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This paper provides a systematic descriptive account of relative clause constructions (RCCs) 
of Nkami, an endangered Ghanaian language, based on synchronic data. It addresses issues 
that are of general interest in relativization, typology, syntax and grammaticalization. 
Among other things, it is observed that in Nkami’s RCCs both the head noun and its referent 
within the relative clause (RC) are explicitly stated, save when the referent is inanimate in 
non-subject function. Thus, Nkami is among the very few languages that employ the 
pronoun retention strategy to obligatorily state relativized NPs in subject position within 
RCs. It also departs from the norm of some Kwa linguists by recognizing a marker, which is 
similar in distribution and function to what is so-called ‘Clause (final) Determiner (CD)’, as 
a Relative Marker (cf. Lefebvre 1993, Saah 2010). Hence, Nkami’s RCC is couched as one 
that employs a ‘bracket strategy’, where two enclosing relative makers are simultaneously 
placed at the ends of the RC (cf. Kuteva and Comrie 2005). Moreover, unlike most Kwa 
languages, the head noun is never flanked by a definite determiner. Lastly, we suggest that 
both relativizers evolved from demonstratives.  
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1. Introduction1 

 
1.1. Relative clauses. A relative clause construction (RCC) typically consists of two independent 
clauses, a main clause (MC) and an embedded clause, which share a common argument. The 
embedded clause, called the relative clause (RC), syntactically modifies and may semantically 
help restrict the reference of a head noun within the MC. Thus, the RC functions as a modifier to a 
head noun that appears within the MC. The head noun that is modified by the RC is often referred 
to as the ‘head’ of the RC (cf. Comrie and Smith 1977, Lehmann 1984, Givón 2001, Comrie 1998, 
Kuteva and Comrie 2005, Payne 1997, Saah 2010). On the basis of the position of the head noun, 
RCs are often grouped intoː prenominal, postnominal, internally headed, and headless; depending 
on whether the RC appears before the head noun, after the head noun, within the RC, and when 
the head noun is not overtly expressed within the RCC. Payne (1997: 326) observes that languages 
generally have the distinct tendency for postnominal RCs irrespective of the order of nouns and 
their word-level modifiers “probably due to a universal pragmatic principle that shifts “heavy,” i.e., 
long, phonologically complex, information to late in the clause”. 

Dixon (2010), however, argues against the use of the term ‘head’ since for him, underlyingly, 
all RCs modify a head noun within a noun phrase. Thus, there is nothing like a ‘headless’ RC if the 
purpose of investigation is on understanding the underlying structure rather than just the surface 
realization of underlying structures. As a result, Dixon calls the NP modified by the RC a 
‘common argument (CA)’ within the RCC. And for him, the CA is “the kingpin-or binding 

                                                           
1  The first author thanks the Chinese Scholarship Council and the Endangered Language Development 

Project (ELDP) for sponsoring his PhD programme and fieldwork project respectively. For the people of 
Nkami, this is yours.  
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element-of a relative clause construction. It functions as an argument within the underlying 
structure of the MC and of the RC” (Dixon 2010: 317). Thus, the common argument is made up of 
the so-called ‘head’, and the relativized NP within the RC which may be covertly or overtly stated 
(e.g. via gap, retention pronouns and relative pronoun). Another important aspect of the RC is the 
element(s) which marks the boundary of the RC. In some languages, the RC may be marked by a 
relative marker, as illustrated in (1a) by that; in most Indo European languages, it is marked by a 
relative pronoun, as shown in (1b) by who; and in some others by intonation; inter alia. 

 
(1) a. The pen that [Max bought ø] is big.2 

b. The man [who married Angie] is rich. 
 
In this paper, we will observe the following to be true about Nkami’s relative clause 

constructionsː3 
 

 That Nkami’s RCC is made of at least two independent clauses functioning as one sentence. 
 That Nkami employs the ‘bracket’ or ‘enclosing’ strategy, where two relative markers nɪ́ and 

amʊ́ are placed at both ends of the RC to mark its boundary.  
 That both relative markers nɪ́ and amʊ́ are not only multi-functional but are also 

homophonous with forms that function as demonstratives of various types. 
 That the position of the RC is strictly postnominal in Nkami. 
 That the head noun and its referent within the RC are overtly and obligatorily expressed. 
 That the head noun never takes a definite determiner, e.g. amʊ́ ‘the/that’ and ɲá ‘this’. 
 That Nkami predominantly employs the pronoun retention strategy, where a resumptive 

pronoun which co-references the head noun in person, number and/or animacy is utilized to 
explicitly state the referent of the head noun within the RC. 

 That, like Akan (Schachter 1973), certain underlying low tones in the RC are substituted for 
by high tones.  

 That the RC always restricts the reference of the head noun and that there is no element 
whether segmental, suprasegmental, or written that is employed to mark the difference 
between ‘restrictive’ and ‘non-restrictive’ RCs. 

 That the RC enjoys virtually all the morphosyntactic and grammatical properties available to 
main cause. Thus, the RC has a predicate which takes core and peripheral arguments, and 
enjoys all grammatical operatives (i.e. aspect-tense-modality, negation, direction, subject 
agreement, etc.) which are available to the MC.  

 
Since Nkami is an unknown endangered undocumented language, and/or in order for a better 

appreciation of our discussion, the ensuing section briefly introduces the background of the 
language and people.  

                                                           
2  All RCs appear in brackets “[ ]”. The head noun and its corresponding resumptive pronoun are in bold.  
3  This paper forms part of an on-going PhD thesis which is part of a larger documentation project. The 

database includes spontaneous spoken and designed texts collected from about a hundred speakers of 
varied backgrounds in a period of one year in Amankwa, where the language is spoken. Annotation and 
verification of data were done in conjunction with a team of two adult Nkami speakers and several other 
language consultants.  
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1.2 Nkami Language. Nkami refers to both a group of people and to an endangered 
undocumented language spoken by about four hundred people residing in Amankwa, which is a 
few kilometres away from the western shore of the Volta Lake in the Eastern Region of Ghana. 
However, more Nkamis live outside the spoken region. Presently, the majority of Nkami children 
do not learn Nkami as their first language; they first learn Akan and sometimes Ewe before Nkami, 
though almost all adult Nkamis in Amankwa speak a little Nkami. The orthography being used in 
this paper conforms to the orthography developed recently for the Nkami language project (led by 
the first author), the first attempt to introduce the language to the linguistic world. Based on intra- 
and extra-linguistic factors, Asante (2016) argues that Nkami should be placed in the South-Guang 
of the Guang language group, a sub-family of the Kwa Niger-Congo phylum.  

Nkami shares with regional languages most of the areal-typological linguistic features. Like 
other South-Guang, but unlike North-Guang languages, it has both phonemic oral and nasal 
vowels. Consonants are articulated at seven different places of articulation, and it has a phonemic 
voiceless double-articulated stop /kp/, unlike most Guang languages, which have the voiced 
counterpart /gb/ as well. It has two basic level tones (high and low) and manifests both lexical and 
grammatical functions of tone. Similar to other Guang languages, functional high tone morphemes 
typically trigger high tone spread to following syllable(s). It has a dominant CV syllable structure 
with other minor types: V, CVC and VC (where final C is a nasal or /w/) in descending frequency. 
There is evidence of three major vowel harmonic processes, ATR, labial, and height, where the last 
two are secondary to the first (Akanlig-Pare and Asante 2016). Typical of most Guang languages 
(Casali 2002), [+ATR] is the dominant feature, manifesting prototypical regressive assimilation 
within and across word boundaries. Like Akan, but unlike most Kwa languages including Ewe 
(Aboh 2010), it shows residues of a decayed noun class system; for example, number is marked on 
the noun stem. Affixation, reduplication and compounding are the dominant morphological 
processes, with verb features expressed by prefixes and verbal particles, as in most Kwa languages 
(Dakubu 1988). 

The position of nominal modifiers, both word-level and clause-level, is post-nominal. Coding 
of ‘predicative’ property is prototypically expressed through possessive/locative constructions 
(and less via adjectives, verbs and nouns), while ‘attributive’ property is mainly expressed through 
relative clause constructions. It has dominant AVO and SV sentence types, and it is basically 
isolating with some agglutinating and a handful of fusional tendencies. Classic examples of 
constructions involving multi-verbs and clause combinations such as serial verb, relative clause, 
complement clause, adverbial clause and coordinate constructions are also found (cf. Asante 2016). 
Here, the reader may first refer to section 2 for an overview of the tense-aspect system of the 
language before proceeding further. 

                   
1.2 Overview: Nkami relative clauses. This sub-section is the springboard for the paper, 
presenting an overview of the canonical features of RCCs in Nkami. Consider the examples in 
(2-3).4  
 

                                                           
4  Unless for the purpose of clarity, only high tones, represented by the acute accent (  ́), are marked.  
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(2) oyebí amʊ́  lɛ̀-tɪ    tunkum  nɪ́   [ɛ́-lɛ́-fɛ́]       amʊ́ 
child    DET  PRF-pluck apple    REL  [ 3SG.SUBJ-PRF-be ripen]  REL 
‘The child has plucked the ripened/ripe apple  
(lit. the child has plucked the apple that is ripened).’5 

 
(3) a. oyebí amʊ́  lɛ̀-tɪ    tunkum  

child   DET   PRF-pluck apple 
‘The child has plucked the apple.’  

 
b. tunkum  amʊ́   lɛ̀-fɛ  

apple    DET  PRF-be ripen 
‘The apple has/is ripened.’ 

 
The sentence in (2) is a paradigmatic example of RCCs in Nkami. Underlyingly, it is made up 

of two independent clauses which share a common argument. So, in (2) there are two potential 
clauses involvedː oyebí amʊ́ lɛ̀tɪ̀ tunkum amʊ́ ‘The child has plucked the apple’ and tunkum amʊ́ 
lɛ̀fɛ́ ‘The apple has/is ripened’, as shown in (3). Since tunkum ‘apple’ is the common argument 
shared by the two independent clauses in (3a-b), it eventually emerges as the head noun of the NP 
modified by the RC ɛ́lɛ́fɛ́ ‘it has/is ripened’. In Nkami the head noun always precedes its 
modifying RC just like descriptive modifiers (e.g. descriptive adjectives, numerals and 
determiners). So, in (2) the head noun tunkum ‘apple’ appears to the left of the RC ɛ́lɛ́fɛ́ ‘it has 
ripened’. Moreover, the statement of the common argument within the RC which co-references the 
head noun in number, person and/or animacy is always stated, except when it is inanimate in 
non-subject role. Thus, as we observe in (2), the inanimate subject pronoun ɛ́- ‘it’ serves as the 
common argument within the RC and it agrees with the head noun tunkum ‘apple’ in number and 
animacy. Thus, Nkami predominantly employs the resumptive pronoun strategy to explicitly 
indicate the referent of the common argument within the RC. 

Nkami also employs two obligatory relative markers nɪ́ and amʊ́, which together co-function to 
define the boundaries of the RC. As we observe in (2), nɪ́ always appear immediately after the 
head noun and immediately before the RC. Amʊ́, on the other hand, always appear just after the 
RC and before any other element following the RC. Moreover, observe that the RC ɛ́lɛ́fɛ́ ‘it has 
ripened’ in (2) has all the features that an independent clause possesses. Fɛ́ ‘ripen’, as an 
intransitive verb, has an obligatory subject (S) pronoun ɛ́- ‘it’ and it is also morphologically 
marked by inflecting for the perfect aspectual marker lɛ́-. Last but not least, take note that the 
underlying low tone syllables, ɛ̀- ‘it’ (see section 3) and the perfect aspectual prefix lɛ̀- in (3), are 
realized high ɛ́lɛ́fɛ́ in the RC in (2).6 Having discussed the canonical features of Nkami’s RCCs, 
we now turn to look at the various features in detail.  

