 
The morpheme k  serves to coordinate two events or states that exhibit some similarity in 
general topic or structure.  The events are related; related in the sense that the second event is 
carried out as an addition to the first while the second state exists along side the first. Thus, 

 to church and also wash his clothes
This interpretation makes coordinate structures marked by k  very similar to the consecutive 
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construction. However, whereas the order of the physical events strictly follows the ordering 
of the verbs in the consecutive construction, the order of occurrence of the physical events in 
the coordinate structure is free.  

The interpretation of the k  coordinator as generally including the adverbial notion 

adjectives as in (7a) and clauses as in (7b) below. 
 

 (7) a. m d  mj  w  d g  n j  k  b  k  . 
  m d  mj  w  àd g  n j  m  k  b  N-k  N-  
  food the at place marriage SM P2 nice and much 
   

 
  b. b f  l  nt  m nd , m k  k  nj  m t . 
  b -f  b  l  N-t  -m nd  m k  k  N-j  -m t  
  2-Bafuts SM P3 N-dig 1-road Mankons and N-buy food 
   

 
In (7a), in addition to being nice, the food was in plenty while in (7b), in addition to various 
achievements such as the Bafuts constructing a road, the Mankons bought a car. The example 
in (7b) is a special case. While the translation leaves one with the impression that two clauses 
have been coordinated, the distribution of the coordinator shows that the conjuncts are verb 
phrases. The coordinator comes after the subject of the second clause and not before it as we 
would have expected if this were a case of clausal coordination. In order to coordinate the 
two clauses in this example, the covert strategy which simply juxtaposes the sentences would 
be used.   

In verb phrase coordination which uses an overt marker, just like clausal coordination 
which employs the covert strategy, only the first conjunct is marked for tense. The second is 
not marked for tense although it is interpreted as if it were marked in the same manner as the 
first. This pattern of tense marking affects both verb phrase and predicative adjectival 
coordination.  
 
B. The coordinator t  
 
The morpheme t  is the only coordinator in Bafut that unites different clauses. It expresses 

 
 

 (8)  a. gw  k l  t  kx  t  b  l  m j . 
  gw     k l  t  -kx  t  b   l  m -d  
  Ngwa SM F2 fetch 1-water while Bih SM cook 6-food 
   

 
  b. gw  k l  k  t  kx  t  b  k  nl  m d . 
  gw   k l  k  t  -kx  t  b   k  N-l  m -d  
  Ngwa SM F2 Asp fetch 1-water while Bih SM Asp N-cook 6-food 
   

 
As in the preceding cases of verb phrase and clausal coordination, only the first conjunct is 
marked for tense. Aspect can however be marked on both conjuncts as the second example 
shows. Notice that the form of the aspectual marker is not the same for the two clauses. In the 
second clause, the progressive morpheme is k  (k  in the first) and it provokes a homorganic 
nasal consonant on the following verb. 
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C . The coordinator k  
 
The morpheme k  is a marker of disjunction. It is the unmarked form of disjunction which 
functions to stress that the conjuncts are to be considered as separate units, despite their 
syntactic linking. k  

k  is repeated before the first conjunct. Where there are more than 
two conjuncts, the coordinating particle is generally repeated between each of them as well as 
initially before the first conjunct. The effect of such repetition is, however, emphatic and does 
not alter the semantic properties of the coordination.  
 

(9)  a. b  k l  t  kx  k  l  m d . 
  b   k l  t  -kx  k  l  m -d  
  Bih SM F2 fetch 1-water or cook 6-food 
  either  

  
  b. k  b f  bj  b n  k  b s gj  k   
  k  b -f  bj-  b-  b n  k  b -s gj  k   
  either 2-chiefs 2-the 2-SM agree or 2-soldiers enter there 
   

 
  c. k  m l  mj  l  k  m  lw  k  m  w g . 
  k  m -l  mj-  m-  l  k  m-  lw  k  m-  w g  
  Either 6-palm wine 6-the 6-SM sweet or 6-SM bitter or 6-SM sour 
   

 
In clausal coordination, the subject is repeated in subsequent clauses only when different 
actors are involved (see (9b)). Otherwise, where the actor is the same, the subject is not 
repeated in subsequent verb phrases (9a) or is simply marked by the subject marker in 
subsequent predicative adjectival phrases (9c). The subject marker could also simply be 
omitted in the second and third conjuncts. In this case, the adjectival predicates are preceded 
by the homorganic nasal consonant. Thus the example in (9c) could be rendered thus: 
 

  c. k  m l  mj  l  k  nlw  k  w g . 
  k  m -l  mj-  m  l  k  n-lw  k  w g  
  Either 6-palm wine 6-the SM sweet or N-bitter or sour 
   

 
 In noun phrase coordination, k  is normally used to conjoin only two NPs. If there are 
more than two NPs, repeating the coordinator is necessary only for emphatic purposes 
otherwise the first series of NPs are simply juxtaposed and k  is inserted between the last 
two. 
 

(10) a. b  k  ts  nj r  w  k  m gj  w . 
  b  k  ts  -j r  w-  k  m- gj  w-  
  they F0 elect 1-thief the or 1-woman 1-the 
   

 
 

   b. m gj  w , m  w  k  ny r  w  k  d  n f  
  m- gj  w-  m-  w-  k  -j r  w   k  d  n -f  
  1-woman 1-the 1-child 1-the or 1-thief 1-the SM F0 eat 5-chieftaincy 
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  c. f  k  f  n f r  mb  ts  k  (mb ) k m. 
  -f   k  f  n -f r   -b  -ts  k   ( b ) -k m 
  1-chief SM F0 give 5-feather to hands 1-adviser or to hands 1-noble 
   

 
D . The coordinator l  
 
The coordinator l  specifies that a contrast exists between two conjuncts, or between the 
implications of the conjuncts. Because of the very nature of contrast itself, the number of 
conjuncts is limited to two. This coordinator is used in three distinct ways: (i) to express a 
contrast in the interpretation of two conjuncts, (ii) to indicate a pragmatic contradiction in 
expectations and (iii) to provide explanations for unfulfilled intentions. 
 In the first case (i.e. expressing contrast in interpretations), the use of l  indicates that 
the events or states in the two conjuncts are in opposition. At the sentential level, the 
events/states are generally similar in topic and structure, but different in content. 
 

(11) a. mb  b g t  ,  j , l  m  b  t kwj . 
  mb   b g t    j  l  m  b  -t kw  
  COND you insult me you marry but I be 1-bachelor 
   

 
 b. n  f  k b   w s  l  b  l g  m d   f . 
  n  f  -k b   -w s  l  b  l g  m -d   f  
  you work 9-money in 7-city but we cultivate 6-food in Bafut 
   

 
In the second case involving a pragmatic contradiction in expectations, the coordinator is 
used to express the idea that given the event/state in the first conjunct, it might be expected 
that the situation in the second conjunct will not hold, but nevertheless, it holds. This case is 
illustrated in (11c) below. 
 

 c. kw m k  n   m t  l  mb ndz r  k   j . 
  -kw m k   n  -  m -t  l  -b ndz r   k   j  
  1-Tortoise SM be 1-person 6-sense but 9-sheep SM F0 defeat him 
  e is an intelligent person but S  

 
In this example, Tortoise in considered an intelligent animal (in folktales) and so it might 
have been expected that he will always win in every situation. However, Sheep (an animal 
associated with stupidity) will defeat Tortoise this time around. In pragmatic contradictions 
of this type, there is no need for any similarity in general topic or structure between the 
conjuncts themselves. 
 In the last case concerning explanations for unfulfilled intentions, the event/state in 
the first conjunct would otherwise take place were it not for the situation in the second 
conjunct. The first conjunct is usually a hypothetical condition and so the use of the 
conditional mood marker mb . 
 

