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The data for three children learning Chichewa as their first language between the 
ages of 1.0 and 2.6 were analyzed to identify and describe the patterns of develop­
ment of tone, morpho-syntax and semantics in the acquisition of negation. Not one 
of the subcategories of negation was completely mastered by 2.6; in four subcate­
gories the tone patterns were acquired, with incomplete morphology; in no case was 
the morpho-syntax acquired without the tone. The results for first langauge acqui­
sition are compared with previous results for bilingual and second language acqui­
sition of Chichewa. The implications of these data for the identification of univer­
sals in language acquisition are discussed, as are the implications for phonological 
theory. 

1. Introduction 

Studies of the acquisition of English negation, e.g. Bloom [1970], have re­
vealed the necessity of studying semantic function alongside syntactic form. This 
need was confirmed in Chimombo's studies of bilingual (Lb) [1981al and second 
language (L2) [1981b] acquisition of Chichewa negation. A follow-up to these 
two studies, to collect data on first language (L1) acquisition of Chichewa nega­
tion [Chimombo 1987] revealed important insights into the acquisition of syntac­
tic tone as it interacts with morpho-syntax and semantics but did not go into de­
tail. The current study is, therefore, an attempt to analyze carefully the interac­
tion between tone, syntax, and semantics in the L1 acquisition of Chichewa nega­
tion. As Konopczynski [1979:50] writes: 

"Ne pas ... etudier [les frontieres prosodiques] equivaut a se priver de toute 
information sur les veritables debuts de l'apparition de la syntaxe chez 
l'enfant." 
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(Not to study [tonal development] is equivalent to ignoring all information 
on the true beginnings of syntactic development in the child's language.) 

Fortunately, the current study is made possible by the fact that Mtenje [1986, 
1987J has studied in depth the tone system of Chichewa, to complement the de­
tailed syntactic analyses of Mchombo [1978]. Furthermore, the acquisition of 
tone is now being seriously studied in a number of southern Bantu languages, 
even if detailed results are not yet available, e.g. Demuth [1988] for Sesotho, 
Moto [1988] for Chichewa, Suzman [1985J for Zulu, and Tsonope [1988] for 
Setswana. Thus, some progress has been made in answering systematically at 
least some of the questions Li and Thompson [1978:272] asked on chronology of 
acquisition, tone rules, and the child's perception of tone in their seminal article 
on the acquisition of tone. Li and Thompson [1978:283J were aware of the func­
tional role of tone in the syntax of many African languages. 

The data are presented as follows: first, details on the three children who 
were the subjects for this study are given. Then each of the semantic-syntactic 
categories of negation is discussed in tum: rejection, nonoccurrence, not-know­
ing, prohibition (negative command and negative permission), nonexistence, and 
denial. They are considered in this order because the first three categories are all 
expressed in Chichewa by the negative indicative and the last three by the nega­
tive imperative/subjunctive, negative dynamic copula, and negative stative copula 
respectively. Within each of these sections, a definition of the category is given, 
with a brief description of the Chichewa tone and morpho-syntax commonly used 
for expressing that category, and then the pattern of development of the chil­
dren's forms for expressing the function is presented and discussed. Also, com­
parison is made with Lb and L2 acquisition of Chichewa negation. The final sec­
tion presents the overall sequence of development of negation and discusses the 
implications. 

2. The Subjects 

The first child, A, was audio-recorded for six hours from the age of 1.8,5 to 
2.0,5 by her aunt, who was at the time a student at the University of Malawi. A 
is the third-born child, having two brothers, two and four years older than her­
self. A's mother is a secretary and her father a civil servant. A is a lively child, 
and 102 negative utterances were recorded in the course of the six hours. 

The second child, B, was audio-recorded for eight hours from the age of 
1.6,24 to 1.9,18 by a research assistant who is a friend of the family. She is the 
second-born child, having a sister four years older than herself. B's mother is a 
nurse-tutor and her father a university lecturer. B was not very talkative, and 
only 33 negative utterances were recorded in the course of the eight hours. 

The third child, C, was recorded from the age of 1.0,26 to 2.6,9 by the first 
author. He was audio-recorded for a total of 30 hours from 1.3,2 and a diary 
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was kept from the age of 1.0,26 to approximately 1.6. (Unfortunately, because 
of the omission of tone marking in the diary, the diary data are useful only for 
the analysis of morpho-syntax and semantics of Chichewa negation, not the devel­
opment of tone.) C is the third-born child, having a sister eight years older (the 
subject of Chimombo's [198Ia] study) and a brother six years older (the subject 
of Chimombo's [1981bl study). C's mother and father are both university lectur­
ers. C's mother is a native speaker of British English and a fluent second-lan­
guage speaker of Chichewa, while his father is a native speaker of Chichewa and 
a fluent second-language speaker of English. At the time of the study, however, 
C was not bilingual, a conscious decision having been made to address him in 
Chichewa at all times, up to the age of 2.6. Furthermore, like A and B, he was 
left in the care of a caretaker who speaks to him only in Chichewa. His limited 
exposure to English prior to the age of 2.6 is reflected in the fact that only 10 
negative utterances in English, out of a total of 710, were recorded in the course 
of the 17 months. 

The following analysis of the acquisition of Chichewa negation is based mainly 
on C's utterances, because the researchers were unable to continue recording the 
two girls for reasons beyond the author's controL However, the data from the 
girls provide useful insights into possible similarities and/or differences in the 
pattern of acquisition of each of the different semantic categories of negation, so 
they have been included for comparative purposes. 

3. The Morphological Structure of the Chichewa Verb and Tone 

Chichewa, like many other Bantu languages, shows the following morphologi­
cal structure in the verb in its most complex form: 

(1) negative -subject -aspectual -tense -object -verb -extensions -final 
prefix prefix marker prefix prefix root vowel 

The structure in (1) is illustrated in (2): 

(2) si-ndi-ka-na-ngo-m u-pit-ir-a 
not-1-conditional-past-just-him-go-benefactive-final vowel 

'I would not just have gone for him' 

Mtenje [1986, 1987] has presented a detailed analysis in which it is shown that 
some of the morphological elements in (1) trigger interesting tone alternations. 
Particularly, it is shown that tense, negative, and object markers assign high tones 
to various domains of the verbal unit, most notably the first syllable, i.e. the 
negative or subject marker left of the tense prefix, and to the penultimate sylla-
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bie.! The three positions in which H tone assignment is induced by morphologi­
cal markers are illustrated in the following affirmative examples using the low­
toned verb -werenga 'read': 

(3) subject marker- tense marker- verb root- final vowel 
a. ndi- na- wereng- a 

I- recent past- read- final vowel 

'I read recently' 

b. ndi- ma- wereng- a 
1- present habitual- read- final vowel 

'I read habitually' 

In (3a), the recent past tense prefix assigns a H to the syllable immediately to its 
right, while in (3b), the present habitual tense prefix places a H on the first syl­
lable in the verb phrase, i.e. the subject marker, as well as on the penultimate 
syllable. Similar tone assignment processes occur when the verb takes a negative 
marker, as illustrated in (4): 

(4) Affirmative Negative 
a. ndi-dza-werenga si-ndi-dza-werenga 

I-future-read not-I-future-read 

'I will read' 'I will not read' 

b. ndi-na-werenga si-ndi-na-werenga 
I-past-read not-I-past-read 

'I read' 'I didn't read' 

Here the negative marker places a H on the penultimate syllable in (4a) while in 
(4b) the H is placed on both the initial and penultimate syllables of the verb 
phrase. The H on the second syllable of the verb phrase results from an indepen­
dent rule of Tone Doubling which copies a H one syllable to its right under cer­
tain conditions which are irrelevant to this discussion. 

lChichewa has two level tones, high (H) and low (L). Contour tones are also attested, but only as 
a combination of two level tones. Thus a Land H on one vowel represents a rising tone (ill) 
while the reverse (Rt) yields a falling tone. In this paper' will represent a H, Y a rising tone, II a 
falling tone, and low tones will be unmarked. Verbs generally fall into two major tone groups: 
those which are low-toned throughout (low-tone verbs) and those with high tones on the last two 
syllables (high-tone verbs). 
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4. Development of Expression of Semantic Categories of Negation 

The acquisition of Chichewa negation was, at least for C, neither easy nor fast, 
as the discussion of the development of expression of semantic-syntactic cate­
gories of negation with the appropriate tone patterns below shows. In fact, it is 
impossible to state that C had actually acquired, by the age of 2.6, competence to 
express even one of the categories of negation with complete accuracy, i.e. cor­
rect tone, morpho-syntax, and semantics combined. As stated above, the discus­
sion of each of the semantic-syntactic categories follows the logical order of the 
relationship between syntactic form and semantic function: negative indicative to 
express rejection, nonoccurrence and not-knowing, negative impera­
tive/subjunctive to express negative command/permission, negative dynamic cop­
ula to express nonexistence, and negative stative copula to express denial. This 
order reflects neither the frequency nor the order of appearance of expression of 
each category by the three children. 

4.1. Rejection. 

Some object or action or happening either exists in the context or is imminent or about to 
exist in the context, and is opposed by the child. [Bloom and Lahey 1978:189] 

Rejection is signalled by the negative indicative in Chichewa, normally with 
the verb -funa 'want'. The children signalled rejection syntactically with either 
the present progressive or the reduced present progressive. The former is 
formed as follows: 

(5) a. ndi-ku-fUna si-ndi-ku-funa 
I-prog-want not-I-prog-want 

'I want' 'I don't want' 

b. u-ku-yang'ana s-u-ku-yang'ana 
you-prog-Iook not-you-prog-Iook 

'you are looking' 'you aren't looking' 

c. a-ku-seweletsa s-a-ku-seweletsa 
he/she-prog-play with not-he/she-play with 

'he/she is playing with' 'he/she isn't playing with' 

The tone pattern in the above affirmative verbs, all of which are underlyingly 
low-toned, is LHL. The tense marker -ku- has the effect of assigning a H tone to 
a following syllable, which is then copied to the next syllable by the Tone 
Doubling rule under the appropriate conditions. This accounts for the H tone on 
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the second syllable of the verb root in (5c). In the negative verbs, the tone pat­
tern is HLHL. 