The rest of the paper is arranged as followsː section 2 - the structure of the RC; section 3 - the 
form of the relativizer; section 4 - the statement of the relativized NP within the RC; section 5 - 
which nominal types can be modified by an RC?; section 6 - what are the permissible functions for 

                                                           
5  Note that there is no difference between ‘the apple that has/is ripened’ and ‘the ripe/ripened apple’ in 

Nkami. Many attributive properties in Nkami are expressed via RCs only.  
6  We assume that the surface realization of high tones on the syllables in the RC is triggered by the 

preceding high tone of the relativizer nɪ́.  
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the head noun and its corresponding resumptive pronoun?; section 7 - restrictive and 
non-restrictive RCs; section 8 - lines of diachronic development; and section 9 - conclusion.   

 
2. The structure of the relative clause construction 

 
One of the critical characteristics of RCCs is that the embedded RC must be capable of standing 
alone as an independent clause. Dixon (2010: 348) remarks that “An RC can never be in 
imperative or interrogative mood. Apart from this, it may have virtually all the possibilities open 
to an MC...” The RC in Nkami enjoys virtually all morphosyntactic and grammatical properties 
available to an independent MC. As we observed in the section 1.2, all RCs have explicit 
predicates (either main verb or copula verb), and the predicates take all core and peripheral 
arguments. Moreover, the predicate within the RC inflects for all grammatical operatives (e.g. 
aspect-tense-modality, negation, direction, subject agreement, etc.) which are applicable to the 
predicate in the MC. In what follows, we examine tense-aspect marking in RCCs. But before we 
go into details, an overview of the tense-aspect system of the language may be in order. Nkami has 
the following morphological tense-aspect markers, lɛ́- ‘progressive’, lɛ̀- ‘perfect’, and bɛ̀- ‘future’, 
which are prefixed to the verb. They are used in the sentences in (4) where Kofi is a male name, 
yɪrɪ is ‘stand’ and mʊ́ is ‘there’. 

 
(4) a. Kofi lɛ́-yɪ́rɪ́7 mʊ́ ‘Kofi is (in the process of) standing there’. 

b. Kofi lɛ̀-yɪrɪ mʊ́  ‘Kofi has stood there.’ 
c. Kofi bɛ̀-yɪrɪ mʊ́ ‘Kofi will stand there.’ 

 
Syllables in a grammatical/phonological word, consisting of a subject pronoun and a verb stem, 

generally associate with high tones when a sentence is found in the habitual, as (5) exemplifies.   
 

(5) mɪ́-yɪ́rɪ́ mʊ́    ‘I stand there.’ 
 
Besides, there appears to be an emerging habitual marker ɔ̀ɔ́- which we suspect to be a fusion 

of the 3rd person singular pronominal prefix ɔ̀- and a previously existing habitual marker. It is 
incipient because, apart from the 3rd person, many speakers also use it when the subject of a clause 
is the 1st person plural pronoun anɪ ‘we’, as (6) illustrates.8 

 
(6) a. Kofi ɔ̀ɔ́-yɪ́rɪ́ mʊ́  ‘Kofi stands there.’ 

b. anɪ-ɔ̀ɔ́-yɪ́rɪ́  mʊ́ ‘We stand there.’ 
 
On the other hand, the continuative and the past are neither morphologically nor tonally 

marked. A sentence is realized in the past when it is predicated by a non-stative (action) verb in its 
bare form. For instance, the sentences in (7) are situated in the past because the verbs ba ‘come’ 
and dɪ ‘sleep’ are action verbs.  

                                                           
7  Notice that there is a high tone spread from the progressive marker lɛ́- to the verb stem yɪ̀rɪ̀, becoming 

[yɪ́rɪ́ ] 
8  Some speakers, especially the elderly, express dislike for the use of ɔ̀ɔ́- with the 1st person plural pronoun 

anɪ ‘we’.  
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(7) a. Kofi ba mɪ       b. n-dɪ 
Kofi come here       1SG.SUBJ-sleep 
‘Kofi came here.’         ‘I slept.’ 

 
Conversely, sentences are in the continuative if predicated by a stative verb, as (8) exemplifies. 
 

(8) a. Kofi tie abɪa amʊ́ sʊ́   b. m-bʊ      ewéí 
Kofi sit chair DET on    1SG.SUBJ-be.located home 
‘Kofi is sitting on the chair.’      ‘I am home.’ 

 
The sentences in (8) are said to be in the continuative because they contain stative verbs tie ‘sit’ 

and bʊ ‘be.located’. It is worth noting that since the difference between the continuative and the 
past is dependent on whether the main verb is stative or non-stative, some sentences in the 
language tend to be ambiguous when predicated by verbs that can be both stative and non-stative. 
Two such verbs, yɪrɪ ‘be.standing/stand’ and dɛɛ ‘be.lying/lie’, occur in the following sentences. 

 
(9) a. Kofi yɪrɪ mʊ  ‘Kofi is standing there (now) OR Kofi stood there.’ 

b. Kofi dɛɛ mʊ  ‘Kofi is lying there (now) OR Kofi lay there.’ 
 
The sentences in (9) could have two different interpretations because of the semantic flexibility 

of the verbs involved. The ambiguity is, however, erased when the context is obvious to 
interlocutors and/or when extra linguistic elements, for instance, temporal adverbs such as mɪalɔ 
‘now’ and inie ‘yesterday’ are added to the sentence. With this background, let us now consider the 
RCCs below. 

 
(10) a. Past 

ɔtʃɪ́   nɪ́  [ɔ́-tʃíé      mɪ́   ɛdalɔ́] amʊ́ ba  mɪ 
woman REL 3SG.SUBJ-give   1SG.OBJ money REL come here 
‘The woman who gave me the money came here.’ 
 

b. Habitual 
ɔtʃɪ́   nɪ́   [ɔ́ɔ́-tʃíé      mɪ́   ɛdalɔ́] amʊ́ ba  mɪ 
woman REL 3SG.SUBJ.HAB-give 1SG.OBJ  money REL come here 
‘The woman who gives me the money came here.’ 
 

c. Progressive 
ɔtʃɪ́   nɪ́  [ɔ́-lɔ́-tʃíé        mɪ́    ɛdalɔ́] amʊ́ ba  mɪ 
woman REL 3SG.SUBJ-PROG-give  1SG.OBJ money REL come here 
‘The woman who is giving me the money came here.’ 
 



   Relative clause construction in Nkami 33 

d. Perfect 
ɔtʃɪ́   nɪ́  [ɔ́-lɔ́-tʃíé       mɪ́     ɛdalɔ́] amʊ́ ba   mɪ9 
woman REL 3SG.SUBJ-PRF-give  1SG.OBJ money REL come here 
‘The woman who has given me the money came here.’ 
 

e. Future 
ɔtʃɪ́   nɪ́   [ɔ́-bɛ́-tʃíé      mɪ́   ɛdalɔ] amʊ́  ba   mɪ 
woman REL  3SG.SUBJ-FUT-give  1SG.OBJ money REL come here 
‘The woman who will give me the money came here.’ 
 

f. Continuative 
ɔtʃɪ́   nɪ́  [ɔ́-tíé      Amankwa ] amʊ́ ba   mɪ 
woman REL 3SG.SUBJ-live  Amankwa  REL come here 
‘The woman who lives in Amankwa came here.’ 

 
Thus, as the examples in (10) show, an RC in Nkami can occur in all tense-aspects, just as 

simplex clauses. Among others, predicates of RCs can also inflect for directional prefixes, bɛ- 
proximal directional prefix (PDF) and yɛ- distal directional prefix (DDP), as shown in (11).  

 
(11) a. Kofí da   oyebí nɪ́   [ɔ́-bɛ́- dɪ́    mɪ]  amʊ́ 

K.   beat.PST  boy   REL 3SG-PDP-sleep  here  REL 
‘Kofi beat the boy who comes to sleep there.’ 

 
b. Kofí da     oyebí nɪ́   [ɔ́-yɛ́- dɪ́     mʊ ] amʊ́ 

K.   beat.PST  boy   REL  3SG-DDP-sleep  there  REL 
‘Kofi beat the boy who goes to sleep there.’ 

 
3. The form of the relativizer 

 
As we saw in section one, Nkami has two markers nɪ́ and amʊ́ that co-function to realize the RC. 
Their main function is to define the boundaries of the RC. Nɪ́ appears immediately after the head 
noun and just before the RC, while amʊ́ appears right after the RC and before any other element 
following the RC within the RCC. This is roughly schematized in (12) and exemplified in (13). 

 
(12) [NP + nɪ́ [relative clause] amʊ́ + other] 

  
(13) ntʊntʊm nɪ́  [ŋ́-ŋú           mʊ́]    amʊ́ dū  John     

mosquito    REL [1SG.SUBJ-see.PST  3SG.ANIM.OBJ] REL bite  John  
‘The mosquito (that) I saw bit John.’  

 
Distinct from resumptive pronouns, neither nɪ́ nor amʊ́ shows any agreement with the head 

noun within the MC. Making a cross-linguistic observation about the position of the relative 
                                                           

9  Note that because of the high tone spread triggered by the relative marker nɪ́, typically the structure of the 
RC in the progressive and perfect situations are identical, as (10c) and (10d) illustrate (i.e. both are 
realized as: ɔ́-lɔ́-tʃíé).    
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marker in RCCs, Dixon (2010: 342) observes that “A relative marker will typically occurs either 
at the beginning or at the end of the RC (or at both ends at once), or is added to the beginning or to 
the end of the verb of the RC.” Examples of languages that have the relative marker occurring at 
the beginning, end, both ends of the relative clause, and as affix/clitic to the verb include Mupun, 
Mandarin Chinese, Tok Pisin, and Mojave, respectively (Dixon 2010: 342-344). Nkami may 
therefore be considered to be in the same group with Tok Pisin. Both employ the third strategy 
with the relative marker(s) occurring together at both the beginning and at the end of the RC. This 
strategy is referred to in the literature as the “enclosing” or “bracketing” strategy (Kuteva and 
Comrie 2005). However, unlike Nkami, Tok Pisin has only one relative marker which occurs at 
the ends of the RC, as shown in (14) (Sankoff and Brown 1976: 632 cited in Dixon 2010: 343). 

 
(14) meri   ia   [emS i  yangpela meri] RC  ai]S  emS harim   

woman  REL  3SG  PRED young    woman    REL   3SG listen   
i     stap 
PRED CONTIN  

‘The woman, who was a young girl, was listening.’ 
 
Observe that, just like Nkami, Tok Pisin’s relative marker ia is placed before and after the RC 

em i yangpela meri ‘who was a young girl’. Like Tok Pisin and majority of the world’s languages, 
Nkami’s relative markers nɪ́ and amʊ́ are invariable.  

Similarly to other syllables ending with the syllable mʊ or final /ʊ/, amʊ ́may undergo some 
common phonological processes. First, the final syllable mʊ may be omitted in speech leaving 
only the initial [a] on the surface. Sometimes too, only the final /ʊ/ of amʊ ́ may be deleted 
followed by homorganic nasal assimilations. As a result, it may be realized on the surface as [am, 
an, aŋ, or aɲ] depending on the place of articulation feature of the consonant that follows it (cf. 
Asante 2016). Regardless of its phonetic variability, in tandem with nɪ́, amʊ́ functions to render 
RCs in Nkami and so is best considered as a relative marker. That is, both are obligatory for 
acceptable RCCs in the language. The omission of either one or both renders infelicitous RCCs, as 
shown in (15b-d). 