(12)  mb  mb  j  ts ts  l  (k ) s  n  k b  ts . 
  mb  mb   j  ts ts  l  (k )  s  n  -k b  ts  
  COND Ambe SM marry now but Neg SM Neg with 9-money stay 
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E . The coordinator n  
 
The conjunction n  is identical to the preposition coding the comitative and instrumental 
meaning coordinate structure from a comitative or 
instrumental construction. Two NPs separated by n  in subject position always have a 
coordinate interpretation. In the comitative or instrumental interpretation, the second NP is 
restricted to occurring after the verb in a prepositional phrase structure. In addition to this 
distributional difference, the coordinate NP in subject NP is always followed by a plural 
subject marker. 
 

(13) a. mb  mb  n  n g  k  w  b  j .                (coordinate interpretation) 
  mb  -b  n  n - g  k  w  -b  j  
  COND 9-goat and 5-plantain enter into 7-bag the 
   

 
 b. mb  mb  k  w  b  n  n g .                      (Comitative interpretation) 
  mb  -b   k  w  -b  n  n - g  
  COND 9-goat SM enter into 7-bag with 5-plantain 
  fit into the bag along  

 
The coordinate NP in (a) is followed by the plural subject marker b . Compare this with the 
singular subject marker  in (b). 
 In object position, it is rather difficult to distinguish a coordinate structure from a 
comitative or instrumental construction. Contextual factors, and at times the tone on the 
particle n  can help determine whether n  is used as a coordinator or a  
comitative/instrumental preposition. Generally, this particle bears a high tone when marking 
coordination and a low tone when marking the comitative/instrumental. This tone test is, to 
say the least, very unreliable as a way of telling coordinate structures from 
comitative/instrumental constructions because of the influence of neighbouring tones which 
is quite extensive in Bafut. 
 In the oblique position, two NPs separated by n  can only have a coordinate reading. 
The comitative/instrumental is never used in this position. 
 In addition to linking full lexical nouns, n  can also be used to link a noun and a 
pronoun as well as two pronouns. Following is a table showing examples of various 
combinations of pronouns that can be linked by n . The table also contains the subject 
markers that the illustrated coordinate NPs in the subject position will take. 
 
     Table I: Coordinate pronouns with n  

Subject position Object position Oblique position 
Pronouns SM Gloss Pronouns Gloss Pronouns Gloss 
m  n  w    s  

 
 n    m  n  w  

 
m  n  j    b  

 
 n  j   m  n  j  

 
m  n  b   b n  

 
 n  b  

 
m  n  b  

 
w  n  m  s  

 
 n  m   w  n  m   

w  n  b  b  
and you 

 n  b  
 

w  n  b  
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w  n  b  b  

 
 n  b  

 
w  n  b  

 
j  n  w  b  

 
j  n  w  s/he and 

you 
j  n  w  

 
j  n  b  b  

 
j  n  b   j  n  b  

 
j  n  b  b  

 
j  n  b  

 
j  n  b  

 
 
Notice that the second pronominal conjunct is always in the oblique case. For example, in the 
second example in subject position, while m  is in the nominative case, j  is in the oblique 
case. In object position,  is in the accusative case form and j  again is the oblique form. In 
the oblique position itself, both pronouns are in the oblique case form. See chapter 4 for 
details on the nominative, accusative and oblique case forms of pronouns.  
 
F . The coordinator b  
 
The coordinator b  functions, along side n  presented immediately above, to link NPs. 
Ordinarily, b  
coordinator, it indicates the number and person of the conjoined NP. In this usage, b  serves 
as a link, adding no further information, between two already fully specified conjuncts. 
Following are some examples of this usage. 
 

(14) a. b  b  k  b  t g  nd t  b f  bj . 
  -b  b  -k  b  t g  N-d t  b -f  bj-  
  1-baboon and 9-monkey they then N-advise 2-chiefs 2-the 
   

    
  b. s gj  w  k  t  t r  j  b  mbw nk  w . 
  -s gj  w-   k  t  -t r  j-  b  -bw nk  w-  
  1-soldier 1-the SM P2 kick 7-fool 7-the and 1-lame person 1-the 
    

 
  c. f  w  k  f  d  mb  k k  b  mf n . 
  -f  w-   k  f  -d   -b  -k k  b  -f n  
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 give 7-power to 6-hands 7-dumb pers and 1-blind pers 
   

 
In the example in (14a), the subject coordinate NP takes the subject concord marker b  which 
is different from the b  which ordinary plural (non coordinate) nouns take in this position. 
However, it is worth mentioning that b  

 
 It is also worth pointing out that b  can assume a comitative function expressing the 

ked the 
 

 In addition to linking full lexical nouns, b , like n  can also be used to link a noun 
and a pronoun as well as two pronouns. In table I above, substituting n  for b   is perfectly 
accepted and the interpretation of the coordinate structures does not change. The two 
coordinators b  and n  are therefore very similar and are, at times interchangeable. It is only 
in very restricted contexts that b  can be used where n  cannot. In the examples we have seen 
so far, b  generally serves as a link between two nouns, between a noun and a pronoun or 
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between two pronouns. In this respect, b  and n  are very similar and can even be used 
interchangeably. b  is however unique in assuming the combined functions of both a 
coordinator and a pronoun. Thus we find structures such as b  N and b  pro where b  
precedes a noun or a pronoun but the meaning we get is one of pro b  N or pro b  pro where 
b  serves as a link between a pronoun and a noun or another pronoun. 
 

 (15)  a. b  mb  k  dzw  m . 
  b  mb  b  k  dzw  m-  
  they Ambe SM P2 give birth  child 
    

 
  b. b  j  k  ts  kw . 
  b  j  b  k  ts  -kw  
  they him/her SM P2 make  9-agreement 
   betted  

 
This usage is, however, restricted to the third person singular pronoun. It is also interesting to 
note that a number of other Bafut pronouns are also used in structures like (15) with a 
coordination meaning. Here are some examples. 
 

 (16)  a. b  mb  k  w  b n n . 
  b  mb  b  k  w  -b n n  
  you (pl) Ambe SM P2 tell 7-lie 
   

 
  b.  k  j  w  mb . 
   k  j  w  mb  
  he/she P2 see them Ambe 
   

 
  c.  k  f  mb  b  mb . 
  à k  f  á -b  b  mb  
  he/she P2 give to 6-hands us Ambe 
   

 
In these examples, the pronoun indicates the person and number of the entire coordinate NP. 
Thus although b  context it translates 

and X
for person and number. 
 The coordinators n  and b  can both be used in the same construction to link a series 
of NPs. Although these two coordinators can generally be used interchangeably, the tendency 
in this case is to use b  between the first set of NPs and n  between the last two NPs in the 
series. The first set of NPs could also simply be juxtaposed with either b  or n  inserted 
between the last two. 
 
 
 
 
 

(17)  a. f r  b  s  b  b  n  k g  k  t  kx . 
  -f r  b  -s  b  -b  n  - k g  b  k  t  -kx  
  1-rat and 1-bird and 1-cat and 1-cock SM F0 fetch 1-water 
   

 
  b. s , l , b  n /b  n k  k  t  m  w . 
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  -s  -l  -b  n /b  -n k  b  k  t  -m  w-  
  1-elephant 1-horse 1-baboon and 1-bush pig SM F0 light 1-fire 1-the 
   

 
 
2. Subordination 
 
Subordinate clauses in Bafut are marked by special subordinating morphemes which denote 
time, purpose, condition and concession. Apart from these special subordinating morphemes, 
the structure of subordinate clauses is very similar to that of main (independent) clauses 
although the interaction of tense and aspect may differ in main and subordinate clauses. 
While it is generally the case that the subordinate clause follows the main clause, it is worth 
noting that its position can also be influenced by the role it plays in linking the main clause to 
the preceding discourse. In the sections that follow, we examine the various types of 
subordinate clauses in Bafut highlighting the subordinating morpheme and other special 
syntactic properties of the subordinate clause. 
 