The reduced form of the present progressive, which is used frequently to sig­
nal wish, is the following: 

(6) a. a-tuna 'he wants' s-a-funa 'he doesn't want' 
he-want not-he-want 

b. u-tuna 'you want' s-u-funa 'you don't want' 
you-want not-you-want 

This was the form used most frequently by both caretakers and children in the 
present study. The affirmative verb takes a LHL tone pattern (like the full pre­
sent progressive form) while the negative takes a HL pattern. 

For all three children, rejection was by far the most productive category. A 
produced 33 single-morpheme (SMU) and 8 multi-morpheme utterances (MMU), 
B produced 15 SMU and 1 MMU, and C produced 201 SMU and 311 MMU. B's 
MMU was anaphoric, not syntactic, so it is not considered in the analysis of the 
development of syntactic expression of rejection. 

With respect to SMU, C was first recorded expressing rejection at the age of 
1.0,27. His earliest taped utterances signalling rejection (from 1.3,1 to 1.4,28) 
were likewise SMU, showing some variation in the tone pattern of iyayi 'no' from 
HL (the correct tone pattern, similar to that of the reduced progressive of (2) 
above) to HLH and Rising LL. Then, from 1.5,27 to 1.9,1 the overwhelming 
majority of rejection utterances were no, said with rising intonation.2 A also 
used this rising intonation for no, but B did not, using instead the reduplicated 
n6no with the same HL tone pattern concurrently being used for iyayi 'no'. 

The earliest recorded attempt at the syntactic verb phrase si-ndi-funa 'I don't 
want' was produced by A at 1.8,5. It did not appear to be a prefabricated pattern 
because of the complexity of her affirmative utterances at that age: 

(7) A 1.8,5 (Aunt (R) and A had been eating, and A had dropped some food on 
the floor, which R had stopped her from eating) 

R: 6sadya/ 
you-not-eat! 

'don't eat it' 

2It should be noted that all three children regularly used no or n6no as a SMU or even in 
combination with other Chichewa words. In view of the fact that even in adult monolingual 
Chichewa speakers' speech this word is common, it was counted as a Chichewa loan-word for the 
purposes of analysis of data in the present study, together with such forms as eh-eh said with 
clearly negative intention. 
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ehflatata/ 
eh!/you -not -eat! 

mhnf/iii!/ (laughs) 

ufuna/ 
you-want! 

mm?/ 

'don't eat it' 

(said with negative tone = sindifuna) 
'I don't want' 

A: Annie/Annie/atatal (referring to herself) 'don't eat' 
Annie/Annie/you -not -eat! 

None of A's MMU were longer than one verb phrase, as in the above example, 
possibly because she was recorded for too short a period. 

Unlike A, C clearly did not begin until 1.10 to analyze the form sindifuna 'I 
don't want' (or sufuna 'you don't want' as it was more frequently, both A and C 
having difficulty switching from second to first person subject marker). His first 
attempt (at 1.9,1) at the syntactic verb phrase sindifuna 'I don't want' came out as 
the prefabricated pattern tuna. This "verb phrase" was uttered with a final rising 
intonation and may not have evidenced a tone pattern at all, except for the fact 
that there appeared to be some lengthening of the vowel to compensate for the 
missing negative and subject marker morphemes. Furthermore, it is important to 
note that the pattern for a negative question is HLHFalling, which was undoubt­
edly a form C heard frequently, possibly creating confusion as to the target nega­
tive statement tone pattern. By 1.10,1, however, C had changed the tone pattern 
to HL, with the compensatory vowel lengthening suggesting the assignment of the 
H to the correct initial syllable, even if the morphology was still incorrect. 

Again, unlike A, at 1.10 C began to add a complement. The following is an 
exchange in which can be seen both attempts at analysis of the hitherto prefabri­
cated pattern and also the addition of a complement, in fact the first records of 
these developments: 

(8) C 1.10,12 (C has finished having a bath but doesn't want to get out of the wa­
ter. Mother (M) doesn't understand the exchange immediately.) 

C: samba/ 
bath! 

M: wasam ba bile/ 
you-perf-bath already/ 

(Sister, Tina, coughs) 
'you've already had a bath' 
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dzuka/ima/iwe, taima/ 
rise/stand/you please-standi 

'get up/stand up/please stand 
up, will you?' 

c: Tina!!/ 

M: ima/ 
standi 

C: tOna samba/ 
want bath! 

'stand up' 

(said with negative tone, interpreted by M 
as meaning sindifuna, but probably 
meaning Tina safuna kusamba 'Tina 
doesn't want to have a bath') 

M: suna? /sufunakusamba? / 
not-want/not-you-want to-bathe/ 

'you don't want to have a 
bath?' 

C: suuna/ 
not-want/ 

M: ufUna 
you-want 

C: samba/ 
bath! 

M: dzuka/ 
rise/ 

C: ihiyOna/ 

kusamba?/ 
to-bathe?/ 

(said with negative tone = sufuna, but 
probably meaning safuna 'she doesn't 
want') 

'do you want to have a 
bath?' 

'get up' 

(said with negative tone = sindifuna 'I 
don't want') 

M: in de, ukabvaieffina a sam be/ 
yes (emphatic) you-go-dressffina she-bathe/ 

'yes, you must go and get dressedffina has to have a bath' 

From that age on, C experienced a protracted struggle to include all the required 
elements in his utterances expressing rejection. His attempts at sindifuna 'I don't 
want', which were targeted at sufuna but initially far more phonemically unstable 
than A's, varied as follows (in addition to the two variations in (4) above): 
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(9) a. fiuna b. siuna c. tind60na 

From 2.0,1, however, C stabilized with the correct HL tone pattern, with various 
attempts at the negative indicative marker: 

(10) a. fUfuna b. tufuna c. sufuna 

d. nufuna e. ndifuna f. I1funa 

The last form, I1funa, distinguished like the others from the affirmative only by 
tone in A's and C's speech, and thus suggesting the salience of tone over morpho­
syntax, was the overwhelmingly preferred form through to the end of the study, 
when C was 2.6,9. Even at that age, C's most common strategy was reduction of 
the negative marker si- and dependence on tone to signal rejection, and he still 
generally did not produce the correct subject marker (normally -ndi- 'I', at least 
in negative utterances. There was one occasion, however, when he produced an 
almost target-like utterance: 

(11) C 2.4,15 (M has just finished reading Mr. Bump to C. Brother (B) asks) 

B: Nap610, ufUna Tfntin? I 'Napolo, do you want Tintin?' 
Napolo you-want Tintinl 

C: iyayilsinkufunal 
no/not-I-prog-want/ 

M: sindifunal 
not-I-want/ 

C: ndifufUnal 
I-fu-want/ 

'no, I don't want it' 

'I don't want it' 

(said with negative tone = sindifuna 
'I don't want it') 

Notice that, when he attempted an immediate imitation, he was much less success­
ful than in his spontaneous utterance. The correction made by the mother was 
unnecessary. 

Neither in Lb nor in L2 acquisition did the children experience such difficulty 
as C in Ll acquisition of the negative indicative forms to signal rejection, 
although in both cases the earliest forms were clearly prefabricated patterns of a 
similar kind, sufuna 'you don't want'. By the age of 1.9 in Lb acquisition, the 
child had effectively acquired the negative indicative marker, and by 1.10 had 
begun to analyze the subject marker, which was acquired by 2.3. In L2 acquisi­
tion, unlike both L1 and Lb acquisition, after the initial use of prefabricated pat-
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terns, the child used first the affinnative of -funa 'want' followed by a verb in the 
negative imperative and then the free first person subject marker in conjunc 
tion with the negative indicative third person verb phrase, ine sa- (me not-he-) to 
mean sindi- (not-I-) 'I don't ... '. With respect to the acquisition of tone patterns, 
although these were not specifically studied in Lb and L2 acquisition, the Lb 
learner mastered tone in Chichewa alongside the morpho-syntax, while the L2 
learner did not appreciate the significance of the role of tone in Chichewa mor­
pho-syntax during the six months of the study. 

4.2. Nonoccurrence. 

An action event does not occur. [Bloom and Lahey 1978: 199] 

In Chichewa, nonoccurrence is signalled in one of two ways: either by a vari­
ety of equivalents of the English can't, which none of the children attempted in 
the course of the present study, so they will not be described, or by the negative 
indicative of a number of tenses, including the present progressive as described 
above, the present habitual, the immediate future, the past simple, and the perfec­
tive. Examples illustrating tone realizations in these verb forms are given below. 
The verbs -luma 'bite' and -seweletsa 'play with' are underlyingly low-toned. 
First, the present habitual takes the following forms: 

(12) a. chi-ma-lUma 
it-habit-bite 

'it bites' 

b. ndi-ma-seweJetsa 
1-habit-play with 

'I play with' 

si-chi-( ma}-luma 
not-it-habit-bite 

'it doesn't bite' 

si-ndi-{ ma)-seweletsa 
not-1-habit-play with 

'I don't play with' 

In the affirmative, the tone pattern is HLHL, while in the negative the pattern is 
HL. Note that in the negative fonn the tense/aspect marker is optional, making it 
identical to .he negative reduced present progressive. 

The immediate future is distinguishable from the reduced form of the present 
progressive only by tone pattern, as is seen below: 

(13) a. chi-luma 
it-bite 

'it will bite' 

si-chi-luma 
not-it-bite 

'it won't bite' 
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b. ndi-seweletsa si-ndi-sewe1etsa 
I-play with not-I-play with 

'1 will play with' 'I won't play with' 

c. ndi-gwa si-ndi-gwa 
1-fall not-I-fall 

'I will fall' 'I won't fall' 

Note that this tense, like the reduced present progressive, is not morphologically 
marked by any tense prefix. In the affirmative, the tone pattern is HL. In the 
negative fonns, a H is placed on the penultimate syllable only, thereby creating a 
LHL pattern (13a-b), except with a monosyllabic verb root, in which case the 
tone pattern is LH (l3e). 

In the past simple, the forms are as follows: 

(14) a. ndi-na-luma 
I-past-bite 

'I bit' 

b. ndi-na-seweletsa 
I-past-play with 

'I played with' 

si-ndi-na-lum-e 
not-I -past -bite 

'I didn't bite' 

si-ndi-na-sewe1ets-e 
not-I-past-play with 

'I didn't play with' 

Here we see that the tone pattern in the affirmative forms is LHL, while the 
negative fonns take a HLHL pattern, with the second H placed on the penultimate 
syllable. 

