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HYPOTHESES CONCERNING THE PHONETIC AND FUNCTIONAL 
ORIGINS OF TONE DISPLACEMENT IN ZULU 

Daniel Silvennan 
Department of Linguistics 

Beckman Institute for Advanced Science and Technology 
University of Illinois 

High tones in Zulu are displaced rightward from their vowel of origin in the con­
text of preceding "depressor" consonants, a segment type traditionally considered 
to possess breathy phonation. In this paper, I suggest that physical properties of 
the speech mechanism-phonetic factors-may have initially induced the appa­
rent rightward "unhinging" of high tones in the context of preceding depressors, 
and that independent functional factors may have induced the conventionalization 
of tone displacement. As tones were less likely to neutralize upon displacement, 
displaced tokens were more often perceived unambiguously, and, hence, were 
more likely to be reproduced. 

1. Introduction 

Every linguistic sound system is the product of its own unique history. As pho­
netic, cognitive, and social forces interact over the generations, each language, 
each dialect, and ultimately each idiolect, maintains uniqueness. Of course, docu­
menting completely the interactions among these forces is a largely impossible 
task. But if we investigate a small comer of the sound system across a large pop­
ulation of speakers, we might begin to disentangle the web of forces that are 
responsible for its patterning. In this paper, I present hypotheses about some of 
the phonetic, cognitive, and social forces that may have given rise to a sound 
pattern found in Zulu and related Nguni languages: high tones are displaced right­
ward in the context of preceding "depressor" consonants (see, for example, Beach 
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[1924], Doke [1926], Lanham [1958], Cope [1960], [1966], Schachter [1976], 
Rycroft [1980], Khumalo [1981], Traill et al. [1987], Traill & Jackson [1988]). 
Many researchers report that depressor consonants ("D") are accompanied by 
breathy phonation on the following vowel [Tucker 1949, Cope 1960, Rycroft 
1980], as well as extreme pitch lowering at the consonantal offset. Following 
depressor consonants, high-tones on short vowels are displaced from their vowel 
of origin to a following vowel (DVl CV-l~ DVJ CV\J; where D=depressor, 
C=non-depressor). Moreover, tone displacement is blocked if a depressor imme­
diately follows (DV1 DV J ~ DV".I DV J). I consider research results from a 
number of disciplines-phonology, phonetics, psychology-and suggest ways in 
which the general principles which seem to underlie these results may have inter­
acted over time to culminate in the Zulu sound pattern in evidence today. I argue 
that the diachronic "trigger" of high tone displacement in the context of preceding 
depressor consonants may have been phonetic in origin. However, there may be 
functional reasons why the pattern has been conventionalized in the present-day 
manner. 

While readers may have expertise in one or more of the areas considered 
herein, I hope to impart a general understanding of how the various forces that 
seem to be at work might have interacted over time. Indeed, phoneticians may be 
standing at the ready to provide compelling phonetic motivation for the patterns 
in evidence; variationists might offer a statistical model of the sound pattern; 
phonologists might provide a formal model of the broadly categorical elements of 
the pattern; cognitive scientists may apply general learning theories to the acqui­
sition of the pattern; historical and comparative linguists might document the 
sound change over time and space. I hope to show that research in all of these 
areas is necessary-if not necessarily sufficient-to achieve an explanatorily 
satisfying account of sound patterns, both in Zulu and elsewhere. The goal, then, 
is not to provide exhaustive discussions of the various forces argued to be at work 
here. Rather, I aim to show how experts from a number of fields might combine 
their talents to arrive at a satisfying explanation for the sound pattern in question; 
simple, general, and broadly applicable hypotheses are a hallmark of compelling 
scientific investigations. 

Given that experts in these fields employ rather different research method­
ologies, this paper is structured to give voice to each, in tum. In section 2, I 
provide a literature review of linguistic descriptions of the Zulu tone displacement 
pattern. In Section 3, I exemplify the pattern, discussing in detail the phonological 
environments in which tone displacement is observed, and-equally important­
the environments in which tone displacement is not observed. In Section 4, I 
consider the phonetic motivation for tone displacement, offering a tutorial on the 
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aerodynamic and articulatory constraints that may have set the pattern into 
diachronic motion: 

• Depressor consonants have been characterized as phonetically and/or 
historically breathy-voiced. 

• Obstruent voicing in general, and obstruent breathy-voicing in particular, is 
associated with pitch lowering at consonant release. 

• Pitch rises take longer to implement than do pitch falls. 
• In the context of a depressor consonant, a following high tone may be 

achieved only after the following consonantal gesture has been completed, 
culminating in an apparent displacement of the high tone. 

I further report on a recent instrumental study [Russell 2000] which numerically 
documents the relevant pitch perturbation patterns. 

In Section 5, I depart from phonetic considerations and instead focus on func­
tional forces which may have led to the present-day convention of tone displace­
ment: 

• If tone displacement were not to take place, it is possible that these high 
tones would not be accurately conveyed to listeners. 

• As these high tones are contrastive in Zulu, non-displacement might run the 
risk of neutralizing a significant number of lexical distinctions. 

• Displaced high tones were therefore more likely to maintain lexical con­
trasts than non-displaced high tones. 

In Section 6, I discuss the possible diachronic interactions of the phonetic and 
functional influences on the pattern, in the context of certain general cognitive 
abilities documented in humans and many lower animals as well: 

• There is inherent variability in speech production; both displaced and non­
displaced tokens are among the possible variants. 

• Learners come to largely reproduce the nuances of variation they perceive 
their elders engaging in, despite the fact that variants with displaced tones 
are more successful at keeping contrastive elements distinct. That is, the 
variability engaged in by elders will be largely matched by learners. 

• Ambiguous tokens will sometimes be impossible to categorize, and, hence, 
will not be added to the pool of tokens over which variability is calculated. 

• Due to the greater likelihood of unambiguous perception of displaced 
variants, learners' calculated variability may differ slightly from their 
elders' in that the variants which contrast more sharply with oppositions 
will more often be perceived correctly, hence, in turn, be more likely 
produced. 

• The variability inherent in speech production may be the fodder for these 
sorts of sounds changes; the more distinct the variant from an acoustically 
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similar contrastive value, the more likely the system will wend towards this 
variant. 

I suggest then, that tone displacement had a phonetic trigger, but that a listener­
based functional reaction led to a conventionalization of the pattern. 

Finally, in Section 7, I briefly discuss other patterns from a variety of unre­
lated languages that seem amenable to a similar explanation. 

2. Overview of previous literature on depressors and their effects on pitch 

Cope [1966] reports that the consonants listed in (1) belong to the depressor class. 
He claims that depressors are characterized by their "heaviness" (p.I13), that is, 
by a combination of breath and voice, although not all researchers agree that this 
is the proper phonetic characterization of the class. Cope further reports that Zulu 
possesses three contrastive tone patterns, high, low, as well as a high-low toneme 
cluster. 

(1) Zulu depressors 
voiced aspirated stops bh 

voiced affricates 

aspirated clicks 

prenasalized aspirated clicks 

voiced fricatives 

breathy nasals 

breathy glides 

laryngeals 

v 

fi 

dh 

d~ 

91h 

q91h 

Z 

n 

jh gh 

911h 9!h 

qgllh q9!h 

3/~ 

J1 ~ 

J 

Lanham [1960: 106] reports that, while both Zulu and the related Nguni 
language of Swati display tone displacement in the context of preceding depres­
sors, in Xhosa, another Nguni tongue, the so-called "active measure" of tone 
displacement has been reported to be a mere tonal upglide: DV..-lCV-l. Chuck 
Kisseberth [p.c. 1999] informs me that Xhosa speakers now freely vary between 
this tonal upglide, upglide-and-spread (DV..-lCV\J), and displacement realizations 
(DVJCV\J). 

In perhaps the only invasive investigation of the depressor phenomenon, Traill 
et al. [1987] report that these consonants do not seem to possess the laryngeal 
posture characteristic of breathy phonation (that is, larynx lowering and vocal 
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fold vibration with an anterior chink). This does not surprise these researchers, 
since they do not hear breathy phonation. They do, however, observe fiber-opti­
cally that two of their three Zulu-speaking subjects show "an anterior movement 
of the arytenoids and the posterior movement of the tubercle of the epiglottis," 
which, they claim "induces an unusual degree of shortening of the vocal chords 
[sic] with a consequent lowering of their rate of vibration" (p.265). They further 
suggest that some other speakers might lower pitch here with the better-known 
mechanism of crycothryroid laxing. 

The earlier results of Rycroft [1980] are consistent with elements of Traill et 
aI.' s findings, as he hears neither breathiness nor voicing on depressor stops. He 
does, however, report that the releases of these stops are breathy-voiced. In the 
context of a low tone, the following vowel is breathy for its entire duration. In the 
context of a high tone, the following vowel is breathy during its initial portion, 
and modal for its latter portion. Along with all other researchers, Rycroft reports 
that depressor consonants induce a far greater pitch lowering than do standard 
low tones. Finally, he suggests (p.17) that depressors might derive historically 
from fully breathy-voiced stops (i.e., those that are voiced on their closures as 
well as breathy upon their release), but have shifted over time to their current 
manifestation. This, notice, is consistent with their tonogenetic-like quality: as the 
voicing contrast here underwent attrition, the pitch perturbing effects that are a 
natural concomitant of voicing and breathiness may have become exaggerated 
(see Section 5 for further discussion). If Traill et al. are correct in their statement 
that epiglottal movement induces significant pitch lowering, this vocal tract 
configuration may be a latter-day reflex of the earlier closure-voicing distinction. 
Schachter [1976] posits a similar story for the historic origins of depressors in 
Swati, suggesting that the present-day "unnatural class" of depressors historically 
derives from voiced obstruents. 

Beyond Nguni, depressor consonants have been observed in, for example, 
Tsonga [Traill & Jackson 1988], and Ikalanga, a Bantu language of the Shona 
group spoken in Botswana [Hyman & Mathangwane 1998, Mathangwane 1999]. 
These authors describe depressors as voiced obstruents, and observe that they 
block high tone spreading, convert high tones to rising contours, and induce an 
overall pitch lowering. Elsewhere, depressors have been observed in the 
Mijikenda Bantu subgroup, including Chikauma and Chirihe, which have been 
described in terms similar to those in Ikalanga, and engage in similar phono­
logical behavior [Cassimjee & Kisseberth 1992]. Without a thoroughgoing 
instrumental investigation of all such patterns, however, the label "depressor" 
must suffice as a loose cover term for perhaps any number of phonetically distinct 
pitch-lowering and displacement-triggering consonants. 
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3. The sound substitution pattern: the phonology of Zulu tone displacement 

The general phonological pattern of tone displacement consists of an apparent 
rightward shift of high-tones from short vowels when they are preceded by a 
consonant of the depressor class. The pattern is schematized and exemplified in 
(2). (Data from Cope [1966]; depressors are underlined; displaced tones are bold; 
depressor effects are italicized.) Spectrograms and pitch tracks (2b) show the ftrst 
two fonus, i-lsi"ila:-llo-l and i-l~iJla:~lo-l. Observe, especially, the difference in the 
pitch of the second vowels (indicated with upward arrows). The first form has a 
high tone, while the second form has a low tone, with the high being displaced. 
The high pitch at the beginning of the third syllable of i-lsi"ila:-lIQj (indicated with 
the horizontal arrow) is probably a consequence of the preceding voiceless lateral, 
which is likely to induce a brief pitch increase at its offset due to high oral flow. 
The Zulu speaker is an adult male. 

In (2), the presence of a depressor consonant occurs with a very low pitch­
lower than phonological low tones-on the rightward vowel, and a high pitch 
beyond the release of the next consonant, after which the following tone is imple­
mented. The pitch track clearly shows pitch changes that depressor consonants 
induce. 

(2)a. schematic: 
D V C V(:) 

I I 
L H 

examples: 
i s i i a: I 0 'chair' i z i i a: I 0 'chairs' 

I I I I I I 1\ I 
LH L L LL HL L 

i-v n s i: z w a 'young man' 1 ins i: ~ w a 'by a young man' 

I I I I 1\ I 
H-v L L L HL L 

i Jl 0: n 'bird' n e J1 0: !! i 'with a bird' 

I I I I 1\ I 
H L L L HL L 
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b. Sample spectrograms and pitch tracks 

~ ':1, i 

".~I'"~'~IH!HHI 
200r-------------------------~ 

\ 

\ 
i \ 

\----
\ 
\, 

',,-
~-- J\, ' 

\ 
0\ \ 

I \" "-

i 
',,-
'-, 

'---I -"', ./ 

50 

s 1 a: 0 Z a: 0 

I I I I I I 1\ I 
L H L L L L HL L 

However, tone displacement does not take place under certain conditions. 
First, displacement does not take place from long vowels. In (3a) we observe no 
displacement on to a following syllable in the context of a long vowel, but 
displacement indeed takes place upon substitution with a short vowel. Phrase­
penultimate vowels regularly lengthen, so displacement is not observed in this 
context either (3b). Furthermore, displacement does not take place from phrase­
internal penults, which are not lengthened (3c). Finally, when the postvocalic 
consonant is also a depressor, displacement is not observed (3d). 

Cope reports that displacement is also blocked in the context of a following 
derived low-high toneme cluster "on analogy with [depressor-induced] rising 
tones" [1966: 86]. Additionally, Lanham states that displacement is blocked "if 
the displaced toneme is to fall on a monosyllabic root" [1960: 107]. 
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(3) a. no displacement from long vowels: 
?, i: kh 0: n a 'they being present' 

displacement from short vowel: 
?, i kh 0: n a 'they are present' 

!\ I I 
LH L H 

b. no displacement from phrase-final 
(lengthened) penults: 

il' n dh u: n a 'headman' 
I !\ I 
H LH L 

I !\ I 
L HL H 

displacement from short vowel: 

e n dh u n e: n i 'to a headman' 
I I!\ I 

H L HL L 

c. no displacement from phrase-internal (non-lengthened) penults 
(datumfrom my Zulu consultant): 
il' n dh una (# iI)ku:lu) 'headman (is big)' 
I !\ I 
H LH L 

d. no displacement when a depressor follows: 
i?, I g!h 0: k 0 'hats' 

I!\ I I 
LLH L L 

el' mbh u z i: n i 'to a goat' 

I !\ I I 
H1' LH L L 

4. On the phonetic origins of Zulu tone displacement 

Hyman & Schuh [1974], in,their study of common tonal patterns among West 
African languages, make a number of observations about diachronic and syn­
chronic tonal behavior. For present purposes, three of their general observations 
are especially relevant: (1) high tones are more often phonologically active than 
low tones; (2) spreading or displacement is more often rightward than leftward; 
and (3) spreading or displacement is more likely to take place when the pitch 
interval between the two tones is relatively great. Tone displacement in Zulu is 
consistent with all three of these generalizations. Indeed, the descriptive generali­
zations of Hyman & Schuh, and their consistency with the Zulu pattern, call out 
for a more thorough investigation. In this section, I suggest that patterns such as 
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those in Zulu may have their diachronic origins in certain phonetic forces on the 
sound system. I provide phonetic tutorials about pitch lowering at voiced (or 
breathy) stop releases, and about the speed at which speakers may produce pitch 
nses. 

4.1 Laryngeal settings accompanying obstruents affect pitch at consonant 
release. It has often been noted that obstruents in general, and breathy-voiced 
obstruents especially, induce pitch perturbations upon their release [Hombert 
1978, Maddieson 1978, Ohala 1978]. There are, in fact, reasonable aerodynamic 
and articulatory explanations for such effects. Both the pitch perturbation effects 
and one proposed explanation for them are briefly summarized here. 

Voiced stops typically induce pitch lowering upon release, whereas voiceless 
stops typically induce pitch raising. Some researchers (for example, Ohala [1972], 
Ewan & Krones [1974], Ewan [1976], Rombert, Ohala, & Ewan [1979]) 
implicate the tenseness versus laxness of the vocal folds at the point of stop 
release to account for these pitch perturbations. The route from contrastive 
voicing to vocal fold laxing is a fairly circuitous one, so allow me to elaborate by 
recapitulating the main thrust of these researchers' hypothesis. In certain contexts, 
contrastively voiced stops may be accompanied by an overall enlargement of the 
sealed supraglottal cavity (see, for example, Westbury & Keating [1986]). This 
cavity enlarge-ment allows more air to cross the glottis into the sealed chamber, 
increasing the duration of transglottal flow, and increasing the duration of vocal 
fold vibration, which is likely to heighten the salience of closure voicing cues. 
This increased salience is important so that the voiced-voiceless contrast is 
maintained. Cavity expansion may be achieved in a number of ways, including 
cheek puffing, pharyngeal widening, velic raising, and larynx lowering. Larynx 
lowering may also involve an apparent automatic laxing of the vocal folds. It is 
this fold laxing which might contribute rather significantly to the observed pitch 
lowering observed at the release of voiced stops, as lax vocal folds are a well­
attested concomitant of a lowered rate of vocal fold vibration, and lowered pitch 
[Rombert 1978]. This approach has been termed the "vertical tension hypothesis" 
by Rombert [1978]. Rombert, and also Riordan [1980] and Kingston [1985a,b], 
discuss certain empirical problems with the vertical tension hypothesis. Rowever, 
all nonetheless concur that a positive correlation indeed exists between stop 
voicing and pitch lowering at release. The flowchart in (4) recapitulates the 
essentials of the vertical tension hypothesis. Indeed, the diachronic relationship 
between voiced stop release and pitch lowering is rather well established. In Yue 
Chinese, for example, an earlier voiced stop-voiceless stop contrast has evolved 
into low tone register-high tone register contrast [Karlgren 1926]. 
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(4) Flowchart of vertical tension hypothesis 

oral closure, 
vocal fold approximation + 

enlargement of the sealed 
oral cavity, including 

larynx lowering 
~ .e 

~I ------v-o-ca-l-£-ol-d-l-ax-i-n-g----~I 

lower rate of vocal fold vibration 

lower pitch at release 

When we add the partial vocal fold abduction necessary for breathy voicing, 
further pitch lowering may be induced, as the fold laxing which accompanies 
abduction typically occurs with a still-lower rate of vocal fold vibration (5). This 
has been observed in Hindi voiced aspirates, for example in Kagaya & Hirose 
[1975]. The diachrony of Punjabi is also consistent with this scenario. Here, 
voiced aspirates have evolved into plain stops followed by low tones [Gill & 
Gleason 1969, 1972]. 