 
(15) a. ɔtʃɪ́   nɪ́   [ń-tʃíé     mʊ́   ɛdalɔ] amʊ́ ba   mɪ  

woman REL  1SG.SUBJ-give 3SG.OBJ money REL come.PST here   
‘The woman whom I gave (her) the money came here.’ 

 
b. *ɔtʃɪ́  ?? [ń-tʃíé  mʊ́    ɛdalɔ]  amʊ́ ba mɪ  
c.  *ɔtʃɪ́  nɪ́ [ń-tʃíé  mʊ́    ɛdalɔ]  ??   ba mɪ  
d. *ɔtʃɪ́  ?? [ń-tʃíé  mʊ́    ɛdalɔ]  ??  ba mɪ  

 
Example (15a) is acceptable because it has both nɪ́ and amʊ́ in their respective positions. The 

omission of nɪ́ in (15b), amʊ́ in (15c), and both in (15d) produces ill-formed RCCs. An attempt is 
made in section nine to ascertain the diachronic path of nɪ́ and amʊ́. Nonetheless, it is fair to hint 
that, similar to cross-linguistic facts, nɪ́ and amʊ́ are not only multi-functional but are also 
homophonous with forms that have deictic reference. In addition to being a relative marker, nɪ́ also 
functions as a focus marker, a clausal connective and a proximal predicative demonstrative (PPD) 
in verbless clauses. These are exemplified in (16).  
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(16) a. Nɪ́ as a relative marker 
ɔɲɪnɪ  nɪ́  [wʊ́-ŋú     mʊ́ ] amʊ́ bʊ  China     
man   REL 2SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.OBJ REL   be.in   China. 
‘The/that man you saw is in China.’ 

 
b. Nɪ́ as a focus marker 

ɔɲɪnɪ  nɪ́   wʊ́-ŋú     mʊ́   amʊ́  
man   FOC 2SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.OBJ  FOC    
‘It is a man you saw (not a woman).’ 

 
c. Nɪ́ as a clausal connective 

ɔɲɪnɪ  amʊ́  bʊ  Ghana  nɪ́    ɔtʃɪ   amʊ́  bʊ   China 
man   DET be.in Ghana   CONJ woman   DET  be in  China 
‘The man is in Ghana and the woman is in China.’  

 
d. Nɪ́ as a PPD 

ɔɲɪnɪ  amʊ́   nɪ́      
man  DET   PPD 
‘This is the man.’  

             
Details of these constructions are treated in section nine. Nonetheless, it should be mentioned 

here that, except for the coordinate construction in (16c), all the other three constructions 
constitute a single phonological unit for assigning intonation. Moreover, as we observe in (16a-b), 
the structures of the RCC and the focus construction could be so similar that an auditor may not be 
able to tell their difference until a speaker ends the utterance. Observe, for instance, that the 
embedded clause of the focus construction (16b), wʊ́-ŋú mʊ́ ‘you saw him’, is realized on high 
tone just as the RC in (16a). Nkami’s situation strengthens the observation by others (cf. Schachter 
1973) that there are striking formal similarities between restrictive RC and focus constructions 
cross-linguistically. Nevertheless, a major difference between the two constructions is that while a 
focussed NP typically takes a definite determiner (unless used in a generic sense, as seen in (16b)), 
a head noun modified by a RC never takes a definite determiner. See in (17a and b) that when the 
head noun ɔɲɪnɪ ‘man’ takes the determiners ɲá ‘this’ and amʊ́ ‘that/the’, the derived constructions 
are ill-formed.  

  
(17) a. *ɔɲɪnɪ ɲá  nɪ́  [wʊ́-ŋú    mʊ́  ]  amʊ́  bʊ  China     

man   DEM REL 2SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.OBJ  REL   be.in China 
‘This man you saw is in China.’ 

 
b. *ɔɲɪnɪ  amʊ́ nɪ́  [wʊ́-ŋú    mʊ́]   amʊ́  bʊ  China     

man    DET   REL  2SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.OBJ  REL   be.in China 
‘The/that man you saw is in China.’ 

 
The situation is however different when the determiners ɲá ‘this’ and amʊ́ appear between the 

focussed NP ɔɲɪnɪ ‘man’ and the focus marker nɪ, as (18a-b) illustrate. 
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(18) a. ɔɲɪnɪ  ɲá   nɪ́    wʊ́-ŋú      mʊ́   amʊ́ 
man  DET  FOC  2SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.OBJ  FOC 
‘It is this man (that) you saw.’ 

 
b. ɔɲɪnɪ  amʊ́ nɪ́   wʊ́-ŋú   mʊ́   amʊ́   

man  DET FOC  2SG-see  3SG.OBJ FOC 
‘It is that man (that) you saw.’    

 
This behaviour of relativized NPs in Nkami runs contrary to other Kwa languages like Akan 

and Ewe, which may accept a definite determiner before the relativizer. For instance, we could 
reproduce Saah’s (2010: 95) Akan examples in (7) here as (19) by inserting the determiners yi ‘this’ 
and no ‘the/that’, and the resulting constructions are perfectly acceptable.  

 
(19) a. ɔbáá  yi   áà  [ɔ-wáré-e       Kofi] nó  fi    Aburi. 

Woman DEM REL  3SG.SUBJ-marry-PST  K.   CD  be.from   A. 
‘The woman who married Kofi is from Aburi.’ 

 
b. ɔbáá  no  áà   [ɔ-wáré-e      Kofi] nó  fi    Aburi. 

Woman DET REL  3SG.SUBJ-marry-PST K.  CD  be.from A. 
‘The woman who married Kofi is from Aburi.’ 

 
Like nɪ́, amʊ́ is multi-functional. It is homophonous with the form that functions as definite 

article ‘the’ and what may be called distal demonstrative determiner ‘that’, as shown in (20). 
    

(20) baagɪ waa ɔkpʊnʊ amʊ́  asɪ 
bag    wear   table  DET  under 
‘There is a bag under the/that table.’ 

 
The exact function of amʊ́ in relation to ɔkpʊnʊ ‘table’ in (20) is ambiguous. It could either 

refer to ‘the table’ or ‘that table’. Ordinarily, amʊ́ in (20) would be given a definite article ‘the’ 
interpretation. If a speaker wants to convey a demonstrative meaning, then (20) would be 
supported by appropriate gestures such a pointing and eye-gaze.  

In addition to being a relative marker, amʊ́ also appears to convey information that is already 
known to interlocutors. Functionally similar forms to amʊ́ have been called ‘clause (final) 
determiner (CD)’ in most Kwa languages. Consider the following examples from Fon (Lefebvre 
1993) and Ewegbe (all cited in Saah 2010ː 95).  

 
(21) Fon ː (Lefebvre 1993ː 410) 

xweii [ɖe  Kɔku xɛlɛ tii  Asiba]    ɔ 
house  that  Koku show    Asiba  CD 
‘The house that Koku showed Asiba.’ 
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(22) Ewegbe 
Tsɔ́ atukpá  si  [le   kplɔ̃-a  dzí] lá ná-m 
take  bottle   REL be.located table-DEF top   CD give-1SG.OBJ 
‘Give me the bottle which is on the table.’ 

 
Observe that, like Nkami, all three Kwa languages in (19), (21) and (22) have a particle, 

glossed ‘clause (final) determiner (CD)’, immediately following the RC. It is expressed by nó, ɔ, 
and lá in Akan, Fon, and Ewegbe respectively. Again, these forms perform similar functions that 
relate to “indication of old or known information” (Saah 2010: 96) or “expression of event deixis” 
(Lefebvre 1993: 410). Irrespective of the similarity in syntax and function of Nkami’s amʊ́ to nó, ɔ 
and lá, we argue that the description ‘clause (final) determiners’ is inappropriate for Nkami; amʊ́ 
is better considered as a relative marker. The reason for this is simple: If we should consider amʊ́ 
as clause final particle because it is phonetically and semantically related to the determiner 
‘the/that’, then we may as well consider Nkami’s (introductory) relative marker nɪ́ as a ‘clausal 
introductory/boundary particle’, since it is the same form that links independent clauses in 
coordinate constructions, and marks focus in focus constructions. An obvious consequence of such 
a move is that it will hinder clarity of description. Consider (16a-c) as (23a-c) here, where nɪ́ is 
glossed as ‘clause introductory particle (CIP)’ and amʊ́ is glossed as ‘clause (final) determiner 
(CD)’. 

 
(23) a. Nɪ́ as a relative marker 

ɔɲɪnɪ  nɪ́   [wʊ́-ŋú     mʊ́ ] amʊ́ bʊ   China     
man   CIP  2SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.OBJ  CD    be.in  China 
‘The/that man you saw is in China.’ 

 
b. Nɪ́ as a focus marker 

ɔɲɪnɪ  nɪ́   wʊ́-ŋú      mʊ́   amʊ́  
man   FOC 2SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.OBJ  FOC 
‘It is a man you saw (not a woman).’ 

 
c. Nɪ́ as a clausal connective 

ɔɲɪnɪ  amʊ́  bʊ  Ghana  nɪ́   ɔtʃɪ  amʊ́ bʊ  China  
man  DET be.in Ghana  CIP  woman DET be.in China 
‘The man is in Ghana and the woman is in China.’ 

  
Obviously, the replacement provides a more general characterisation of nɪ́ and amʊ́ in (23) than 

in (16). However, this will be at the expense of clarity especially to the non-native speaker reader. 
Clearly, the reader will be aloof as to what the data in (23) are dealing with. Are they talking about 
RCCs, focus clause constructions, coordinate constructions or altogether? The discussion can 
continue but, at the moment, we opine that, in Nkami’s context, clarity is of more importance than 
a description that aims at ‘wider’ generalization. Hence, it would be more appropriate to consider 
nɪ́ and amʊ́ in RCCs as relative markers rather than as clausal introductory/boundary and clause 
(final) particles respectively. Moreover, the counterparts of amʊ́ in other Kwa languages may as 
well be seen as relative markers rather than CDs. They may have ‘underlyingly’ evolved as clause 
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final markers but when they appear in relative clause constructions they perform the specific 
function of relative markers.10  

  
4. The statement of the relativized NP within the RC 

 
As mentioned earlier, the relativized noun phrase (NPrel) is the element within the RC that is 
co-referential with the head noun modified by a RC. Languages employ different strategies for 
expressing the relativized NP. Building on Comrie (1981, 1998), Kuteva and Comrie (2005: 213) 
tentatively identify six universal strategies for stating the relativized NP. They are: (i) relative 
pronoun, (ii) correlatives, (iii) internally-headed relatives, (iv) paratactic, (v) pronoun retention, 
and (vi) gap strategies. Based on a sample of 54 African languages, which covers all major genetic 
families, they found that African languages typically employ only three of the six strategies, 
namely gap, pronoun-retention, and correlatives. Nkami perfectly fits into their finding as it 
employs the pronoun retention strategy.  

 
4.1. The resumptive pronoun. Before we begin, let us consider the pronominal system of the 
language. Nkami has a subject pronominal system that makes 1st, 2nd and 3rd person distinctions. 
Number distinction is also made for all persons. In (24) is a list of the subject pronouns. 