The perfective negative is morphologically identical to that of the past simple, 
being distinguished from it only by tone, as can be seen in the following exam­
ples: 

(15) a. ch-a-luma 
it-perf-bite 

'it has bitten' 

b. nd-a-seweletsa 
I-perf-play with 

'I've played with' 

si-chi-na-lum-e 
not-it-perf-bite 

'it hasn't bitten' 

si-ndi-na-sewelets-e 
not-I-perf-play with 

'I haven't played with' 

The affinnative perfective forms are low-toned throughout, while the negative 
fonns have a H tone on the penultimate syllable, yielding a LHL pattern. 
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Of the three children, B produced only one SMU signalling nonoccurrence, at 
1.9,18, and A produced six SMU and one spontaneous MMU between the ages of 
1.8,5 and 1.9,14. A's MMU appears not to have been a prefabricated pattern, be­
cause A used the verb in other contexts. It appears to be more complex than C's 
utterances at the same age, since it does not evidence the same pattern of reduc­
tion: 

(16) 1.9,14 (Family eating meal) 

R: takhili pansi/ 
please-sit down/ 

'please, sit down' 

A: mam/mam/Ale khala/n6nin6/no/no/iye/iye/ 
mam !/mam!/ Alec sit/nonino/no/no/he/he 

;;mikhil;i/ 
not-I-sit/ 

(said with negative tone = sindikhala 'I 
won't sit down') 

F: tiye ukhile/ 'come on, you must sit down' 
let's-go you-sit/ 

Thus, the analysis focuses on the pattern of development of C's utterances, of 
which there were 65 signalling nonoccurrence. Of these, 43 were MMU, some of 
which reveal an interesting pattern of overgeneralization of the verb -funa 'want' 
from rejection to signal past negative indicative nonoccurrence events. 

C's earliest taped utterances signalling nonoccurrence (from 1.6,18 to 1.7,15) 
were SMU, no being consistently said with a rising intonation, as were similar 
utterances used to express rejection at the same age. His first attempts at a syn­
tactic verb phrase to signal nonoccurrence (from 1.7,15 onwards) were reduced 
forms which retained the correct tones for the maintained syllables, such as in the 
following example: 

(17) C 1.7,16 (playing with Legos) 

M: Kodi Nap6lo, ukuchita 
question marker Napolo you-prog-do 

'what are you doing, Napolo?' 

C: ta?/ (grandmother (G) laughs) 
what?/ 

chani?/ 
what/ 
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M: cha?1 
what?/ 

c: aiihltayal 
aah/throwaway/ 

M: wataya chani?lwatayachani?lwatayachani?1 
you-perf-throw away what! 

'what have you thrown away?' 

C: ta yalta yal 
throw away/ 

G: wataya?1 
you-perf-throw away?/ 

M: ukufuna kutaya 
you-prog-want to-throw 

away 

'have you thrown away?' 

kapena wataya kale?/ 
or you-perfect- already/ 

throwaway 

115 

'do you want to throwaway or have you thrown away already?' 

C: mmm/ 

M: sunataye chili ch6nsel 
not-you-past-throw away it-is alV 

'you didn't throwaway anything' 

C: tayal 
throw away/ 

M: sunatayel 
not-you-past-throw away 

C: taayee/ 
throw away/ 

M: sunatayel 
not-you-past-throw away/ 

'you didn't throwaway' 

(said with negative tone = 
sindinataye '1 didn't throw 
away') 

'you didn't throwaway' 
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s: wataya chi?/ 
you-perf-throw away what! 

c: n6no/ 
no/ 

'what have you thrown 
away?' 

This utterance attempted the negative indicative past. The next two MMU, imi­
tated at 1.8,11, attempted the perfective. All three deleted the negative marker, 
the subject marker, and the past tense marker, preserving only the tone of the di­
syllabic verb (with compensatory vowel lengthening in the first case) and making 
the required change of the final vowel from -8 to -e. The other two MMU were 
the following: 

(18) a. g6ne in imitation of M's sanag6ne 'he hasn't gone to sleep' 

b. tam we in imitation of M's sunakwane 'you haven't eaten enough' 

Of the remaining 39 MMU, 20 were spontaneous, and after 1.10,3, when the 
first spontaneous MMU signalling nonoccurrence was recorded, only 8 SMU 
were recorded. The first spontaneous MMU was the one example of 
overgeneralization of the negative dynamic copula to signal a perfective 
nonoccurrence event instead of nonexistence: 

(19) C 1.10,3 (C looking out of dining room door toward garage) 

C: diiwa (= amdaJa) 

M: amdili ali klfti?/ 
amdala he-is where/ 

~ C: yibe pita/ 
is-not gal 

M: sanapite/ali 
not-he-past-golhe is 

mu garaja/ 
In garage/ 

(term of respect for old 
man, name C used to refer 
to gardener) 

'where is amdala? 

(meaning sanapite 'he hasn't 
gone') 

'he didn't go/he's in the 
garage' 

In this case, C preserved the correct tone patterns for both the form signalling 
nonexistence (reduced from paJibe 'there isn't', discussed below) and the affir­
mative form of the perfective apiti 'he has gone'. The resulting tone pattern, 
which by reduction is HLH instead of LHLH, bears no resemblance to the target 
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pattern of LHL. Interestingly, a strikingly similar overgeneralization was 
recorded on one occasion in L2 acquisition [Chimombo 1981 b:255], in which the 
child corrected himself in the course of the conversation and which involved the 
same verb, -pita' go' . 

For the following two months, C produced no recorded utterance at all sig­
nalling nonoccurrence, but the imitations of the negative indicative past and per­
fective (of which 10 were recorded after 1.10,3) continued. Gradually, however, 
C was able to include the subject marker on negative indicative verbs in the past 
and perfective and finally the negative marker occasionally as well, but the latter 
appeared on only three utterances in the course of the last three months of the 
study. Ironically, though, while C achieved the correct tone pattern on reduced 
utterances, he made errors in the tone pattern of two of the three morphologi­
cally complete negative utterances. The following is an example of correct mor­
phology with incorrect tone, despite the fact that the correct tone pattern had 
been given in an immediately preceding utterance, for C to simply copy: 

(20) C 2.6,9 (Aunt visiting home with young baby) 

C: mami, mwana achape mana/mwana achape man6/ 
mummy baby he-brush teeth/baby he-brush teeth! 

'mummy, the baby should brush his teeth' 

M: ah?/ 

C: mwana achape mana/ 
baby he-brush teeth 

M: mwana achape mana?/ 
baby he-brush teeth! 

C: eee/ 
yes 

M: alibe m anal 
he-is-without teeth! 

C: ah?/ 

M: sanakule/ 
not-he-perf-growl 

'the baby should brush his 
teeth' 

'the baby should brush his 
teeth?' 

'he hasn't got any teeth' 

'he hasn't grown up' 
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~ c: sanaklilel 
not-he-past -grow / 

M: sanaklilel (correcting tone) 
not-he-perf-growl 

(said with past tone instead of 
perfective) 'he didn't grow up' 

'he hasn't grown up' 

Meanwhile, alongside this development, between 2.0,2 and 2.4,15, ten over­
generalizations of the negative indicative reduced present progressive fonn for 
rejection, sindifuna '1 don't want', rendered by C as slifuna 'you don't want' or 
variants, were recorded as signalling past or perfective nonoccurrence events. 
The following is one example: 

(21) C 2.1,24 (C lying on settee) 

M: wagona?1 
you-perf-sleep/ 

C: mamil 
mummy/ 

M: eeeleeel 
yes/yes/ 

C: mamil 
mummy/ 

M: eh-eh!/ 

C: agonal 
he-sleep/ 

M: eeelwat6pa?1 
yes/you -perf/tire/ 

C: at6pal 
he-perf-tire/ 

M: mhnf!chabwinol 
mhm/OK/ 

'are you sleeping?' 

(meaning ndigona '1 will sleep') 

'yes/are you tired?' 

(meaning ndat6pa 'I'm tired') 
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c: Iffuna 
you-want 

M: mm?1 

c: ufumil 
you-want! 

at6pal 
he-perf-tire 

(said with negative tone = sindifuna 
kut6pa '1 don't want to be tired' 
meaning sindinat6pe 'I'm not tired') 

(said with negative tone = sindifuna 
'J don't want' 

M: sufuna kut6pa?lunene kuti "sindinat6pe" I 
not-you-want to-tire/you-say that not-I-perf-tire/ 

'you don't want to be tired?/you should say ''I'm not tired'" 

c: at6pel 
past-tire/ 

M: sindinat6pel 
not-1 -perf-tire/ 

(said with negative tone = 
sindinat6pe 'I'm not tired') 

'I'm not tired' 

Some other examples follow: 

(22) a. ufuna meza meaning sindinameze '1 haven't swallowed' 

b. ufuna watha meaning sichinathe 'it isn't finished' 

c. ufuna atsiriza meaning sindinatsirize 'I haven't finished' 

This pattern of overgeneralization of -funa 'want' is similar to that observed for 
other semantic categories discussed below. 

In the meantime, the negative indicative immediate future was attempted 15 
times. The following is an early example, showing the same pattern of reduction 
of negative and subject markers with preservation of the tone pattern as for the 
negative indicative past and perfective, despite the fact that it was an imitation: 

(23) C 1.9,18 (C had been crying because he was scared of a moth) 

S: chapital 
it-perf-go/ 

'it has gone' 
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c: pitaal 
go/ 

s: eeelusa6pel 
yes/you -not -fear/ 

c: 66peel 
fear/ 

s: eeel 
yes/ 

C: eemaluumal 
bite/bite/ 

s: sichikulUmal 
not-it-you-bite/ 

~ C: uumaal 
you-bite/ 

s: eeel 
yes/ 

'yes/don't be afraid' 

(said with negative tone = ndisa6pe 
'1 shouldn't be afraid') 

(i.e. 'no') 

'it won't bite you' 

(said with negative tone = sichindilUma 
'it won't bite me') 

(i.e. 'no') 

C did, however, attempt the object marker -ku- 'you', the first u- of uumaa 
above, instead of -ndi- 'me'. 