(5) From breathy voice to pitch lowering 

oral closure, 
vocal fold 

approximation 
+ 

enlargement of the sealed 
oral cavity, including larynx 

lowering 

more vocal fold laxing 

still lower rate of vocal fold 
vibration 

still lower pitch at release 

+ 
partial vocal fold 

abduction 

Breathy sonorants and voiced fricatives, like breathy voiced stops, possess 
both voicing and breath. Pitch lowering here has been observed as well. 

Given the phonetic state of affairs during breathy phonation, pitch-lowering 
effects on the first portion of the following vowel in Zulu and elsewhere become 
readily understandable. And once again, recall that even if epiglottal movement is 
responsible for present-day pitch lowering here, this vocal tract configuration may 
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be seen as a latter-day reflex of an earlier closure-voicing distinction. The 
"trigger" of tone displacement may have changed, but the process remains. 

The four patterns discussed-voiced stop, breathy-voiced stop, voiced frica­
tivelbreathy sonorant, and voiceless stop-plotted against their pitch-perturbing 
effects, are presented in schematic form in (6) (where H = higher pitch, L = lower 
pitch). 

(6) Patterns of pitch perturbation 

d a gin/a a t a 
H 

;- "--
~ ~ 

L 

In fact, LOfqvist [1973] as well as Hombert [1975] show that, in some non­
tonal languages, the pitch perturbing effects of the laryngeal settings of stops 
persist for more than 100 msec after release, far longer than a purely proximal 
aerodynamic account would predict; Ohala [1978:26] reports that the differing 
aerodynamic conditions present at obstruent release lasts "only a few milli­
seconds" beyond the beginning of voicing. It is this sort of finding-that phonetic 
explanations alone cannot fully account for language-specific production conven­
tions, but nonetheless might serve to constrain the general direction of sound 
change-where functional forces on the system become relevant. I turn to this 
issue in Section 5. Before doing so, however, another relevant physiological 
finding must be presented. 

4.2. Pitch rises take longer than pitch falls. The second phonetic finding that is 
relevant to tone displacement concerns the speed at which pitch contours can be 
induced by the laryngeal apparatus. Gandour [1974] reports that rising tones in 
Thai persist longer than do falling tones. Xu & Wang [2001] find a similar pattern 
in Mandarin Chinese. Moreover, in two studies [Ohala & Ewan 1973, Sundberg 
1979] untrained subjects took a significantly greater amount of time moving from 
a lower-to-higher pitch across a given frequency range than vice versa. That is, 
pitch rises are accomplished more slowly than pitch falls of the same acoustic 
distance. A schematic is provided in (7). 
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(7) Time difference in pitch fall vs. pitch rise 

H H ....................... 

~ \ ~/ 
L 

.................. .. , ......... 
L 

time ¢ time ¢ 

4.3. Tone displacement may be an illusion. These two distinct phonetic findings 
regarding pitch-pitch perturbation during breathy voice, and speed of pitch 
change-may have interacted in the diachrony of the Zulu tone displacement 
pattern. Specifically, when considering the state of the larynx in combination with 
the state of the supralaryngeal articulators, a characterization of the phenomenon 
as an active "displacement" may be viewed as illusory. Given the extra-low pitch 
following depressors (which, recall, is lower than the pitch of standard low tones), 
and also, given the sluggishness of pitch rises in comparison to pitch falls, the 
supralaryngeal articulators may already have achieved the proper con-figuration 
for a following consonant before the pitch rise is fully achieved. The result is the 
illusion of an active process of tone displacement: upon the release of this 
subsequent consonantal gesture, finally, the high pitch is achieved, and thus it 
seems to have flopped from one vowel to the next. As suggested by Ohala 
[1978:31], " ... [S]ince falling tones can be produced faster than rising tones ... they 
might be less likely to 'spill over' onto the next syllable." The schematic in (8d), 
which superimposes the relevant oral gestures on to the pitch contours, reveals the 
suggested illusion of tone displacement. 

Note that we may now formulate a hypothesis about the apparent blocking of 
tone displacement from phrase-penultimate vowels. As these penults are automa­
tically lengthened in Zulu, such vowels are apparently of sufficient duration to 
accommodate the pitch rise: the rise is achieved before the following consonant is 
implemented, and so there is no apparent displacement (9). 

We are, in addition, now able to hypothesize about the blocking behavior of 
following depressors. As following depressors once again induce a pitch-lowering 
effect upon their release, there is equally little hope of the displaced high tone 
being realized in this context. Consequently, even in the context of a short vowel, 
such high tones are only realized at the end of their vowel of origin: here, the 
articulatory demands of the second depressor might indeed be characterized as 
"blocking" the propagation of the pitch rise. That is, in non-depressor contexts 
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(8) a. HL sequence with no depressors b. LH sequence with no depressors 

C v c v c V c V 

H ................................................................ . H 

: ........ ~ ...... . 
L 

time ¢ time ¢ 

c. H with no depressor d. H with depressor 

c v c v D V c V 

H H······························· .... ········· 

L 

~ vV 
L ......... ~ .......... -

time ¢ time ¢ 

(9) Pitch rise without displacement 

D V: x V 

time ¢ 

there are no conflicting articulatory demands made of the laryngeal apparatus that 
might inhibit the realization of the high tone. However, when a depressor inter­
venes between a high tone and the second vowel, the laryngeal musculature once 
again assumes the posture characteristic of depressors, thus inhibiting the high 
tone's realization on that second vowel (10). Thus, although depressors may no 
longer involve breathy phonation at their offset, the preceding scenario provides a 
working account of their paleophonetic origins. 
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(10) H with intervening depressor 

D 

H····· 

v D 

time c:::> 

v 

4.4. Instrumental analyses support impressionistic descriptions of pitch 
effects. In a companion piece to the present study, Russell [2000] instrumentally 
investigates certain phonetic aspects of the interaction of tone, vowel length, and 
depressor consonants in Zulu. The figure in (11) provides pitch contour informa­
tion for one of Russell's subjects, at four points along the duration of the initial 
vowel in the domain under investigation, pooled over eighteen tokens for each of 
her eight series (her second subject produced similar-though less pronounced­
results). Point 1 is at consonant release, Point 2 is at the onset of a clear vowel 
formant structure, Point 3 is at vowel midpoint, and Point 4 is at vowel offset. 
The reader is cautioned that time is not drawn to relative scale: half the vowels 
are long (plotted with darker lines), and half are short (plotted with lighter lines). 

Several aspects of this pitch patterning are relevant to the present discussion. 
Consistent with the impressionistic descriptions of all other researchers, Russell 
instrumentally confirms that depressor consonants co-occur with a much lower 
fundamental frequency at consonant release (solid points at time 1) than do non­
depressors (hollow points at time 1). Short vowels preceded by non-depressors 
(CV1 DV J, CV1 CV -0 begin at the highest frequencies, and retain this high range 
for their duration. Long vowels preceded by non-depressors (CV:1 DV J, CV:1 
CV...1) begin high (though not as high as their short counterparts), then lower over 
the course of the vowel. (In my experience, pitches which listeners label "high" 
are quite often falling in nature, rather than level high; this is especially true for 
long vowels). In at least one other study [Silverman et al. 1995], high tones on 
short vowels in Jalapa Mazatec are found to be higher in pitch than high tones on 
long vowels; the Zulu pattern matches the Jalapa Mazatec pattern in this respect. 
The short vowel preceded by a depressor and followed by a non-depressor (DV J 
CV\l) ends quite low. In this context, the high tone is displaced onto the following 
vowel. The origin of this pattern may be related to the hypothesis that there may 
be insufficient time for the pitch to significantly rise during the duration of the 



The phonetics and functional origins of tone displacement in Zulu 

(11) Pitch changes (in Hz) over time for one speaker 

CV1 DVJ 

CV1 CV-.j 

CV:1DVJ 

CV:1 CV-l 

DV"j DVJ 

DVJ CV\j 

DV:t1DVJ 

DV:t1CV-l 

300 

250 

200 

150 

- D-

~ 

---6-

--e-

---w -.--..-
----

///.---a- - -- - - --EJ------- ____ -- --0 
/ 

-----0"""-- -- ----~ ------- ------ --0------__ ------- -- ----0 
0------

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

....... 
g:;. - -------II -----

--
----- --_-......::-a~-----
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254.89 265.74 262.29 258.50 

223.21 228.49 203.07 165.85 

219.39 225.87 205.18 188.59 

187.86 197.84 211.79 217.80 

176.27 180.07 173.46 171.28 

165.32 168.55 178.47 177.10 

157.81 162.57 179.64 196.43 

time (normalized) 

15 

-

short vowel. All other depressor-initial configurations (DV,.l DVJ, DV:t1 DVJ, 
DV:t1 CV -l) involve significant upglides. Here, both DV:t1 DV J and DV:J1 CV -l are 
quite naturally expected to possess upglides over the course of their duration, 
since the vowel may be sufficiently long to accommodate a rise. The curious fact 
here is the presence of a rise on the DV,.l DV J configuration. All reports acknow­
ledge the existence of a rise here. However, given a short vowel flanked by 
depressors, we might expect that a pitch rise here would be particularly meager. 
To begin to understand how this configuration accommodates the pitch rise, 
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consider the chart in (12), also from Russell [2000], which provides information 
about mean vowe11ength in all eight of the segmental contexts she considers. 

(12) Mean vowel duration in msec for one speaker 

700 ' 661.38 
617.4 610.57 

600 
502.32 

500 

400 

300 
196.93 119 2i3 li5 200 

I 100 

0 
CV1 CV ~. D\l~ DV Ji CV1 DV:J DV:~ CV ~ CV:1 CV ~ DV:~ DV J DVJ CV~ CV:1 DVJ 

With respect to short vowels, Russell deterrnines that the vowel flanked by 
depressors (DVA DVJ; boxed) (for both her speakers) is significantly longer than 
the other short vowels (DVJ CV~, CV1 CV-J, CVl DVJ). While this longer vowel 
might be attributed to the automatic lengthening that typically accompanies a 
vowel which precedes a voiced consonant, this hypothesis does not seem sound 
given the extra-shortness of the CVl DV:J configuration. Inspection of these same 
consonants with intervening long vowels does not support this hypothesis either, 
as, at least for this speaker, DV:J1 CV -J is longer than CV:l DV J. 

Instead, the extra length in the context of DV A D sequences may be seen as a 
functional accompaniment to the observed reduction in pitch height here: as pitch 
cannot be displaced in this context due to the presence of a following depressor, 
the vowel may be longer in order to provide a better opportunity for a pitch 
increase to be implemented, and consequently conveyed to listeners. Indeed, as 
Russell writes, "I attribute this extra length in the vowel in cell (c) [DVA DV:J -
D.S.] to the flanking effects of the surrounding depressor consonants ... [W]ith no 
tone spread ... to the following syllable, this vowel will be longer than in cases 
where depression need not be confined to the syllable proper." Interestingly, all 
syllable types with initial depressors are accompanied by longer vowels than their 
non-depressor-initial counterparts. Once again, this may be related to the slow 
pitch rise which is observed in these four contexts. 
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Russell further notes that long vowels flanked by depressors are longer than 
other long vowels, but that this is true only for one of her two speakers. Indeed, as 
Russell notes, "a long vowel need not .. .lengthen further to accommodate the 
effects of depression, as its extra length is sufficient...so that no changes need be 
made in vowel duration." 

To sum up, Russell instrumentally confirms that depressors induce significant 
pitch lowering at their offsets, and that displacement occurs when a following 
vowel is short and followed by a non-depressor. When the following vowel is 
short but followed by a depressor, no displacement is observed. However, the 
vowel here is significantly longer than other short vowels, thus better accommo­
dating the pitch rise. 

5. Tone displacement has functional value 

I have thus far suggested that tone displacement in Zulu is in part understandable 
when placed in the context of (paleo-)phonetic aerodynamic and articulatory 
theories. At this point, speech scientists might protest that physiological limita­
tions alone cannot be directly invoked to explain linguistic sound patterns: 
speakers exhibit exquisite control of their articulatory apparatus, and might 
modify their productions to accommodate to any raw, physical, ceiling- or floor­
effects. For example, Hombert [1978] reports that pitch perturbations at voiced 
stop releases are significantly curtailed in tone languages such as Thai and 
Yoruba, whereas in certain non-tonal language (such as English), recall that these 
pitch perturbations may extend over 100 ms into the following vowel, well sur­
passing their perceptual limen, which Hombert determines to be around 40 ms. 
As Hombert notes, the English pattern cannot be accounted for by proximal 
phonetic forces alone, since aerodynamic theory does not predict such extensive 
pitch effects, and anyway, the "voiced" category is typically voiceless here 
[Lisker & Abramson 1964, Flege 1982]. However, it is reasonable to assume that 
speech communities arrive at their own consensus regarding the extent to which 
such phonetically naturally states are exaggerated or curtailed. These conventions 
may surely be influenced by the language-specific system of contrasts in which 
these sound patterns find themselves (see especially Manuel [1999] on this point, 
who shows that language-specific patterns of coarticulation are influenced by 
language-specific systems of phonological contrast). For example, in the case of 
tonal languages such as Thai and Y oruba, Hombert notes that if stop-induced 
pitch perturbations went uncurtailed, the tonal system itself might suffer adverse 
functional consequences. By hypothesis then, such perturbations are curtailed 
here for this reason. In non-tonal languages such as English, however, there is no 
tonal system to encroach upon. Instead, extending these pitch perturbations well 
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into the following vowel may actually serve to enhance the contrast between 
prevocalic voiced and voiceless stops with no counter-functional consequences. 
Note that neither the ThaiIY oruba-type system nor the English-type system can be 
described as fully "natural" in that neither abides by purely physiological 
constraints with respect to pitch realization in this context. 

Returning now to tone displacement in Zulu, I argue in this section that func­
tional factors do not in fact curtail the phonetic tendency toward tone displace­
ment. Instead, they actually aid and abet it. 

5.1. Non-displacement might neutralize contrasts. As discussed in Section 4, 
tone displacement is perhaps best regarded as a consequence of differences in the 
speed of implementation between oral and laryngeal gestures, which came to 
affect the diachrony of the system in the observed fashion. But merely because 
the sound substitution may be induced by a natural phonetic process does not 
entail that this process will strictly abide by exclusively physiological constraints, 
as the consideration of pitch-lowering effects of voiced obstruents has just 
demonstrated. Let us then imagine the functional consequences of tone displace­
ment curtailment, that is, a situation in which high tones are not realized on a 
following vowel in the context of preceding depressors. 

Consider the schematics in (13). In (13a), I repeat the figure from (8d) in 
which the higher pitch is achieved only as the following consonant is being 
released. In (13b), I present a hypothetical schematic involving the blocking of 
tone displacement in this same context. 

What would be the functional consequences of blocking here? It is quite con­
ceivable that the pitch rise, which is now limited only to the first vowel, would be 
insufficient for a reliable achievement of the high tone. Due to the only limited 
temporal domain in which the pitch rise is implemented, it may be sufficiently 
curtailed so that it might be misperceived by the listener as belonging to the low 
tone category. Indeed, recall that in the DVC context, pitch remains low for the 
duration of the vowel (DV J CV\J). This fact strongly suggests that past listeners 
reached exactly this conclusion: rising tones limited to short vowels which follow 
depressors may be misperceived as low tones. The functional consequence of 
such a misperception is loss of contrastive information, or neutralization. Indeed, 
deletion would result in two separate neutralizations, whereas displacement 
results only in a single neutralization. This is shown in (14). Here, both the dele­
tion strategy and the displacement strategy are compared, along with unattested 
forms in which neither deletion nor displacement takes place (in quotation 
marks). It becomes clear that deletion halves the number of contrastive sequences, 
while displacement preserves three of four values. 
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(13) a. H with depressor 

D v e v 
H 

~ vV' 
L ........... ~ ..................... . 

time ¢ 

b. Hypothetical blocking of H displacement 

D v e v 
H 

: ..•...... ~ .... 
time ¢ 

(14) unattested: deletion: displacement: 
"DV, eV1" DVJ eV1 DVJ eV1 
"DV1 CV..J" DVJ CV..J DVJ CV'J 
"DV..J CV1" DVJ CV1 DVJ CV1 
"DV..J CV..J" DVJ CV..J DVJCV..J 

Another possible scenario here involves the elongation of vowels when asso­
ciated with pitch rises, as in Zulu DVD sequences. So, in DVe contexts, displace­
ment is readily possible, and so the first vowel need not lengthen to accommodate 
the rise. By contrast, in DVD contexts, lengthening the vowel may serve to sal­
vage the high tone contrast. As noted by Gandour [1977] (mentioned in Maddie­
son [1978]) this pattern is rather common at the cross-linguistic level. 

Note that a functional approach may additionally account for the observed 
blocking of tone displacement in the context of a following low-high toneme 
cluster, for if displacement were to take place here, the rising contour would 
likely neutralize to high (15). 
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(15) attested non-neutralized forms: hypothetical neutralized forms: 
k l' h . 

!! 1)9 a s 1: ... k l' h . u 1)9 a s 1: ... 

I A A I A I 
H LHLH H LH H 

Moreover, recall that Lanham reports that displacement is additionally blocked 
in the context of depressors preceding monosyllabic roots. Were displacement to 
take place on to monosyllabic roots, their entire tonological structure would be 
altered, possibly resulting in homophony. Instead, the blocking of tone displace­
ment here maintains root tonological properties, and the possibility of miscommu­
nication is diminished. 

Both of these blocking contexts may be motivated in functional terms, but not 
in phonetic terms: as morphological and phonological distinctions are more 
readily retained upon blocking here, the phonetically natural tendency toward dis­
placement may be curtailed. But when displacement would increase the likeli­
hood of all contrasts being unambiguously conveyed to listeners, the phonetically 
natural tendency toward displacement may be exaggerated. 