2.1. Complement subordinate clauses 
 
The complement subordinate clause serves as a complement to regular subordinating verbs 
such as   

  
 which 

is usually positioned immediately after the main verb. There are generally no restrictions on 
tense marking in the main and subordinate clauses as the following examples show. 
 

(18) a. 

  Suh SM P2 say Comp. he F0 come 
   

   

  1-baboon 1-the SM P2 think Comp 9-snake 9-the SM P2 die 
   

 

  Bih SM F0 believe Comp 1-herbalist 1-the SM P2 steal 
   

 
When the subject of the main clause is coreferential with that of the subordinate clause as in 
(18a), the oblique 3rd person pronoun s used in the subordinate clause. Where 
coreferentiality is not intended, the subject pronoun à is used. 
 Each of the propositions (i.e. in the main clause and in the subordinate clause) can be 
negated. If the clause contains an object noun phrase, the verb, as usual with negative clauses, 
occurs in sentence-final position. 

19)

  Ambe SM P2 deceive chief the that he smoke tobacco 
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  Neg Ambe SM P2 Neg chief the deceive Com
p 

he smoke tobacco 

   

  Ambe SM P2 deceive chief the that Neg he Neg tobacco smoke 
   

 
Negating both clauses in the same construction is grammatically possible although the result 
is usually pragmatically rather odd. 
 
2.2. Purpose and reason subordinate clauses 
 
Purpose and reason subordinate clauses provide explanations for the occurrence of a given 
event, action or state. They differ in that the purpose clauses express a motivating event 
which must be unrealised at the time of the main event while reason clauses express a 
motivating event which may be realised at the time of the main clause event. While the 
purpose clause is marked by the subordinating morpheme  
clause is marked by   
 

(20) a. 

  I F0 quickly Wake up Sub. Go bush Prep 7-hunting 
   

     
 b. 
  
  squirrel SM P2 earn money because he P2 D-verb N-

marry 
Woman 

  o  
 

 c. 
  
  women SM F0 dry food because hunger SM F0 enter Prep village 
   

 
As we notice in the example in (a), tense is generally not marked in purpose clauses. Tense 
marking in reason clauses depends on the tense of the main clause. Even when not specified, 
it is understood that the subordinate clause event occurs later than the main clause event or, at 
best, at the same time as the main clause event.  
 
2.3. Time subordinate clauses 
 
Time subordinate clauses express temporal sequence relationships between clauses. Across 
languages, these relationships are typically marked by independent morphemes such as 

marked by the morpheme mb . In such constructions, the event expressed in the 
subordinating clause has not yet happened at the time of the event named in the main clause. 



 180 

Thus, there is a sense in which mb  clauses are conceptually negative from the point of 
view of the event in the main clause. Following are some examples of mb  clauses. 
 

(21) a. n g b  j  k  m  mb  j  mb  m  k  w  k . 
  n g b  j   k  m  b  j  mb  m  k  w  k  
  python the SM P2 swallow goat the before I enter the-Prep bush 
   

  
 b. k  b r  j  n  f k  mb  t  b  bj  . 
  k  b r  j  n  f k  mb  t  b  bj  b   
  lock madman the with clog before Cond children the SM come 
   

 
As we notice in the (b) example, it is possible to insert the morpheme t  after the 
subordinator mb . This morpheme which seems to be derived from the subjunctive mood 
marker serves a reinforcement/emphatic role in these constructions. 
 
main clause in the example in (21a)
aspect marker s  and the word l b  

 
 

 m  k  s  k  w  k  l b  n g b  j  m m  mb  j . 
  m   k  s  k  wá k  l b  n g b  j  m -m  n  j  
      I P2 Asp enter the-prep bush already python the Swallow-

Asp 
snake the 

  Before I entered the bush, the python had already swallowed the goat  
 
2.4. Conditional subordinate clauses 
 
Conditional subordinate clauses in Bafut can be divided into two broad semantic categories: 
reality conditionals and imaginative conditionals
habitual or past events. Imaginative conditionals, on the other hand, state what might have 
been or predict what will be. In both types, the main clause contains the ordinary conditional 
mood marker b  and the subordinate/consequence clause is marked by the special 
subordinating morpheme b .  
 Sentences containing a reality conditional clause usually state basic truths. Following 
are some examples. 
 

(22) a. b  b  k  b   b  k  g . 
  -b   b  k  b   b   k  -g  
  9-dog SM Cond P2 hunt alot Sub it catch 9-porcupine 
  stubborn dog ends up with a bullet in the head . Lit. if a dog hunts a lot, it ends up 

encountering a porcupine (porcupines are known to kill dogs during such encounters). 
 

 b. b  b  t g  mf   b  m  n b r . 
  -b  á b  t g  á -f   b  á m  n -b r  
  7-hand SM Cond delay Prep 1-anus alot Sub it touch 5-feaces 
   

 
 c. ò b  k  f  s g n  b  m gj  w s  nj  . 
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  ò b  k  f  s g n  b  m- gj  à w s  N-j   
  you Cond Asp work nice Sub 1-woman SM quickly N-

marry 
you 

   
 
It is generally not common to mark tense in these constructions. Where discourse conditions 
permit, the subordinate clause can be marked for the future tense. 
 Imaginative conditionals are also termed counterfactuals because they express that 
which did not happen or which might happen only if certain specific conditions are met. 
Following are some examples. 
 

(23) a. m  b  t  s  b  b j  k  f . 
  m  b  t  s  b  b j  k  f  
  I cond meet Suh Sub I + him F0 go farm 
   

 
 b.  l  b  b n k  w  b  mf  m n  . 
   l  b  b n -k  w-  b  -f  à m n   
  you P2 cond dance 3-song 3-the Sub 1-chief SM give gift you 
   

 
 c. mb  b  w r  nd  b  m  k  f  m gj   mb . 
  mb  à b  w r  d  b  m  k  f  m gj   b  
  Ambe SM cond build house Sub I F0 give woman his hands 
   

 
Unlike the reality conditional constructions, tense marking in both main and subordinate 
clauses is possible in the imaginative conditionals. The tense morpheme in the main clause 
usually precedes the conditional mood marker b .  
 
2.5. Concession subordinate clauses 
 
Concession clauses generally make a concession against which the proposition in the main 
clause is contrasted. The concession clause is marked in three different ways. In the first 
method, the concession clause is preceded by the morpheme k k  
complementiser m . The concession clause itself can either precede or follow the main 
clause. 
 

(24) a. k k  m  b  ts  n  m  l  k  t  kw . 
  k k  m  b  à ts  n  m  l  à k  t  kw  
  although that Bih SM be with child DEF she F0 fetch wood 
   

 
 b. b  k  t  kw  k k  m  ts  n  m  l . 
  b  à k  t  kw  k k  m  à ts  n  m  l  
  Bih SM F0 fetch wood although that she be with child DEF 
   

 
In the actual rendition of the first example (i.e. (a)), there is a noticeable phonetic break 
between the main and the subordinate clause. This break is absent in the second example in 
(b). 
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 In the second method of marking concession clauses the concession clause is 
introduced by the formative w  followed by a reduplicated form of the verb of 
the concession clause. 
 