On eight occasions, C used the negative indicative immediate future to signal 
nonoccurrence spontaneously, and on two of these occasions it was used correctly 
without reduction of the negative marker, but with the wrong tone pattern, as was 
noted above in connection with the negative past and perfective verbs. Here is 
one example: 

(24) C 2.4,1 (C having breakfast) 

M: ukuseweletsa nikakal 
you-prog-play with milk! 

'are you playing with your milk?' 

C: sindiseyetsal 
not-I-play with! 

(with wrong tone pattern: should be 
sindiseweIetsa 'I won't play with it') 
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M: ufUna tithi.. .tithire tiyi?/ 
you-want we-add tea! 

'do you want us to add tea?' 

C: thire tiyi/ 
add teal 

(M pours tea into a cup) 
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In view of the fact that the girls produced only eight utterances signalling 
nonoccurrence, of which only one was a syntactic negative, it is not possible to 
state how general C's pattern of overgeneralization of tone and morphology is in 
children learning Chichewa as a first language. It seems likely that such a pattern 
is idiosyncratic, although the discussion of denial, below, suggests that similar 
kinds of overgeneralization appear in other children's speech too. 

One parallel between the Ll and L2 acquisition of Chichewa negation was 
mentioned above in connection with the use of the negative dynamic copula to 
signal nonoccurrence. Apart from that, there were no similarities at all between 
the Ll data and either the Lb or the L2 data. In fact, in both Lb and L2 acquisi­
tion, the children seemed to have much less difficulty mastering the negative 
indicative forms in the different tenses, so were able to express syntactically with 
considerable accuracy the nonoccurrence events they experienced. In the case of 
Lb acquisition, nonoccurrence was expressed syntactically from 1.10 onwards, 
with errors in subject agreement but no reduction and without errors by 2.3. It 
is possible that A was expressing nonoccurrence syntactically with the correct 
form of the negative indicative by that age too, since her one MMU that was 
recorded at 1.9,14 was close in form. Unfortunately, A was not recorded ex­
pressing nonoccurrence syntactically again. With respect to L2 acquisition, as 
was already mentioned in connection with rejection, the child had trouble learn­
ing the correct form of the subject marker, but from quite early on used the ap­
propriate negative marker. He also, however, had trouble overgeneralizing the 
final -e of the negative past/perfective indicative verb to the present progressive 
form, a mistake which C did not make in his expression of nonoccurrence, only, 
as is seen below, in negative command and permission. 

4.3. Not-Knowing. 

The category of not-knowing includes such stative verbs as know, understand, and think. 
[Chimombo 1981b:27] 

In Chichewa, however, there are two ways of signalling not-knowing. There 
is, first, a one-morpheme response having the meaning 'I don't know', kaya, 
which takes one of two tone patterns, either L or LH. Secondly, there are the 
negative indicative forms of the verbs -dziwa 'know', -m va 'understand', and -
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ganiza 'think/hope'. The tone patterns for the present progressive tense have 
already been given, but are repeated here for the appropriate verbs: 

(25) a. ndi-ku-mva si-ndi-ku-mva 
I-prog-hear not-I-hear 

'I understand' 'I don't understand' 

b. a-ku-dziwa s-a-ku-dziwa 
he-prog-know not-he-know 

'he knows' 'he doesn't know' 

Note the pattern of (25a), for a monosyllabic verb root. There is, however, an­
other tense whose tone patterns have not yet been discussed, the past habitual, 
which C used in one instance, in imitiation of his brother. The affirmative and 
negative tone patterns for this tense are as follows: 

(26) a. ndi-ma-mva 
I-past habit-hear 

'I understood' 

b. a-ma-dziwa 
he-past habit-know 

'he knew' 

si-ndi-ma-mva 
not-I-past habit-hear 

'I didn't understand' 

s-a-ma-dziwa 
not-he-past habit-know 

'he didn't know' 

It is undoubtedly the ease with which Chichewa speakers can say 'I don't know' 
that accounts for the early introduction of this semantic category into the chil­
dren's negative repertoire, unlike studies of the acquisition of negation in other 
languages. The first utterance signalling not-knowing was recorded at the age of 
1.7,15 for C, although B was also recorded producing the same utterance at just 
four days older. Here is one of B's SMU: 

(27) B 1.7,19 (Researcher (R) showing B pictures) 

R: ndi chini chimem!?/ 'what's that?' 
is what that! 

~ B: kaya/ 'I don't know' 
I-don't know/ 

R: sOdziwa?/ 'don't you know?' 
not-you-know/ 
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However, the fact that only seven utterances were recorded for all three chil­
dren throughout the period of study indicates that young children do not feel the 
need to express not-knowing very frequently. Furthermore, only two of the 
seven utterances were syntactic verb phrases as opposed to the SMU kaya. Both 
of these were produced by C, one at 2.0,16 and the other at 2.4,15. The first was 
entirely spontaneous and the second a spontaneous imitation. Here is the first 
one: 

(28) C 2.0,16 C playing with nuts and bolts toy) 

M: akumanga, kumasulal (commenting to nanny) kumanga, 
he-prog-do to-undo/ to-do 

kumasula/eee, wangof;[tsa ndi kumangal 
to-undo/yes he-perf-only-be quiet with to-dol 

'he's doing it up and undoing it, doing it up, undoing it/yes, he's 
just quietly doing it up' 

C: (soundplay) uya klika uwang'angal 

M: (laughs) ndiye kuti chani?lsindikumval 
so to-say what/not-I-prog-hear/ 

'what does that mean?II don't understand' 

C: sukumval 
not-you-prog-hear/ 

M: eeel 
yes/ 

'you don't understand' 

(i.e. 'no') 

Interestingly, this example shows no reduction of the negative marker, and makes 
the necessary subject marker switch from -ndi- 'I' to -u- 'you', although using the 
singular form for 'you' instead of the polite plural form -m u-. The second was: 

(29) mamadziwa (in immediate imitation of B's samadziwa 'he didn't know') 

This example reveals the regressive assimilation which was common in earlier 
utterances, particularly with monosyllabic verbs expressing prohibition, as is seen 
below. It seems, therefore, that the syntactic expression of not-knowing depends 
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purely on the child's growing syntactic competence in production of the negative 
indicative form, since the child can, at least with kaya, manage without syntax. 

Thus it is not really possible to talk about a pattern of L1 acquisition of tone, 
syntax, or semantics within this category. In Lb acquisition, the category of not­
knowing was not identified at all. In L2 acquisition, only six examples of the 
SMU kaya were identified, syntactic negative forms being used from the begin­
ning and totalling 73 in the course of the six-month study. These were probably 
initially prefabricated patterns, but were very quickly analyzed into the compo­
nents of the negative indicative form. Both the numbers and the early use of the 
syntactic negative form in L2 acquisition indicate that not-knowing is a category 
that older children and adults need to express more frequently than young chil­
dren. 

4.4. Prohibition. 

A prohibition means (1) a positive command to not ... ; thus: you must (positive) not-take 
that (negative); and (2) the negative of a pennission: you-may-not (negative) take (positive) 
that. [Jespersen 1917:94] 

Chichewa distinguishes formally between these two types of prohibition: 
negative command and negative permission (cf. Harding [1966]. Prohibition of 
both kinds is signalled by the negative prefix -sa-, but with differences in the im­
perative and subjunctive verb forms, the former signalling negative command 
and the latter negative permission. 

4.4.1. Negative command. 

A negative command conveys the information that an act is permanently forbidden by 
authority, either before or after it has started. [Chimombo 1981b:24] 

Imperatives in the affirmative form take the form of the verb root, that is, 
they do not take a subject marker. Thus, with the exception of monosyllabic 
verbs, which take the vowel Iii before the root,3 affirmative imperatives appear 
in the base form with the final indicative vowel a-. When imperatives are 
negated, the dummy subject marker 0- and the negative marker -sa- are prefixed 
to the base form: 

(30) a. ononga 'spoil' 6-sa-on6nga 
you -not-spoil 

3This /i/is historically regarded as having been part of the root in Bantu. 

'don't spoil' 
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'say' 6-sa-mfna 
you-not-say 
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'don't say' 

c. taya 'throwaway' 6-sa-taya 'don't throwaway' 

d. i-dya 'eat' 
(dummy vowel)-eat 

you-not-throw away 

6-sa-dya 'don't eat' 
you-not-eat 

As can be seen the affirmative fonus take L tones throughout, while the negative 
forms take a HLHL pattern, except for monosyllabic verb roots which take a 
HLH pattern. 

The children produced a total of 54 utterances signalling negative command. 
A produced 26, B produced only one (a SMU), and C produced the remaining 27 
utterances that were recorded. All except one of A's utterances (the only SMU 
signalling negative command) were attempts to say 6sadya 'don't eat', 23 on one 
day and two four days later. The renditions included litatal, latatyal, 16satyal, 
and litatil. The context for all of these utterances, which were basically repeti­
tions of the same original stimulus, was as follows: 

(31) A 1.8,5 (R and A eating lunch. A drops a piece of food on floor, picks 
it up, and puts it back on plate to eat with rest of food) 

R: sa dya tu/1eka, wimva?1 
not-they-eat-emphatic/stop you-perf-hear/ 

'they don't eat that/stop, do you understand?' 

A: ekaka ikal(imitating R's leka, wimva?) 

R: nfm!/6sadyi/ 
mm/you -not -eat/ 

-t A: itatyal (imitating R's tone pattern) 
you-not-eat/ 

'mm!/don't eat it' 

'don't eat it' 

R: mm!16sadyileh!lwimva?/6sadyil 
mm/you-not-eat/eh/you-perf-hear/you-not-eat/ 

'mm!/don't eat it/eh!/do you understand?/don't eat it' 
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A: basil 
enough! 

'that's enough' 

Thus, it was not possible to establish whether A knew the negative command 
form, as she was not recorded using it with any other verb. It seems that all her 
versions of osadya 'don't eat' were prefabricated patterns. 