Finally, this is not to suggest that neutralization should rarely if ever occur. Of 
course, synchronic neutralizations and diachronic mergers are commonplace. 
However, the overwhelming tendency is for contrasts to neutralize in contexts 
with insufficient opportunity for the salient expression of acoustic cues, for exam­
ple, coda position, where consonants typically lack their all-important release 
cues. But when the opportunity for cue expression is greater, neutralization is 
much less common. 

5.2. Counterfunctionalism and pattern coherence. Although displacement does 
not take place from lengthened, phrase-final penults, recall now that neither does 
it take place from phrase-internal penults, which are not lengthened. In its present 
form, the phonetic/functional approach is clearly unable to account for the bloc­
king of displacement in this context: as the vowel is short, we expect, counter­
factually, that displacement will shift the high tone on to the final. 

In fact, it is not uncommon for phonological patterns which can be phone­
tically and/or functionally motivated in certain contexts to expand, or generalize, 
into additional contexts where phonetics and function cannot be immediately 
invoked. The standard example of such developments is the case of utterance-, to 
phrase-, to word- to syllable-final devoicing. There are well understood phonetic 
reasons for utterance-final obstruent devoicing: the overall lessening of energy 
utterance-finally, coupled with the lack of a following sonorant, make it far less 
likely for these obstruents to be successfully voiced by speakers, and conse-
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quently heard by listeners. In contrast, of course, phrase-internal final obstruents 
are sometimes followed by sonorants, which will not serve to inhibit the likely­
hood of voicing. In time, however, due in part to obstruent-final words alternating 
between utterance-final and utterance-internal position, learners may come to 
generalize the de voicing pattern to new contexts which bear decreasing phonetic 
and structural similarity to the original context, in that devoicing is less and less 
motivated by proximal phonetic forces-to the phrase, to the word, to the 
syllable. (See Hock [1998] for additional examples of this sort.) Thus, while the 
behavior of depressed tones in Zulu phrase-final penults may be phonetically and 
functionally motivated, we can begin to account for the expansion of this pattern 
into related domains that are not immediately amenable to phonetic explanation: 
non-dis-placement from phrase-final lengthened penults may have generalized to 
include all penults. In short, phrasal phonology may encroach upon lexical 
phonology. 

6. Probability matching, and a proposed diachronic scenario 

As stated in the previous section, it is well established that speakers exhibit 
exquisite control of their articulatory apparatus. Some researchers, for example 
Kingston & Diehl [1994], hypothesize that this prowess on the part of speakers is 
employed to improve the acoustic/auditory distinctness (and/or increase the 
articulatory ease) of phonological contrasts; that speakers exploit their phonetic 
knowledge to achieve functionally efficacious ends. In this section, I consider an 
alternative to this speaker-based approach to phonetic implementation and sound 
change, based primarily on the observation that token-to-token variability in 
speech production is largely recapitulated from generation to generation in a form 
of probability matching [Labov 1994, pace Gallistel 1990]. For example, if Zulu 
elders produce 95% of their tokens without displacement, and 5% with dis­
placement, learners are likely to largely recapitulate these percentages in their 
own speech. Consequently, the inherent variation in speech production may not 
be as free as it is often thought to be, but may instead be conventionalized to a 
significant degree: the target of acquisition may be the variability itself. That is, 
the exquisite articulatory control that speakers display in their productions is best 
evidenced by the fact that they are able to largely match the variability present in 
the ambient pattern. The probability matching itself, no doubt, betrays an 
extremely sophisticated statistical analytic ability on the part of learners. 
Moreover, their actual productions betray evidence that they are able to 
implement their calculated probabilities in their own speech. On this view, 
learners' articulatory talents are harnessed in service to copying, not modifying 
(improving upon or otherwise) the ambient speech pattern. I suggest that a 
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listener-based account of the sound pattern offers a rather straightforward 
alternative to the speaker-based approach of theorists such as Kingston & Diehl. 

Labov [1994] shows how probability matching may be affected by sound 
changes in progress. However, he does not comment on what might have induced 
such sound changes in the first place. In the case of Zulu at least, I have suggested 
that the origin of the sound change is phonetic. So, there may have been a point in 
the history of Zulu in which breathy-voiced consonants naturally induced an 
"unhinging" of following high tones such that the higher pitch fluctuated around 
the following consonant, being implemented with lower pitch when ceasing at the 
closure of the consonant, higher pitch when ceasing beyond its release, something 
like present-day Xhosa. This Xhosa-like variability may have been "pushed" 
toward a stabilized, displaced realization in the following manner: learners 
observe that there are, broadly speaking, two realizations of the high tone in this 
context, one in which the tone is displaced and higher in pitch, and one in which 
it is not displaced, and lower in pitch. These learners largely recapitulate the 
probability of each of the variants that are present in their parents' (and, later, 
their peers') speech. However, despite this general cross-generational stability in 
the probability of a particular variant being employed, there is nonetheless a 
phonetically natural tendency toward the displaced variant, and thus probabilities 
may yet slowly creep toward this value. This phonetically-induced creep may be 
aided and abetted by functional considerations: exactly because the displaced 
tokens result in a more accurate transmission of meaning-that is, there are fewer 
realizations that are neutralized upon displacement-the system may further creep 
in the direction of displacement. So, all displaced tokens may be perceived by 
listeners with the meanings that were intended by speakers. However, at least 
some of the non-displaced tokens will be miscategorized by listeners, as a 
consequence of neutralization. Consequently, the percentage of non-neutralized 
tokens (i.e., all the displaced tokens, but only most of the non-displaced tokens) 
should increase as these listeners become speakers: as some neutralized, non­
displaced tokens are factored out of the total number of tokens for this category, 
the percentage of displaced tokens increases. The motivation for the creep 
towards this new convention should not be viewed as due to a teleological force: 
it is not a consequence of speakers wanting to be clearly understood by listeners. 
The stabilization is best viewed not as a cause, but rather as a consequence of 
effective communication. More specifically, I mean that those tokens in which 
tones were displaced resulted in a less ambiguous speech signal, one in which all 
contrasts (and all meanings) were recoverable. It is, by hypothesis, a consequence 
of the reliability of their perception-on the part of the listener-that high tones 
came to stabilize in the fashion they did, for listeners, having interpreted the 
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signal unambiguously, were far more likely to employ a similar articulatory 
routine when using these forms in their own speech. 

We can now consider a schematic timetable, simplified to be sure, which 
captures the main forces argued to be at work in the diachrony of tone displace­
ment. Consider the chart in 15. Entering the sound change midstream, we might 
take a 1000 token sample from Generation W. Of these tokens, 750 are non­
displaced, while 250 are displaced. Most of these tokens are a consequence of 
learners' matching their probability of occurrence to the productions of Genera­
tion V. But given the natural tendency toward displacement, let's say that there is 
a 3% increase in the number of displaced tokens. In turn, Generation X perceives 
all displaced tokens unambiguously. Among the non-displaced tokens, however, 
let us suppose that a full 5% of these 750 tokens are misperceived by X due to the 
unlikelihood of clearly producing/perceiving the requisite pitch rise on only the 
first of the two vowels. These 40 misperceived tokens will not be pooled with 
those over which Gen X-ers calculate their probabilities. 

Now we iterate the process: if we take a random sample of 1000 of Generation 
X's productions, we should observe that they match the probabilities that they 
perceive their elders to have produced, again allowing for a 3% phonetically­
induced shift toward displacement. Generation X perceived 710 out of 960 tokens 
as non-displaced (40 tokens were misperceived); this constitutes a rate of 74%. 
Again subtracting 3% from this total, this results in 71 %. So, out of 1000 tokens 
produced by Generation X, 710 will not be displaced, and 290 will be displaced. 
And again assuming that 5% of the non-displaced tokens will be misperceived by 
Generation Y, these children will perceive only 70% non-displaced tokens (674 
of 964 tokens), and so on down the generations. We may now see, given the small 
tendency to misperceive non-displaced tokens, coupled with the small phonetic 
tendency toward an increased number of displaced tokens, how, over the course 
of time, the conventions of the system may undergo change. 

There are, of course, any variety of different weights we might supply that 
would model different rates and directions of change, or model stability. Proper 
weighting of the proposed forces at work must of course be determined 
empirically. For example, in contexts and languages where we observe vowel 
lengthening (rather than tone displacement) to accommodate the pitch rise, those 
variants with increased vowel length would provide the germ of the sound 
change. Also, we have not yet considered the possibility that certain social trends 
might favor one realization over another, or any number of other conceivable 
variables, but a sufficiently sophisticated mathematical model would perhaps be 
able to approximately mirror such scenarios. 
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(16) ... random sample: [1000 tokens] 

78% - 30/( ~2% + 3% 

[750 not displaced] [250 displaced] 

5y ,,\5% 100% 

Gen X: [40 misperceived] [710 perceived] + [250 perceived] 

/26% 

Gen Y: 

74~ 
random sample: [1000 tokens] 

74% - 30/! \26% + 3% 

[710 not displaced] [290 displaced] 

5y ~5% 100% 

[36 misperceived] [674 perceived] + [290 perceived] 

70~ /30% 

random sample: [1000 tokens] 

70% -3Y \28% + 3% 

[670 not displaced] 

5%/ \95% 

[310 displaced] 

1 100% 

Gen Z: [34 misperceived] [636 perceived] + [310 perceived] ... 

7. Dissimilar languages possess similar patterns 

As is clear from the Hyman & Schuh report of 1974, the Zulu pattern of tone 
displacement is hardly unique: variations on the Zulu theme are found in a wide 
variety of African tonal languages and are also attested in languages bearing no 
areal or genetic relation to those discussed by Hyman & Schuh. 

In Comaltepec Chinantec, an Otomanguean language of southern Mexico, 
high tones spread to a following syllable when immediately preceded by a tauto­
syllabic low tone [Silverman 1997b]. The pattern is almost always allophonic, 
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and only rarely neutralizing. For example, see the forms in (17) (from Pace 
[1990]). 

(17) Comaltepec Chinantec tone sandhi 
non-sandhi context: sandhi context: 

kwal1 to:J kwal1 to:'J 

kwal1 , I]ih J kwal1 I]ih'J 
kwal1 ku:.., kwal1 ku:'l 
kwal1 , nd3U:'" kwal1 nd3U:'l 

gloss: 

'give a banana' 

'give a chayote' 
'give money' 
'give ajug' 

In Beijing Mandarin, tones with high offsets typically peak only after the 
following consonant has been implemented; tones with low offsets show a signi­
ficantly lesser effect in these same contexts [Xu 1997, Xu & Wang 2001]. Figure 
(18), kindly provided by Yi Xu, shows four overlaid pitch tracks, showing various 
tone combinations during an all-sonorant bisyllabic sequence ([mama]). I call 
readers' attention to the 2-3 pattern (rising-low; arrow 1) and 3-3 pattern (arrow 2, 

(18) Mandarin Chinese [mama] 

1-3 2-3 .......... 3-3 

160 
III 111 

140 
· , · , · , 

N 120 
I 

0 
l.L 100 

i i .. ~ A -- ... ...:- :,. ...... : 
~ •• 11111....!. --_ ".;1'", I 

-r .............. -~-"' .. f ! ....•• 1"' ... ! ! 
j ! 
, , , , 
, , 

80 
, , 

! ! 

4-3 

a 

o 5u 100 h 50 is lW SO 100 2S 5. 75 100 

Time (% of each segment) 
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(19) Zagreb Croatian: Manaje bila neznatna ("A fault was insignificant"): 

man a J e ... 

also rising-low, as a consequence of Mandarin tone sandhi). For both of these 
patterns, observe that the pitch peaks during the following nasal, not on the first 
vowel itself. 

In Zagreb Croatian, high pitch-accented syllables possess a rising pitch con­
tour, pitch peaks being realized on the post-tonic syllable, rather than on the 
accented syllable itself [Lehiste & Ivic 1986]. In (19) is a spectrogram, kindly 
provided by Rajka Smiljanic, showing a pitch accented syllable, with the pitch 
peak on the following nasal. 

A similar pattern is observed in Peninsular Spanish: stressed syllables typi­
cally possess a pitch rise, with the pitch peak being realized on the post-stressed 
syllable [Navarro-Tomas 1944, Fant 1984, Prieto, van Santen, & Hirschberg 
1995]. The pitch track in (20) was kindly provided by Jose Ignacio Hualde. The 
first word-stress here falls on the third syllable ("lia"). Pitch rises here, only to 
reach its maximum well into the following syllable ("no"). 

(20) Peninsular Spanish: 
Emiliano numeraba las laminas ("Emiliano was numbering the pictures") 

c.,,''JtI, 
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8. Concluding remarks 

In summary, I have argued that physical properties of the speech mecha­
nism-phonetic factors-may have initially induced the apparent "unhinging" of 
high tones in the context of preceding depressor consonants in Zulu. But indepen­
dent functional factors may have induced the conventionalization of tone 
displacement. As tones were less likely to neutralize upon displacement, dis­
placed tokens were less often ambiguously perceived, hence more likely to be 
reproduced. 

More broadly, I hope to have shown that certain phonological patterns can be 
adequately accounted for by considering research results from a number of 
disparate fields of study: the state of any linguistic sound system is a consequence 
of phonetic, cognitive, and social forces that necessarily interact over time, 
passively shaped by the communicative function of language. 
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The paradigm of tense and aspect contrasts in Ruhaya, an eastern Bantu language, 
shows considerable regularity, indication of an ordered system of contrasts. The 
examination of what appear to be anomalies in the system of contrasts leads to a 
refinement in the analysis: to the recognition of a tense system that is organised in 
two stages, based on a model proposed by Gustave Guillaume. Aspectual 
contrasts are prioritized at the first stage, tense contrasts at the second. Compound 
forms, which are typically combinations of Stage 2 + Stage 1 (in that order), are 
complex representations that are marked for both tense and aspect. 

1. Introduction 

This article is the continuation of several strands of research. It examines details of 
an earlier survey of tense and aspect data in Ruhaya 1 [Nurse & Muzale 1999], the 
results of which are presented in Table 1. It also brings to the Ruhaya data insights 
from an analysis of tense and aspect in Swahili [Hewson & Nurse 2001], the 
results of which are presented in Figure 1 (p. 39). The research on Swahili was in 
tum an extension of a survey of the tense aspect systems of all the Indo-European 
language families from prehistory to the present day [Hewson & Bubenik 1997], 
based on theoretical proposals stemming from Gustave Guillaume [1929, 1945, 
1964, 1971-2000]. We include a few brief comments on our earlier paper on 
Swahili because of its theoretical and typological relevance to the questions we 
raise concerning Ruhaya. 

In this work, verbal systems are seen as stratified systems of representation that 
are cognitively grounded, in which the more complex representations are secon­
dary developments, built on a base of earlier less complex fonns of representation. 

1 The prefix Ru- on the name of the language has been retained in deference to the usage of native 
speakers. For them, removing the prefix renders the stem meaningless. We have kept Swahili, 
however, since this form has now become the universally accepted usage for English. 
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Table l: The verbal paradigm of Ruhaya. 

Aspect => Performative Habitual 
Tense JJ (Simple) I-aga/ 

FAR PAST ru-ka-gura tu-a-gur-aga 
I-ka-I We bought We used to buy 

NEAR PAST (Mid Past) tu-0-guz-ire 
1-0-1 + I-ire! We bought 

MEMORIAL PRESENT tu-aa-gura 
(Near Past) I-a(a)-I We bought 

EXPERIENTIAL PRESENT tu-0-gura 
(Present) 1-0-1 We buy 

NEAR FUTURE tu -raa -gura 
I-raa-I We will buy 

FAR FUTURE tu-ri-gura tu-raa-gur-aga 
I-ri-I We will buy We will buy regularly 

The normal referential scope of the tenses is as follows: 
1. Far Past: before yesterday. 
2. Near Past: yesterday. 
3. Memorial Present: earlier today. 
4. Experiential Present: a vast, extended present. 
5. Near Future: later today and tomorrow. 
6. Far future: after tomorrow. Variations may be caused by the lexical meaning 

of the verb. 

The forms given in this table are segmentally underlying but tonally surface. 
Various rules assign tones to tenselaspect forms. For instance, the verb /1m-gural 
'to buy' is underlyingly low, but all the forms given in the table above are marked 
by a high or falling tone; these tonal patterns would change if a high toned verb 
like Iku-komal ~ [kuk6ma] 'to tie up' is used. The analysis of tone, however, is 
beyond the scope of this paper; for further details on tone, see Hyman & Byaru­
shengo [1984]. 

The formative I-irel changes the final Irl of the radical I-gur-I to [z], hence, 
[-guz-]. This formative has more aspectual functions in the verbal system than are 
covered in this paper. For further analysis of the various functions of I-irel and 
how it combines with other formatives such as I-a(a)-I, I-ka-I, and I-ra-I, see Muzale 
[forthcoming]. 
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Progressive Retrospecti ve Persisti ve (Still) 
loi-I I-aa-I + I-ire! I-ki-aa-I 

tli-ka-ba ni-tu-gura tu-ka-ba tu-aa-guz-ire tu-ka-ba tu-kiaa-gura 
We were buying We had bought We were still buying 

tu-ba-ire ni-tu-gura tu-ba-ire tu-aa-guz-ire tu-ba-ire tu-kiaa-gura 
We were buying We had already bought We were still buying 

tu-aa-ba oi-tu-gura tu-aa-ba tu-aa-guz-ire tu-aa-ba tu-kiaa-gura 
We were buying We had already bought We were still buying 

ni-tu-0-gura tu-aa-guz-ire tu-kiaa-gura 
We are buying We have already bought We are still buying 

tu-raa-ba ni-tu-gura tu-raa-ba tu-aa-guz-ire tu-raa-ba tu-kiaa-gura 
We will be buying We will have already bought We will still be buying 
tu-ri-ba oi-tu-gura tu-ri-ba tu-aa-guz-ire tu-ri-ba tu-kiaa-gura 
We will be buying We will have already bought We will still be buying 

Near Future I-raa-I contrasts with (short-vowelled) I-ra-I, which is a second 
Retrospective (see Nurse [1979: 12-13], Nurse & Muzale [1999: 542], and Muzale 
[forthcoming: section 4.5.5]). 