 

(25)  m  w   l  (l ) m  k   m t . 
  m  w  N-  l  (l ) m  k   á m t  
  I D-verb N-sick-sick DEF (but) I F0 go Prep market 
   

 
There is a phonetic break after the concession clause and the main clause is introduced by an 
optional l  
concession clause in (25) can only precede the main clause. As usual, the concession verb 
which follows the formative w  takes an initial homorganic nasal consonant. 
 The third method of marking concession clauses is very similar to the preceding one. 
The concession is introduced by the formative w . The verb of the concession clause then 
follows but this time it is not reduplicated. Rather, it is repeated and the second instance (of 
the verb) is separated from the first by the particle b .  
 

(26)  m  w   b   l  (l ) m  k   m t . 
  m  w  N-  b   l  (l ) m  k   á m t  
  I although N-sick part sick DEF (but) I F0 go Prep market 
   

  
Although the particle which separates the two instances of the concession verb is similar in 
form to the conditional mood marker b , it does not express any notion of conditionality. 

clause. 
 
3. Serialization 
 In the serial verb construction in Bafut, two or more verbs which all refer to subparts 
or aspects of a single overall event occur in a series in the same construction. The second 
verb usually denotes an outgrowth of the action denoted by the first verb and represents a 
further development, consequence, result, goal or culmination of the action of the first verb. 
Morphologically, the serial verb construction (henceforth SVC) is marked by an initial 
homorganic nasal consonant on the second verb (or subsequent verbs) when the construction 
is in the past tense. In the discussion that follows, we will use mostly examples in the past 
tense in order to highlight this morphological marker. Cases of serial constructions in the 
future tense will be presented in the next chapter (13). 
 Four major categories of the SVC have been identified in Bafut. These are (i) 
locative/directional SVCs, (ii) Manner SVCs, (iii) Resultative SVCs and (iv) Comparative 
SVCs. Each category is treated in turn below. 
 
3.1. Locative/Directional SVCs 
 
In the locative or directional SVC, a verb of motion is followed by a second verb which, in 
most cases, denotes the location, or direction of the motion encoded in the first verb. The 
verbs of motion that usually occur in this construction include k  
s g  k  kw  t   f  

d  kx  d r  n  l  
other hand, the verbs that generally occur in V2 position include  k  
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jw   f  
locative/directional SVCs. 
 

(27) a. n  d  ts m k   b r . 
  n  d  ts m d  k  N-  á b r  
  animals the all SM climb N-go Prep heaven 
   

    
 b. m j  w  m  k  nt . 
  m j  w  à -m  N-k  á t  
  river the SM come-past N-reach Prep palace 
   

 
The locative/directional serial verbs take a prepositional phrase complement. This 
complement is not obligatory especially in contexts where the location is already mentioned 
in the preceding discourse. 
 
3.2. Manner SVCs 
 
Manner SVCs express the manner in which an action or a process is carried out or perceived. 
The first verb expresses the manner while the second verb expresses the main action/event. 
This relative ordering of the two verbs marks out the manner SVC from other SVCs in Bafut 
as the modifying verb generally follows (rather than precede) the core verb. Examples of 
manner SVCs are given below. 
 

(28) a. w  m g n k  w s  ts  n  m . 
  w-  -m g n à k  w s  ts  n  m-  
  1-this 1-bride SM F0 quickly be with 1-child 
  quickly/  

 
 b. b  j  s  nd r  b b  b  b . 
  -b  j-   s  N-d r  b b  b-  b- . 
  9-dog 9-the SM always N-play with 2children 2-its 
  puppie  

 
 c. n  j  k  k n  n  nl  nd  w . 
  n-  j-   k  k n  N-  N-l  -d  w-  
  9-snake 9-the SM P2 silently N-come N-bite 1-witch 1-the 
  silently came up and  

 
In the first example, the second verb ts  does not take an initial homorganic nasal consonant 
because the construction is marked for the future tense. In the other examples (b) and (c) 
which are not marked for the future tense, the second/subsequent verb takes the usual 
homorganic nasal consonant. The third example in (c) seems to combine serialization and 
consecutivisation. The act of coming silently, although marked by two verbs, is perceived as 
a single overall event. However, coming silently and biting the witch is perceived as separate 
events unfolding in a sequence, one after the other. 
 
3.3. Resultative 
 
In the resultative SVC, the second verb denotes the result or consequence of the action of the 
preceding verb. The resultative SVC generally looks like a consecutive construction 
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especially in cases where the two verbs are separated by a noun phrase. Consider the 
examples below. 
 

(29) a. b  w  k  t m n  j  n w t  
  - -b  w-  à k  t m  n-  j-  N- w t  
  1-person-hunting the SM P2 shoot 9-animal 9-the N-kill 
   

 
 b. f s  t  b lw n bj  mm  
  -f s  á t  b -lw n bj-

 
m-m  

  7-wind SM push 2-old people 2-the N-throw 
   

 
 c. ts tw g  w  k  bw  nl n  n . 
  -ts -tw g  w-  à k  bw  n-l n  n-  
  1-guard-night 1-the SM P2 sleep N-forget 1-time 
   

 
In (29a) and (29b), the two verbs in each construction are separated by a noun phrase visually 
creating the impression of a sequence of actions realized one after the other as in a 
consecutive clause. The interpretation of the constructions however leaves no doubt as to 
their serial properties. That is, although the verbs are separated, they are interpreted as 
representing a single overall action unfolding as a unit and not in separate stages. For 
instance, shooting the animal dead in (29a) can only be viewed as a single action in which the 
hunter shot the animal and it died. It cannot be interpreted as meaning that the hunter shot the 
animal and then killed it (later). In like manner (29b) cannot be interpreted as meaning that 
the wind pushed the old people and then later threw them to the ground in a separate action. 
 
3.4. Comparative SVCs 
 

The comparative SVC is characterized by the presence of the verbs t  k  

comparison. 
 

(30) a. kw m k  l  kx  nt  gj  
  -kw m k  à l  N-kx  N-t  -gj  
  1-Tortoise SM P3 N-run N-surpass 1-deer 
   

 
 b. f  w   k  f  b  b b  
  -f  w-    N-k  -f  b-  b -b  
  1-work 1-this SM plenty N-sufficient 1-work 2-people 2-two 
    

 
In the first example, the homorganic nasal consonant on the first verb -kx  
occasioned by the P3 tense marker. On the other hand, the nasal on the second verb n-t  

consecutivisation/serialization morpheme which we expect to find on 
second/subsequent verbs in any serial verb construction. This homorganic nasal consonant is 
also found on second/subsequent verbs in the consecutive construction. The two nasals, and 
consequently the two constructions, however differ significantly. Although both 
constructions make use of verbs in a string, the verbs in an SVC refer to subparts or aspects 
of a single overall event/action while those in a consecutive construction represent a sequence 
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of separate actions/events occurring one after the other. Compare the following examples of 
consecutive clauses to the preceding SVCs. 
 

(31) a. àmb  k   nj  m ndz  kw r . 
  àmb  à k   N-j  -m -ndz  N-kw r  
  Ambe SM P2 come N-buy 1-chld-peanuts N-eat 
   

 
 b. àt  já k  w  n  kw . 
  -t  j-  à k  w  á -  -kw  
  7-calabash 7-the SM P2 fall Prep 9-ground N-break 
   

 
In these examples, the actions/events denoted by the verbs are viewed as occurring one after 
the other. Thus in (31a) for instance, the action of coming preceded all other actions. Then 
came the buying of peanuts and finally the eating of the peanuts. This temporal relationship 
between the actions of the different verbs is distinct, for example, from what we find in (29a) 
where shooting the animal cannot be separated from killing it. This temporal relationship 
between the events of the verbs makes it plausible to think that the consecutive structure was 
derived from a coordinate construction in which the two (or more verbs belonged to different 
clauses joined together by the conjunction k  
surface now as a consecutive construction is the result of various transformations notably 
truncation of a part of the conjunction. Although this view appears quite plausible, one will 
be hard put to it accounting for the semantics of the different conjuncts as well as the details 
of the truncation process affecting the conjunction marker.  
 