C's pattern of development was rather different. He first expressed negative 
command with a SMU at 1.3,17, and 12 of his 27 utterances were SMU. As in 
the case of the negative indicative, he reduced utterances effectively to the base 
form + negative tone, until 2.4. He did, however, express negative commands 
for a variety of verbs, as is seen below. Between 1.7 and 1.9, he produced five 
reduced utterances, each with a different verb, that were imitations of an 
immediately preceding utterance by his mother. In respect of imitation, he was 
like A, except that she was more successful in not reducing negative imperative 
utterances, but with only one verb in her imperative repertoire. In the case of 
monosyllabic verbs, however, he used the strategy of phonological assimilation to 
add the required minimum of two syllables for any word in Chichewa. Here are 
the first three examples from his speech, at the ages of 1.7,1, 1.7,3, and 1.7,15 
respectivel y: 

(32) a. gwagwa (in immediate imitation of M's osagwa 'don't fall') 

b. taayaa (in immediate imitation of M's osataya 'don't throw it away') 

c. tiinda (in immediate imitation of M's osapinda 'don't fold it') 

C's only spontaneous MMU signalling negative command at this stage did not 
include a verb, so does not contribute to understanding the pattern of tone 
acquisition in the verb phrase. 

C produced one spontaneous anaphoric utterance signalling negative command 
at 2.0,1, and then his first spontaneous attempt (still reduced) at signalling 
negative command with the negative imperative at 2.0,16. In fact, he appeared to 
be unsure of the correct tone pattern, because he made two different attempts: 

(33) a. ataya 

b. ataye 

(both meaning osataya 'don't throwaway') 

At 2.4,1, it seemed as though C had mastered the form for the negative 
imperative, managing the unreduced form, although two of the three utterances 
had incorrect tone patterns, and one of these two showed that he had difficulty 
getting out all the words he intended: 
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(34) C.2.4,1 (M had been singing various songs, including "G6na, mwana" 
'Sleep, baby') 

c: uflini "iya"/"iya "/"iya "/ 
you -want "Haya"t'Haya"t'Haya"/ 

("aya" was C's name for a tune from [pi 
Tombi, the South African musical) 

(meaning ndifUna 'I 
want' 

M: tiyimbabe/"Hiya" /(singing) "Haya, haya, haya" / 
we-sing-yet/"Haya"t'Haya, haya, haya"/ 

'we'll sing it later' 

~ C: 6sagonanso m wana/ 
you-not-sleep again baby 

'don't sleep again baby' 

The other two utterances were the following: 

(meaning 6sayimMnso 
"G6na, mwana" 'don't 
sing "Sleep, baby" 
again' 

(35) a. 6titiineitsika (meaning 6sati ine nditsike 'don't say I should get down') 

b. mimi,6satsika (correct tone, morpho-syntax and semantics 'mummy, 
don't get down') 

On only one occasion did C overgeneralize the negative indicative to signal 
negative command, six weeks after the above examples of apparent full syntactic 
command of the form (even if with incorrect tone patterns in some cases): 

(36) C 2.5,14 

C: mima ... ch6ka/ 
mummy ... go away! 

M: ah-ah!l 

C: pepini, mimi/ 
sorry mummy! 

M: chibwino/ 
OK! 
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C: pepini ... mami?/ 
sorry ... mummy/ 

M: mhnf?/ 

C: unena choka mami/ 
you-say go-away mummy/ 

'you won't say go away mummy' 

M: ah?/ 

C: unena choka mami/ 
you-say go-away mummy/ 

'don't say go away to mummy' 

(said with negative tone = 
sunena choka mimi 'you won't 
say go away mummy', meaning 
6sanena choka kwi mimi 
'don't say go away to mummy') 

(as above) 

M: eee/6sanena choka kwa mami/ 
yes/you-not-say go-away to mummy/ 

'yes/don't say go away to mummy' 

Whether this was an indication of other overgeneralizations to come or, more 
probably, the tail end of overgeneralizations of the negative indicative form, will 
only be known when later data have been analyzed. 

The pattern of development C showed for negative command is again different 
from that of Lb and L2 acquisition of Chichewa negation. In Lb acquisition, the 
child had difficulty distinguishing the morphology and meanings of negative 
command and negative permission, but did not use the negative indicative to 
signal either at any time. In L2 acquisition, the child also had some difficulty 
distinguishing the morphology and meanings of the two kinds of prohibition, but 
more significantly overgeneralized the negative imperative form to contexts 
where the negative indicative should have been used to signal nonoccurrence or 
rejection, in other words, the reverse of C's one instance of overgeneralization. 

4.4.2. Negative permission. 

Negative pennission can signal one of three meanings: (1) It is a negative response to 
another's request to be allowed to do or have something, which the child implies (without 
stating) that he does not want that person to do or have... (2) It is a negative reaction to 
another's action (not a commanding action as in rejection)... (3) It indicates fear of an 
action, or the desire to prevent it. [Chimombo 1981 b:25-26] 
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In Chichewa, negative permission is signalled by the same invariant negative 
marker -sa- as for negative command, but allowing the full range of subject 
markers prefixed to the verb, which takes the subjunctive suffix -e instead of the 
indicative -a: 

(37) a. u-onong-e 
you sg-spoil-subjunctive 

'you should spoil' 

b. a-nen-e 
he-say-subjunctive 

'he should say' 

c. mu-dy-e 
you pl-eat-subjunctive 

'you should eat' 

u-sa-onong-e 
you sg-not-spoil-subjunctive 

'you shouldn't spoil' 

a-sa-nen-e 
he-not-say-subjunctive 

'he shouldn't say' 

mu-sa-dy-e 
you -not -eat -sub juncti ve 

'you shouldn't eat' 

Notice that the tone pattern for the affirmative subjunctive is LH, with the 
exception of monosyllabic verb roots, where the pattern is H throughout (the 
reverse of the affirmative imperative). For the negative subjunctive, the tone 
pattern is LHL, again with the exception of monosyllabic verb roots, when the 
pattern is LH. 

The children produced a total of 67 utterances signalling negative permission 
during the recording sessions, including one anaphoric negative (A's at 1.9,15). 
Of these 67, 27 were SMU. A and B produced three and four MMU respectively, 
and C produced 33. All three children displayed similar strategies in the 
production of these utterances. All three reduced their utterances and depended 
on tone in the same way at first, except that the two girls reduced fewer elements 
than the boy. For example, B was able from the beginning to produce the 
negative marker, even if the subject marker was deleted, while C reduced his 
negative subjunctive utterances to the root form of the verb plus the final 
subjunctive -e, as can be seen by comparing B's (38a) and C's (38b) utterances, 
interestingly both using the same verb and both produced at approximately the 
same age-1.6,24 and 1.6,15 respectively: 

(38) a. sanambe (in immediate imitation of R's usang'ambe 'don't tear it') 

b. bambe (in immedicate imitation of M's usang'ambe 'don't tear it') 

Thus, from the beginning the girls managed the correct LHL tone pattern, having 
the minimum required number of syllables and morphemes to accommodate that 



130 Studies in African Linguistics 20(2),1989 

pattern, despite the reduction of the subject marker. C, on the other hand, had to 
reduce the tone pattern to HL in view of the fact that he had only two syllables to 
attach the tones to. His other negative subjunctive utterances showed some 
uncertainty as to how to accommodate the LHL pattern into a two-syllable verb 
phrase, sometimes using vowel lengthening or reduplication as he did in the other 
negative forms, for example: 

(39) a. tiinde (in immediate imitation of M's usapinde 'you shouldn't fold 
it ') 

b. gwiyee (in immediate imitation of M's usagwire 'you shouldn't hold 
it') 

c. gwiiyee (in immediate imitation of M's usagwire 'you shouldn't hold 
it ') 

With the monosyllabic verb root, he had less difficulty, although he still had to 
decide where to fit the three-syllable tone pattern into his reduced two-syllable 
verb phrase: 

(40) a. gaagwe 

b. gagwe 

(in immediate imitation of M's usagwe 'you shouldn't fall 
down') 

(in immediate imitation of M's usagwe 'you shouldn't fall 
down') 

From 1.8,11, C continued to experiment with consonant assimilation and/or 
compensatory vowel lengthening to accommodate the correct tone pattern while 
still reducing the verb phrase morphologically: 

(41) C 1.8,11 (C looking at M's Bible, turning the pages) 

C: ichi/ 
this/ 

M: mVm?/ 

M: chann/ 
what! 
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C: mbombol(=baibulo) ichil 
Bible/ this! 

M: usaononge, iwel 'you shouldn't spoil it' 
you-not-spoil-subjunctive you/ 

c: go6ngel 
spoil-subjunctive/ 

M: usaonongel 
you-not-spoil-subjunctive 

c: gangoongel 
not -spoil-subjunctive/ 

M: dikirilpang'onopang'ono/ 
waitllittle by little/ 

Some other examples follow: 

(said with negative tone = 
ndisaononge 'I shouldn't spoil it') 

'you shouldn't spoil it' 

(said with negative tone = 
ndisaononge 'I shouldn't spoil it') 

(42) a. taaye (in immediate imitation of S's usataye 'you shouldn't 
throw it away') 

b. oope (in immediate imitation of S's usaope 'you shouldn't be 
afraid') 

Notice in particular how C had the problem of learning where to place the H or L 
tone in a tone pattern when the pattern is underspecified, as in the case of 
gangoonge in (41) above: C managed the correct LHL pattern, but did not place 
the H correctly, overgeneralizing the rule of Tone Doubling which applies in 
other contexts so that, instead of a LLLHL pattern, he produced a LHHL pattern. 

However, C did attempt to express negative permission with a much greater 
variety of verbs than either A or B, even over the same age period (l.6-2.0): 
seven as compared with two each for A and B. After 2.0, C also produced 
utterances expressing negative permission with eight new verbs in addition to the 
seven previously used. 

Nonetheless, a further indication of the earlier development of B is that she 
produced spontaneous utterances signalling negative permission at 1.6,24 and 
1.8,7, whereas C did not spontaneously do so until 1.9, like A. All three of A's 
MMU were, however, spontaneous, whereas over the same period 11 of C's were 
imitations and only five spontaneous. After 2.0,1, though, C imitated only three 
times and produced 12 spontaneous utterances. 
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At 2.0,1, however, C began a period of overgeneralization of the tone pattern 
for the negative indicative reduced present progressive, as is used to signal 
rejection, tne HL pattern. In two cases (cf. (43a) below, both with the same verb, 
the verb phrase was morpholop'..:ally correct, the only error being in the tone 
(HL instead of LH), while in other cases (cf. (43G-c) below) both the tone pattern 
(HL or HLH instead of LHU:md the mOfl,Jhology (si- indicative instead of -sa­
imperative negative marker, plus or~i"r of morph'?mes) were incorrect: 

(43) a. usadye (meaning nd15~Jye I shouldn't eat') 

b. suvuwe (meaning ndisabvzfle 'I shouldn't take them (shoes) off') 

c. suvuwe (meaning ndisabvule 'I shouldn't take them (shoes) off') 

The second and third examples are similar to the overgeneralization of the 
negative indicative marker to signal negative command (36), but the verb ending 
is subjunctive instead of indicative. 