Far Past is represented by I-a-I in the Habitual but by I-ka-I in the other 
categories. This asymmetry occurs in other Lacustrine languages, especially in the 
Rutara languages, Ruhaya's nearest relatives [Muzale, forthcoming: Appendices]. 

Vowel length in the Far Past (Habitual), the Memorial Present, and the Retro­
spective is a vexing issue. Since Ruhaya lengthens vowels after consonant + glide, 
underlying contrasts such as Itu + aa .. .1 and ltu + a .. .1 are neutralized on the surface 
as [twaa ... ]. The markers for these three forms occur exclusively after consonant 
+ glide, so the evidence for the underlying forms is largely tonal (see Muza1e 
[ forthcoming].) 
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This development of a linguistic time-image in successive stages was called chrono­
genesis by Guillaume. Typically in such systems, aspectual contrasts are developed 
before tense contrasts, which normally arise at the last stage of chronogenesis. 
What is particularly interesting for the Swahili and Ruhaya data (and for tenses in 
other Bantu languages) is that tense, in the Guillaumian model, is developed at two 
successive stages, giving rise to complex systems that are typologically different 
from those of Indo-European languages. 

The terms develop and stages are usually used in a diachronic sense, whether 
used of linguistic evolution or language acquisition. In this work, they are used to 
indicate the parameters of a cognitive system of representation, a permanent 
mental reality that is part of the acquired mental linguistic capacity of the native 
speaker.2 Guillaume, like J akobson [1968, 1971, 1990: 297ff], sees linguistic 
systems as being stratified: J akobson, for example, claims that systemic elements 
that are learned last in childhood and lost first in aphasia are necessarily."based on 
other primitive, fundamental elements learned early and maintained in partial 
aphasias. Guillaume, for his part, sees verbal systems as stratified, as involving 
stages of mental processing, building complex representations out of simpler, more 
basic representations. 

2. The verbal paradigm of Ruhaya 

In Table 1, the fundamental representational contrasts of the Ruhaya verb are laid 
out paradigmatically, using terminology that has mostly been traditional in analy­
sing Bantu languages.3 The paradigm was prepared by listing what appeared to be 
tense contrasts vertically, and apparent aspectual contrasts horizontally, basing 
categories partly on function and partly on morphosyntax. This paradigm is not 
the result of our analysis, but its point of departure. 

Neither the presentation in Table 1 nor the accompanying discussion includes 
all the paradigmatic forms of Ruhaya. A completed conjugation would include not 
just the affirmatives presented here but also negatives, relatives, conditionals, other 
modals, and other (dependent) forms such as consecutive. Our focus is the tense­
aspect system of main clauses. The maximum number of tense-aspect contrasts in 
Ruhaya, as in most Bantu languages, occurs in affirmative forms; that is our reason 
for not including the other Ruhaya forms, many of which can be found in, for 
example, Byarushengo et al. [1976], Byarushengo et al. [1977], Dalgish [1977], 
Muzale [forthcoming], Nurse [1979], Nurse & Muzale [1999], Salone [1977]. 

2 Although such a staged system is normally acquired in stages, so that acquisition studies show 
the quasi universal acquisition of aspect before tense in child language (see Fletcher [1985:120] 
and the references he quotes), we are not immediately concerned with acquisition, but with the 
system acquired, which has its own representational stages. 
3 The obvious exceptions are Performative and Retrospective, terms borrowed from Hewson & 
Bubenik [1997], and reviewed in Section 3.2 and fn. 8. A Performative is similar in function to a 
Perfective, but with a distinctively different distribution. A Retrospective (after the event) is 
traditionally a Perfect (sometimes Anterior today); the term was deliberately chosen to avoid 
confusion (e.g., Perfect / Perfective) and to form a balanced pair with Prospective (before the 
event). 
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There is occasionally a discrepancy between some forms here and their shape 
as cited elsewhere. We feel confident that our forms for the dialect used here are 
correct, as one of the co-authors is both linguist and speaker of this dialect. 
Readers should consult Muzale [forthcoming] for further details. 

Using this basic taxonomic statement as a point of departure, an extended 
analysis brings into focus certain important questions. As Heine has noted 
[1993: 121]: "A grammar ... that is not confined to description but aims at explain­
ing linguistic structure" has to ask why certain forms are used in certain functions. 
We intend to examine the following questions. 

(1) Why does the unmarked form tu-0-gura have its own separate column? 
(The forms with -aga in the same column appear to be relics of an earlier aspectual 
system in which this suffix marked iteratives: the paradigm of I-agal has 
disappeared except for these two forms. We say they are relics because data from 
other Lacustrine languages (e.g., Luganda) in general have -aga co-occurring with 
tenses more widely than in Ruhaya. We interpret this to mean that -aga has been, 
and is being, progressively replaced in Ruhaya. We present it as one unanalyzed 
morpheme, rather than more than one morpheme, because of the existence of allo­
forms such as -age and -ega in some subjunctives/futures.4) 

(2) Why does the form tu-0-guz-fre, that has no segmental tense marker 
(immediately after the subject marker Itu-I), appear in the fIrst column? Is the suffIx 
-ire an aspect marker like the -aga of the relics? A form that marks a contrastive 
tense should be found only in the horizontal parameters of the paradigm (other­
wise it would not be contrastive). But the only marker on this form, the I-irel 
suffIx, is also found vertically, in the Retrospective column, indicating some kind of 
a contradiction: an aspectual form having a tense-like function in certain contexts. 
In terms of its form and its distribution -ire is not a tense formative. 

(3) If -ire is an aspect marker (synthetic aspect: marked within the word), there 
is obviously a second aspectual system (analytic, marked periphrastically). Is there 
a connection between the two types? 

(4) Why do the two forms (tugura and tuguzfre) also appear in the aspect 
columns, one with a prefixed particle ni, the other with a marker -aa-, which 
resembles that of the Memorial Present? What is the difference, for example, 
between tuguzfre and tuaaguzire? 

(5) Why do the aspectual forms tuaaguzire (Retrospective) and tukiaagura 
(Persistive) both have, in post-subject position, markers (-aa-, -kiaa-, respectively) 
which are clearly not tense markers, since these forms can be used with all tenses? 
If they are aspectual markers, what kind of aspectual markers are they? 

The remainder of this article is dedicated to the clarifIcation of these questions. 

4 It should be noted that the tense markers of these forms are for the Memorial Present (/-a(a)-/) 
and the Near Future (I-raa-I), respectively, creating a pair of generalized Past and Future iteratives, 
which correspond more or less with the semantic value that is also found in tugura, as will be 
explained in Section 5. 
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3. Principles of analysis 

In the analysis of Swahili mentioned in the introduction, the peculiarities of the 
paradigmatic and distributional data led us to postulate a tense system with two 
stages, one where aspectual contrasts were developed in forms that had no tense 
markers but were used nevertheless as forms representing a vast, undifferentiatied 
present time (i.e., a present with no tense contrasts), and a second stage where 
tense contrasts were developed. This analysis was based on the fact that the forms 
of the Vast Present had no mark of tense, but could be marked for aspect, whereas 
the forms that were marked for tense could not be marked for aspect, aspectual 
forms for such tenses being created by compounds in which the marked tense was 
in the auxiliary, and the aspectual form in the main verb, both forms finite, as in 
Ruhaya aspectual forms (except for the Experiential Present) in Table 1. 

The two stage chronogenetic system of Swahili was established as in Figure 1, 
with the aspectual contrasts of Stage 1 presented vertically, and the tense contrasts 
of Stage 2 presented horizontally. It should be noted that all the arrows at Stage 1 
point to the left (representations of events in Descending Time), whereas the two 
arrows at Stage 2 point to the right (representations of Events in Ascending Time). 
A brief discussion of the terms tense, aspect, Ascending Time and Descending 
Time will clarify the nature of these linguistic contrasts. 

3.1 Tense and aspect. Tense and aspect are defined by Guillaume [193311964: 47-
8] as follows: aspect is the representation of the time contained by the event; tense 
is the representation of the time that contains the event. An illustrative analogy: 
aspectual forms concern different views of the ship on the ocean as it passes (from 
ahead, the bow, amidships, the stern, from behind); tense is the particular ocean on 
which the ship floats (e.g., Atlantic vs. Pacific). This corresponds in general terms 
to definitions proposed by others (e.g., Comrie [1976, 1985]; Dahl [1985]). 
Guillaume's terms were updated and simplified by Valin [1965, 1975], so that 
today we say that aspect represents Event Time, whereas tense represents Uni­
verse Time (capitals indicate mental representations). Cognitively, tense is always in 
relation to the consciousness of the speaker and hearer: the past originates as time 
that is in the memory, the future as time that is in the imagi-nation: speakers, for 
example, may represent an event as being in memorial time (past) or in imaginary 
time (future), or experiential time, time that is coeval with consciousness (present). 

3.2 Descending and Ascending Time (again, capitals for mental representations). 
This contrast has been discussed by many linguists [Benveniste 1965, Fillmore 
1975, Traugott 1978, Lakoff & Johnson 1980] using such terms [Clark 1973:35] 
as "moving world" (= D(escending) T(ime») vs. "moving ego" (= A(scending) 
T(ime)) or "moving time" vs. "moving ego" [Fleischman 1982:324]. Guillaume 
[e.g., 193711964:60] uses the cognitive contrast of (a) time that works in the mind 
(Descending Time), automatically recording the stream of consciousness, and as 
the record progresses into the past, burying our sensory experience ever deeper in 
the memory as it accumulates further memory on top of it, and (b) the mind that 
works in time (Ascending Time), involved in conative or imaginary activity (such 
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Figure 1. The two chronogenetic stages of the Swahili verbal system. 

Stage I 

Stage II 

tu-na-kimbia 
I<--------X- - - - -I 

tu-a-kimbia 
1<------------------X - - - - - - - - - -I 

00< ----------------------------------------------------------00 
tu-me-kimbia 

1<--------------------XIX 

tu-ki-kimbia 
I<X - - - - - - - - - -I 

tu-li-kimbia tu-ta-kimbia 
00--------------------_________ >1----------------------------->00 

1. The verb is kukimbia "to run"; all finite fOnTIS are given with 1P subject tu-. 
2. Stage I presents the four aspectual fOnTIS of the unlimited present. The /na-/ and 
/a-/ fOnTIS are both Imperfective, i.e., temporally incomplete5; me- is Retrospective; 
ki- Potential.6 
3. Stage II presents the two contrastive tenses, past (li-) and future (ta-). 

39 

as the writing of a paper), where the activity progresses from the present into the 
future in complete units, such as sentences or paragraphs. The imagination, that 
works in Ascending Time, is goal oriented: the planning of a sentence or paragraph 
requires a goal. 

The representations in Descending Time give us the internal view of an event: 
the view that we get when a strip of film runs in the projector (time moves). Those 
of Ascending Time give us the external view of an event: the view that we get 
when the strip of film is held in the hand (time is static, but the film still stores the 
representation of the event). These two representations correspond cognitively to 
the operations of the working memory (short-term) and the stored memory (long 
term). We can "replay" the working memory, and repeat a sentence exactly as it 

5 Standard Swahili and (coastal) dialect Swahili differ with respect to the use of /-na-/ and /-a-/. 
We outline briefly here usage in Standard Swahili. The situation in Standard Swahili is changing 
away from /-a-/ towards /-na-/. Some speakers use only /-na-/, some use the two interchangeably, 
others distinguish them. In the latter case, /-na-/ tends to be used with dynamic verbs, to represent 
an event taking place at or around the moment of speech/reference, whereas /-a-/ is used more with 
stative verbs, to represent a longer time period. See Contini-Morava [1987] and Wald [1997]. 
6 Potential is not to be confused with imaginary. The water stored behind a dam in a hydroelectric 
system is potential energy: real energy, just waiting to be released. Potentials have a variety of 
functions: sometimes the representation is similar to a modal, sometimes similar to an imperfective 
or progressive. 
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was said with intonation patterns and tone of voice. A week later we may remem­
ber that we did this, but the stored memory does not give us a replay. The contrast 
is similar to that of mass (internal) vs. count (external) in the noun paradigm. There 
are three common aspects that are representations in Descending Time, as follows, 
with traditional Indo-European terminology on the left, and our own terminology 
on the right, based on the usage of Slavic aspectologists, using Imperfective, 
Perfective to replace imperfect and aorist, and Retrospective to replace the poten­
tially confusing term perfect, which is not to be confused with Perfective (see fn. 
14, Section 5). 

(6) imperfect 1<----------X - - - - - -I Imperfective 

(7) aorist 1<---------------------XI Perfective 

(8) perfect 1< -----------------------IX Retrospecti ve 

We may illustrate these contrasts from English where (9)-(11) exemplify (6)-(8), 
respectively) 

(9) We saw the rope breaking. (Imperfective) 

(10) We saw the rope broken. 

(11) We found the rope broken. 

(Perfecti ve) 

(Retrospective) 

The contrast between Perfective and Retrospective is slight: it amounts to 
positions on opposite sides of the same threshold, and frequently a single form 
covers both functions, as in (10) and (11).8 The Ime-/ perfect of Swahili, the 
perfects of French and German, for example, are freely used in both functions. In 
English, verbs of perception will require the event of broken to be contempora­
neous (and therefore Perfective), whereas found requires broken to be interpreted 
as representing the resultant state of the event (and therefore Retrospective). 

The frequency of occurrence of Imperfective, Perfective, and Retrospective in 
the world's languages stems from the fact that they are representations of uni­
versal cognitive experiences: (9) = ongoing perception, following an event in 
progress; (10) = recognition of the completion of an event (the baby's "all gone"); 
and (11) = recognition of a resultant state (the broken rope). 

Representations in Ascending Time, by contrast, are oriented toward the future, 
and because they give an exterior view of the event, there is only one simple 

7 The examples are participles in English. There are of course languages in which these contrasts 
occur in finite forms: Ancient Greek egraphon, egrapsa, egegniphe: 'I was writing, 1 wrote, 1 had 
written' (all past), or Kikuyu a-a-hanyok-aga, a-a-hanyok-irc, a-a-hanyok-etc, 'I was running, 1 
ran, I had run' (all Far Past; data from Johnson [1980]). 
8 Whereas Ancient Greek had different forms for aorist and perfect, Classical Latin (as the 
historical morphology shows) had collapsed both to a single form, the perfect, which functioned 
as both present perfect and aorist. Latin momordi «mordeo) 'I have bitten, 1 bit', for example, 
shows the reduplication typical of the PIE perfect, whereas scripsi « scribo) 'I have written, 1 
wrote', shows the suffixed I-sf of the PIE sigmatic aorist. 
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representation: a complete event beginning at a moment X. Traditionally called 
simple forms in English grammars (by contrast with the progressive forms), we 
have given the name Performative to this aspectual representation, because it nor­
mally represents the complete performance of an event, or the unchanging nature 
of a habit or state: He shoots, he scores; he walks to work; I know he owns it. 

(12) Simple IX -------------------->1 Performative 

In systems that are built on Ascending Time, the ordinary tenses will have 
Performative aspect inherently (unmarked), as does English, and may develop a 
Progressive aspect as a marked contrast (see above). In systems that are built on 
Descending Time, the ordinary tenses will have Imperfective aspect inherently, as 
in Ancient and Modem Greek, and will normally automatically have either a 
Perfective (aorist) aspect to represent complete events (as does Greek), or a Retro­
spective (as did Latin). The need for a representation of complete events in 
Descending Time appears to be greater than the need for a representation of on­
going (i.e., Progressive) events in Ascending Time. 

4. The staged development of tense representations 

In the Swahili verbal system (Figure 1), Stage I is the first level ofrepresentations, 
where all forms represent a single tense, the unlimited present of Universe Time in 
which there are no tense contrasts. The forms at this level are marked only for 
aspect: although unmarked for tense all have subjects and may be used as clausal 
verbs, indicating that they are representations of Universe Time. At Stage II in 
Swahili this vast present is divided into the contrastive time spheres of Memorial 
Time (past) and Non-memorial Time (future). The two levels represent two 
developmental stages: (i) the variations of Event Time (aspectual contrasts) with 
the first representation of Universe Time at Stage 1; (ii) the variations of Universe 
Time (tense contrasts) at Stage II. 

This analysis establishes certain basic principles of analysis which are relevant to 
the analysis of other Bantu languages. These principles are as follows. 

(13) - the representation of tense is typically developed in two successive stages, a 
\ first stage where there are no tense contrasts,9 just a single unlimited present, 

and a second stage where there may be multiple tense contrasts. 10 

9 The important word is contrasts, that is, tenses that do not overlap, but stand in complementary 
distribution to each other, as do the four forms in the first column of Table 1 that have a tense 
marker in pre-stem position. This would of course exclude tuguzfre, which, as the Retrospective 
column shows, is clearly not contrastive. Where Bantu languages are reported as having many 
tense contrasts, it is advisable to do a careful survey of the morphological and paradigmatic 
evidence to make sure that aspectual forms have not been reported as tenses. 
10 One author has a database containing tense-aspect analyses of 120 Bantu languages. Only two 
exceptions (W. Gogo and one Grassfields variety) are reported to have more than four, i.e., five 
past contrasts. 
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(14) - the single indicative fonns that are unmarked for tense represent the un­
differentiated Universe Time of the unlimited present of Stage I, extending 
from an infinity in the past to an infinity in the future; the single indicative 
forms that are distinctively marked for tense are the basic forms of the 
contrastive tense system of Stage II. 

(15) - a single verbal fonn cannot have more than one tense because it cannot be 
contained in more than one kind of Universe Time (a ship cannot float on two 
oceans at once). Consequently, in compounds where two tense-aspect fonns 
occur together in a single verbal representation, the two fonns are never both 
from Stage II.ll They can both be from Stage I, however (where there are no 
tense contrasts, only aspects), and there can be combinations of Stage II (in 
first position) and Stage I (in second position), always in that order. 12 

In these latter combinations, the first fonn represents the contrastive tense and 
the second fonn must be a representation which can overlap, and not contrast, 
with the tense of the first. The second form, therefore, must necessarily represent 
the limitless present of Stage I, of which the contrastive tenses of Stage II are, in a 
sense, hyponyms. Consequently, the representations of Stage I may be used in 
second position with all the contrastive representations of Stage II because they are 
consonant with, and not contrastive with, all the fonns of Stage II. 