 
(24)  Subject Pronouns 
 

Person    Singular       Plural 
1st     mɪ-(m, ŋ, ɱ)   ‘I’    anɪ-  ‘We’ 
2nd     wʊ-        ‘You’   mɪnɪ-   ‘You’ 
3rd animate  ɔ-          ‘She/he’  bɛ-     ‘They’ 
3rd inanimate   ɛ-      ‘It’    ɛ-   ‘They’ 
   
As we observe in (24), Nkami distinguishes between animates and inanimates based on the 

forms of the third person subject pronouns. Thus, whenever a pronoun substitutes for a singular 
animate noun in subject slot of a clause, the pronominal form ɔ- ‘she/ he/ it’ is employed, while ɛ- 
‘it’ replaces inanimate referents. This is exemplified in (25-26).  

 
(25) a. ɔkplɪ́  amʊ́  bɛ-ba.  →   b. ɔ-bɛ-ba.  

dog   DET  FUT-come     3SG.ANM-FUT-come 
‘The dog will come.’      ‘It will come.’  

 
(26) a. ɲáw amʊ́  bɛ-ba.   →   b. ɛ-bɛ-ba.  

rain DET  FUT-come      3SG.INANM-FUT-come 
‘The rain will come/it will rain.’   ‘It will rain/come.’ 

 
Thus, in (25b) ɔ- is used to replace ɔkplɪ́ ‘dog’ in subject position because dog is animate, 

while ɛ- replaces ɲáw ‘rain’ in (26b) because rain is inanimate. Similarly, there are three persons, 
and singular-plural number distinctions in object/possessive pronouns, as shown in (27).11 

                                                           
10  A reviewer notes that Osam (unpublished) argues along this line by glossing the final element of Akan’s 

RC nó as a definite relativizer (DEF REL).  
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(27)   Object/Possessive Pronouns12 
 

Person   Singular       Plural 
1st    mɪ́   ‘me, my’    ánɪ́      ‘us, our’ 
2nd    wʊ́ (-w)  ‘you, your’   mɪ́nɪ́     ‘you, your’ 
3rd animate mʊ́ (-m)  ‘him/her, his/her’  ámʊ́(ám)  ‘them, their’ 
          
Away from the excursus, typically the relativized position is explicitly indicated within the RC 

by means of a resumptive pronoun. The resumptive pronoun generally agrees with the head noun 
in number, person and/or animacy. For instance, in (28) the resumptive pronouns in object 
function mʊ́ ‘her/him’ and ámʊ́ ‘them’ agree with their head nouns ɔtʃɪ́ ‘woman’ (28a) and atʃɪ 
‘women’ (28b) in person and number.   

 
(28) a. ɔ-tʃɪ́   nɪ́  [ń-tʃíé     mʊ́     ɛdalɔ] amʊ́ ba   mɪ  

SG-woman  REL 1SG.SUBJ-give  3SG.OBJ  money REL come.PST here  
‘The woman whom I gave (her) the money came here.’ 

 
b. a-tʃɪ́     nɪ́   [ń-tʃíé     ámʊ́   ɛdalɔ] amʊ́ ba    mɪ  

PL-woman REL 1SG.SUBJ-give  3PL.OBJ money REL come.PST here  
‘The women whom I gave (them) the money came here.’ 

 
c. ɔ-tʃɪ́   nɪ́  [ɔ́- tʃíé      mɪ́   ɛdalɔ] amʊ́ ba   mɪ  

SG-woman REL 3SG.SUBJ-give 1SG.OBJ  money REL come.PST here  
‘The woman who gave me the money came here.’ 
 

d. mɪ-ɛ́-sɔ́     dʒanunum nɪ́  [ɛ́-bʊ́       ɔkwá]  amʊ́  
1SG.SUBJ-PROG-buy charcoal    REL 3SG.INANM.SUBJ-have  hardness  REL 
‘I’m buying charcoal that has hardness (I am buying hard charcoal).’ 

 
Also, notice that, similar to the simplex clauses in (25-26), in (28c) where the head noun ɔtʃɪ́ 

‘woman’ is animate, its statement within the RC is expressed by an animate subject pronoun ɔ́- 
‘she/he’; however, in (28d) where the head noun dʒanunum ‘charcoal’ is inanimate, it is 
co-referenced by an inanimate subject pronoun ɛ́- ‘it’. Thus, like simplex clauses, Nkami makes 
animacy distinction in the statement of the relativized NP within the RC; an animate singular head 
noun is co-referenced by an animate pronoun ɔ-, while its inanimate counterpart attracts an 
inanimate pronoun ɛ-. Saah (2010) makes an observation about resumptive pronouns of Akan in 
relation to Subjacency violations, which is relevant to Nkami. He writes,  

 

                                                                                                                                                               
11  See Asante and Akanlig-Pare (2015) for a detailed discussion of animacy in Nkami.  
12  Notice that the difference between the subject and object/possessive pronouns is tonal; while the former 

generally associate with low tones, the latter associate with high tones. The 3rd person inanimate 
object/possessive pronoun is not overtly expressed. 
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Apart from using the resumptive pronouns to indicate the relativization site within the 
relative clause, the languages cited here are said to use this strategy to repair Subjacency 
violations in the Principles and Parameters (Chomsky 1981)… However … this is not the 
case for Akan because there, resumptive pronouns are found even in direct object position 
where extraction can take place without subjacency violations. [p. 98] 

 
Thus, like Akan, resumptive pronouns in Nkami strictly indicate the realization of the 

relativized NP within the RC, rather than as a strategy to repair subjacency violations. And as Saah 
rightly observes, the obligatory statement of the relativized NP via resumptive pronouns is not 
restricted to cases where the resumptive pronoun is in subject position within the RC (in which 
case, one could talk about subjacency violation). However, the relativized NP in Nkami, like Akan, 
is obligatorily expressed via resumptive pronoun in both subject and non-subject roles. Failure to 
have them overtly expressed results in ungrammaticalities, as exemplified in (29). 

 
(29) a. Omission of object resumptive pronoun 

*ɔ-tʃɪ́     nɪ́   [ń-tʃíé       ??    ɛdalɔ] amʊ́ ba   mɪ  
SG-woman   REL   1SG.SUBJ-give  3SG.OBJ money REL  come.PST here  
‘The woman whom I dashed (her) the money came here.’ 

 
b. Omission of subject resumptive pronoun 

*mɪ-ɛ ́-sɔ   dʒanunum nɪ́  [ ??    - bʊ́   ɔkwá]  amʊ́  
1SG-PROG-buy  charcoal    REL  3SG.INANM.SUBJ-have hardness  REL 
‘I’m buying charcoal that has hardness (I am buying hard charcoal).’ 

 
The examples in (29) repeat those in (28a and 28d) above except that the resumptive pronouns 

have been omitted and replaced with the double question marks (“??”). As (29) shows, the 
omission of either the object resumptive pronoun mʊ́ ‘her’ in (28a) or the subject resumptive 
pronoun ɛ́- ‘it’ in (28d) respectively renders the resulting sentences in (29a) and (29b) infelicitous.  

In situations where the relativized NP is inanimate and plays non-subject role within the RC, it 
is always null. In other words, whenever a non-subject site within the RC is meant to be occupied 
by an inanimate relativized NP, that site receives zero marking. In (30a-b) are RCCs that have 
non-human entities ntʊntʊm ‘mosquito’ and kāāsɛ́ ‘car’ as head nouns. 

 
(30) a. ntʊntʊm nɪ́  [ó-dú̄             mɪ́   ] amʊ́ dū  John mɔ    

mosquito    REL 3SG.ANIM.SUBJ-bite.PST   1SG.OBJ REL   bite  John also 
‘The mosquito that bit me also bit John.’ 

 
b.  kāāsɛ́ nɪ́   [ɛ́-dá             mɪ́   ]  amʊ́ da John mɔ 

car  REL 3SG.INANM.SUBJ-hit.PST   1SG.OBJ REL hit John  also 
‘The car that knocked me also knocked John.’ 

 
In (30a-b) the head nouns ntʊntʊm ‘mosquito’ and kāāsɛ́ ‘car’ are both overtly expressed, i.e., 

by ɔ́- and ɛ́- respectively, irrespective of their animacy status, because they both occur in subject 
position within the RC. Observe also in (31a) that when the relativized NP ntʊntʊm ‘mosquito’ 
functions as an object within the RC, it is overtly referenced by the object resumptive pronoun mʊ́ 
‘it’.   
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(31) a. ntʊntʊm nɪ́  [ŋ́-ŋú   mʊ́     ]   amʊ́ dū   John     

mosquito  REL  1SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.ANM.OBJ  REL bite  John  
‘The mosquito that I saw (it) bit John.’  

 
b. kāāsɛ nɪ́   [ŋ́-ŋú    ø      ] amʊ́ da John mɔ  

car    REL 1SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.INANM.OBJ REL hit John also 
‘The car that I saw hit John.’ 

 
In (31b), however, because the relativized object NP within the RC co-references an inanimate 

head noun kāāsɛ ‘car’, it is not overtly expressed, thus, indicated by the zero sign ø. As we hinted 
above (27), the situation whereby entities in non-subject positions are given null representation to 
co-reference inanimate antecedent nominals is not peculiar to RCs. For instance, one way of 
showing the animacy distinction between the animate object ɔklɛtɪ ‘cat’ and the inanimate object 
ekutu ‘orange’ in a simple transitive clause is through pronominalization, as shown in (32a-b).  

  
(32) a. Kofi  bɛ-sɔ  ɔklɛtɪ amʊ́ →  Kofi bɛ-sɔ  mʊ́      

Kofi   FUT-buy cat  DET       Kofi FUT-buy 3SG.ANM.OBJ       
‘Kofi will buy the cat.’             ‘Kofi will buy it.’ 

 
b. Kofi  bɛ-sɔ  ekutu amʊ́ →  Kofi bɛ-sɔ  ø  

Kofi  FUT-buy orange DET         Kofi  FUT-buy 3SG.INANM.OBJ 
‘Kofi will buy the orange.’         ‘Kofi will buy it.’ 

    
While an animate object resumptive pronoun mʊ́ ‘she/he, it’ explicitly substitutes for the 

antecedent ɔklɛtɪ ‘cat’ when pronominalized in (32a), ekutu ‘orange’ obligatorily receives zero 
marking in (32b) because it is inanimate. The use of ‘zero object’ or ‘null resumptive’ pronoun, 
borrowing the expressions of Stewart (1963) and Saah (2010) respectively, to refer back to 
inanimate antecedents in non-subject roles also occurs in extended transitive clause, content 
questions, focused and topicalized constructions, etc. (cf. Asante 2016).13  

Nkami’s extensive use of resumptive pronouns, especially in subject position, as witnessed so 
far, is quite phenomenal since very few languages (probably less than ten) have been identified to 
extensively employ the pronoun retention strategy in subject position (cf. Keenan 1985, Payne 
1997, Dixon 2010, Kuteva and Comrie 2010). Keenan (1985), for instance, observes that Urhobo 
(Kwa, Niger-Kordofanian, Nigeria) and Yiddish are the only languages which clearly employ the 
pronoun retention strategy to relativize the subject position. Schaub (1985) also mentions Babungo, 
a Bantu language, spoken in Cameroon as another language that behaves similarly. It is also 
interesting to find that, apart from Nkami, two other Kwa languages of Ghana, Logba and Akan, 
also employ the resumptive pronoun strategy in subject position, as shown in (33-34).  