At the same time, C continued to use reduced forms with or without 
compensating in some way to accommodate the complete tone pattern, until 2.1 ,2, 
from which age there were always enough syllables to accommodate the required 
tone pattern, even if the tone pattern was not always correct, as seen in (43) 
above. Even at the end of the study, C was not producing the full morphology, 
although by then the tone pattern had stabilized correctly to LHL for negative 
subjunctive utterances: 

(44) C 2.6,10 

M: tola maLegoltoJa/(C cries) ti.ve tikampatse 
pick-up Legos/pick-upl let's-go we-go-him-give 

'pick up the Legos/let's go and give them to Christopher' 

Christopher 
Christopherl 

----t C: (as he picks up Legos) nfm-mmlapatse Titola Legol 
mm-mm/not-give Christopher Legol 

(said with negative tone = tisampatse Christopher Legol 'we shouldn't 
give Christopher the Legos') 
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M: eeeltoUlmwana wabwin61toUnso zinaltoUnso izolizo, 
yes/pick -up/child good/pick -up-also others/pick -up-also those/those 

Nap610lfUlumiralthamanga/toUnso iz61tiye tik<fmpatse 
Napolo/hurry/run/pick-up-also thosellet's-go we-go-him-give 

Christopher maLegol 
Christopher Legos/ 

'yes, pick them up/good boy/pick up the others too/pick those up 
too/those ones, Napolo/hurry up/run/pick those up toollet's go and give 
Christopher the Legos' 

C: tiyenil 
let's-go/ 

'let's go' 

M: onanso iyi, iyi/iyinso/iyinso/bwera 
see-also this this/this-too/this-too/come 

dzat61eltikampatse Christopher/ 
come-pick-up/we-go-him-give Christopher 

'see this one too, this one/this one too/this one too;/come and pick 
up these ones/we should go and give them to Christopher' 

C: iyayi, apatse Titofal 
no not-give Christopher/ 

M: tisampatse?/ 
we-not-him-give/ 

C: eeel 
yes/ 

(said with negative tone = 
tisampatse 'we shouldn't give 
them to Christopher') 

'shouldn't we give them to him?' 

(i.e. 'no') 

At least in these last examples, the H was assigned to the correct syllable in spite 
of the reduction. 

As for negative command, therefore, C's path to the acquisition of the negative 
subjunctive forms to signal negative permission was not smooth. The Lb and L2 
patterns of development of the expression of negative permission are again rather 
different. In the present study, the children did not seem to confuse the 
subjunctive with the indicative verb endings which distinguish negative 
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permission from negative command (in only one case (33b) did C confuse the 
ending), as was found common in both Lb and L2 acquisition. On the other 
hand, no attempt was made by the Lb and L2 learners to use the negative 
indicative marker instead of the negative imperative, nor to overgeneralize the 
tone pattern, as was found for C in the present study. 

4.5. Nonexistence. 

Some object does not exist in the context, or the child does not see it in the context, but 
there is some reason to expect it to be there or to look for it. [Bloom and Lahey 1978: 111] 

Those utterances signalling both non-presence and nonexistence were coded as 
signalling nonexistence for the purposes of this study. 

In Chichewa, nonexistence is signalled by a negative suffix -be which is unique 
to the dynamic copula -li-. (In other contexts the -be suffix has other meanings.) 
The dynamic copula takes a locative prefix ku-, mu-, or pa-. Both the locative 
prefix and the verb root are underlyingly low-toned: 

(45) a. ku-li 'there is' ku-li-be 'there isn't' 
at/to-is at/to-is-without 

b. mu-li 'there is' mu-li-be 'there isn't' 
in-is in-is-without 

c. pa-li 'there is' pa-li-be 'there isn't' 
on-IS on-is-without 

As can be seen, the affirmative forms take a L tone pattern while the negative 
ones take a LHL pattern, the attachment of the negative suffix -be triggering the 
assignment of the H tone to the verb root -li-. An alternative affirmative form 
combines the subject marker with the dynamic copula and a locative suffix, but 
having the same negative forms as (45): 

(46) a. chi-li-ko 
it-is-at/to 

b. chi-ii-mo 
it-is-in 

c. chi-ii-po 
it-is-on 

The same negative marker -be is also used in conjunction with the dynamic 
copula to signal nonpossession, another subcategory of nonexistence, in which 
case a subject marker is prefixed instead of a locative marker: 

(47) a. ndi-li ndi 'I have' 
I-am with 

ndi-li-be 
I-am-without 

'I don't have' 
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b. u-Ji ndi 'you have' 
you-are with 

u-li-be 
you-are-without 

'you don't have' 
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Notice that the affinnative here takes a LH tone pattern while the negative takes 
the same LHL pattern as for the locative fonns discussed above. This fonn was, 
however, only attempted once in the course of the study, by C, as shown in (54) 
below. 

The three children produced a total of 35 recorded utterances signalling 
nonexistence. In spite of the fact that A produced only two of these and B only 
four, their utterances provide confirmation of the pattern of development in C's 
utterances. This pattern seems to have been quite smooth. C and A initially 
(from 1.7,3 to 1.10,1) used a strategy of reduction of the initial locative 
morpheme, preserving only the last two morphemes, with the correct HL tone 
pattern for these morphemes, as in the following examples: 

(48) a. bibe (in immediate imitation of M's palibe 'there isn't') 

b. yibe (in immediate imitation of S's mulibe muno 'there isn't any here') 

c. ibe (in immediate imitation of aunt's kulibetu 'there isn't any at all') 

After the initial reduction, from 1.7,29, C added another strategy, that of 
compensatory vowel lengthening and/or assimilation to accommodate the correct 
tone patterns, although at times the tone pattern was not correct, as can be seen in 
some of the following examples: 

(49) a. biibe (self-imitation after (48a) 'there isn't') 

b. ibiibee (in imitation of M's palibe 'there isn't') 

c. biibee (in immediate imitation of M's mpunga palibe 'there isn't any 
rice') 

d. iibe (in immediate imitation of M's palibe 'there isn't') 

In fact, only (49a) and (49d) were correct in tone pattern. 
After l.9,18, only C produced just one utterance of this type, of which there 

had been 20 up to that age. A appeared to master much more quickly the full 
form. B never reduced utterances signalling nonexistence, only failing to 
produce the difficult liquid /1/ and, on one occasion, the initial consonant: 
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(50) a. paibe (said completely spontaneously 'there isn't') 

b. aibe (in self-imitation of (50a) 'there isn't') 

B soon combined the above prefabricated pattern with another morpheme: 

(51) B 1.9,18 (B had asked R to strap her doll on her back) 

R: nsalu i1i kuti?/ 
cloth it-is where/ 

B: (gesturing vaguely) sayu iyo/ 
cloth that! 

'where is the cloth? 

'that cloth' 

R: gwiWa iwey6/kulibe nsalu/ 'hold on to the doll yourself/there 
hold-on yourself/at-is-not cloth isn't any cloth' 

~ B: kuibe sayu/ 'there isn't any cloth' 
at-is-not cloth/ 

A few weeks later, A and C also combined the negative dynamic copula with 
another morpheme. 

At l.1O, 1, C produced one extraordinary utterance, using gesture (shaking his 
head) combined with affirmative morphology to signal nonexistence. This was 
the only case of gesture used in conjunction with an affirmative form found in all 
the data for any of the children: 

(52) C 1.10,1 (C looking for toy truck. S reading, B playing with Legos) 

C: 66yi kuti?/ 
truck (lorry) where! 

M: ili kuti 16ri?/ 
it-is where truck/ 

S: kaya/ (sighs) 
I don't know/ 

M: ilipo?/ (C looking under chair) 
it-is-there/ 

'where's the truck?' 

'is it there?' 
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~ c: (shaking his head) fpol 'it isn't there' 
is-on! 

B: palibel 'it isn't there' 
on-is-without/ 

From the age of 1.7,3 to 1.10,2, only nine out of 24 of C's utterances were 
completely spontaneous, i.e. excluding self-repetitions, but from 1.10,12 
onwards, all were spontaneous (although some were spontaneous imitations of a 
preceding utterance by an adult or older sibling) and, furthermore, consistently 
produced with the correct tone pattern, for example: 

(53) a. iwibe (meaning kulibe 'there isn't') 

b. paibe boto (meaning palibe mota 'it (his drink) isn't hot') 

c. rombo uwibe (meaning chirombo kulibe 'there is no insect') 

This pattern might suggest that we consider nonexistence to have been acquired 
by the age of 1.10, but as is clear from (53), the locative prefix for the negative 
dynamic copula was not produced correctly until 2.0,5 by A. Even at 2.6,9, 
when C managed to produce an error-free utterance negating the dynamic copula 
to signal nonpossession, he was not producing the locative prefix correctly to 
signal nonexistence. Furthermore, this utterance was an imitation, even though 
spontaneous: 

(54) C 2.6,9 (continuation of exchange in (20). M and C discussing baby 
being too small to have teeth) 

M: mwana ndi wang'6na kwimbirilalibe manol 
baby is small very/he-is-without teeth 

'the baby is very small/he doesn't have any teeth' 

~ C: mwana alibe manal 'the baby doesn't have teeth' 
baby he-is-without teeth 

M: eeel (i.e. 'no') 
yes/ 

As can be seen from the above examples, the same basic form (kulm ul-palibe 
'there isn't') was used by all three children, and in fact all their utterances except 
one (C's combination of gesture with affirmative dynamic copula in (52) used 
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this form to express nonexistence and nonpossession. The one case of possible 
overgeneralization of the negative dynamic copula to signal nonoccurrence «(19) 
above) occurred before the age of 1.10, so it is possible to state with some 
confidence that the tone pattern for nonexistence had been acquired by the end of 
the study and that the morphology was about to be acquired. 