It can be seen that these principles apply also to the paradigm of Ruhaya in 
Table 1. Application of these principles sets in motion a chain of conclusions that 
resolve, one by one, the questions raised in §2 above. 

5. The Separation of Tense Levels in Ruhaya 

The first step in applying the principles laid out in (13)-(15) is to separate the forms 
tugura, tuguzfre from the remaining four tense fonns in the first column of Table 
1, leaving four fonns explicitly marked for tense: tu-ka-gura, tu-aa-gura, tu-raa-

11 If two different contrastive tenses occur together, they necessarily represent two different 
clauses, as in English He said he will come. Although the claim that two purely tense (Stage II) 
forms cannot co-occur seems simple, it is nevertheless controversial, and our position requires 
some explanation. We would analyse compounds such as: 

Ruhaya tu-raa-ba twaa-guz-ire 'we will have bought' 
Ruhaya tu-raa-ba twaa-guz-e 'we will have bought' 

as both containing an auxiliary verb, marked for (future) tense, followed by the main verb. We see 
the main verb as being marked only for (retrospective) aspect, by the combination of pre-stem 
I-aa-I and suffixed I-ire, -e/. Botne (p.c.) analyzes a comparable form in Kinyarwanda differently, 
interpreting I-aa-I in the second verb as a tense marker. Hence, his analysis would allow such 
compounds to have two tense markers. For more on his position, see Botne [1983,1986,1989]. 
12 The ordering is probably a cognitive universal: a hypemym may be used anaphorically of a 
hyponym, but not vice versa. A hypemym, of course, covers the whole meaning of a hyponym, 
whereas the inverse is not true: He wounded the bear and the animal became enraged vs. *He 
wounded the animal and the bear became enraged. A Vast Present (the hypemym) includes both 
Past and Future, whereas Future and Past, as tenses (the hyponyms), stand in complementary 
distribution, in contrast to each other. 
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gura, tu-ri-gura. These will now be analysed as the four tenses of Stage 2 of the 
chronogenesis of Ruhaya, and tugura, tuguzfre as aspectual forms from Stage 1 
(see Figure 2 below), since they carry no contrastive mark of tense (see (14) 
above). 

The relationship of tugura and nitugura (see (4) above) now becomes clear: ni 
is a focussing or actualizing particle which changes tugura 'we buy habitually' to 
nitugura 'we are buying right now' (Progressive), or 'we have decided to buy, we 
intend to buy' , as in nitugura emotoka [nitugule:motoka] 'we are buying a car 
(but haven't got it yet)'. This focussing or actualizing particle ni is used extensively 
in Bantu languages; its cognate ne is used in Kikuyu, for example, to mark asser­
tions as opposed to presuppositions [Johnson 1980:272]; its cognate ni in Swahili 
is used as a copula. 

The relationship between these two forms also casts light on tugura, which 
must necessarily be Imperfective, that is, a representation in Descending Time, in 
order for its focussed form nitugura to be the representation of an event in pro­
gress, a sense which it has throughout the paradigm. 13 An Imperfective at Stage 1, 
representing the vast present of Universe Time, would typically have the un­
focussed meaning 'we are involved in buying without limitation of time', that is, in 
ordinary English 'we buy (habitually)'. 

It is a quasi-universal that where the basic form in a paradigm is Imperfective, 
there will also be a corresponding and contrastive form to represent an event that 
is complete. This normally takes the form of a Perfective (as in Greek or Slavic), 
but it may also be a Retrospective14 (as in Classical Latin) or a Performative (as in 
modem Romance languages), all of which have been explicitly analysed elsewhere 
[Hewson & Bubenik 1997]. This is a principle which immediately makes sense of 
the form tuguzfre: here is the Perfective or Retrospective which corresponds to the 
Imperfective tugura: what is already complete in the present must have taken place 
in the past, typically in the time just before the present. 1S Like tugura, it has no 
tense marking, and it carries the same Perfective marker -ire as the Kikuyu 
Perfective form a-a-hanyok-ire, quoted in footnote 7 above. There is also other 
evidence to indicate that tuguzfre is, in fact, not a Perfective, but a Retrospective. 

5.1 The status of the I-irel suffix. The evidence for analysing the I-irel forms of 
Ruhaya as Retrospective rather than Perfective is threefold. 

13 All that ni changes is the focus; the inherent aspect of the fonn remains unchanged. The result 
is an imperfective which is focussed on a given moment: either the here and now, or a moment 
elsewhere in time defined by the auxiliary. 
14 As noted above (3.2), we avoid the tenn perfect, the usual tenninology, in order to eliminate the 
confusion between perfect and perfective, which are quite different entities. The Perfective simply 
represents the completion of the event; the Retrospective looks back from the result phase to the 
complete event. 
15 The sense of the Sanskrit aorist (i.e., perfective) was described by Panini as adyatana 'recent 
past' [Bubenik 1997:63], representing an event just completed, much like the 'all-gone' of early 
child language in English. In Ruhaya, the Memorial Present represents the time that has elapsed 
since the last sleep, and tuguzfre represents an event completed just before that, i.e., (typically) 
yesterday. 
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(i) Bantu languages share a common trait of using Retrospective forms of 
stative verbs to represent the present state. Standard Swahili uses the forms in (16) 
with the Retrospective marker /-me-/ for ordinary present reference. In these forms 
with 3S subject marker a-, the resultant state that is represented by the Retro­
spective aspect becomes the focus of the representation. 

(16) amelala 

amesimama 
ameoa 
amekufa 
ameamka 
amekaa 

'3S is asleep (has fallen asleep)' 
'3S is standing (has stood up)' 
'3S is married (has married)' 
'3S is dead (has died)' 
'3S is awake (has woken), 
'3S is sitting (has sat down)' 

This typical Bantu usage of the Retrospective is found with the Ruhaya suffix 
I-ire/, as the items in (17) show. 

(17) a-nagz-zre 
a-j(-zre 

'3S is asleep' 
'3S is dead' 

In short, with these verbs of resultant state the form in /-ire/ is not functionally a 
Near Past (as in Table 1), but a Present, representing the resultant state of an 
earlier event. This is often a typical Retrospective usage, as may be seen in 
languages such as French or Latin, where a Retrospective can have both values, 
with different translations into English. 

(18) FRENCH LATIN ENGLISH 
if est mort mortuus est 'he died' (preterit) 
if est mort mortuus est 'he is dead' (present reference) 
if est parti profectus est 'he left' (preterit) 
if est parti profectus est 'he's gone' (present reference) 

From these examples it can be seen that, in French and Latin, Retrospective 
forms of verbs of resultant state may be used to represent either a complete past 
event or a resultant state of affairs in the present, a usage which parallels the Bantu 
usage of stative verbs. 

(ii) The form tuguzfre, without any internal modification tends to represent the 
past event, what we may call the aorist or Perfective usage of the Retrospective 
(cf. the preterits in (18) above). The form with internal modification, tu-aa-guzire, 
on the other hand, is designed to represent the resultant state (present reference in 
(18) above). In other words, the apparent purpose of the /-aa-/ morpheme is to call 
attention to the resultant state rather than to the completion of the event; as such, 
this /-aa-I is a secondary or focussing morpheme, the main aspectual marker being 
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the suffix I-ire/. Consequently, the extended form tuaaguzire is normally used as 
the second verb in a compound, since this form emphasizes the Retrospective 
aspect. The form tuguzfre can, however, be found as the second form in a com­
pound, for example, with an auxiliary in the Far Past: tukaba tuguzire emotoka 
'we had bought a car (which we no longer have)', the auxiliary lka-I being the 
marker for the Far Past. It is understood in these forms that the resultant state 
holds only for the duration of the tense of the auxiliary, hence, the understanding 
that the car was possessed only in the Far Past and is no longer in the possession 
of the buyers. The form tuguzfre in this position does not prolong the represen­
tation of the resultant state as does the extended form tuaaguzire. 

(iii) If the simple form tuguzfre is used to represent the resultant state (unusual 
with transitive verbs, but possible) rather than the past event that creates the state, 
it no longer represents the Near Past but a present state which is best translated by 
an English passive: 'we are bought, we have been bought'. Passive voice and 
Retrospective aspect universally share many features, since the patient (the subject 
of the passive voice) may also be part of the result or goal of a transitive verb. The 
result of a verb such as bake is a cake or some other product of the oven, not a 
cook or a baker. There are, in fact, forms in English, such as I am finished that are 
ambiguous between an active Retrospective and a Passive reading. There are also 
similar shifts in the use of the past participle, as in (19). 

(19) a The thief had climbed up, broken the window, and ransacked the house. 
b. the broken window; *the broken thief 

In (19a), broken is active in sense, predicated of the subject (thief) through the 
medium of the auxiliary had. If predicated directly of the noun, as in (19b), the 
same participle cannot be active, but can have only a passive sense. 

We may consequently represent the relationship of the two Ruhaya forms that 
are unmarked for tense as Stage 1 forms, a subsystem separate from the marked 
tenses of Stage 2, as in Figure 2. In this subsystem, the prototypical base form (un­
marked) is an Imperfective (placed above the line oftime to indicate a proto-type), 

Figure 2. The two chronogenetic stages of the Ruhaya verbal system. 

Stage 1 

Stage 2 

tugura 

I<--------X ---- -I 
00< ----------------------------------------------------------------00 

tuguzfre 
1<------------------Xix 

tukagura tuaagura turaagura turigura 
00-------------->1-------------->1-------------->1--------------->00 

Past Memorial Non-memorial Far Future 
Present Present 
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whereas the contrastive marked form is a Retrospective, a complete event seen 
from its result phase. If the result phase is ignored, the form simply represents a 
complete event, a variant that may be used as a preterit, in similar fashion to the 
Latin perfect, the French passe compose, and the German Perfekt. 

5.2 The four contrastive tenses. The forms at Stage I are shown in Descending 
Time, whereas those of Stage 2 have been represented as being in Ascending 
Time, because, as single forms, they represent complete events, and in order to 
form the representation of an incomplete event, they must be combined with the 
Stage I form nitugura: tukaba nitugura 'we were buying', for example, where 
tukaba is the auxiliary in the Far Past tense. The four tenses of Stage 2 have also 
been interpreted as Past, Memorial Present or Omega Present, Near Future or 
Alpha Present, and Far Future. 

The terms alpha and omega are used by Guillaume to represent the last 
moments of the past (omega) and the first moments of the future (alpha). These 
moments are of importance in any representation of the present, and are important 
for the cognitive operations of consciousness, which may in tum become the basis 
for linguistic representations. 

Just as spatial representation is based upon bodily experience [Johnson 1987] 
so that English up and down are based on our experience of gravity, temporal 
representation is based on fundamental and universal mental experiences shared by 
the whole animal kingdom: memory, perception, and imagination. Memory here 
means the retentive memory, the experience of the automatic reflex recording of 
the stream of consciousness, on which the notion of past is based (the past is that 
time which is coeval with memory). Perception means the ongoing reception of 
information supplied by the senses, which allows us to experience what we call the 
present. Imagination is an extrapolation from perception and memory that allows 
us to anticipate what is going to happen; it is the basis of our notion of future. 
Without imagination there would be no future. 

Guillaume [e.g., 1964:59] used the phrase omega chronotype as a term for the 
most recent quantum of the past, and alpha chronotype for the most immediate 
quantum of the future. We may state the distinction in cognitive terms as follows: 

ex = the first moments of the immediate future, product of the operative imagi­
nation 

co = the last moments of the immediate past, stored in the retentive memory 

These cognitive experiences are represented in different ways in different 
languages. Sometimes both ex and co moments are represented as elements of a 
present that separates past from future, as in Latin, French, Italian, Spanish, or 
Portuguese. Sometimes they are divided between past and non-past as in English, 
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Danish, and Norwegian; 16 sometimes both are included in the non-past, as in 
German or Dutch [Hewson 1997:336-337]. 

In most of the Bantu languages that we have looked at (but not Swahili), the (t) 

moments are represented by a distinct tense, which in cognitive terms may be 
called the memorial present (traditionally Near Past), and the a moments are 
represented by a distinct and separate tense (traditionally Near Future) that in 
cognitive terms may be called the non-memorial present. This Bantu division of the 
representation of present experience into two separate tenses, the Near Past and 
the Near Future, appears to be typologically distinctive. 

The only remaining comment that needs to be made concerns the distribution 
of tugura and tuguzfre. As elemental forms of the paradigm, they may be used 
alone, but they are rarely found in second position in compounds. Adjusted forms 
(ni-tugura, tu-aa-guzire) are the ones that are normally found in second position, 
with a slightly adjusted meaning that sterns from the markers Ini-I and I-a.a.-I. 

All the variant forms of Stage 1, whether morphologically adjusted or not, are 
distribution ally distinct from the four tenses of Stage 2, which can never be used, 
even with morphological adjustments, in second position. 

6. Aspects Functioning as Tenses 

The analysis in §5, while it makes sense of the contrastive paradigmatic forms, 
does not immediately clarify the functional role of tuguzfre as a Mid Past tense. 
Our claim that tuguzfre is a present Retrospective might appear, consequently, to 
be counter-intuitive. But a Retrospective aspect in the representation of the vast 
present of Stage 1 necessarily represents something that is complete; aspectual 
forms of the present can represent the past and the future just as successfully as 
tense forms: I have spoken, j' ai parle, ich habe gesprochen are all marked for 
present, marked on the auxiliary, and the French and German forms can be used 
functionally as preterits. 

Using aspectual forms in the function of tense is, in fact, as common as using a 
table knife as a screwdriver. Aorist, imperfect, and perfect were, in fact, classified, 
respectively, as "recent past, distant past, out of sight" in Vedic Sanskrit, by 
Panini, the great Sanskrit grammarian [Bubenik 1997:63]. In similar fashion, 
aspectual forms are frequently mingled with tense forms in Bantu traditional ways 
of representing time. As noted above, in Vedic Sanskrit the aorist (i.e., Perfective) 
was considered adyatana "in sight", hence "recent past". In Ruhaya, the I-irel 
form is similarly used, functionally, as a Near or Mid Past which is just beyond the 
Memorial Present, and distinct from the real past, which is totally divorced from 
the present, and then becomes, in usage, the Far Past (see Table 1). 

The Memorial Present of Ruhaya (tuaagura) is a representation of the time that 
is coeval with the retentive memory (the memory of the stream of consciousness 
that is in the process of being recorded), or the working memory of consciousness. 

16 Which explains the so-called "present reference" of the perfect in English and the Scandi­
navian languages [Hewson & Bubenik 1997: 335-337]. (Adverbs of past time may not be used 
with such perfects: *1 have read that book yesterday). 
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The retentive memory, or working memory, is a part of present experience: it is 
the memory that allows us to write or speak a sentence, or continue an explanation 
or a paragraph, without getting confused or losing our way. The conventions of 
the Ruhaya tense system are that this memory of the immediate past extends all 
the way back to the last sleep of the community, i.e., to the point where 
consciousness is interrupted by sleep. The referential scope of the Memorial 
Present is therefore "earlier today". The consciousness that immediately precedes 
"earlier today" is that of yesterday, which is the referential scope of the Near or 
Mid Past, which includes events that were completed before the Memorial Present 
and, consequently, viewed retrospectively from the Memorial Present. 

An event seen retrospectively in the vast present of Stage 1 would necessarily 
be represented as a past event at Stage 2, to be surveyed retrospectively from the 
present. I have read that book means 'I have a present memory of a past event'. 
Such a past event necessarily took place before the present memory of it; its 
occurrence necessarily precedes the Memorial Present. In the Ruhaya system, 
therefore, a present Retrospective represents an event that necessarily precedes the 
Memorial present in which it is remembered (the "present memory of the past 
event"); this is exactly the normal sense attributed to tuguzfre, an event that took 
place in time before the Memorial Present. 

7. The Fourfold System of Aspects at Stage 1 in Rubaya 

Just as there are four tense contrasts at Stage 2 in Ruhaya, two presents (memorial 
and non-memorial) and two non-presents (Past and Future), there are also four 
aspectual contrasts at Stage 1, with two simple forms (tugura, tuguzfre), and two 
extended forms (tukiaagura, tuaaguzire) that are based on the simple forms, as 
shown in two different formats in (20). 

(20) a Imperfective Retrospecti ve 1 Persistive Retrospecti ve2 
tugura tuguzfre tukiaagura tuaaguzire 

b. Unfocussed Focussed 
Imperfective tugura tukiaagura 

Retrospecti ve tuguzfre tuaaguzire 

This neat four-square paradigm (in which the Persistive could also be described 
as Imperfective 2), contains the answers to the remaining problematic questions 
expressed in (5) above. 

First, it is clear from the distribution that the markers -kiaa- and -aa- cannot 
encode tense, although they occur in post subject position, since both of these 
forms are used freely as second elements in a compound, which would be impossi­
ble for forms that are marked contrastively for tense. One cannot have contrastive 
tenses in a compound: if both forms are tensed, they must either be of the same 
tense, or (as in most Bantu compounds) combinations of aspect and tense, that 
overlap and do not contrast (see Section 4 above, esp. fn. 11). The fact that the 
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Persistive and Retrospective are augmented forms of the Imperfective and Perfec­
tive also leads us to the following proportion. 

(21) tugura: tuguzfre :: tukiddgura : tuddguzire 

Here we have, in short, two forms of the Imperfective and two forms of the 
Retrospective. The Persistive looks back to an earlier stage of the Imperfect and 
affirms that what was ongoing then is still ongoing. Retrospective 2 similarly looks 
back to Retrospective 1 and affirms that the event that occurred there still has 
consequences; as we shall see in what follows, it is quite feasible that the morph 
/-aa-/ is the same element in both extended forms. 