Conclusion 
 
In this chapter we have examined the structure of what we call complex constructions. We 
described the markers of coordination, their syntactic distribution, context of use and the 
effect that coordinators and subordinators have on other constituents of the construction. We 
also described the different forms of subordination and their distinctive features as well as the 
relationship between tense/aspect and subordination in Bafut. Finally, we described the 
distinguishing features of serialisation and consecutivisation in Bafut. At the end of this 
chapter, it is worth mentioning that the description of these constructions does not come any 
way close to exhaustive. In fact, the details of each construction type can take up a whole 
volume depending on the conceptual framework adopted. Given our objective of providing a 
simple straightforward description of the facts of the language in this volume however, the 
description we have given of these constructions is sufficient to open up avenues for further 
study.  
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Chapter 12 
Conclusion: curiosities in Bafut grammar 

 
Introduction 
 
The intention in this concluding chapter of the book is to draw the attention of the reader to 
phenomena in the grammar of Bafut which I call curiosities. These are phenomena which, to 
some extent, are considered intriguing in the sense that I failed to see a straightforward 
description or explanation for them.  M
phenomena is therefore to encourage more in-depth research especially from researchers who are  
interested in related Grassfields Bantu languages. The phenomena that I describe have an aerial 
status and a closer examination of these facts in other languages may reveal facts about the 
relatedness of Grassfields Bantu languages. These phenomena include reduplication, 
homorganicity, and anaphora. 
 
1 Reduplication 
 
Reduplication in Bafut affects various word classes including prepositions and articles. The 
process can affect an entire word or just part of it producing different semantic effects especially 
intensification/emphasis. The reduplication processes that I describe in the following pages are 
quite common across the Grassfields languages.  
  
1.1 Partial reduplication 
  
Partial reduplication appears to be very restricted in the Bafut language. It has been observed to 
affect only a very restricted class of nouns and verbs.  
 
A. Noun reduplication 
 
The partial reduplication observed in nouns is of the type attested in West African Benue-Congo 
and Kwa languages. In this special type of partial reduplication, the initial consonant of a 
nominal root is copied and an underspecified vowel is inserted between the reduplicated 
consonant and the nominal root. The underspecified vowel is the high central unrounded vowel 

. Consider the examples below. 
 
(1) a. -ts ts   
      b. -s s    
      c. -l l    
      d. -k k    
      e. -k k    
      f. -l l    
      g. -k k   
 
These examples all belong in noun class 7 with their corresponding plurals in class 8. Unlike in 
other Grassfields languages like Isu (Kiessling pc) where the reduplicated morpheme tends at 
times to function like a secondary nominal prefix, in the Bafut examples above, the reduplicated 
morpheme is fussed with the root and does not add any special meaning to the entire form. 
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A. Verb reduplication 
 
Another form of partial reduplication is attested in a restricted number of direction verbs. In this 
category, the first syllable of the direction verbs is reduplicated to designate settlers who have 
moved in from a neighbouring region. 
 
(2) a. -s s g /b -s s g  

 
from s g   

 b. -k k /b -k k  
 

from k   

 c. -tsw tsw /b -tsw tsw   from tsw   
 d. -kw kw /b -kw kw  

 
from kw  

 
 e. -k k /b -k k  

 
from k   

 
1.2. Total Reduplication 
 
Total reduplication in Bafut is observed in a variety of functions affecting nouns, adverbs, 
locatives, adjectives and verbs. 
 
A. Locatives/Prepositions 
 
Locatives/prepositional phrases reduplicate to indicate distance from point of reference. 
 
(3) a. m mm m   from m m  
      b. d nd    from d    
    
      c. f mf     from f   
     d. b mb    from b   
      e. t t     from t   
      f. sh nsh     from sh   
 
Prepositonal phrases also reduplicate to indicate temporal regularity. The temporal adverbial 
alone can reduplicate or the entire phrase containing the adverbial (which is a noun) preceded by 
the particle t   
  
(4) a. d w nd w  

t nd w t nd w  
 

 
from 
from 

d w  
 

 

 b. gj gj  
t gj t gj  

 
 

from  
from  

gj  
 

 

 c. t s t s   from  s   
 d. l l  

t l t l  
 

 
from  
from  

l  
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 e. g g   from     g   
 f. n n   from    n   
 
 
B. Nouns 
 
Nouns reduplicate to denote various semantic functions. Most prominent of these semantic 
functions is a quality which indicates dominance in a group. The dominance could be partial or 
total. In partial dominance, the noun reduplicates to indicate that the objects, persons, 
phenomena, etc. expressed by the noun outnumber all others in the group.  
 
(5) a. g g   from g   
 b. t t   from t   

 
 c. g g   from g   
 d. n g n g   from  n g   
 e. m k m k   from m k   
 f. b b   from  b   
 g. b f b f   from b f   
 h. b gj b gj   from  b gj   
 i. b t b t   from  b t   
 j. b n mb n   from   b n   
 
Total dominance, in a sense, is an extension of partial dominance since the reduplicated forms in 
partial dominance are made to function in total dominance via addition of the particle ts  which 

amples in (5) above introduces the 
ts  before the reduplicated form designates a group 

comprising the persons or objects referred to by the unreduplicated noun form to the exclusion of 
any other person, object or phenomenon. 
 
(6) a. ts   g g  l  from g   
 b. ts   t t   from t   

 
 c. ts  g g   from g   
 d. ts  n g n g   from  n g   
 e. ts   m k m k   from m k   
 f. ts  b b   from  b   
 g. ts  b f b f   from b f   
 h. ts  b gj b gj   from  b gj   
 i. ts  b t b t   from  b t   
 j. ts  b n mb n   from   b n   
   
 
Another form of partial dominance which we prefer to treat as distinct from the examples in (5) 
above for reasons that will become clear as the discussion progresses are cases in which the 
reduplicated forms are mass/liquid nouns or body parts. In the case of mass/liquid nouns, 
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reduplication indicates that a mixture contains an excess of the reduplicated noun (7a  e). 
Reduplicated body parts are used pejoratively to indicate an imbalance in size, lack of proportion 
or absence of symmetry.  
 
(7) a. f gw f gw   from f gw   
 b. kx kx   from kx   
 c. m l m l   from m l   
 d. l l   from  l   
 e. f lh f lh   from f lh   
 f. t t   from  t   
 g. f mf   from f   
 h. m m   from  m   
 
C . Verbs 
 
Verbs are generally reduplicated to indicate intensity; that is, to indicate that the action is done 
repeatedly or thoroughly. In this form of reduplication, a homorganic nasal consonant is often 
inserted in between the reduplicants.  
 
(8) a. n   from   
 b. bw mbw   from bw   
 c. f mf   from f  ive  
 
Notice the tone changes in the reduplicated forms.  
 
D . Adjectives 
 
Like the verbs, adjectives are also reduplicated to indicate intensity of a quality. In this form, a 
homorganic nasal consonant is also inserted in between the reduplicants. 
 

 
 
E . O ther forms of total reduplication in nouns 
 
(10) a. k k   from k   
 b. k k   from k   
 c. gw gw   from gw   
 d. dz mndz m  from dz m  
 
F . Ideophones 
 
(11) a.   
 b. d nd   
 c. w w   

(9) a. f mf   from f   
 b. s g ns g   from s g   
 c. k r k r       from k r   
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G . Manner adverbs 
 
Manner adverbs reduplicate to express intensity, duration. 
 

(12) a. b r b r  
 

from b r   
 

 b. n t n t   from n t   
 c. b b      
 d. t r t r   from  t r   
 e. s g n s g g n   from s g n   

  
H . Numerals 
 
Numerals reduplicate to indicate multiple values. 
 