The above pattern of development of the expression of nonexistence in 
Chichewa is quite different from that observed in Lb and L2 acquisition. In the 
case of Lb acquisition, all one-word or prefabricated patterns were excluded 
from analysis, so those of the type /bfbe/, found from the age of 1.7,3 to 1.9,18 in 
the present study were not considered. (There were, however, very few 
examples of this utterance type, although at the same age.) But there was no 
evidence at all of mastery of the negative dynamic coula after the prefabricated 
pattern disappeared, nor was this prefabricated pattern subsequently combined 
with other words, as was found in the present study after age 1.9,18. 
Furthermore, at first nonexistence was instead signalled by verbs with negative 
meaning but no overt negative marker (which verbs have not been included in the 
present study) and only after 1.l 0 was nonexistence signalled with an overt 
negative marker of the negative indicative. 

For L2 acquisition, a different pattern again was found. A prefabricated pat­
tern was used briefly initially, as in L1 acquisition, but with the difference that it 
was immediately combined with other elements. Then, the child continued to 
produce the correct (prefabricated) form for nonexistence, but overgeneralized 
first the negative imperative and then the negative indicative forms of the verb 
-tenga 'get' to signal nonpossession. finally, he overgeneralized the negative dy­
namic copula form to signal nonoccurrence, as mentioned above, before fully 
mastering the dynamic copula form. 

4.5. Denial. 

In denial events, children are negating the truth of a statement made by someone else. 
[Bloom and Lahey 1978:1901 

Chichewa has a negative stative copula sf which is the negative counterpart of 
the affirmative ndi to signal denial: 

(55) a. ndi nyumba 'it's a house' sf nyumba 'it's not a house' 
IS house is-not house 

b. ndi nthochi 'it's a banana' sf nlhochi 'it's not a banana' 
IS banana is-not banana 

c. ndi munthu 'it's a person' sf munthu 'it's not a person' 
is person is-not person 
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Thus, the low-toned affinnative stative copula changes to a high-toned negative, 
which has the same base fonn as the negative indicative marker 5i-, but unlike the 
latter remains invariant as a free morpheme. 

There are also other fonns which may be used to express denial, apart from 
the negative stative copula. These are the various negative indicative fonns 
discussed under rejection, nonoccurrence, and non-knowing. The relevant tenses 
the children used to signal denial in the present study are the reduced present 
progressive, the immediate future, and the perfective. 

Of the three children, B did not produce any utterance signalling denial during 
the recording sessions, A produced 14, of which four were MMU, and C 
produced 25, of which seven were MMU. A's and C's patterns of expression of 
denial were superficially rather different, so they are discussed separately. 

All A's MMU were produced within three days, during two separate recording 
sessions, and all were spontaneous. All were of the fonn neg + other element, 
but only one was correct, an anaphoric utterance: 

(56) A 1.9,13 (Friend (F) and Brother (B) arguing about whose radio is on) 

B: ya kwathu/ 'it's at our house' 
of at-ours/ 

F: eh-eh/ehflsi ya kwanu/ 'it's not at your house' 
eh-eh-eh!/not of at-yours/ 

---7 A: iyayi, Unga/ 'no, it's mine (i.e. my radio), 
no mine/ 

Not one of the four MMU used the negative stative copula, although the following 
clearly should have: 

(57) A 1.9,13 (B and A playing with building toy) 

B: ichi chapamwamba/ 
this of-on-top/ 

---7 A: iwe/iyayi ako/ 
you/no yours/ 

'this piece belongs on top' 

(meaning si chako 'it's not yours') 

Two used an independent SMU negative marker followed by a verb phrase: 
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(58) A 1.9,13 (A looking for more peanuts. Bowl empty.) 

and 

R: kulibe/ 

~ A: nono uwibe/ 
no there-aren't/ 

(meaning osati kulibe 'don't say there aren't any' = 'it's not true 
there are none') 

R: kulibetu mtedza/watha/ 
there-aren't-emphatic peanuts/they-perf-finish/ 

'there aren't any peanuts at alVthey're finished' 

(59) A 1.9,15 (A standing on chair, playing) 

B: Annie, ugwatu/ufUna utsike?/ 
Annie you-fall-emphatic/you-want you-get down/ 

'Annie, you're going to falVdo you want to get down?' 

~ A: nona ugwa/ (meaning sindigwa 'I won't fall down') 
no you-fall! 

B: ugwatu pamenepo lwe, Annie/ 
you-faIl-emphatic on-there you Annie/ 

'you will fall down from there, Annie' 

The first of these two examples should have used the negative imperative while 
the second did not use the negative indicative as required. All except the last used 
a HLHL tone pattern, which was appropriate for the morphemes used, but not 
always the correct pattern for denial. The only aspect which was consistently 
correct was the first tone, H, which is the correct tone for the negative stative 
copula si. The possible similarity of these utterances with C's overgeneralizations 
is discussed below. 

C was first recorded expressing denial with a SMU at the age of 1.6,19. Apart 
from two imitations of a MMU at 1.7,3, C produced at 1.9,18 two prefabricated 
patterns which foreshadowed his later overgeneralization of the negative 
indicative fonn specific to rejection to express denial. His tone patterns were 
more varied than A's, as can be seen below, the only consistency being in his use 
of the correct tone pattern for the reduced present progressive form, HL. 
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(60) C 1.9,18 (C playing around with food, spoiling it) 

M: ih!/waona?lwaononga 
ih/you-perf-see/you-perf-spoil 

z6nsel 
every thing/ 

'do you see?/you've spoiled everything' 

~ C: n6noifUnai 
no/want! 

(said with negative tone = sindifuna 'I don't want' meaning 
sindinaon6nge 'I haven't spoilt it') 

M: waononga z6nselz6nselpukuta manjal 
you-perf-spoil everything/everything/wipe hands/ 

'you've spoilt everything/everything/wipe your hands' 
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C did not produce any spontaneous MMU until 1.10,3, when he produced the 
only utterance that contained the negative stative copula. His denial was of the 
specific intonation pattern his sister used to say his name: 

(61) C 1.10,3 

M: Tina, could you keep an eye on Napolo, please?/ 

s: (coughs) yes, Nap61o/ (kisses C) 

~ C: 51 p6woliis6umulkuumamunyamulno 
not N apolo/(soundplay )/no/ 

'it's not Napolo' 

Note that the tone of si is falling, possibly to accommodate the L of the first 
syllable of his name that he omitted, instead of H. 

Then at 2.3,18 and 2.4,1 C produced two spontaneous MMU using the form 
for rejection to signal denial as in (60) above: 

(62) C 2.3,18 (C wants to push big truck outside on lawn at dusk) 

C: Titofal 
Christopher/ 



142 

and 

Studies in African Linguistics 20(2), 1989 

B: afm?/ 

C: ufUna atsitsa 16ril 
you-want he-get down truck/ 

B: iyayi, kwidil 
no to-perf-dark/ 

-t C: ufuna kwidil 
you-want to-perf-dark/ 

(meaning ndifUni unditsitsire 161i 'r 
want you to get down the truck for 
me (from the cupboard)') 

'no, it's dark already' 

(said with negative tone = sindifuna 
'r don't want' meaning sikunide 
'it's not dark yet') 

(63) C 2.4,1 (M reading Mr Greedy to C) 

C: tf!yalteya/ 
chair/chair/ 

M: yes, that's right, it's a chairl (continues reading) 
"That was a delicious breakfast" I 

-t C: ufuna m pan dol 
you-want chair/ 

(said with negative tone = sindifuna 'J don't 
want' meaning si mpando, ndi chair 'it's not 
mpando, it's a chair') 

Clearly, denial was far from acquired by the end of the study. Neither the 
tone pattern nor the appropriate morphology were used correctly together or 
separately. However, despite the apparent lack of similarity between A's and C's 
utterances signalling denial, it appears that both A and C could have been using an 
extraposition strategy, in A's case using the anaphoric negative marker, and in 
C's case using his prefabricated pattern originally learned to signal rejection. 
The tone pattern of iyayi, the SMU and anaphoric negative marker, is HL. 
Likewise that for the negative indicative reduced present progressive with the 
verb -funa 'want' to signal rejection (as for other verbs in the same tense) is also 
HL, as it may be for the negative stative copula + complement, depending on the 
tone of the complement, the negative stative copula taking a H. Thus, A's 
utterances (56), (57), and (58) may actually anse from a similar 
overgeneralization to C's (62) and (63). Chimombo [1981bj suggested that some 
of the earliest negative utterances of the form neg + other element which were 
not clearly syntactic could in fact be evidence of an early extraposition strategy to 
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mean I don't want x. In view of the overgeneralization patterns of C in 
nonoccurrence and denial and of A in denial utterances, it seems that Greenfield 
and Smith [1976] were right in suggesting that rejection is the primary negative 
category from which all other categories of negation evolve. 

The pattern of development of the expression of denial again seems rather 
different from that of Lb or L2 acquisition. In Lb acquisition, the negative 
indicative was used first, but correctly, with a variety of verbs other than -funa 
'want', and in a variety of tenses, from the age of 1.10. There was no 
overgeneralization of the verb form for rejection. Only one utterance using the 
negative stative copula, correctly, was recorded, at 2.4. In L2 acquisition, the 
negative stative copula was first used correctly, but then the child attempted to 
treat it like the negative indicative marker, which it resembles in the latter's base 
fornl, but conjugating it from si to s-a- (,not-he-' in the indicative) without a 
main verb. He then went back to using the correct invariant form. He was not 
recorded using the full negative indicative form to express denial. 

4.7. Cessation and disappearance. Since only one utterance was recorded in 
the category of cessation, produced by C at 2.2,30, the pattern of development of 
the syntactic expression of cessation cannot be discussed. This one utterance 
evidenced the same pattern of reduction of the negative indicative marker found 
in the other categories which use the negative indicative form. The lack of 
utterances expressing cessation is probably due to the fact that only utterances 
which normally have a syntactic negative marker were analyzed in the present 
study, not those which are overtly affirmative but with negative meaning (such as 
stop). The same observation holds for disappearance, in which category no 
utterances were recorded. 