As we have seen, the ambivalence of the Retrospective (as in (18) above) is a 
quasi universal that Ruhaya chooses to exploit by explicit marking. In Latin, the 
distinction is not marked in the morphology, but shows up in the syntactic 
distribution, in what was called the Sequence of Tenses by the classical gram­
marians: when the Latin perfect is used in present reference, dependent clauses 
have primary tenses (e.g., present and future); where it is used in the function of 
preterit, dependent clauses have secondary marking (e.g., past tense forms). The 
ambivalence has led some scholars to treat the Latin perfect as two separate 
elements; this procedure is methodologically unacceptable, since no matter how 
irregular the paradigms, no Latin verb has two distinct morphological forms for 
the two different functions. 

In this universal ambivalence of the Retrospective, we find the answer to our 
final query: why is it that there are two forms of the Retrospective (tuguzfre, 
tuddguzire)? This question is raised in (4), and the answer anticipated in a com­
ment in 3.2, reworded and made explicit here as (22). 

(22) Perfective and Retrospective representations are very similar, being separated 
merely by a threshold, hence their tendency to fall together historically, or 
for one form to be used in both functions. 

The function of the marker -dd- in tuddguzire, consequently, is that of an 
adverbial focus marker that automatically and mechanically shifts the emphasis of 
the Retrospective from the event to its result phase, to its present reference. An 
adverb such as already has similar effects in English: I already did that = I have 
done that. Consequently, we have two contrasting aspectual forms, one, the bare 
form tuguzfre that is typically used to represent an event viewed retrospectively 
from the present, and the other, the extended form tuddguzire that is typically 
used to represent the result phase of the retrospective view. The most striking 
piece of evidence in support of this analysis is the Mid Past Retrospective from 
Table 1 that combines both forms: tuba ire tuddguzire. Here the bare form of the 
auxiliary is used to establish a position in the recent past, and the extended form of 
the main verb to establish a Retrospective aspect. Even more striking is the 
existence of compounds of identical grammatical forms with stative verbs: tubaire 
tu-nagi-ire 'we were sleeping', where the auxiliary establishes the time of the 
event, and the main verb, as a bare form, marks the resultant state. 
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This analysis of the Retrospective is supported by the other equation from the 
proportion in (21): the Imperfective and the Persistive are related in similar fashion. 
The Imperfective is simply the representation of an incomplete or ongoing event; 
the Persistive is a representation of an event that is still incomplete or ongoing. The 
English adverbs already and still share common features: already looks back to a 
point in the past; still represents a continuation from a point in the past. 

It is quite probable, in fact, that the -aa- of -kiaa-, since it can, in fact, be left 
out in negative forms (e.g., ti-tu-ki(aa)-gura 'we are not still buying'), is the same 
element as the -aa- of tuaaguzire. Both are, in a sense, retrospective: one looks 
back to an incomplete event (Persistive), and one looks back to a complete event 
(Retrospective). In the negative, it is redundant, of course, to represent the 
continuity of an event that did not, in fact, continue, especially if the negation is 
emphatic: 'I never did that again, I'm not doing that any more, I'll never do that 
again' . 

8. Conclusion 

We may represent the four aspects and the four tenses of Ruhaya in diagram form 
as in Figure 3, which is an expansion of Figure 2 above, based on the arguments in 
§7. 

The basic structure of the four tense system of Stage 2 is binary. The first 
binary contrast is between the present and the non-present. In the present there is 
a binary contrast between the future and the past that parallels the immediate 
cognitive experiences of retentive memory and immediate imagination. In the non­
present, by extrapolation, there is also a future and a past, traditionally described as 
the Far Future and the Far Past. 

8.1 Principles and Practices. The principles, constraints, and procedures that 
have been practised in this analysis are as follows. 

(23) Equal weight is given to grammatical meanings and to the morphological 
shapes that mark those meanings. The data of both morphology and semantics is 
deliberately respected. If a morpheme means one thing in one part of the 
paradigm, it is accepted that it means the same thing elsewhere, unless the contrary 
can be proven. 

(24) The search from the beginning is a search for an underlying system, for a 
balanced set of contrasts that can be displayed in diagrams such as Figure 3. Such 
systems are not abstractions: they are mental constructs that are permanently 
stored in the subconscious of native speakers, accessible to use, but not to direct 
observation. Grammatical systems, in short, have distinctive patternings, just as do 
phonological systems, such as the triangular and quadrilateral patterns of vowel 
systems. 

(25) Each grammatical system is a content system of meaningful contrasts that is 
marked by the regular morphological and distributional contrasts of the paradigm. 
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Figure 3. The two chronogenetic stages of the Ruhaya verbal system (expanded) 

Stage 1 

Stage 2 

tugura 

I<--------X - - - - -I 
00< ----------------------------------------------------------------00 

tuguzfre 

1<------------------Xix 

tukiddgura 

I<-----'---x- - - - -XI 

tuddguzfre 

1<------------------xiX 

tukagura tuddgura turaagura turigura 
00-------------->1-------------->1-------------->1--------------->00 

Past Mem. Pres. Non-mem. Pr. Future 

(i) Left pointing arrows represent Descending Time; right pointing arrows represent 
Ascending Time. 

(ii) Aspectual contrasts are represented vertically, because they are con-trasts of Event 
Time. The prototypical form is given above the line of time, and the derived forms 
listed below in order of morphological complexity. 

(iii) Tense contrasts are listed horizontally because they are contrasts of Universe Time. 
(iv) X marks the position of the subject involved in the event; x marks a relative position 

of the same subject that may be the focus of a related form. 
(v) Forms given are phonemic (except for tone marking): high vowels become glides 

when followed by a non-high vowel. 

The role of the morphosyntax is to mark the content system which, by itself, is 
purely mental and not directly observable. It is indirectly observable (a) through 
the corresponding contrasts marked in the morphosyntax, and (b) through the 
distribution of the derived surface meanings in discourse. 

(26) Although grammatical systems are primarily content systems, they cannot be 
separated from their morphological markers or from the data of their syntactic 
distribution. This is the correlation of (23) and (24). 

(27) Grammatical systems are mental constructs, mental mechanisms for repre­
senting bodily and mental experience. Such mechanisms may be staged, i.e., they 
may have different interactive levels, with each level leading to a more complex 
representation. The universality of such staging is immediately observable in the 
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vast data of derivation, as in the two stages of derivation that allow us to derive 
wonderfully from wonder or rethinking from think. 

8.2 Questions of historical trajectory. Given the quasi-universality of certain 
kinds of aspectual distinctions, such as Imperfective, Perfective, and Retrospective 
(see 3.2 above), it often happens that if one of these is reinterpreted, levelled, or 
otherwise lost, a new form will be created to take its place. Elsewhere in Bantu 
languages, for example, the suffix *-aga is a common marker for the Imperfective 
or Iterative, and *-ile a common marker for Perfective or Retrospective. Of these, 
Ruhaya has kept only *-ile, in the reflex -ire, the Imperfective being unmarked, 
and distinguished distributionally from the unmarked Performatives of Stage 2 by 
restricting the representation of Descending Time (of which the Imperfective is 
normally the unmarked member) to Stage 1, and the representation of Ascending 
Time (of which the unmarked member is the Performative), to Stage 2. The only 
fully functional aspectual suffix in Ruhaya is, therefore, -ire, since the reflex of 
*-aga is not used in the present and seems to have been distributionally restricted 
to the two fonns in which it still occurs (see Table 1). 

There is much interesting historical work to be done in tracing the loss or 
reinterpretation of the aspectual suffixes (i.e., synthetic aspect) of Bantu languages, 
and the development of compensating compound forms (i.e., analytic aspect) to 
represent aspectual distinctions. 
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The article provides a grammatical sketch of Ongota, a language on the 
brink of extinction (actively used by eight out of an ethnic group of nearly 
one hundred) spoken in the South Omo Zone of Southwestern Ethiopia. 
The language has now been largely superseded by Ts'amakko, a neigh­
boring East Cushitic language, and code-switching in Ts'arnakko occurs 
extensively in the data. A peculiar characteristic of Ongota is that tense 
distinctions on the verb are marked only tonally. Ongota's genetic 
affiliation is uncertain, but most probably Afroasiatic, either Cushitic or 
Omotic; on the other hand, it must be noted that certain features of the 
language (such as the almost complete absence of nominal morphology 
and of inflectional verbal morphology) point to an origin from a creolized 
pidgin. 
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1. Introduction 1 

The extreme southwestern corner of Ethiopia is well-known as an ethnic and 
linguistic mosaic. What was formerly the western part of Gemu-Gofa and is now 
the Southern Omo Zone (Amharic: ya-dabub omo zon) of the "Southern Peoples, 
Nations and Nationalities Region" comprises peoples speaking Cushitic and Omo­
tic languages of the Afroasiatic family, as well as Nilotic and Surmic languages of 
the Eastern Sudanic branch of Nilo-Saharan. But there is at least another enigmatic 
people, mostly known in the area as Birale, but whose ethnic selfname is rather 
Ongota (fongota [<ioIJgotaD. One would search in vain for either the Birale or the 
Ongota in the Ethiopian census (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 1998). 
The state of our knowledge about this people and their language (iifa longota 
'language ["mouth"] of the Ongota') is well summarized in Ethnologue's entry, 
quoted here below: 

Birale (Ongota, Bire1le, Ifa'Ongota, "Shanqilla") [BXE] 20 speakers out 
of an ethnic group of 70 (SIL 1990). One village on the west bank of the 
Weyt'o River, southeast Omo Region. Afroasiatic, Unclassified. All the 
speakers are old. The others conduct their affairs in Tsamai. 18% lexical 
similarity with Tsamai, but from borrowing. Typology: SOY; post­
positions; genitives follow noun heads; suffixes indicate noun case; verb 
affixes mark subject person, number, and gender; passive; causative. 
Agriculturalists, hunters. Nearly extinct. [Grimes 1996: 260] 

The entry itself represents a decisive improvement over previous reports, such 
as, for example, Ethnologue's 11th edition, where the language was said to be 
spoken '[O]n Lake Weyto, north of the Cushitic-speaking Tsamay' [Grimes 1991: 
218]. At least at the present time, no such thing as a (permanent) "Lake Weyto" 
exists, and Ongota is spoken to the east of Ts'amakko,2 rather than to the north. 
The improvement is mostly the result of a single article, published in 1992/93 in 

1 The following abbreviations are used: 
Arnh Amharic 
CAUS Causative verbal extension 
F Feminine 
IMPV Imperative 
INF Infinitive 
INT Interrogative 
INTR Intransitive verbal extension 
ISP Impersonl Subject Pronoun 
M Masculine 
MID Middle verbal extension 
NEG Negative 

NPST 
o 
PST 
P 
PROG 
S 
SING 
Ts 

= 

Non-Past 
Ongota 
Past 
Plural 
Progressi ve 
Singular 
Singulative 
Ts'amakko 

Morpheme boundary 
Clitic boundary 

2 The denomination of Tsamay or Ts'amay, although common in the area (and in the literature) is 
unknown in the language itself. The ethnic selfname is rather Ts'amakko (corresponding to 
S'aamakko of Hayward [1989]). 
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the short-lived Journal of Afroasiatic Languages. The article, entitled 'Ongota or 
Birale: A moribund language of Gemu-Gofa (Ethiopia)', was co-authored by 
Harold C. Fleming, Aklilu Yilma, Ayyalew Mitiku, Richard Hayward, Yukio 
Miyawaki, Pavel Mikes, and 1. Michael Seelig [Fleming et al. 1992/93] and pre­
sented the first real data on the Ongota language. Actually, as well-argued in the 
article itself, there are reasons to believe that the Ongota were first mentioned by 
the American explorer Donaldson Smith [1896], when he spoke of a "Borali" 
people in connection with other yet unidentified tribes, especially a mysterious 
group of pygmies, the "Dume". 

Fleming et al. [1992/93] is particularly interesting for its rich vocabulary (with 
comparative notes), but it also presented much grammatical data, aI-though only 
incompletely analysed. A year later it was followed by a precious 320-item wordlist 
of Ongota, Arbore, and Ts'amakko, published by the "Survey of Little-Known 
Languages of Ethiopia" [Dinota & Siebert 1994]. Although the words were care­
fully transcribed, no phonological analysis was attempted, and grammatical data 
was missing. In the following years, Aklilu Yilma, a linguist at Addis Ababa 
University (and one of the authors of Fleming et al. [1992/93]) collected additional 
sociolinguistic data on the people, visiting their settlement on various occasions. 
But no new linguistic data has been provided. 

Differently from previous researchers, we more or less stumbled on Ongota 
while working on another language. On August 18, 2000, in the course of a 
fieldwork campaign aimed at various Dullay varieties, we stopped in the small 
town of Weyt'o, just after the bridge on the Weyt'o river, along the road leading 
from Arba Minch to the Omo. We had heard that a few Ongota were working at 
the Birale Agricultural Development Corp., a successful cotton company whose 
head-quarters are located just out of town, and had decided to enquire into the 
subject with the local manager. Although he could not be of great help (to his 
knowledge, no Ongota was found among the workers), he had us taken to 
somebody who arranged to have a few Ongota brought to us. On the following 
day we were introduced to three ethnic Ongota3 and began interviewing them. It 
soon became apparent that the three had a limited command of the language 
(although they could remember much of its vocabulary). Finally, we were pro­
mised a much better speaker for the following day, and on August 20 we were 
introduced to Mole Sagane, of the baritto clan. 

Mole was the informant who provided Dinota & Siebert's [1994] word-list 
(where he is referred to as Moyle Sagane). A short interview convinced us that he 
was the man we were looking for; Mole agreed to follow us to Jinka (the 
provincial capital of South Omo), where we worked full-time on Ongota from 
August 21 to 29. The present article contains the result of that work. 

Mole claimed once to be 48 years old (but later denied knowing his age); he is a 
well-known and much respected elder, as well as a brave hunter; a native speaker 
of Ongota, he speaks like all his people a perfect Ts' amakko, masters well Hamar-

3 Their names are: Geta K'awla, Muda K'awla, and Gename Wa'do. 
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Banna, and has also a working knowledge of both Amharic and Borana Oromo.4 
He soon proved to be a good linguistic informant, intelligent, cooperative and, 
above all, patient towards our endless questioning and our first clumsy attempts at 
speaking his language. 

According to Mole, there are eight speakers of Ongota left: apart from himself, 
his older brother Aburre Sagane, and four brothers: Dulo Korayo, Oydalle 
Korayo, Guya'o Korayo and Iida Korayo (of the famaaao clan). They all live in 
Muts'e, a good hour's walk upstream of the bridge upon the Weyt'o river; most 
Ongota live there, together, we were told, with a few Ts'amakko. Two other 
Ongota speakers not living in Muts'e are Mole's older brother Tabba Sagane, and 
Gacco Olle (of the hizmakko clan). According to Mole, the eight speakers actively 
use the language among themselves (on one occasion, we witnessed a conversation 
between Mole and one of his brothers). 

Mole also claimed that four Ongota women speak the language, but since they 
are married to Ts'amakko men and have been living among the Ts'amakko for 
many years, it is probable that their active knowledge of the language is limited. 
We could not have their names. 

The number of the ethnic Ongota is only slightly larger: according to Mole's 
mental count, they do not exceed one hundred. This accords well with Aklilu 
Yilma's (p.c.) personal count of 75 Ongota in Muts' e alone, and with the figure of 
89 given in Fleming et al. [1992/93: 186]. Many, according to Mole, understand 
Ongota, some of them also speak it a little bit (such as the three Ongota we met on 
August 19), but for all practical purposes Ongota is a dead language and the 
Ongota are Ts'amakko speakers. 

Still according to Mole, the Ongota abandoned their language and ceased 
teaching it to their children in order to avoid being teased by the Ts'amakko and 
the Banna. But he had to admit that their pastoral neighbors still look upon them 
in scorn, since the Ongota do not possess cattle and mainly live on fishing, hunting 
and honey. 

We do not take a position on questions of classification in this descriptive 
sketch; different hypotheses have been put forward about the genetic affiliation of 
Ongota: that it is an autonomous branch of Nilo-Saharan [Blazek 1991]; that it is a 
separate branch of Afroasiatic (Harold Fleming), or that it makes a separate branch 
within South Omotic (Christopher Ehret, p.c.). While either a Cushitic or Omotic 
affiliation makes sense, one must note that the almost complete absence of inflec­
tional morphology makes Aklilu Yilma's (p.c.) idea of a creolized pidgin attractive, 
if only, at the present state of our know-ledge, unverifiable. This creole would 
involve Nilotie, Omotie, and Cushitic elements (Lionel M. Bender, p.c.), because, as 
Bender [1994] has shown, any statistical test on the basic lexicon does not support 
aligning Ongota with any single Ethiopian language family. A further element 
pointing in the direction of a creole is possibly provided by the oral traditions of 
the Ongota, who speak of themselves as originally a collection of clans from 

4 Due to Mole's insufficient knowledge of Amharic, we were partially helped by Olle Fattale, a 
Ts'amakko policeman servicing in linka. 
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different ethnic and linguistic origins (ranging, for example, from the North Omotic 
Maale to the South Omotic Banna, to the East Cushitic Borana and Dishina). 

2. Phonology 

2.1. Segments. As noted by Fleming et al. [1992/93: 190], any account of the 
phonology of Ongota (henceforth: 0) is hampered by the huge amount of free 
variation which is found in the data. This variation is most probably the result of 
the obsolescence of the language and of the pervasive influence of Ts'amakko 
(henceforth: Ts), which, as anticipated, is the true living language of the Ongota. 
Even when speaking in 0, code-switching with Ts is the norm. Also, most 
phonological processes of 0 find an exact parallel in Ts (e.g., the Final Height 
Neutralization of Vowels, the Glottal Onset Insertion, and many others). 

The 0 vowels are the five cardinals. Their quality is relatively stable and 
unaffected by neighboring consonants. As for the consonants, 0 operates with the 
26 phonemes charted in Table 1. 

Table 1. The consonant phonemes of Ongota 

bilab. lab-dent. (post) alv. palato- velar uvular pharyn. glottal 
alv. 