(13) a. m m   from m               
 b. n b n b   from  n b   
 c. n w mn w m  from   n w m  
 d. kx kx   from   kx   
 e. chw nch   from      chw   
 f. k m k m  from     k m  
 
So far, these are the major forms of reduplication commonly attested in the Bafut language. The 
following observations can be made about these different forms of reduplication:  

(a) High vowel reduplication affects only nouns and does not result in change of word class 
or modification in meaning;  

(b) Some instances of reduplication result in fossilized forms; 
(c) Partial reduplication in verbs and total reduplication in nouns results in change of 

syntactic category; 
(d) Reduplication of adverbs, numerals, etc. results in significant/insignificant modifications 

in meaning. 
 
The observation ins (a) and (c) retain attention raising the following questions: 
 

(i) How much of the features of the unreduplicated form are transferred into the new 
syntactic category and how do these transferred features cohabit with the original 
features of the receiving syntactic category? 

(ii) In the case of nominals, how do we define (characterize) the new syntactic category 
that results from reduplication? 

(iii) Is high vowel reduplication and partial verb reduplication an instance of phonological 
repetition or morphological reduplication? 

(iv) How does high vowel reduplication in Grassfields Bantu connect to a similar process 
in Kwa and West African languages? 

(v) How do these data from selected Grassfields Bantu inform a process of establishing a 
typology of reduplication for the entire Grassfields region? 

 
These, and many other questions that could be raised about these data, are things that could 
retain the attention of a concerned researcher working on Grassfields Bantu languages. Because I 
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could not find straightforward answers to the questions raised above, I prefer to leave the issue of 
reduplication for future research. 
 
2 Homorganicity 
 
One other curious aspect of Bafut grammar is the homorganic nasal consonant which usually 
occurs in the initial position of nouns such as the following: 
 
(14)A  i. bà  palm nut   B i.   -bw  "sleeping (the act/manner of)" 
        ii. b      ii.  -      "going (the act/manner of)" 
        iii. d     iii.  -l  m k "(the act/manner of) 
                                                                                                                    cooking beans" 
        iv. tà      iv   -k  m - k b   "wood carver" 
        v. k    v.  -lw n    
        vi. g r      vi. -kw f    
 
The interesting thing about this homorganic nasal consonant is that it occurs in many other areas 
of the grammar of the language and wherever it occurs, its meaning/function is usually not quite 
clear. For instance, in these examples of nouns, the homorganic nasal consonant has been treated 
as a noun class prefix (See chapter 3 of this book as well as Mfonyam (1989)) for classes 3b and 
9. However, unlike other singular prefixes which are replaced in the plural form, the nasal prefix 
of these noun classes is maintained in the plural forms (e.g. -ts /m -n-ts  
has led some researchers on Grassfields Bantu languages (e.g. Mutaka and Tamanji 2003, Niba 
2007) to wonder if the homorganic nasal is actually the singular prefix of class 3b and 9 nouns. 
 While one can at least assume that in the noun category, the homorganic nasal 
functions as a class marker, in the verb category where the use of this nasal consonant is a very 
common feature, it is often difficult to make even an assumption about its function. Let us look 
at some of the instances in which the homorganic nasal consonant occurs in the verb category.  
 
2.1 Tense Marking 
 
The homorganic nasal consonant surfaces in the infinitive (  mf   nts  

 k  ). Its presence in the infinitive form of verbs is rather confusing 
since it co-occurs with another element which can rightfully be termed the infinitive marker. In 
fact, a number of researchers have termed this homorganic nasal consonant the infinitive marker. 
But the questions remains; why an element that normally turns a verb into a nominal form will 
be used to mark the infinitive?  
 The homorganic nasal consonant also surfaces in some past tenses. It does not 
surface at all in the future tenses. In the regular past tenses, it surfaces in the today past tense and 
the remote past tense. Its occurrence in what I call the once-in-a-time past tenses is selective. The 
examples in (15) illustrate the today past tense while those in (16) illustrate the remote past 
tense. 
 

(15) a. à l  mb  ndá n  t . 
  à l  N-b  -d  n  -t  
    He P1 N-build 9-house with 8-sticks 
   

  
 b. à l  nt  kx  m m t . 
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  à l  N-t  -kx  m m -t  
  He P1 N-fetch 1-water inside 7-calabash 
   

 
(16) a.  bà  wá l  mb n nt á mb . 
  -  bà  w-  à l  m-b n  n-t  -b  
  1-person red 1-the SM P3 N-dance N-pass 10-hands 
    

 
 b. b f  l  nj r  nt á mb . 
  b -f  b  l  N-j r  N-t  -b  
  2-Bafut SM P3 N-steal N-pass 10-hands 
   

 
In all the past tenses (including the yesterday past tense) when the once-in-a-time tense marker is 
used, the homorganic nasal consonant surfaces on the following verb. 
 

(17) a. à l  nt  kx  m m t  
  à l  N-t  -kx  m m -t  
  He P1 N-fetch 1-water inside 7-calabash 
  already fetched water in a calabash today (he does not need to so again)  

 
 b. f  wá k  nl nt  m  w . 
  -f  w-  à k  N-l nt  m-  w-  
  1-chief 1-the SM P2 look after 1-child 1-the 
  

 
 

 c. m   l  nts  nd  j . 
  m-  -  à l  N-ts  -d  j-  
  1-child 1-this SM P3 N -circumcise 1-penis 1-his 
   

 
In negative constructions in the past tense, regular P1 and P3 provoke the occurrence of an 
optional homorganic nasal consonant on the following negation marker. 
 

(18) a. kà  l   mbà mb  tàá ká . 
  k  à l  w  -b  á m-b  t  k  
  Neg he P1 Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands father fry 
   

 
 b. kà  l   mbà mb  tàá ká . 
  k  à l  N-w  -b  á m-b  t  k  
  Neg he P1 N-Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands father fry 
   

 
(19) a. kàá mf  wá l   m l  ts  j  n . 
  k  f  w  à l  w  d  m l  ts  j  n  
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  Neg chief the SM P3 Neg calabash palm wine only him drink 
   

 
 b. kàá mf  wá l   m l  ts  j  n . 
  k  f  w  à l  N-w  d  m l  ts  j  n  
  Neg chief the SM P3 N-Neg calabash palm wine only him drink 
   

 
When the once-in-a-time past tense marker is used, an optional homorganic nasal occurs in all 
the past tenses including the yesterday past. 
 
 

(20) a. kà  l   mbà mb  tàá ká . 
  k  à l  w  -b  á m-b  t  k  
  Neg he P1 Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands father fry 
   

 
 b. kà  l   mbà mb  tàá ká . 
  k  à l  N-w  -b  á m-b  t  k  
  Neg he P1 N-Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands father fry 
   

 
(21) a. kà  k   mbà mb  tàá ká . 
  k  à k  w  -b  á m-b  t  k  
  Neg he P2 Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands father fry 
   

 
 b. kà  k   mbà mb  tàá ká . 
  k  à k  N-w  -b  á m-b  t  k  
  Neg he P2 N-Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands father fry 
   

 
(22) a. kà  l   mbà mb  tàá ká . 
  k  à l  w  -b  á m-b  t  k  
  Neg he P3 Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands father fry 
   

 
 b. kà  l   mbà mb  tàá ká . 
  k  à l  N-w  -b  á m-b  t  k  
  Neg he P3 N-Neg 9-meat Prep 10-hands father fry 
   

 
When the action is in the imperfective aspect, the homorganic nasal occurs only when the today 
past tense marker is used. In this case, the homorganic nasal occurs both on the aspectual marker 
and the following verb when the construction is not a negative one. Of course, the once-in-a-time 
tense marker is not involved in this case since once-in-a-time events cannot be in the 
imperfective aspect.  
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(23)  Bih l  k  nd  
  Bih l   N-k  N-d  
  Bih P1 N-Prog N-eat 
    

 
When the construction is a negative one, the homorganic nasal consonant occurs on the negation 
marker and the verb but not on the aspectual marker which is situated between the negation 
marker and the verb. 
 