5. Discussion 

The above presentation has shown that, at least for C, the acquisition of 
Chichewa negation was neither easy nor fast. In fact, it is impossible to state that 
C had actually acquired competence to express even one of the semantic 
categories of negation considered above with complete accuracy. All that can be 
mentioned is the order of frequency of each of the semantic categories in a 
syntactic (as opposed to anaphoric) MMU and the order of appearance of these 
same categories, remembering that this is in no way to be taken as indicative of 
absence of error. For A and B, of course, the data cover too short a period to do 
even that, but for C the order of frequency of MMU was as follows: 

(64) Rejection: 

Nonoccurrence: 
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43 
Negative Permission: 33 
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Nonexistence: 29 
Negative Command: 15 

Denial: 7 
Not-knowing: 2 

Notice the overwhelming preponderance of utterances expressing rejection: well 
over twice as many utterances expressed rejection as expressed all the other 
categories put together. C's order of appearance of syntactic expression of each 
category was completely different: 

(65) Negative Permission at 1.9,1 
Nonexistence: at 1.10,1 
Nonoccurrence: at 1.1 0,3 
Denial: at 1.1 0,3 
Rejection: at 1.10,12 
Not-knowing at 2.0,16 

Four of the categories appeared more or less simultaneously: nonexistence, 
nonoccurrence, denial, and rejection. The latest to appear, not-knowing, was also 
the least frequently attempted category. 

The data have interesting implications for the identification of universals in 
language acquisition. Of particular importance is the widespread 
overgeneralization of the negative indicative form for rejection, sindifuna 'I don't 
want' to contexts where the semantic intention was clearly not rejection, but 
either nonoccurrence or denial. Chimombo [1981 b J hypothesized that no, which 
as a single word was most frequently used to signal rejection in the L 1 acquisition 
of English negation, was overgeneralized "to situations where, pragmatically, [the 
child] had to specify the object or event being rejected. These latter situations, 
however, require a full syntactic form in which the negative is in the higher 
clause" lChimombo 1981b:1991. Thus utterances of the form no + other element, 
e.g. no guitar [Chimombo 1981b:199], actually meant 1 don't want you to x, in 
the example given I don't want you to play the guitar. Greenfield and Smith 
[1976: 176] also point to a similar interpretation of the utterance no cracker, 
which could mean I don't want to eat a cracker apart from other possible 
meanings. 

Previous studies of both L1 and L2 acquisition of negation have suggested that 
no is a sentence-external element. For example, Klima and Bellugi [1966] give 
examples of non-anaphoric negatives of the form no + nucleus, while Wode 
[1977] claims that the first stage is sentence-external anaphoric negation. Park 
[1979], however, questions the validity of Wode's stages on the basis of his own 
research into the acquisition of negation in German. Furthermore, in the present 
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study, although anaphoric negation first appeared in C's speech at 1.7,29, it was 
never a major form of negation. with less than ten utterances of all three children 
being anaphoric negatives. It now seems possible to suggest that Klima and 
BclL",i's and Wode's data be reexamined to find out whether the children were in 
fact attempting an elementary kind of negative transportation from the lower to 
the higher clause. 

In the present study, a lot of evidence has been found for the treatment of the 
prefabricated pattern sindifuna 'I don't want' in its various forms as a single unit, 
possibly comparable to the use of no + other element found by Chimombo 
[1981b] in the L1 acquisition of English negation. This interpretation is rein­
forced by two facts. First, the tone patterns for the single word iyayi 'no', the 
negative indicative form for rejection sindifuna 'I don't want' and for nonoccur­
rence events in the reduced present progressive tense, and the negative stative 
copula with a low-toned noun are similar, HL. Secondly, the loan word n6no was 
also assigned a HL tone pattern and was used by A in denial utterances to produce 
equivalents of no + other element. These facts suggest that children learning 
Chichewa may frequently (not always, as the study of Lb acquisition of Chichewa 
negation [Chimombo 1981a] has shown) overgeneralize the single-word negative 
marker or the negative indicative form for rejection to contexts where these 
forms are inappropriate in the adult system, possibly on the basis of tone. 

With respect to tone, the children appeared to have acquired the tone patterns 
of four subcategories of negation: rejection, not-knowing, negative permission, 
and nonexistence. However, in the case of not-knowing this conclusion is very 
tentative, given the fact that only two MMU were recorded in this category. 

The tone patterns for the full adult system for each subcategory of negation 
are compared with the children's varied tone patterns in Table I (following page). 
The actual tone patterns used by the children are aligned with the target patterns. 
As can be seen, the children showed quite wide variation in the tone patterns they 
used, although C was far more variable than A and B. There is agreement in 
tone patterns only on rows al, b2, d4, gIl, k14, 115, m16, n20, 024, and q29. 
Twenty-five of the actual tone patterns the children used began with a H tone, and 
only seven began with a L. The target tone patterns begin with a H 12 times and 
with a L seven times. Thus, it appears that the H tone is twice as salient for chil­
dren, possibly because it is easier to perceive. Clearly, however, despite the chil­
dren's use of tone in preference to morphology to signal the contrast between af­
firmative and negative utterances in Chichewa until they had mastered the full 
adult forms, the acquisition of syntactic tone rules is not as simple as might be 
thought on the basis of previous studies of lexical tone. 

With respect to the implications for phonological theory, recent studies on 
Bantu tonology (cf. in particular Mtenje [1986, 1987]) have argued that a more 
revealing analysis of tone in Bantu verbs is that which posits tone melodies in a 
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TABLE I: Target VS. Actual Tone Patterns in the Acquisition of 
Chichewa Negation 

Semantic Target tone pattern Actual tone pattern 
subcategory 
of negation 

Rejection a. HLHL (5) I. HLHL (11) 
b. HL (6) 2. HL (7), (10), (11) 

3. HLH (8), (9) 

Nonoccurrence c. HL (12) 
d. LHL (13) 4. LHL (16), (23) 

5. HLHL (24) 
e. HLHL (14) 6. HL (17) 

7. HLH (19) 
f. LHL (15) 8. HL (18) 

9. HLHL (20), (22) 
10. HLH (21) 

Not-knowing g. HL (25a) 11. HL (28) 
h. HLHL (25b) 
1. HLH (26a) 
J. HLHL (26b) 12. HLH (29) 

Negative k. HLHL (30a-c) 13. HL (32b-c), (33a), (34), (36) 
Command 14. HLHL (35a-b) 

1. LHL (30d) 15. HLH (31), (32a), (33b) 

Negative m. LHL (37a-b) 16. LHL (38a), (41), (44) 
Permission 17. HL (38b), (39a), (41), (42), (43b) 

18. HLH (39b), (42b ), (43c) 
19. LH (39c) 

n. LH (37c) 20. LH (40a) 
21. H (40b) 
22. HL (43a) 

Nonexistence o. LHL (45), (47) 23. HL (48), (49b) 
24. LHL (49a,d), (50), (51), (53), (54) 
25. LH (49c) 
26. HLH (52) 
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Denial p. H+noun (55) 27. HL+(pro)noun (56), (57), (61) 
28. HL (verb)+HL (noun) (63) 

q. HLHL (30a-c) 29. HLHL (58) 
r. LH (l3c) 30. LHLHL (59) 
s. LHL (15) 31. HLH (60) 

32. HLHLH (62) 

(Numbers in brackets refer to examples in text.) 

lexical subcomponent of their own. Morpho-syntactic elements such as negative 
markers, tense markers, etc., are then specified as selecting any of those tone 
melodies. Once the tone melodies have been so selected, the entire tone pattern is 
superimposed on the relevant morpho-syntactic domain, from where it is mapped 
onto the tone-bearing elements through a combination of language specific rules 
and independently motivated general association conventions of auto segmental 
theory. 

Now the present study of the acquisition of syntactic tone offers additional 
support for the postulation of tone patterns and the assignment of such patterns to 
entire morpho-syntactic domains. We have noticed that children acquiring tone 
in negation in Chichewa acquire entire tonal patterns associated with certain 
linguistic domains, regardless of the number of syllables that individually form 
that word or domain. This shows that the children are giving more recognition 
to the tone pattern characterizing that domain than to the individual syllables 
involved. This fact is confirmed by such errors as misapplication of the rule of 
Tone Doubling. Thus, since the children show evidence of acquiring entire tone 
patterns, the existence of such patterns, postulated on independent grounds in 
Mtenje [1986, 1987], cannot be denied. The independence of tones from the 
morpho-syntactic and phonological units which actually bear them also supports 
the long-standing discovery of auto segmental phonology, which regards tone as 
being separate from its bearing units. 

The data further reinforce the observation that it is essential to consider both 
function and form together before the child can be credited with having acquired 
a language, but in the case of a language which has syntactic (and, therefore, 
semantic) tone, the child has the additional task of matching function, form, and 
tone before s/he can be said to have acquired the language. In this study we are, 
therefore, forced to conclude that not one subcategory of negation was 
completely acquired. Even for those subcategories where the tone pattern was 
apparently mastered, there was not sufficient evidence to conclude that the early 
pattern of reduction of both tone patterns and morphology had been entirely 
abandoned. It is also possible that the patterns of overgeneralization from one 
semantic subcategory to another continued after the end of the study. 
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Finally, the data also reinforce the necessity to consider the acquisition of 
negation (as of other subsystems of the language) from the earliest stages, 
otherwise the continuity and discontinuity of development from the single word 
through to syntactic expression ~)t semantic function is not observed, nor is it 
always possible without the data on the single-word utterance to identify patterns 
of overgeneralization [Greenfield and Smith 1976], 

The present study has merely added to the gradually accumulating data on the 
acquisition of non-European languages and, being essentially a case study of one 
child, cannot do more than suggest possible trends in the acquisition of Chichewa, 
Nonetheless, partial answers to at least some of the questions Li and Thompson 
[1978:272] asked have been given, particularly the questions on chronology of 
acquisition ("What is the relationship betwtcen the time when the child has 
mastered the tone system and the time when [the child] has mastered the 
segmental system of [the child's] language?"), deviations from the adult norm 
("What range of substitutions do children make for tones which they have not yet 
mastered or acquired which occur in the adult language?"), and tone rules ("At 
what stage of the acquisitional process are tone rules acquired?"), As the study 
continues, with data not yet analyzed and more data collected from additional 
children, hopefully a clearer picture will emerge of the patterns of interaction of 
tone, syntax, and semantics in the acquisition of Chichewa negation, 
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