~oice (±) - + - + - + - + - + - + - + - + 
Plosives 

oral b t d k 9 q ? 

glottalized a if 
nasal m n 

Affricates ts tf d3 

Fricatives f s z J X h 1 h 

[frill r 

IApproximant 
central w j 

lateral 1 
The following spelling conventions are used: IPA III = s; Id3i = j; /tIl = c; Ij/ = Y, Ixl = x. 

2.2. Allophonic variation 

2.2.1. Voicing opposition. As for Ts'amakko and other Dullay varieties, as well as 
the Konsoid languages, the status of the voice-voiceless opposition is doubtful (cf. 
Hayward [1989: 7-8] for Ts'amakko and Amborn, Minker & Sasse [1980: 73] for 
Dullay in general). Voice alternations have been found extensively for Ih/ and III 
and, in one case only, between Id/ and It!, as in (1). A word-initial It! is often voiced 
into [d] when it comes to be found between vowels, for example, in c1iticization, as 
in (2). 
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(1) gaddafuni [gaddabhuni - gaddaluni] 'big' 
gidata [gidata - gitata] 'you (P), 

(2) micfitte 'clitoris' but micfitti=du (an insult; from micfitte=tu) 

2.2.2. Labial alternation. In a few cases [ph] is in free alternation with If/. 

(3) oxoni {ala [pharo] 'to kindle the fIre' 

Word-internally /bbl is optionally devoiced to [pph]: [bb] ~ [pph] I X _ X 

(4) cfibba [oippha] 
abba [appha] 

'hundred' 
'good' 
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In Ts, too, Ipl is in free alternation with Iph/, If I or I~I in all positions, except 
when geminated or postnasal [Hayward 1989: 5]: for example, pari [pari - fari] 
'to die' and paolo [po:lo - pho:lo - ~o:lo] 'cloud'. 

2.2.3. Fricativization. The palato-alveolar voiced affricate optionally loses its stop 
component, becoming a fricative. Again, this process occurs also in Ts: [d3] ~ [3] 
(optional). 

(5) janta [d3anta - 3anta] 'you' (S) 

2.2.4. Glottalization. There is no plain (non-glottalized) Itsl in Ts; the phoneme 
Hayward [1989] transcribes Is' I "is usually an affricated (but occasionally a 
fricative) ejective" ([Hayward 1989: 6]; hence Hayward's "S'aamakko" for the 
more common "Ts'aamakko" or "Ts'amakko"). In 0, on the contrary, Itsl is 
plain; glottalization is frequently heard in Ts loans (e.g., tsoonako [ts'o:nako] 
'honeybee') and sporadic elsewhere, for example, nitsina [nits'ina] 'many'). 

Likewise, the phonemic status of glottalized Ic' I [tf'] vs. plain Icl is doubtful: 
both phonemes are found in Ts (although the latter is rare [ef. Hayward 1989: 5]); 
in 0, Ic'l has been recorded only in a few Ts loans, such as cayde [tJ'ajde] 'pen, 
enclosure', but also in the possibly native word conqorte [tf' oNqorte] 'mud'. 

2.3. Phonological processes 

2.3.1. Final Height Neutralization. Word-finally only three vowels are in 
opposition, the high vowels Ii, uI being optionally lowered to mid Ie, 0/: 

V [+high] ~ V[-high, -low] 1_# (optional). 

(6) ki= [ki - ke] '3S.M' (3rd Singular Masculine, Subject Clitic) 

The same neutralization is common in Ts, not only in final position, for exam­
ple, gefe [gel'e - gel'i] 'belch' and kuttonko [kuttoIJko - kottoIJko] 'mountain'. 
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2.3.2. Final-Vowel Dropping. A final lal is often dropped in connected speech 
and before ditics. Other final vowels are not apparently affected. This process is 
reminiscent of similar rules dropping a "Terminal Vowel" (generally, a lexicalized 
former gender marker) in neighboring Cushitic languages (cf. Tosco [2001: 65f.] 
for Dhaasanac).5 

(7) barama [banima - banim] 'tomorrow' 
caS'awa [tJalawa - tJalaw] 'water; river' 

2.3.3. Glottal-Onset Insertion. The phonemic status of /hi is doubtful: on the one 
hand, a handful or so of words are consistently pronounced with an initial Ih/; a 
few examples are: hand'ura 'navel', hobat- 'to wash', and the Ts loan hokam- 'to 
exchange'. In all these cases, Ihl is considered phonemic. On the other hand, 
vowel-initial words are optionally provided with a glottal onset, and (possibly as a 
result of the uncertainties in voicing opposition [cf. 2.2.1.]) this is realized either as 
a glottal stop [7] or as a voiceless laryngeal [h] in free variation: 

o ~ [7 - h] I # _ (optional). 

(8) ayma [ayma - 7ajma - hajma] 'woman' 

In Ts, too, apparently there is free alternation between 0 and /71 word-initially, 
for example, arre [7arre - arre] 'donkey', although the phonemic status of Ih/ is 
beyond doubt. 

2.3.4. Final-Glottal Deletion. The presence of /71 in word-initial position is due to 
the operation of Glottal Onset Insertion (cf. 2.3.3); m is, nevertheless, phonemic in 
word-internal position (although attested in very few words only, such as ii?a 
'arm'). A glottal stop is deleted word-finally, but it is recovered in affixation, for 
example, [ki=d3i] 'he killed, hit' will be interpreted and transcribed ki=ji?, on the 
basis of such forms as the IMPV.S: ji?a 'kill!' and the IMPV.P: ji?ta 'kill! (P),. 
Final Glottal Deletion (/71 ~ 0 I _#) is particularly relevant in Middle verbs, 
whose extension =i?is realized as [i], except when further followed by an affix, as 
shown by the examples in (9). 

5 The label "Terminal Vowel" itself is taken from Hayward's [1987] discussion of Ometo 
nominals, where it is used in a different technical meaning. 
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IMPY.S: IMPV.P: 
(9) fa?- 'to kindle; add; put into' faU fa?ta 

compare also the derived forms: 
fa?i?- 'to add for oneself' fa?i?a fa?i?ta 
fa?san- 'to make add' fa?sana fa?santa 

moromi?- 'to converse' moromi?a moromi?ta 
[moromi] 
ta?- 'to take, catch' tala ta?ta 
tu?- 'to put into (sth. solid)' tUfa tzi?ta 
xo?- 'to beat, hit' xo?a x6?ta 
zoo?- 'to take honey' zoola z6o?ta 

2.3.5. Final Devoicing. Voiced plosives are de voiced word-finally. 

(10) ki=szib [kiIu9] 'he killed' 
suM [fuba] 'kill!' 

The voiced affricate is devoiced, not only word-finally, but also, optionally, 
word-internally: Id31 -7 Itfl (optional). 

(11) ka=Maj [kaba:tJ] 'I carried' 
Majjo [ba:tf:o] 'to carry' 

The same optional de voicing occurs in Ts, too, for example, jiPio [d3i<j":0 -
3i<j":0] 'a sp. of bird'. 

2.3.6. Final Non-release. Final voiceless plosives are unreleased. 

(12) ki=cak [kitfak'] 'he ate' compare: caka 'eat!' 

A particular application of Final Non-release is the dropping of a word-final 
glottal stop (Final Glottal Deletion, cf. 2.3.3). 

2.3.7. Uvular Spirantization. The uvular stop is generally voiced and fricativized 
intervocalically: q -7 [K] I V_V, as in (13). Word-fmally, it can be affricated (14). 

(13) kata kara ka=qafi [kaKcifi] 'I fished' 
I fish IS=catch.PST 

(14) ki=c6q [kitf6qX] 'he shot' 
3S.M=shoot.PST 

Intervocalic uvular spirantization occurs in Ts, too, as, for example, in soqo 
[soKol 'salt'. 
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2.4. Assimilations 
2.4.1. Assimilation to a dental. The Imperative Plural suffix -ta induces 
progressive voicing assimilation of an immediately preceding voiced plosive. 

(15) yeqacfa 
suga 

'hiccup!' 
'sniff!' 

IMPY.P 
yeqacfta [yeqatta] 
szigta [sukta] 

2.4.2. Nasal Assimilation. A nasal assimilates to the articulation point of a 
following plosive. 

(16) ki=ifam 'he married' 
ayma=ko kita ifan=ta 'the woman he married' 

(17) tagama 'sleep!' taganta (lMPY.P) 

2.4.3. Sibilant harmony. lsI of the Causative suffixes =san, =as, =is becomes a 
palato-alveolar lSI when following a palatal consonant in the stem. 

(18) ka=coq 'I shot' ka=coqsan 'I made shoot' 

In Ts, Is/ of the causative suffixes -is, -as and the rarely attested -as is affected 
by the same kind of sibilant harmony (19). 

(19) jooq-i 'I/he ground' jooq-as-i 'I/he made grind' 
soh-i 'I/he washed' soh-is-i 'I/he wade wash' 
siggar-i 'I/he stopped' siggar-os-i 'I/he made stop' 

In 0., the same rule has been sporadically found in other cases, as in (20). 

(20) sijju 'by us, chez nous' (*sijju) 

2.5. Syllables. The syllable structure of 0 can be expressed as (C)V(V)(C). This 
allows the following syllable types: 

V as in: ~.xa.co 'sun' 

CV ca.ta 'meat' 
CVV zoo.ba 'beeswax' 
VC in·pa 'door' 
WC iis.te 'neck' 

eve (ka=)c6q 'I shot' 

ewc ( ka=)tiid '1 put' (past) 

2.6. Clusters and epenthesis. Clusters are limited to two elements and to word­
internal position. A three-element cluster arising from affixation processes is 
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avoided through epenthesis of Iii after the second member. That the affricates Itsl, 
leI (=[tID, and Ij/ (=[d3D are single segments and not sequences of a plosive and a 
fricative is shown by the fact that a following segment does not yield epenthesis. 

(21) tuuts- 'to push' IMPV.S: tuutsa 
IMPV.P: tuutsta (* tuutsita) 

2.7. Length. Vowel length and intervocalic consonant gemination (both marked by 
doubling of the relevant symbol) are phonemic. 

(22) aka 'foot, leg' aaka 'women, females' 
aka 'foot, leg' akka 'grandfather' 
ame- 'to suck' aame- 'to rest' 

Certain affixes involve the gemination of a preceding consonant, such as the 
infinitive affix =Co (23). Again, the same rule affects the infinitive suffix -0 in Ts, 
as in (24). 

(23) cfim­
kat-

'to plunge' > cflmmo 
'to come out' > katto 

(24) kol-i 'I/he burned'; 
deh-i 'I/he gave'; 

kol-lo 
deh-ho 

'to plunge' (Infmitive) 
'to come out' (Infinitive) 

'to burn' (Infinitive) (Ts) 
'to give' (lnfmitive) (Ts) 

2.8. Suprasegmentals. Accent is defined here as an abstract property of mor­
phemes to be able to carry high pitch. The presence of accent is marked by r I and 
is contrastive. 

(25) yooba [y6:ba] 'men, males' yooba [yo:ba] 'see!' (IMPV.S) 

(in the first case, accent is placed upon the first mora by default (see 
below); in yooba, the stem yoob- is followed by the morpheme of the 
Imperative Singular (Positive) -a, which bears inherent accent.) 

The accent-bearing unit is the syllable, but, on long vowels, accent may fall 
either on the first or the second mora. A sequence IVvl is phonetically realized as a 
long falling tone; conversely, a sequence Ivvl is phonetically realized as a long 
rising tone. Falling and rising tones, being predictable, are not marked in the tran­
scription. 

Opposition between a falling and a rising tone may be seen in the Past vs. Non­
Past of verbal sterns of shape CVVC (cf. 3.9.3). 

(26) ka=xaab 'I scratched' vs ka=xaab 'I'll scratch' 
[kaxaa91 [kaxaa91 



72 Studies in African Linguistics 29(2), 2000 

Accent may be lexically or morphologically defined, or may be assigned by 
default. In this case, it affects the penultimate syllable. Default-assigned accent is 
not marked in the phonological transcription. 

(27) gitata [gitata] 
kara [kara] 

'you (P), 
'fish' 

Penultimate position is the rule for accent placement also in plurimorphemic 
words resulting from the affixation/cliticization of accentless morphemes. 

(28) ayma [ajma] 'woman' 
'iongota [)OI]gota] 'Ongota' 

ayma=ko [ajmako] 'the woman' 
'iongotitta [)oIJgotltta] 'one Ongota' 

Morphologically-assigned accent is found in verbs (cf. 3.9.3), where past is 
expressed by accent on the first (in the following example, the only) stem vowel, 
while non-past is expressed by absence of accent on the stem vowel, which induces 
high pitch on the subject clitic ka. 

(29) ka=c6q [katJoq] 'I shot' ka=coq [katJoq] 'I'll shoot' 

Accent may be assigned lexically, either on the antepenultimate (for example, 
'iadaba 'tongue') or on the last mora (for example, baram 'tomorrow' in alter­
nation with barama [barama]). 

Accent may also be assigned lexically to specific morphemes, such as the 
Imperative Singular -a or the Imperative Plural'-ta (which induces accent on the 
preceding vowel). 

(30) coqa 'shoot!' c6qta 'shoot!' (P) 

2.9. Treatment of Ts'amakko loans. Borrowings from Ts are often left un­
changed. However, a final 101 of Ts is often changed into lal in 0, especially in the 
Singulati ve suffixes (cf. 3.2.1.1), as in (31). There are, nevertheless, many 
exceptions, as in (32), which are perhaps to be regarded as unassimilated loans. A 
similar change of Ts final lei to 0 Ia! is also common, shown in (33). 

(31) Ts'amakko 

irgalo 
orgo 
baaro 
bario 
heko 
rumma'ititto 
orgitto 
konsitto 
kaykitto 

Ongota 
irga'ia 
orga 
baara 
baria 
hooka 
rumma'ititta 
orgitta 
konsitta 
kaykitta 

'axe' 
'Hamer-Banna' 
'armpit' 
'white-browed sparrow weaver' 
'chest' (note the irregular vowel change) 
'an Arbore man/woman' 
'a Hamer-Banna man/woman' 
'a Konso man/woman' 
'male guest' 
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Ts'arnakko Ongota 
(32) boraho booraho 'seed' 

(33) atoie atolla 'pigeon' 
dige diga 'owlet' 
Gonke Gonka 'hornbill' 
hezze hizza 'root, vein' 
biye biya 'earth, land' 
kirince kirinca 'ankle' 
kurrube kurruba 'crow' 

In a few cases a Ts noun extended with a 1exicalized Singulative suffix has been 
taken into 0 in its bare form, possibly from an earlier stage of Ts; in most such 
cases the 0 word ends in lal (34); a few end in 101 (35). There are a few cases of 
irregular change in the final vowel or the suffix (36). 

(34) berko bera 'season' 
do?osko do?osa 'waterbuck' 
dullayko dullaya 'the Weyt'o river'6 
gerefko gerefa 'thief 
gibilko gibila 'knee 

, 

gubusko gibisa 'femur' 
gaarakko gaara 'monkey' 
damfatto dam fa 'giraffe' 
qaiatte qalaya 'hyena' 

(35) haite halo 'calabash' 
baigitto balgo 'ostrich' 

(36) goifile gaga 'white-headed buffalo weaver' 
tokonko tokoma 'heel' 
kormicco korome 'fishing hook' 

The III of Ts loanwords is sometimes devoiced to Ihl (cf. 2.2.1. for Voicing 
Opposition in 0) (37). A cluster flt! in a Ts loan is shifted to Itt! in 0 (38). 

(37) faasko haaSe 'grass' 
fangararo hangararo 'worm 

, 

(38) orSafte orsatte 'rhinoceros' 
muqofte muqotte 'frog' 

6 From the local name of the Weyt'o river Amborn, Minker & Sasse [1980] originally proposed 
to call "Dullay" an East Cushitic dialect cluster spoken on both sides of the river (with 
Is' amakko being spoken on the west side, and all the other dialects on the highlands to the east). 
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Finally, the following kinship names are extended in 0 with -ne. 

(39) Ts'amakko 
fazo 
safalko 

Ongota 
fazane 
safalkune 

'younger brother' 
'older brother' 

2.10. Words, affixes and elitics. A word is defined here phonologically as the 
domain of accent placement (cf. 2.8). A word may be mono-morphemic (as is 
most commonly the case of nouns), or it may be formed by a root morpheme 
followed by one or more affixes (for example, verbal forms, which are always at 
least bimorphemic), or, still, by a stem preceded and/or followed by one or more 
clitics: 

Word = (Cliticn) + Stem + (Affixn) + (Cliticn) 

A few examples displaying different word-compositional possibilities are shown 
in (40). 

(40) ayma 
suga 

coqsana 

ayma=ko 
ka=c6q 

3. Morphology 

'woman' (monomorphemic) 
'sniff!' (stem sug- 'to sniff + IMPV.S. Suffix -a) 

'make shoot!' (stem coq-'shoot' + Causative suffix -san 
+ IMPV.S. Suffix -a) 

ayma + Determinative clitic =ko 

'I shot' (ka= '1st Sing. Subject Clitic' + stem coq-'shoot' 
+ Past r /) 

3.1. Word-classes. Nouns and verbs may be clearly defined in 0 in terms of their 
different morpho-syntactic behavior. Other categories of less certain status are the 
adpositions, the pronouns, the adjectives, and the numerals. 

3.2. Nouns. Native nouns are uninflected, apart from the occasional use of Ts 
number (both Singulative and Plural) suffixes. In one case, from the native noun 
cafa 'stone' a diminutive has been provided through a change in vowel quality: 
cefe 'pebble' . 

Nouns always end in a vowel (verbal stems, on the contrary, are generally 
consonant-ending); the preferred word shapes are (C)V(V).CV or (C)V(V).CV. Cv. 
The final vowel is subject to deletion when a Ts number suffix is added. 

A few nouns are apparently related to verbal stems, in a few cases through the 
addition of a vowel copying the (last) stem vowel of the verb. aayte 'firestick' is 
apparently a borrowing from Ts d'ayte, but compare the verb aay- 'to twist'. 