 

                                                           
13  Similar observations are made on Akan (cf. Stewart 1963, Boadi 1976, Saah 1992, 2010, and Osam 

1996).  
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(33) Logba: (Dorvlo 2008ː174) 
Ɔsa a xé ɔ́nɛ imbi é ɔgá gú. 
ɔ-sa= a    xé [ ɔ́-nɛ     i-mbi=é ]  ɔ-gá gú 
CM-man=DET  RP SM.SG.SUBJ-buy CM-rice=DET 3SG.SUBJ-pay price 
‘The man who bought the rice paid.’ 

 
(34) Akan: (Saah 2010ː 92) 

[IP [NP ɔbáá ] [CP áà   [IP ɔ-wáré-e     Kofi]  nó]  fi    Aburi].  
   woman   REL    3SG.SUBJ-marry-PST K.   CD  be.from  A. 
‘The woman who married Kofi is from Aburi.’ 

 
Thus, in both Logba and Akan, the subject resumptive pronoun ɔ- is obligatorily employed to 

co-reference the head nouns ɔsa ‘person’ and ɔbáá ‘woman’ within the RC. In fact, just like 
Nkami, the omission of the subject resumptive pronoun ɔ- will render the RCCs in (33-34) 
ill-formed. While acknowledging that the number of languages that employ the pronoun retention 
strategy to relativize subject position may be cross-linguistically few, based on the strong 
resemblance among Nkami, Akan and Logba, we incline that many Ghanaian languages, 
particularly those belonging to the Protou-Tano group, would behave similarly. Further research 
on these languages may be necessary to update linguists on the number of languages that employ 
this strategy. Language specific differences could also be observed among these regional 
languages. 

 
5. Which nominal type can be modified by a relative clause? 

 
The list of nominal types that could serve as head nouns for relativization includesː common 
nouns, proper nouns, pronouns, generic terms, coordinate phrases, etc. This section examines 
which of these can serve as head nouns for relativization in Nkami. This issue is seminal though it 
is rarely interrogated in discussions of RCCs. For instance, “Watters (2002: 201) states that for the 
Tibeto-Burman language Kham, the CA may only be 3rd person. The same restriction applies in 
Jarawara (Dixon 2004a: 525). And Genetti (2007: 129) mentions that in another Tibeto-Burman 
language, Dolakha Newar, the CA cannot be a pronoun” (Dixon 2010ː 319). Thus, in some of the 
world’s languages, restrictions are put on the type of head nouns that could be modified in RCCs. 
Furthermore, recall in section 3 that while definite NPs cannot be relativized in Nkami, they can 
be in Akan. With my working language competence in Nkami and as a native speaker of Akan 
(first author), I am of the view that the most fundamental difference in relativization between the 
two languages is about the acceptability and non-acceptability of definite NPs as head noun.  

Surprisingly, though definite NPs cannot be modified by RCs, proper names, including names 
of persons and places can be. This runs contrary to views expressed by some researchers, e.g., 
Perlmutter and Soames who state,  

 
Proper names are used to refer to specific individuals. As a result, when the head NP of a 
relative clause is a proper name, it picks out the subject of the predication, leaving no role for 
the restrictive clause to play. Consequently, proper names cannot be heads of restrictive 
clauses; however, they can be heads of appositives (1979: 268-269).  
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Nkami, like other Kwa language such as Akan, Ewe, and Logba do accept proper names as 
head nouns of NPs modified by RCs – and, in fact, when they do, the semantic effect of the RC on 
the proper name is identical to that of other head nouns, e.g. common nouns. In (35) are examples 
where a common noun, personal name, and place name serve as head nouns modified by RCs. 

 
(35) a. ádʊ́ nɪ́  [ɛ́-bá       fɛ́ɛ́fɛ́] amʊ́ lɛ̀-yí 

war REL 3SG.INANM.SUBJ-come all    REL PRF-stand 
‘All the wars that arose have ended.’ 

 
b. m-fʊ       asʊ̄  amʊ́ kɛɛ  Bekoe nɪ́  [ó-dʒí   ɔ̀tʃɪ́àmɪ́]  amʊ́ 

1SG.SUBJ-take matter DET leave Bekoe REL 3SG.SUBJ-be spokesperson REL 
‘I delivered the message to Bekoe (who is), the chief’s spokesperson.’ 

 
c. Amankwa nɪ́  [bá-á-ká̄   Nkami] amʊ́ bʊ  Afram Plains 

A.   REL 3PL-HAB-speak  N.    REL be.in A.P. 
‘Amankwa where they speak Nkami is in Afram Plains.’ 

 
Adʊ ‘war’, a common noun; Bekoe ‘personal name’; and Amankwa ‘place name’ serve as head 

nouns of the RCs in (35a, b, and c respectively). Note that the RCs in (35b and c) restrict the 
semantic reference of the personal names, Bekoe ‘name of person’ and Amankwa ‘place name’, 
just as the RC in (35a) does to the common noun adʊ ‘war’, because there could be several people 
and places by name Bekoe and Amankwa. The relative clauses in (35b and c) therefore have ‘roles 
to play’ as they help the auditor to know exactly who/where the speaker is talking about.14   

Moreover, in Nkami only object pronouns can serve as head nouns of RC. So, if we decide to 
pronominalize the head noun Bekoe in (35b), we get (36). 

 
(36) m-fʊ    asʊ̄  amʊ́ kɛɛ   mʊ́   nɪ́  [ó-dʒí   ɔtʃɪamɪ]  amʊ́ 

1SG.SUBJ-take  matter DET leave  3SG.OBJ REL 3SG.SUBJ-be spokesperson REL 
‘I delivered the message to him, (the one who is) the chief’s spokesperson.’ 

 
Thus, Bekoe, which functions as the object of the verb kɛɛ ‘leave’, could be replaced by an 

object pronoun mʊ́ ‘her/him’ and the resulting construction is acceptable. In English the 3rd person 
singular subject pronoun (or a homophonous form) she/he can function as a head noun of a RC 
when used in the generic sense such as, 

 
(37) a. He who does not work does not eat.  

b. He who does not suffer does not gain. 
                                                           

14  A reviewer feels that the examples in (35b, and c) where the relative clauses have Bekoe ‘personal name’ 
and Amankwa ‘place name’ as head nouns are cases of appositive relative clauses, as Perlmutter and 
Soames suggest. However, as we have explained above, we do not think that they are appositive relative 
clauses since the RCs have restrictive roles. We think that, if anything at all, the question should be about 
what proper names are. It seems to us that when these proper names/nouns are used as head nouns in 
RCCs, they tend to have semantics that is similar to common nouns; i.e., they tend to lack the capacity to 
be interpreted as nouns that provide ‘complete designations’ (Schachter 1973) or ‘unique identification’ 
(Dixon 2010) for their referents. Consequently, the use of RCs helps speakers to lay bare the unique 
identities of such ‘proper names/ nouns’ to the fore.   



44 Studies in African Linguistics 45(1&2), 2016 

 
However, unlike English, Nkami’s third person subject pronoun ɔ- never functions as the head 

noun of RCs. The equivalent of (37a) is provided in (38). 
 

(38) a. *ɔ   nɪ́  [á-má-kpá      asumi] amʊ́ a-má-dʒí     
she/he REL 3SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like work  REL 3SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-eat 
‘She/he who does not like work does not eat.’ 

 
b. mʊ́  nɪ́  [á-má-kpá    asumí] amʊ́ a- má-dʒí 15     

him/her REL 3SG-HAB.NEG-like  work REL 3SG-HAB.NEG-eat 
‘Him (he) who does not like work does not eat.’ 

 
Example (38a) is unacceptable because it has the subject pronoun ɔ- ‘she/he’ as the head noun, 

but (38b) is felicitous because the object pronoun mʊ́ ‘him/her’ serves as the head noun. Moreover, 
it is the same mʊ́ that functions as head noun in what is performed by, in the words of a reviewer, 
‘an emphatic form of the subject pronoun in Akan’, as indicated in (39).16  

 
 (39) a. Akan 

ɔno  aa   [ɔ -re-kasa     ]  yi,  o-n-nim     China. 
3SG  REL  3SG.SUBJ.PROG-speak DEM 3SG.SUBJ-NEG-know China 
‘S/he who/that is speaking (she) does not know China.’  

 
b. Nkami 

mʊ́      nɪ́   [ɔ́-lɔ́-klɔ́lɪ́      ] amʊ́  a-má-ɲí    China 
3SG.OBJ  REL  3SG.SUBJ.PROG-speak  REL 3SG.SUBJ-NEG-know China 
‘S/he who/that is speaking (she) does not know China.’  

 
Furthermore, it is the same form mʊ́, which functions as head noun in RCCs, that convey 

similar meanings to the so-called “condensed relatives” (cf. Sweet 1891, Dixon 2010: 359) or 
“headless relatives” (cf. Comrie and Smith 1977, Givón 2001) in some languages. In condensed 
relatives or headless relatives, the head noun is fused together with the relative marker so that 
there is no distinct head noun separate from the relative marker. Consider some examples below.  

 

                                                           
15  The 3rd person singular pronoun ɔ- undergoes lowering harmony, triggered by the low vowel in the 

following negative morpheme ma, that is why it is realized as [a]. 
16  It seems to us that based on Nkami’s data (39b), what has been called ‘emphatic subject pronoun’ ɔno in 

Akan may not be an emphatic form of the subject pronoun ɔ- ‘she/he’ after all, but rather, an emphatic 
form of the object pronoun no ‘him’. Put differently, we are suggesting that the head noun ɔno in Akan’s 
data (39a) may be better described as an object pronoun, but not as a subject pronoun. It appears that the 
description of ɔno as an (emphatic) subject pronoun, rather than an (emphatic) object pronoun, has been 
influenced by the English fine glossing/translation of such sentences. For instance, it seems to us that the 
literal translation of both the Akan and Nkami’s sentences in (39) will read: ‘Him/Her who is speaking, 
he/she does not know China.’, rather than, ‘He/she who is speaking, he/she does not know China.’ (See 
Asante in preparation). 
. 
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(40) a. What [I don’t like] is what you always do. 
b. Where [I haven’t gone] you say I have gone. 
c. When [I go] is when you always go. 

 
Thus, in (40) the content question words what, where, and when serve as both the head nouns 

and relative markers of their RCs. While some (e.g. Comrie and Smith 1977, Givón 2001) opine 
that this type of RCs is headless in English, others (e.g. Dixon 2010) argue that there is no RC 
which is headless. For Dixon, the headless account solely relies on the surface structure rather than 
the underlying structure of RCCs, which for him fails to provide adequate explanatory account for 
such RCCs. Consequently, for him, the head noun of the NP modified by the RC, which he calls 
the common argument within the MC, may be covertly or overtly stated – and in this case (40), 
there is condensation of the head noun and the relativizer (see Dixon 2010: 317-318, 359-360 for 
details). Now consider the equivalents of (40a and b) in Nkami here. 

 
(41) a. mʊ́  nɪ́  [má-á-kpá    ø] amʊ́ nɪ́  dabikʊ́adʒɛ wʊ́-bɔ́ 

3SG.OBJ REL 1SG.SUBJ-NEG-like REL CONJ always   2SG.SUBJ-do 
‘What I don’t like is what you always do.’ 

 
b. mʊ́  nɪ́  [mɪ́-ntɪ́-yɔ́  ]  amʊ́ wʊ-yɛɛ  mɪ-ɛ-yɔ 

3SG.OBJ REL 1SG.SUBJ-NEG-go REL 2SG.SUBJ-say 1SG-PRF-go 
‘Where I haven’t gone you say I have gone.’ 