(24)  Bih l  w   k  nd  
  Bih l   N-w   k  N-d  
  Bih P1 N-Neg Prog N-eat 
  not  

 
From the foregoing discussion, it would appear that the homorganic nasal consonant is part of 
the past tense system. However, one still has to answer the question why its distribution is so 
selective. In fact, a number of questions that relate to this restrictive distribution remain 
unanswered. First, if it is part of the tense system, why does it not occur as the last element of the 
tense maker? In addition to this, why does is occur only with the once-in-a-time yesterday past 
tense marker and not the regular counterpart? Also, why does it occur on the aspectual marker in 
some contexts and not in others? As I pointed out at the start of this chapter however, these 
questions will remain open in this book awaiting a more detailed study of other related 
Grassfields Bantu languages. 
 
2.2 Verb serialisation and consecutivisation 
 
The homorganic nasal consonant is also attested in serial verb constructions and in 
consecutivisation structures. 
 

(25) a. n  d  ts m k   b r . 
  n  d  ts m d  k  N-  á b r  
  animals the all SM climb N-go Prep heaven 
   

    
   b. b  j  s  nd r  b b  b  b . 
  -b  j-   s  N-d r  b b  b-  b- . 
  9-dog 9-the SM always N-play with 2children 2-its 
    

 
 c. kw m k  l  kx  nt  gj  
  -kw m k  à l  N-kx  N-t  -gj  
  1-Tortoise SM P3 N-run N-surpass 1-deer 
   

 
 d. àmb  k   nj  m ndz  kw r . 
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  àmb  à k   N-j  -m -ndz  N-kw r  
  Ambe SM P2 come buy 1-chld-peanuts N-eat 
   

 
Even when the subsequent verb in the serial construction is separated from the preceding verb by 
a direct object NP, the homorganic nasal still surfaces. 
 

(26) a. b  w  k  t m n  j  n w t  
  - -b  w-  à k  t m  n-  j-  N- w t  
  1-person-hunting the SM P2 shoot 9-animal 9-the N-kill 
   

 
 b. f s  t  b lw n bj  mm  
  -f s  á t  b -lw n bj-  N-m  
  7-wind SM push 2-old people 2-the N-throw 
   

 
The intriguing thing about the homorganic nasal consonant in these constructions is that it never 
surfaces when the construction is in the future tense. 
 

 

    
 b. kw m k  k l  kx  t  gj  
  -kw m k  à k l  kx  t  -gj  
  1-Tortoise SM F1 run surpass 1-deer 
   

 
 c. àmb  k j   j  m ndz  kw r . 
  àmb  à k j   j  -m -ndz  kw r  
  Ambe SM F3 come buy 1-chld-peanuts eat 
   

 
One would imagine that the homorganic nasal consonant is the morphological marker of 
serialization and consecutivisation par excellence and that it functions to embed verbs in a series. 
The fact that its occurrence is restricted to past tenses therefore casts doubts on its role as the 
marker of serialization and consecutivisation. Its absence in future consecutivisation structures 
confirms the doubt expressed in the preceding chapter concerning the popular belief that the 
consecutivisation clause is a result of the merger of coordinate structures and that the 
homorganic nasal is a contracted form of the coordination marker k .  
 
2.3 Coordination 
 
We also find instances of the homorganic nasal consonant in cases of coordination involving the 
coordinator k . In all the three past tenses: P1, P2 and P3, the coordinator and the following verb 
take an initial homorganic nasal consonant.  

(27) a. n  d  ts m k  k   b r . 
  n  d  ts m d  k  k   á b r  
  animals the all SM F0 climb go Prep heaven 
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 (28)  a. b s  bj  l  kw r  ns  w  k  n  n  j . 
  b -s  bj-  b  l  N-kw r  - ns  w-  N-k  N-  n-  j-  
  2-birds 2-the SM P1 N-eat 1-corn 1-the N-and N-wash 9-body 9-their 
   

 
 b. b s  bj  k  kw r  ns  w  k  n  n  j . 
  b -s  bj-  b  k  kw r  - ns  w-  N-k  N-  n-  j-  
  2-birds 2-the SM P2 eat 1-corn 1-the N-and N-wash 9-body 9-their 
   

 
  c. b s  bj  l  kw r  ns  w  k  n  n  j . 
  b -s  bj-  b  l  N-kw r  - ns  w-  N-k  N-  n-  j-  
  2-birds 2-the SM P3 N-eat 1-corn 1-the N-and N-wash 9-body 9-their 
   

 
Unlike in the previous cases where the homorganic nasal does not feature in the P2 tense, we 
notice its presence in this case of coordination (cf 28b). In the future tenses on the other hand, the 
homorganic nasal consonant does not feature either on the coordinator or on the following verb. 
 
 (29)  a. b s  bj  k  kw r  ns  w  k   n  j . 
  b -s  bj-  b  k  kw r  - ns  w-  k   n-  j-  
  2-birds 2-the SM F0 eat 1-corn 1-the and wash 9-body 9-their 
  will eat the corn and bathe  

 
 b. b s  bj  k l  kw r  ns  w  k   n  j . 
  b -s  bj-  b  k l  kw r  - ns  w-  k   n-  j-  
  2-birds 2-the SM F1 eat 1-corn 1-the and wash 9-body 9-their 
  will eat the corn and bathe themselves (later today)  

 
 c. b s  bj  k l  kw r  ns  w  k   n  j . 
  b -s  bj-  b  k l  kw r  - ns  w-  k   n-  j-  
  2-birds 2-the SM F2 eat 1-corn 1-the and wash 9-body 9-their 
  will eat the corn and bathe themselves (tomorrow)  

 
 d. b s  bj  k j  kw r  ns  w  k   n  j . 
  b -s  bj-  b  k j  kw r  - ns  w-  k   n-  j-  
  2-birds 2-the SM F3 eat 1-corn 1-the and wash 9-body 9-their 
  shall eat the corn and bathe  

 
At the end of this subsection, one wonders what the exact role of the homorganic nasal 
consonant is. Why does it feature on both the coordinator and the subsequent verb in all three 
past tenses? Why does it fail to feature at all in the future tenses? Overall, what is the 
relationship between the homorganic nasal and tense marking? 
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2.4 Reduplication 
 
A homorganic nasal consonant also occurs in some forms of verb and adjective reduplication. 
Verbs and adjectives are generally reduplicated to encode intensity of a quality. In this form of 
reduplication, a homorganic nasal consonant is inserted in between the reduplicants. 
 
(30) a. n   from   
 b. bw mbw   from bw   
 c. f mf   from f   
 
(31) a. f mf   from f   
 b. s g ns g   from s g   
 c. k r k r       from k r   
 
What is interesting in these forms of reduplication is that the two segments of the reduplicated 
form can be separated by a full lexical item. When this happens, the homorganic nasal consonant 
still appears at the beginning of the second segment of the reduplicant. 
 
(32) Amb  k   ts  d  n  
 Amb   k   - ts  d -  N-  
 Ambe SM P2 wash 8-dresses 8-the N-wash 
  
 
As in the previous cases, one continues to wonder what the role of the homorganic nasal 
consonant is in instances of reduplication. 
 
 
3. Anaphora 
 
Anaphora was first mentioned in section 2.1 of chapter 4 where we treated instances of the use of 
a pronoun in place of a nominal that had been mentioned earlier on in the discuss. Thus we 
discussed cases of coreference (33a-b) and instances of switch reference (34a-b). 
 