 
Two observations are critical here: First, Nkami does not have condensed/headless RCCs. In all 

RCCs, there is an overt head noun and an overt relativizer. So, in (41), for instance, where English 
employs condensed relatives, in Nkami there must be overt head noun mʊ́ and relativizer nɪ́. 
Secondly, in RCCs that would be expressed by condensed/headless relatives in English, Nkami 
employs mʊ́ as the head noun regardless of whether the condensed element is where, what or when. 
Thus, rather than using condensed relatives, Nkami has a peculiar case where the third person 
singular animate object pronoun mʊ́ ‘him/her’ has extended its functions as head noun that is 
employed for generic referencing.  

 
6. What are the permissible functions for the head noun and its corresponding resumptive 

pronoun?    
 

Following Keenan and Comrie’s (I977) famous piece on Accessibility Hierarchy (AH), almost 
every publication on RCCs discusses possible function(s) allowed for relativized NPs within RCs. 
The AH is schematized as follows: 

 
(42)  Subject > object > indirect object > oblique > possessor 

 
Simply, the AH is an implicational scale that claims that if a language allows relativization of a 

function on the scale, then all other function(s) preceding it (to the left) would be allowed. In other 
words, any language which allows, for instance, the indirect object function within an RC will also 
allow the object and subject functions. A language will therefore not allow an indirect object 
function while disallowing the object and subject functions. Majority of languages studied 
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conform to the AH (cf. Payne 1997, Dixon 2010). There are, however, some exceptions to the 
theory, especially those languages with ergativity orientation. Because of the strong relationship 
between the subject of an intransitive clause (S) and object of transitive clause (O) in ergativity 
languages, there are cases where the (S) and (O) may be relativized, while (A) is not allowed. 
Dyirbal and Warekena are two such languages (Dixon 2010). In order to accommodate such 
languages, some (cf. Dixon 2010) have called for a revision of the statement of the first two 
positions; i.e. subject and object, on the scale. All functions on the scale are, however, 
relativizeable in Nkami, as (43) illustrates. 

 
(43) a.  Subject within an RC 

Ma-á-kpá       ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [ó-dṹ       John] amʊ́    
1SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like dog  REL 3SG.SUBJ-bite.PST   J.  REL   
‘I don’t like the dog that bit John.’ 

 
b. Direct Object within an RC 

Ma-á-kpá       ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [John ŋú   mʊ́ ]  amʊ́   
1SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like   dog  REL J.  see.PST 3SG.OBJ REL  
‘I don’t like the dog that John saw.’ 

 
c. Object 2 of an SVC within an RC 

Ma-á-kpá       ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́   [John tʊ́  ébí  da mʊ́ ]  amʊ́   
1SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like dog  REL   J.   throw stone hit 3SG.OBJ REL  
‘I don’t like the dog that John threw stone at.’ 

 
d.  Oblique within an RC 

Ma-á-kpá       ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [John tʃɪna mʊ́    sʊ] amʊ́   
1SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like dog  REL J.  sit  3SG.OBJ on  REL  
‘I don’t like the dog that John sat on.’ 

 
e.  Possessor within an RC 

Ma-á-kpá      ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [mʊ́  ayá  bʊ.bʊ  ɛsɪ ̃́]   amʊ́   
1SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like dog  REL 3SG.POSS leg  RED.have length   REL  
‘I don’t like the dog that has long legs.’   

 
As we observe in (43a-e), ɔkplɪ́ ‘dog’ can function as subject in (43a), object in (43b), object 2 

of SVC in (43c), oblique in (43d), and possessor in (43e) within each of the RCs without worry. In 
all sentences in (43), the head noun ɔkplɪ́ ‘dog’ is explicitly co-referenced by a harmonious 
resumptive pronoun within the RC. 

Apart from the canonical functions on the AH, Nkami also allows several more complex 
functions within the RC. Consider the comparative and coordinate constructions in (44). 

  
(44) a. Comparee of comparison within an RC 

Ma-á-kpá       ɔkplɪ́  nɪ́   [ɔ́-tʃɔ́       tʃʊ̃  Hope] amʊ́  
1SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like   dog    REL  3SG.SUBJ-be.big  exceed H.  REL  
‘I don’t like the dog that is bigger than Hope (a name of a dog).’ 
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b. Standard of comparison within an RC 

Ma-á-kpá       ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [Hope tʃɔ́  tʃʊ̃  mʊ́]  amʊ́  
1SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like dog  REL H.   be.big exceed 3SG.OBJ REL  
‘I don’t like the dog that Hope (a name of a dog) is bigger than.’ 

 
c. Coordinand of a coordinate NP within an RC 

Ma-á-kpá       oyebí nɪ́  [Kofí nɪ́  mʊ́  yɔ Amankwa] amʊ́ 
1SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-like child REL K.  CONJ 3SG.OBJ go A.         REL  
‘I don’t like the child who Kofi and (him) went to Amankwa (went to Amankwa with).’  

 
Observe that in (44a-b) Nkami allows entities in comparison to be relativized within the RC. 

Precisely, the relativized subject pronoun ɔ́- ‘she/he’ in (44a) functions as the Comparee of 
Comparison (subject of comparison), while mʊ́ ‘it’ in (44b) functions as the Standard of 
Comparison (object of comparison). In (44c) too, the relativized element mʊ́ ‘him/her’ functions 
as a coordinand (conjunct) of the coordinate clause Kofí nɪ́ mʊ́ ‘Kofi and him’.  

As mentioned earlier, following the inception of the Accessibility Hierarchy (AH), research on 
RCCs invariably seek to ascertain the allowable functions of the relativized NP within the RC. 
However, few have touched on the allowable functions for the relativized NP (head noun) within 
the MC. The widespread nature of this phenomenon is presumably rationalized by the fact that 
generally the functions allowable for the head noun within the MC are more than those allowed 
within the RC. Nonetheless, it is important to note that there are some languages such as Warekena 
and Yidiny (Dixon 2010: 324) that allow very limited functions for the head noun within the MC 
too. For instance, in Yidiny a head noun can be modified by a RC only if it functions as subject or 
object within the MC. Consequently, this paper examines the allowable functions for the head 
noun within the MC in Nkami. Similar to most languages, all functions allowable for the 
relativized NP within the RC, as we saw in (43), are also allowable for the head noun within the 
MC, as illustrated in (45). 

 
(45) a. Subject within an MC 

Kofí nɪ́  [ɔ́ɔ́-kpá        atʃɪ́  ] amʊ́ nɪ́  wʊ-wɔ́      mʊ́   sʊ? 
K. REL  3SG.SUBJ.HAB-like  women REL CONJ 2SG.SUBJ-follow 3SG.OBJ on   
‘Kofi who likes women and you are following (interested in him)?’ 

 
b. Direct object within an MC 

Kofi ɔ̀ɔ́-kpá    kããsɛ́ nɪ́  [é-dʒí      tuntu] amʊ́ 
K. 3SG.HAB-like car  REL 3SG.INAM.SUBJ-be black REL 
‘Kofi likes cars that are black (Kofi likes black cars).’ 

 
c. Object 2 of an SVC within an MC 

Kofí tʊ  ébí  sa  ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [ó-dʒí   tuntu] amʊ́ 
K.  throw stone give dog  REL 3SG.SUBJ-be black REL 
‘Kofi threw stone at the dog that is black (Kofi threw stone at the black dog).’ 
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d. Oblique within an MC 
Kofí tʃɪna ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [ó-dʒí   tuntu] amʊ́ sʊ  
K. sit  dog    REL 3SG.SUBJ-be black REL on 
‘Kofi sat on the dog that is black (Kofi sat on the black dog).’ 
 

e.  Possessor within an MC 
Kofí lɛ-sɔ  ɔkplɪ́ sa  mʊ́  ɔka nɪ́  [ó-dʒí   kikibi] amʊ́  
K.  PRF-buy dog  give 3SG.POSS wife REL 3SG.SUBJ-be small REL 
‘Kofi has bought a dog for her wife who is small (for her younger wife).’ 

 
Similar to the common argument within the RC, NPs within an MC in comparative and 

coordinate constructions can become head nouns of RCs, as illustrated in (46). 
 

(46) a. Standard of Comparison within an MC 
Kofí ɔ̀ɔ́-kpá  atʃɪ́  tʃʊ̃  ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [ɔ́-bʊ́     hiit] amʊ́ 
K.  HAB-like woman exceed dog  REL 3SG.SUBJ-have heat REL  
‘Kofi likes women than a dog that has heat (that is on heat).’ 

 
b. Comparee of Comparison within an MC 

Kofí nɪ́  [ɔ́ɔ́-kpá        atʃɪ́   tʃʊ̃  ɔkplɪ́] amʊ́ nɪ́         
K. REL 3SG.SUBJ.HAB-like women exceed dog  REL CONJ   
wʊ́-wɔ́    mʊ́   sʊ? 
2SG.SUBJ-follow 3SG.OBJ on   
‘Kofi who likes women than dog and you are following?’ 

 
c. Coordinand of Coordinate NP within an MC 

ŋ-ŋu    Kofí nɪ́  ɔtʃɪ́  nɪ́  [ó-tíé    maŋu   mɪ fã] amʊ́ 
1SG.SUBJ-see K.  CONJ woman REL 3SG.SUBJ-live outskirts   here  REL 
‘I saw Kofi and the lady who lives at the outskirts.’  

 
d. Coordinate NP within an MC 

ŋ-ŋu  Kofí nɪ́  ɔtʃɪ́  nɪ́  [bé-tíé  maŋu  mɪ fã] amʊ       

1SG-see K.  CONJ woman REL 3PL-live  outskirts here REL 
‘I saw Kofi and the woman who live at the outskirts.’ 

 
Example (46d) is interesting because it has the entire coordinate phrase Kofí nɪ́ ɔtʃɪ́ ‘Kofi and 

woman’ serving as the head noun of the RC bétíé maŋu mɪfã ‘who (they) live at the outskirts’. 
Observe the harmony in the selection of resumptive pronouns within the RC. While ɔtʃɪ́ (46c) 
selects o- ‘she/he’ because it is singular noun, Kofí nɪ́ ɔtʃɪ́ (46d) select bé- ‘they’ because it is 
coordinate phrase.17 

Moreover, in Nkami a relativized element can be an NP (resumptive pronoun) within another 
RC, as illustrated in (47).  

                                                           
17  A reiteration here may be necessary. Note that while the examples in (43-44) show evidence of the 

allowable functions for relativized NPs (resumptive pronouns) within RCs, those in (45-46) show 
allowable functions for relativized NPs (head nouns) within MCs. The relativized NPs are in bold. 
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(47) Kofí  nɪ́   [ɔ́ɔ́-yɔ́     sukuu] nɪ́  [á-má-bʊ́      ɛdalɔ́] amʊ́   

K.   REL 3SG.SUBJ.HAB-go school REL 3SG.SUBJ-HAB.NEG-have money REL  
nɪ  wʊ́-kpá? 
CONJ 2SG.SUBJ-like 
‘Kofi who goes to school, who does not have money, and you love?’  

 
In (47) ɔ́ɔ́- ‘he.HAB’ serves two functions: First, as a resumptive subject pronoun that 

co-references Kofi, the head noun, within the first RC; and second, as the head noun of the 
following relative clause ámábʊ́ ɛdalɔ́ ‘who (he) does not have money’. 

Last but not least, Besnier (2000) reports that in the Polynesian language, Tuvaluan, the 
relativized NP can be in intransitive subject (S) but not in copula subject (CS) function within the 
RC (Dixon 2010). As (48a) and (48b) show, Nkami has no such restriction. 

 
(48) a. adu nɪ́  [ɛ́-bá         fɛ́ɛ́fɛ́] amʊ́ lɛ-yí 

war REL 3SG.INANM.SUBJ-come all  REL PRF-stand 
‘All the wars that arose have ended.’ 

  
b. Ma-á-kpá     ɔkplɪ́ nɪ́  [ó-dʒí    timi]  amʊ́ 

1SG.SUBJ-NEG.HAB-like dog  REL   3SG.SUBJ-be  short  REL 
‘I don’t like the dog that is short (I don’t like that short dog).’ 
 

In (48a) the resumptive pronoun ɛ́- ‘it’ is in (S) function within the RC ɛ́bá fɛ́ɛ́fɛ́ ‘it all came’, 
whereas in (48b) ó- ‘it’ is in (CS) function within the RC ódʒí timi ‘that (it) is short’.  
7. Restrictive versus non-restrictive relative clauses 

 
This section investigates whether Nkami has a formal means for distinguishing ‘restrictive’ from 
‘non-restrictive’ RCs. A restrictive RC is a clause that helps to delimit the semantic reference of 
the head noun it modifies. Thus, in (49) the relative clause ɔ́fɪ́ɪ́ ‘she/he (who) got lost’ helps to 
delineate the identity of oyebí amʊ́ ‘the boy’.  

 
(49) oyebí nɪ́    [ɔ́-fɪ́ɪ́   ] amʊ́ nɪ́   

child   REL  3SG.SUBJ-get.lost REL  PPD 
‘The child who got lost is this.’ 

 
On the other hand, in English when the identity of the head noun already has unique reference, 

for instance, when the element being modified by the RC is a proper name, pronoun or definite NP, 
the RC may be said to be ‘non-restrictive’. Put differently, a non-restrictive RC merely helps to 
provide additional background information to the head noun rather than restricting its reference 
since it is already uniquely identified (Dixon 2010, Perlmutter and Soames 1979). There are 
several strategies that languages use to distinguish between restrictive and non-restrictive RCs. For 
instance, one of the strategies that English utilizes to distinguish between non-restrictive and 
restrictive relatives is the use of pauses, which are reflected in writing by commas before and after 
the RC, as (50) illustrates.  

 



50 Studies in African Linguistics 45(1&2), 2016 

(50)  The boy, who got missing, has been found. 
 
Thus, if the boy lives in a small community where there is only one boy missing and everyone 

is aware and worried about his disappearance, then, the identity of the boy could easily surface if 
one simply said: “The boy has been found”. In such a case, the RC ‘who got missing’ may be said 
be adding ‘parenthetical’ information. Such RCs are termed ‘non-restrictive’. For some other 
languages, definite NPs such as those that take definite determiners, names of persons, place 
names, and pronouns cannot be modified by (restrictive ) RCs because they are assumed to be 
uniquely identified and so do not need further additional information.  

In Nkami, however, as we observed in section 5, with the exception of NPs that take definite 
determiners and subject pronouns, all definite NPs including names of persons, place names, and 
object pronouns can be head nouns of NPs modified by RCs. Secondly, unlike English, there is no 
formal mechanism, whether segmental, suprasegmental, or written for distinguishing RCs that 
modify uniquely identifiable head nouns from non-uniquely identifiable ones. In fact, Nkami 
speakers do not make any formal difference even when the head noun is the 2nd person singular 
object pronoun wʊ́ ‘you’, the addressee in the speech act, as (51) illustrates. 

  
(51) wʊ́  nɪ́  [mɪ́-ɛ́-bʊ́á      wʊ́   ɔlʊ́] amʊ́  nɪ́       

2SG.OBJ REL  1SG.SUBJ-PRF-help 2SG.OBJ DEM REL  CONJ 
wɔ-ɔ-pʊ       mɪ? 
2SG.SUBJ-PRF-deny 1SG.OBJ 
‘You that I have helped like that (so much) and you have denied me?’ 

   
Any pause in the production of RCCs in Nkami may be as a result of the speaker’s style, 

probably as a way of indicating emphasis, rather than marking a difference between restrictive and 
non-restrictive RCs. This is because, as we suggested in section 5, whenever definite NPs such as 
names of persons, place names, and pronouns are used as head nouns in RCCs in Nkami, they tend 
to lack the capacity to be interpreted as nouns that provide ‘complete designations’ (Schachter 
1973) or ‘unique identification’ (Dixon 2010) for their referents. The use of RCs, therefore, helps 
speakers to bring out the unique identities of such ‘definite NPs’, rather than just providing 
‘parenthetical’ information or ‘appositive’ interpretations to them. Nkami therefore seems to 
belong to the group of languages that do not draw a distinction between restrictive and 
non-restrictive RCs. This helps give credence to an observation made by Saah (2010:102) that “It 
seems that Akan and, most probably all the Kwa languages, only use the type of relative clause 
being discussed here as restrictive relatives”; and an earlier one by Watters (2000: 225) that the 
difference between restrictive and non-restrictive RCs “is generally not marked in African 
languages”. 

 
8. Lines of diachronic development 

 
Dixon (2010) recommends two things to look for when establishing the development of RCCs. He 
remarks, “First, how did the relative clause construction in a particular language develop? And 
secondly, if there is an explicit marker for an RC, where did this come from?” Dixon (2010: 361). 
These two questions are therefore our concern in this section. 
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Starting with the first, we take support from Kibrik’s (1992) dual universal cognitive strategies 
underlying RCCs to suggest that tentatively RCCs in Nkami evolved as a result of a need to 
express ‘attributive’ properties. Our data for this analysis are based primarily on property encoding 
constructions in Nkami. According to Kibrik (1992), there are only two distinct global cognitive 
strategies that underlie the evolution of RCCs. These are the ‘combining’ and the ‘inserting’ 
strategies. The combining strategy involves the amalgamation of two propositions that share a 
common argument in the speaker’s mind. Thus, the sharing of a common argument is necessary 
for the combination of the propositions that form RCCs. On the other hand, the inserting strategy 
“corresponds to a process where a referent is first conceived through its participation in a certain 
event, and coded by a nominalized proposition, and then this complex nomination as a single 
whole, is inserted into another, broader event” (Kibrik 1992:143–144).  

Synchronically, there are three strategies for expressing ‘predicative’ in Nkami. Thus, if one 
wants to express something like ‘John is tall/fat/strong’, one of these strategies may be usedː (i) 
through a property coding verb, (ii) through a descriptive adjective and, (iii) through a possessive 
clause. Let us consider them each in (52). 

 
(52) a. oyebí amʊ́ tʃɔ́        b.  oyebí amʊ́ dʒi tɪntɪn   

Child  DET be.big      child DET be tall 
‘The child is fat.’             ‘The child is tall.’ 

  
c. oyebí amʊ́ bʊ  ɛsɪ́̄18  

child  DET have tallness 
‘The child has tallness (the boy is tall).’  

 
In (52a) the property concept ‘fat/big’ is assigned to the entity oyebí ‘child’ via an intransitive 

verb tʃɔ́; in (52b) ‘tall’ is expressed via an adjective tɪntɪn; and in (52c) ‘tall’ is expressed via a 
possessive complement ɛsɪ́̄. In (53a-b) below are further examples where the property concepts 
‘cold’ and ‘light’ are expressed via possessive complements oyíré ‘coldness’ and ɔsá ‘lightness’ 
respectively. 

 
(53) a. ntʃu amʊ́ bʊ  oyíré           b. ɔwɪlɪ amʊ́ bʊ  ɔsá 

water DET have coldness    paper DET have lightness 
‘The water is cold.’       ‘The paper is light (weight).’ 

 
Obviously, tʃɔ́ ‘be.big’, as a verb, cannot be used attributively to modify a noun in (54a). 

However, tɪntɪn ‘tall’, as an adjective, can modify nominals attributively, as shown in (54b). 
 

(54) a. *oyebí tʃɔ  amʊ́      b. oyebí tɪntɪn amʊ́ 
child  be.big DET      child tall  DET 
‘The big/fat child’              ‘The tall child’ 

 

                                                           
18  There is a general process in Nkami where word initial front mid vowels /ɛ, e/ delete and then 

compensated for by preceding round high vowels. So, oyebí amʊ bʊ ɛsɪ́̄ is realized as [oyebí amʊ́ bʊʊ sɪ́̄]. 
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Apart from descriptive adjectives like tɪntɪn ‘tall’, there are some identity nouns such as oyu 
‘thief’, ɔkpɛ ‘witch’, osikani ‘rich person’, and owurobie ‘lazy person’ that can also be used 
attributively to express identity to their attributes, as shown in (55). 

 
(55) a. oyebí óyú amʊ́…   

child  thief DET 
‘The child who is a thief… (lit. the thief child).’ 

 
b. oyebí ɔ́kpɛ́ amʊ́… 

child  witch DET 
‘The child who is a witch… (lit. the witch child).’ 

 
Unlike these identity nouns, nouns such as ɛsɪ́̄ ‘tallness’, oyíré ‘coldness’, ɔsá ‘lightness’, and 

ɔkwá ‘hardness’ that are used in possessive clauses to convey predicative property are ‘defective’ 
and hence cannot be used attributively, as (56) exemplifies. 

 
(56) a. *oyebí ɛsɪ̄ ́  amʊ́       b. *oyebi ɔkwá  amʊ́ 

child  tallness DET                 child hardness DET 
‘The tall child’                    ‘The strong child’ 

  
c. *ntʃu  oyíré  amʊ́           d.  *ɔwɪlɪ ɔsá   amʊ 

water  coldness DET              paper lightness DET 
‘The cold water’                   ‘The light paper’  

 
With these facts, we make a thesis: Since Nkami lacked resources to express attributive 

property to complement the defective nouns that are used in possessive clauses to express 
predicative property, speakers devised a means of expressing attributive property by combining 
clauses that share a common argument, as (57) shows. 

 
(57) a. oyebí amʊ́ bʊ ɛsɪ̄ ́           b. oyebí amʊ́ ba  mɪ 

child  DET has tallness          child DET come here 
‘The child is tall.’              ‘The child came here.’ 

 
As we observe in (57), both clauses share the subject argument oyebí ‘child’. In combining the 

two clauses, the clause that is assumed to assign property to the common argument is made to be 
embedded in the other. Thus, (57a) will be embedded in (57b) because it is the one that assigns 
property to the common argument oyebí ‘child’. Furthermore, in order to delineate the boundaries 
of the RC, the particles nɪ́ and amʊ́ are placed at both ends of the RC. Finally, per anaphoric 
substitution rule (cf. Stockwell 1977, Baker 1978), which prohibits identical elements in a 
sentence, a resumptive pronoun is employed to replace the head noun (i.e. oyebí ‘child’) within the 
RC. Thus, if speakers wanted to say something like ‘the tall boy came here’, they would combine 
oyebí amʊ́ ba mɪ ‘the child came here’ and oyebí amʊ́ bʊ ɛsɪ́̄ ‘the child has tallness’ via inserting 
the latter into the former - accompanied by other language internal well-formedness constraints to 
arrive at oyebí nɪ́ ɔ́bʊ́ ɛsɪ́̄ amʊ́ ba mɪ ‘the child who has tallness (tall child) came here’. The process 
is roughly schematized in (58).  