 

 
 b.  b j d  j  j s  kw t  j . 
   b j d  á j  j s  N-kw t  j  
  person Jew SM see Jesus N-help him 
   

 
(34) a. kw m k  l  n w  m  à k  l g  ns  w . 
  kw m k à l  N- w  m  à k  l g  -s  w-  
  Tortoisei SM P3 N-say that hek F0 till 1-farm 1-the 
   

 

(33) a. kw m k  l  n w  m  j  k  l g  ns  w . 
  kw m k  à l  N- w  m  j  k  l g  -s  w-  
  Tortoisei SM P3 N-say that hei F0 till 1-farm 1-the 
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 b.  b j d  j  j s ,  kw t  j . 
   b j d  á j  j s  á kw t  j  
  person Jew SM see Jesusi hei  help him 
   

 
In addition to these forms of anaphoric usage relating principally to nominal forms, the language 
also exhibits other forms of anaphora in which some other element, not necessarily a pronoun, is 
used to refer to something that is simply understood (background kind of information) in 
discourse or to refer to a clause or some other piece of discourse. The reason why I have decided 
to present this information here and not in the chapter on pronouns is for the simple reason that 
the forms which I treat here as anaphoric do not specifically refer back to a noun and they are not 
often pronominal in nature.  
 
3.1. The anaphoric adjunct  
 
The anaphoric adjunct  is used to refer to a time, place or instrumental adjunct mentioned 
earlier on in the discourse. In these examples illustrating the use of this anaphoric adjunct, 
indices are used to mark the anaphor and the adjunct that it refers to. 
 

(35) a. b  k  tw  n  j  b    
  b  k  tw  n  j  b    
  they P2 name time that i they come ANAi 

   
 

 b. n b sáá, m        
  n b   f  á w sáá m    
  Niba SM work in city i I go ANAi 

  Niba works in the city. I am going there  
 

 c. n b  nl g  g  ntw  mb       
  n b   l  N-l g  -g  N- tw  mb   
  Niba SM P1 N-take stone i N-crack kernels ANAi 

  took a stone and cracked kernels with it  
 
In the first example, the anaphor refers back to the time adjunct n  j  
second example, it refers back to the place adjunct á w sáá . In the third example, 
even though the anaphor is indexed with the noun g  , it actually refers back to the 

.   
 The anaphoric adjunct is also used in some constructions where it precedes a locative or 
beneficiary noun. In such constructions, although the anaphor occupies the same structural 
position as a preposition and actually seems to function like one, it refers back to a nominal that 
had been mentioned earlier on in the discourse or a nominal whose presence in the domain of 
discourse is known or simply assumed. 
 

(36) a. m  k  n   m m 
  m  k  n   m m 
  I P2 put ANA inside 
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 b. m  k  fá  mb  
  m  k  f   mb  
  I P2 give ANA hands 
   

 
 In both examples, the direct object of the verbs put and give are omitted as they are understood 
in the context of the discourse. Anaphoric  however does not refer to this direct object. Rather, 
it refers to the container inside which the direct object was put in (36a) and to the person to 
whom the direct object was given in (36b). 
 Interestingly, the semantics of anaphoric  is restricted to third person singular usage. 
For instance, if a set of baskets is understood, assumed or mentioned in a discourse context, one 
cannot say I put it inside them using  as in the examples in (36). 
 
3.2. The anaphoric demonstrative preposition 
 
The element that I refer to here as the anaphoric demonstrative preposition is anaphoric in 
meaning but not in form and structure. That is to say, semantically, it is used only in a context 
where a locative adjunct (e.g. in the basket) has been mentioned earlier on or is 
assumed/understood in the discourse context. However, unlike other anaphors which are used in 
place of the entity that they refer to, the anaphoric demonstrative preposition is used alongside 
the entity that it refers to. The only thing that makes it anaphoric is that it cannot be used with an 
entity that has not been mentioned or assumed in a discourse context. 
 The anaphoric demonstrative preposition has three forms: w , fj  and m . It can be 
used alongside an ordinary preposition such as m m The use of these three forms is 
illustrated below. 
 

(37) a. m  k  l  m -l  j  w  k  
  m  k  l  m -l  mj-  w  -k  
  I P2 keep 6- p wine 6-the DEM 7-bush 
  

 
 

 b. m  k  l  m l  j  fj  m m t   
  m  k  l  m -l  mj-  fj  m m -t  
  I P2 keep 6- p wine 6-the DEM inside 7-calabash 
  wine inside that calabash (that calabash near 

you which we know about already)  
 

 c. m  k  l  m l  j  m  m m t   
  m  k  l  m -l  mj-  m  m m -t  
  I P2 keep 6- p wine 6-the DEM inside 7-calabash 
  wine inside that particular calabash (the one 

 
 
In the examples in (a) and (c), the location is not physically present but it is one that has already 
been mentioned or is understood as background information in the discourse context. In the (b) 
example on the other hand, the location is physically present and the speaker actually points at it 
for emphasis. 
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3.3. The Anaphoric definitiviser láá 
 
The anaphoric definitiviser marks as definite (specifies) a specific entity, event or clause as 
anaphoric, i.e. known or already mentioned or assumed as background information. Like the 
anaphoric demonstrative preposition, it is used alongside the entity, event or clause that it marks 
as definite and anaphoric. 
 

(38) a. m  k  kw r  m t  mám  láá mb  kw má k . 
  m  k  kw r  m -t  m m  láá á -b  -kw m k  
  I P2 take 6-idea this DEF Prep 6-hands 1-tortoise 
  particular idea (which we have been talking about) from  

T  
 

  b. b  ts m  n  m  l  m  t  kw . 
  b  à ts -m  n  m-  l  m  t  -kw  
  Bih SM be-Comp with 1-child DEF I fetch 10-wood 
  As Bih became pregnant like that, I fetched wood  

 
In the first example, l  marks the noun phrase m -t  m m  
anaphoric in the sense that it is the particular idea (and not just any other idea) that has already 
been mentioned in the discourse. In the second example, l  marks the clause as Bih became 
pregnant as definite and anaphoric. 
 In standard analyses of anaphora, onr expects to see a pronominal form which is used to 
refer to a person, an animal or an object that had been mentioned earlier on in the discourse 
situation or that which is understood as background information. The phenomenon of anaphora 
that we have seen in this section distinguishes itself in a variety of ways: 

(a) The referents are not always nominal expressions. At times entire clauses act as referents; 
(b) The referent is, in many cases, present alongside the anaphoric pro-form; 
(c) The anaphor belongs to various word classes including determiners, prepositions, 

adjuncts, etc. and not just the pronoun class that we know of. 
Taking these into consideration, one wonders whether we should continue to treat the 
phenomena handled in this section as anaphoric. In terms of semantic interpretation and 
pragmatic function, the phenomena are clearly anaphoric but in terms of morphological classes 
and syntactic distribution, the phenomena do not look anaphoric. For the time being, we leave 
them where they are in this chapter and wait for better planned study on these facts. 
 
Conclusion 
 
To conclude this chapter of the book, I will like to mention again that I decided to conclude the 
book by drawing the attention of the reader to certain phen
because I could not provide a straightforward description for them. I talked of reduplication 
which manifests in various ways producing outcomes which do not fit neatly into any of the 
standard word classes that we know of, a homorganic nasal consonant which occurs 

not nominal and which do occur adjacent to their referents. In addition to being curiosities in 
Bafut grammar, these phenomena have an aerial scope. The same kinds of reduplication, 

etc. A closer examination of these facts will 
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not only edify the grammars of these Grassfields Bantu languages, but will also through more 
light on how related these languages are to one another.  
 
 