   Relative clause construction in Nkami 53 

 
(58)  Nkami’s RC derivation process 
 

oyebí amʊ́ ba mɪ + oyebi amʊ́ bʊ ɛsɪ̄́  → [oyebi nɪ́ ɔbʊ ɛsɪ̄ amʊ́ ba mɪ]   
oyebí [oyebí amʊ́ bʊ ɛsɪ́̄] amʊ́ ba mɪ     (1)  Combination via insertion 
oyebí nɪ́ [oyebí amʊ́ bʊ ɛsɪ̄]́ amʊ́ ba mɪ    (2)  Relative marker nɪ́ insertion 
oyebí nɪ́ [ɔ́-bʊ́ ɛsɪ̄ ́] amʊ́ ba mɪ           (3)  Anaphoric substitution rule: ɔ́- replaces  
                                   oyebí amʊ́ ‘the child’ within the RC 
oyebí nɪ́ [ɔ́-bʊ́ ɛsɪ̄ ́] amʊ́ ba mɪ             Output   
 
The contention is that RCCs evolved in Nkami because of: (i) the lack of resources (adjectives) 

to express certain property concepts attributively, and (ii) the need to maximize the already 
existing resources that were used to encode predicative property. In other words, a prototypical 
RCC in Nkami is one that has a property encoding possessive clause as its RC. The view 
expressed here is similar to the cognitive approach to grammaticalization which sees 
grammaticalization as a process of solving conceptualization problem by expressing more abstract 
concepts in terms of less abstract ones (cf. Heine et al. 1991, Bybee 2003). In (59) are other RCCs 
containing property encoding possessive clauses as their RCs. 

 
(59) a. amangʊ  nɪ́  [ɛ́-bʊ́       ɔdɛ́  ]  amʊ́ nʊ́ 

mango   REL 3SG.INANM.SUBJ-have sweetness REL DPD 
‘That is the sweet-tasting mango (pointing to a mango tree).’ 

 
b.  adu  nɪ́  [ɛ́-bʊ́        odʒá ] amʊ́ ɛkʊ nɪ́ 

medicine REL 3SG.INANM.SUBJ-have hotness REL some PPD 
‘This is a sample of the potent medicine (the medicine that has hotness some this).’ 

 
c. ɔsɪkã nɪ́  [ɛ́-bʊ́         ɔyá ] amʊ́ bʊ  bile? 

knife  REL 3SG.INANM.SUBJ-have hotness REL be.in where  
‘Where is the sharp-cutting knife (where is the knife that has sharpness?)?’ 

 
Next, we determine possible diachronic paths of the two relative markers nɪ́ and amʊ́. Recall 

from section 3 that both nɪ́ and amʊ́ are multi-functional. As a recap, nɪ́ is homophonous with the 
form used as a focus marker, clausal connective, and proximal predicative demonstrative (PPD). 
In (60) are examples demonstrating these distinct functions of nɪ́. 19 

 
(60) a. Nɪ́ as a relative marker 

ɔɲɪnɪ  nɪ́  [wʊ́-ŋú  mʊ́]  amʊ́ bʊ  China     
man  REL 2SG.SUBJ-see 3SG.OBJ REL be.in China 
‘The/that man you saw is in China.’ 

 

                                                           
19  See Schachter (1973) for a discussion on some striking similarities between focus and RC constructions. 
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b. Nɪ as focus marker 
ɔɲɪnɪ  nɪ́  wʊ́-ŋú  mʊ́   amʊ́  
man  FOC 2SG-see 3SG.OBJ FOC    
‘It is a man I saw (not a woman).’ 

 
c. Nɪ as a clausal connective 

ɔɲɪnɪ  amʊ́ bʊ  Ghana nɪ́  ɔtʃɪ́  amʊ́ bʊ  China 
man  DET be.in Ghana CONJ woman DET be.in China 
‘The man is in Ghana and the woman is in China.’ 

  
d. Nɪ as a PPD 

ɔɲɪnɪ  amʊ́ nɪ́      
man  DET PPD 
‘This is the man.’ 

          
e. ɔɲɪnɪ  amʊ́ nʊ́      

man  DET DPD 
‘This is the man.’ 

 
Looking at the four distinct functions of nɪ́ (60a-d), it may be right to argue that when nɪ́ is 

used in (60d) as a proximal predicative demonstrative, it has less abstract reference than when it 
performs the other three functions in (60a-c). As a proximal predicative demonstrative (PPD), nɪ́ is 
used in contrast with nʊ́ in verbless clauses (60e) to express the deictic reference of entities. The 
other three functions are similar. Nɪ́ ‘underlyingly’ seems to be functioning as a 
‘boundary/introductory linker’ in all three constructions, as we observed in section 3. The use of nɪ́ 
as a linker is more grammatical and more abstract than as a demonstrative. As a boundary linker, 
nɪ́ is not deictic. Thus, it cannot be used to indicate the location of entities in the real world as it 
does in (60d). Secondly, while nɪ́ contrasts nʊ́ when used as a demonstrative, as a linker, it is not 
contrastive. Thus, one cannot replace nɪ́ with nʊ́ in (60a-c) to express deictic contrast. Lastly, as a 
relative marker, nɪ́ is syntactically restricted since it cannot collocate with a definite determiner 
(sections 3 and 5), though nɪ́ (60d) as a demonstrative can.  

Moreover, apart from the cross-linguistic tendency that less abstract and less grammatical 
linguistic forms generally develop into forms that express more abstract and more grammatical 
meanings rather than vice versa, it is also widely attested that forms with deictic reference are a 
viable source for the development of many grammatical items including relative markers (cf. 
Diesel 1999, Kuteva and Comrie 2005, Dixon 2010). For instance, remarking on common sources 
for relative markers, Dixon 2010 remarks, “Another common source for relative markers and 
relative pronouns is demonstratives of various kinds”. He then goes on to list Hungarian, Mupun, 
Tok Pisin, Yagua, etc. as examples of such languages. Kuteva and Comrie (2005: 215) also assert 
that the fact “That demonstratives develop into relative clause markers is certainly nothing 
unusual”. In addition, Keenan (1985: 150) notes that “relative pronouns are commonly related to 
demonstratives, interrogatives, or both”. Similarly to English, Keenan further observes German 
relative pronouns “are identical to the definite article, which itself still functions independently as 
a demonstrative pronoun”. 
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Geographically closer to Nkami is another Kwa Ghanaian language, Ewegbe. Saah (2010ː 97) 
mentions that in Ewegbe “the element that introduces the relative clause si is derived from the 
proximal demonstrative sia ‘this’”. This is exemplified below where sia ‘this’ is used as a 
demonstrative in (61a), and si as a relative marker in (61b) (Saah 2010ː 97).  

 
(61) a.  Tsɔ́ atukpá  sia  ná-m 

take bottle  this  give-1SG 
‘Give me this bottle.’ 

 
b. Tsɔ́ atukpá [si le   kplɔ̃-a  dzí] lá  ná-m 

take bottle  EL be-located table-DEF top  CD  give-1SG 
‘Give me the bottle which is on the table.’ 

 
As we observe in the Ewegbe data, unlike Nkami, the extension of function from a proximal 

demonstrative sia ‘this’ to a relative marker si brought about phonological depletion in the derived 
form (i.e. the final vowel of sia ‘this’ got deleted as it grammaticalized to si REL). Based on these 
real facts (language internal and cross-linguistic), it appears convincing that the proximal 
predicative demonstrative is a probable source of the relative marker and the other grammatical 
markers.   

With regard to amʊ́, it is homophonous with the form used as definite article ‘the’ and distal 
demonstrative ‘that’ (see section 3). Similarly to the argument put forward for nɪ́, we posit that 
amʊ́, as a (terminal) relative marker, developed from the distal demonstrative amʊ́. Though amʊ́ 
still maintains part of its ‘definite’ meaning ‘that/the’ when used as a relative marker, it is not 
contrastive when used in this new role. In different words, though amʊ́ can be replaced with its 
deictic opposite ɲá ‘this’ to express contrast when used as a demonstrative, the same cannot be 
done when it (amʊ́) functions as a relative marker in RCCs.   

While it may be revealing to find that both relative markers in Nkami relate to forms that have 
deictic reference, it is fair to note that this phenomenon is not peculiar to Nkami. For instance, 
Kuteva and Comrie (2005ː 222-223) cite Mbum, Ngbaka (a Central African language), and Bari (a 
Nilotic language) as some languages that also employ the ‘bracket strategy’. And for all these 
languages, the markers used for delineating the boundaries of the RC are similar or identical to 
deictic elements. Of particular interest is Mbum which behaves almost identical to Nkami, as (62) 
illustrates. 

 
(62) Mbum (Hagège 1970, cited in Chumbow 1977ː 288) 

úì  [àí  mì zàŋ ] záŋ    nú bèlbél 
woman REL I met  (DET/REL)  is beautiful 
‘The woman I met is beautiful.’ 

 
Commenting on the data above, Kuteva and Comrie (2005ː 222) remark: “The forms àí and nú 

which delineate the relative clause are deictics of different types”. Though implicit, the glossing of 
záŋ as (DET/REL) appears to provide support for our decision to consider amʊ́ as a relative 
marker rather than a clause final determiner (section 3). It appears that the author of (62) 
contemplated considering záŋ as a REL but was also concerned about the general tendency of 
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glossing such forms in the literature; therefore, he decided on a more neutral stance and went for 
the disjunctive glossing (DET/REL). 

 
9. Conclusion 

 
An attempt has been made in this paper to provide a systematic account of RCCs of Nkami based 
on synchronic data. It has discussed several issues that are of general interest in relativization, 
typology, syntax and grammaticalization. Among other things, it was observed that in Nkami both 
the head noun and its referent within the RC are obligatorily and explicitly stated, save when the 
referent within the RC is an inanimate in non-subject function. Thus, Nkami is among the very 
few languages that employ the pronoun retention strategy to obligatorily state relativized NPs 
functioning as subject within the RC.  

The paper also departed from the analysis of some Kwa linguists by recognizing a marker, 
which is similar in distribution and function to what is so-called ‘Clause (final) Determiner CD’, 
as a Relative Marker. Hence, Nkami’s RCC is viewed as one that employs a ‘bracket strategy’, 
where two enclosing relative makers nɪ́ and amʊ́ are simultaneously placed at the ends of the RC. 
Moreover, unlike other Ghanaian Kwa languages such as Akan and Ewe, the head noun modified 
by a relative clause never takes a definite determiner, e.g. amʊ́ ‘the/that’ and ɲá ‘this’. The RC in 
Nkami always restricts the reference of the head noun, hence there is no element whether 
segmental, suprasegmental, or written that is employed to mark the difference between ‘restrictive’ 
and ‘non-restrictive’ RCs. Thus, Nkami’s RCCs help to provide support for earlier observations 
made by some linguists (cf. Watters 2000, Saah 2010) that the distinction between restrictive and 
non-restrictive RCs is generally not marked in African languages. 

 
 
 

Abbreviations 
 

ANIM  animate 
CONJ  conjunction  
CONTIN  continuative  
DEF  definite article 
DEM  demonstrative  
DDP  distal directional prefix 
DPD  distal predicative demonstrative 
FOC  focus 
FUT  future  
HAB  habitual  
INANM  inanimate  
NEG  negation 

PDP  proximate distal prefix 
PPD  proximal predicative demonstrative 
PST  past 
PRF  perfect 
PL  plural 
POSS  possessive 
PROG  progressive 
RED  reduplication 
REL  relative marker 
SG  singular 
SUBJ  subject 
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