(41) ame­
axay­
fad­
cafaw­
naf­
soxe­
zoo?-

3.2.1. Number 

'to suck' 
'to rise' 
'to lick' 
'to drink' 
'to give' 
'to have sex' 
'to collect honey' 
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ama 'breast' 
,ixaco 'sun' 
fadaba 'tongue' 
ca fa wa 'water; river' 
nafana 'food' (?) 
soxo 'blood' 
z60ba 'beeswax' 

3.2.1.1. Singulative. Names of peoples (all of them apparently Ts loans, except 
fuga 'Amhara') have a collective meaning; from them singulative forms are built 
through the suffixes -itta (M) and -itte (F), corresponding to Ts -itto (M) (cf. 2.9) 
and -itte (F), respectively. 

(42) fuga S.M fugitta 'Amhara'7 
orga S.M orgitta S.F orgitte ' Hamar-Banna' 
(cf. Ts orgo S.M orgitto S.F orgitte) 

rummatte S.M rummattitta 'Arbore' 
(cf. Ts rummafte S.M rummaftitto) 

fale S.M falitta Gawwada and other Dullay-
(cf. Ts falle S.M fallatto) speaking groups of the highlands 
konso S.M konsitta 'Konso' 
fongota S.M fongotitta 'Ongota' 
(cf. Ts fongota S.M fongotitto) 

Examples ofthe use of the singulative forms (43)-(44) vs. plural (45): 

(43) kata fongotitta 'I am Ongota' (focalized; cf. 4.11) 
I Ongota-SING 

(44) ayma=ko fongotitta 'the woman is Ongota' 

woman-DET Ongota-SING 

(45) juta fongota 
we Ongota 

'we are Ongota' 

The Ts singulative suffixes -( ak)ko (M), -( at)te (F), as well as the Plural suffix 
-ayke are used with derived adjectives, as in (46) (cf. 3.6.2). In one case, the same 

7 The tenn is widespread in Ethiopia for depressed or outcaste clans. Its use for the Amhara is 
probably derogatory. 
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suffix -te has been used with the 0 word cefe 'pebble' with a diminutive meaning, 
yielding cefete 'pebble'. 

(46) Masculine Singular Feminine Singular Plural 
zaarakko zaaratte zaarayke 'fool, crazy' 
kamurko kamurte ? 'rich' 
daafakko daafatte daafayke 'blind' 
arrakko arratte arrayke 'dark grey' 
tonnakko tonnatte tonnayte 'lame' 

3.2.2.2. Plural and Collective. A common way to express plurality is through the 
use of the adjective bacfcfe 'all' or nitsina 'many' (47). Occasionally, the Ts plural 
affix =acfde is used with 0 nouns. A frequent case is fcidiba 'elder', which is often 
provided a plural form fa dibacfcfe, perhaps because other nouns referring to 
groups of people express number distinctions through the use of different stems, as 
in (48). 

(47) ayma=ko bacfcfe 'all the women' 
woman-DET all 

(48) Singular 
ayma 
inta 
jaaka 
juuka 
maara 

Plural or Collective 
aaka 
yooba 
eela 
igire 
eela 

'woman; female; wife' 
'man; male; husband' 
'child, baby' 
'girl; daughter' 
'boy; son' 

In a few cases (49), the element -wa has been observed with a plural function. It 
might be an old Plural marker fallen out of use. 

(49) fongotawa 'Ongota' (P) 
kara wa 'fishes' 
juuka wa 'girls' 

3.2.2. Gender. Apart from the occasional use of different gender-sensitive 
Singulative suffixes, gender is not formally expressed on 0 nouns. Nominal gender 
has nevertheless relevance in the pronominal system and in verbal accord. In the 
Personal Pronouns different forms for the 3rd Sing. Masculine and Feminine are 
used. Gender accord with subject nouns denoting humans is natural; with subject 
nouns denoting things the Subject c1itic is in the 3S.F, and the same applies to 
most animals, especially little and socially unimportant ones (for example, most 
wild animals). 



A sketch of Ongota 77 

(50) uke ki=tib 'an/the elephant died' 
elephant 3S.M-die.PST 

vs. 

(51) kaIba ku=tib 'althe bird died' 
bird 3S.F-die.PST 

3.3. Pronouns. The Personal Pronouns of 0 follow the usual Cushitic seven­
members system, with separate Masculine and Feminine elements for the 3rd 
Singular. 

Six series of personal pronominal elements have been identified: Emphatic, 
Subject Clitic, Object, Postpositional, and Possessive; a sixth series, the Indirect 
Clitics, has separate forms for the singular persons only. They are shown in Table 
2, together with their glosses. 

Table 2. Personal Pronouns 

EMPHATIC SUBJECT OBI/INDIRECT / POSTPOS POSSESSIVE 
(INDEPENDENT) CLITIe 

kata I ka IS ka na ka me sinne my 
janta -

i 2S jami jata jan siidu Jaama you you your 

kita he ki 3S.M ki wana ki him seena his 
kuta she ku 3S.F ku wata ku her suu?u her 
juta we JU IP JU - JU us sijju our 
gitata you gita 2P gita - gita you.Obj sigida your 

ki?ita they ki?i-a 3P ki?i - - ki?i them suwaya their 
ki?a 

3.3.1. Emphatic Pronouns. Emphatic pronouns may occur in whatever syntactic 
role but do not replace members of the other series. They may be regarded as 
extrasentential. In the following sentence the Emphatic pronoun is underlined. 

(52) juta hanca ju=gad 
we tree 1 P-cut.PST 

'we cut the tree' (past) 

3.3.2. Subject Clitics. The Subject Clitics obligatorily precede the verbal form in 
declarative clauses. The Impersonal Subject Pronoun a (ISP), which is used in the 
Passive (cf. 4.3.3), also belongs here. In the following sentence the Subject Clitic is 
underlined. 

(53) janta hanca i=gad 
you tree 2S-cut.PST 

'you cut the tree' (past) 
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3.3.3. Object Pronouns. The Object Pronouns (underlined in the following 
examples) are used in the role of direct objects; they may appear before the 
Subject Clitic but may also be c1iticized after a verbal form. 

(54) kata ki ka=gohis 'I made him grow' 
I him lS-make~row.PST 

(55) kata su?una=me ka=suguc=ki 'I smeared him with butter' 
I butter-with IS-smear.PST-him 

3.3.4. Indirect Pronouns. A series of Indirect Pronouns is proposed on the basis 
of a few sentences only, in which the 3S.M and 3S.F have irregular forms wana, 
wata (reported also by Fleming et al. [1992/93: 198]), IS na, and 2S jata. na and 
ta as markers of 3S.M and 3S.F, respectively, are found in relative clauses (see 
4.7). 

For the plural persons the Object Pronouns are used followed by the post­
position =ku 'for'. The Indirect Pronouns can appear either before or after the 
verbal form, as in (56)-(57). 

(56) hcilo=ke fan ucc6 wana 'fill the container with coffee for him!' 
container-in coffee put.IMPV.S him 

(57) barama tora ka=naf jata 'tomorrow I'll give you my spear' 
tomorrow spear IS-give.NPST you 

3.3.5. Possessives. As expounded in 3.3.6, the Possessive pronominal series may 
possibly be analyzed as containing the preposition se 'of' followed by a special 
series of pronominals, also occurring with the preposition uku= 'on'. The Posses­
sives act as nominal modifiers but may also occur alone. 

(58) ayma sinni seena=tu abba 'my wife is more beautiful than his' 
woman my his-from good 

3.3.6. Postpositional series and other pronominals used with adpositional 
elements. The Postpositional Pronouns are used with a following postposition (see 
3.5). With the preposition uku= 'on', which is apparently used only with pro­
nominals, the pronominal element follows in a special form. This same form is also 
found in the Possessives, which may be analyzed as formed with the preposition se 
(found, albeit not regularly, in nominal phrases; see 4.2). 

The pronominal series used with all the postpositions, the one used with uku= 
'on', and the Possessives are shown in Table 3. Use of the preposition uku= is 
shown in (59)-(65). 

(59) uku=ni ki=a6haa 'he came near ("upon") me' 
on-me 2S.M.come_near.PST 



A sketch of Ongota 79 

Table 3. Postpositional Pronouns 

Pronouns + =tu 'from' uku= 'on' + Pronouns Possessives 
(se 'of' + Pronouns) 

IS ka=tu uku=ni sinni 
2S jan=tu ugu=du siidu 
3S.M kii=tu eke=na seena 
3S.F kuu=tu uku=?u, uku= wi suulu 
IP ju=tu uku=sijja sijju 
2P gida=tu uku=gida sigida 
3P kili=tu uku=waya suwaya 

(60) kata ka=aehaa ugu=du 'I am coming near ("upon") you' 
I IS-come_near.NPST on-you 

(61) eke=na aehaaa 'go near him!' 
on-him come_near.lMPV.S 

(62) uku=lu aehaaa 'go near her!' 
on-her come_near.lMPV.S 

(63) janta uku=sijja - uku=sijji i=aehaa 'you came near us' 
you on-us 2S.come_near.PST 

(64) kata uku=gida ka=aehaa 'I went near you (P), 
I on-you.OBJ IS.come_near.PST 

(65) kata uk[uJ=waya ka=aehaa 'I went near them' 
Ion-them IS.come_near.PST 

The following sentences show the use of the Postpositional Clitics with the post­
position =ki 'in, to'. 

(66) kata gida=ki ka=aehaa 'I went near you (P), 
I you.OBJ-to IS-come_near.PST 

(67) janta ju=ki i=aehaa 'you came close to us' 
you us-to 2S-come_near.PST 

When one leaves out of consideration the irregular and defective Indirect Object 
series, it becomes obvious that the pronominal series share a common set of forms, 
and that this series actually coincides with the Postpositional Series. In particular, 
both the Subject and the Object Clitic series are actually identical to the Post-
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positional series, with the exception of the 2S Subject Clitic i and the 2S Object 
Clitic jami, while the Emphatic pr"vnouns may be analyzed as formed through 
affixation of an invariable element -ta of unclear value. 8 

3.4. Deictics and Determiners. The deictic system of 0 is still far from clear. The 
elements =ko and =nki (the former very possibly borrowed from Ts'amakko; cf. 
3.2.1.1. on Singulatives) are frequently found, with no apparent difference in 
meaning. Both =ko and =nki will be glossed "De!" (for Determiner); an alterna­
tive analysis could account for these elements as connectors, as they are generally 
found with nouns which are further followed by a modifier, following the pattern 
common in Ts' amakko and generally in Dullay: 

(68) ayma=ko, inta=nki 'the woman, the man' 
woman-DET, man-DET 

More clearly deictic is inda 'this', which follows the noun, either in its bare 
form or, more commonly, with the Determiners =ko and =nki. 

(69) cawo inda ka=heeni 
gun this IS-like.PROG 

(70) ayma=nki inda abba 
woman-DET this beautiful 

'I like this gun' 

'this woman is beautiful' 

Other deictic words are ciddate 'there' (implying a considerable distance from 
the speaker and the hearer) and inkena 'here (for Masculine nouns)/inkona (for 
Feminine nouns - females, animals, and things), possibly to be analyzed as 
plurimorphemic: in = ke/ko= na, with =ke, =ko being the 3S.M and 3S.F Object 
Clitics, respectively. Both ciddate and in=ke=na/in=ko=na follow a noun, 
generally with the Determiners =ko and =nki. 

(71) maara=nki ciddate sae 'whose is that (faraway) child?' 
child-DET there whose 

(72) maara=ko inkena sae 'whose is this child (nearby)?' 
child-DET here.M whose 

(73) tagara inda ciddate ka=heeni 'I like that place' ("shade") 
shade this there lS-like.PROG 

(74) tagara inda in=ko=na ka=heeni 'I like this place ("shade") here' 
shade this here-F IS-like.PROG 

8 It is noteworthy that a similar element is found in Omotic languages, most notably in the IS *ta, 
which Bender [2000: 197 ff) proposes to explain on the basis of an old affixed copula; in due 
time the original pronominal element was dropped and its function was taken over by the erstwhile 
copula itself. 
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3.5. Adpositions. Adpositions are clitics to a preceding element, either a noun, a 
noun modifier, or a pronoun. 

=tu 'from' 

(75) haw=tu eeni 'where do you come from?' 
where-from come.PROG 

(76) longot=tu ka=eeni 'I came from Ongota' 
Ongota-from lS-come.PROG 

(77) kata ca'iaw=tu katto ka=haabini 
1 water-from come_out.INF lS-want.PROG 

'I want to come out of 
the water' 

(78) ka=tu eefi ku=Ja1m 'I finished the milk' 
me-from milk 3S.F-finish.PST 

The postposition =tu may also follow a Possessive pronominal with a spatial 
meaning (,by', Fr. 'chez'). 

(79) sijji=tu maara xodi 'a boy was born to us' 
our-from child be_born.PST 

Noteworthy is also the use of =tu in insults, such as in sorra=du from sorra 
'anus' (see also the lexicon; note also the intervocalic voicing of =tu to =du ; see 
2.2.1). 

=ki 'to, in' (movement): 

(80) haw=ki i=roota 
where-to 2S-go.PROG 

(81) longot=ki ka=roota 
Ongota-to IS-go.PROG 

'where are you going?' 

'I am going to Ongota' 

(82) kata ca'iaw=ki reehu ka=haabini 'I want to go in the water' 
1 water-to go_down.INF lS-want.PROG 

(83) halo=ke 'iari ucce= ju=ku 'fill the container with coffee for us!' 
container-in coffee put.IMPV.S-us-for 

=me 'with' (instrumental and comitative) 

(84) hak=me gida=eeni 'who did you (P) come with?' 
who-with 2P-come.PROG 

(85) kata cawo=me binta ka=hat 'I shot the animal with the gun' 
1 gun-with animalIS-shoot.PST 
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(86) inta g61bata=mi ki=dangaai 
man strength-with 3S.M-work.PROG 

'the man is strong' ["works with 
strength"] 

=ku 'for' (also used to express an indirect object with nominals and, as anticipated 
in 3.3.4., with plural pronouns) 

(87) halo=ke lan ka=ucci gida=ku 
container-in coffee IS-put.PST you.P-for 
'I filled the container with coffee for you (pr 
["I put coffee in the container for you"] 

(88) halo=ke lan ucce ju=ku 
container-in coffee put.IMPV.S us-for 
'fill the container with coffee for us!' 

=na 'with, and' 

(89) calaw=na eefi ella ki=langata 
water-and milk together 3S.M-mix.PST 

(90) halo=ke lari ucce na 
container-in coffee put.IMPV.S me 

(91) halo=ke lan ucce waya=ku 
container-in coffee put.IMPV.S them-for 

(92) halo=ke lan ka=ucci ja=ta 
container-in coffee lS-put.PST you-for 

(93) halo=ke lan ka=ucci= wa=ta 
container-in coffee lS-put.PST-her-for 

'he mixed water with milk' 

'fill the container with coffee for 
me!' 

'fill the container with coffee for 
them!' 

'I filled the container with coffee 
for you' 

'I filled the container with coffee 
for her' 

3.5.1. Spatial relations. A few items, possibly nouns, which follow a noun to 
which the postposition = tu 'from' is affixed, are used to express and further 
delimit various spatial relations. 

galla 'under' (from Ts galla) 

(94) inta hanca=tu galla ki=ida 'the man was under the tree' 
man tree-from under 3S.M-be_there.PST 

ippa=tu 'out of ("door.from") 

(95) janta wura=tu ippa=tu i=kat 'you came out of the house' 
you house-from out 2S-go_out.PST 

g6skuto 'in, within' (gusku? + =tu 'from') 

(96) karbo wura=tu guskuto ku=gayya 'the bird is flying in the house' 
bird house-from within 3S.F-fly.PROG 
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nlggitu 'above, over, upon' (ruggi? + =tu 'from') 

(97) karbo wura=tu niggitu ku=r60ta 'the bird is flying over the house' 
bird house-from over 3S.F-go.PROG 

bagattu 'behind' (baga ? + =tu 'from') 

(98) inta wura=ko=tu Mgattu ki=ida 'the man is behind the house' 
man house-DET-from behind 3S.M-be_there.PST 

balfastu 'in front of' (balfas ? + = tu 'from') 

(99) inta wura sinni=tu balfastu ki=cfeheni 
man house my-from front 3S.M-stop.PROG 
'the man is sitting in front of my house' 

(100) inta juuka=tu balfastu ki= yciwa 
man girl-from front 3S.M-stand.PROG 
'the man is standing in front of the girl' 

3.6. Adjectives. There is not a unitary category "Adjective": many adjectival 
concepts are expressed by verbs, a minority of others by true adjectives. 

3.6.1. Basic adjectives. A few adjectives have different endings for Masculine and 
Feminine, or for Singular and Plural, but most are invariable. A few native 
adjectives end in = uni, which is also used in derived adjectives from verbs (see 
below). A list of basic adjectives is given below. 

(101) gaddafuni; P: giddefeta 'big; large; wide; fat, old (of people and animals)' 

munnufuni; P: minfeta 

abba 
fcidala 

fcidiba 

geccate; P: geccayke 

kamurko; F: kamurte 
carba 
h61batuni 
6rma 

zaarakko; F: zaaratte; 
P: zaarayke 

mekente 

'small, little; young (of people and animals)' 

'nice, beautiful; good; sweet' 
'ugly; bad' 

'old' (for Masculine nouns only) 

'old' (for Feminine nouns only; from Ts) 

'rich' (from Ts) 

'thin' 

'short' 
'tall' (from Ts) 

'fool; crazy' (from Ts) 

'sterile' (from Ts; subj: woman; for men the 
expression moolo tiibto ["the penis died"] is 
used 
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3.6.2. Derived adjectives. A few adjectives are derived from verbs; an ending 
-ni has been noted in a few cases. Compare (102) with (103)-(104), (105) with 
(106), (107) with (108), and (109) with (110). 

(102) inta=ko safatuni 
man-DET afraid 

(103) kata ka=safati 
1 lS-be_afraid.NPST 

'scared, fearful man' 

'I am afraid' 

(104) inta=ko juta ju=ma=safati=?i 'we are not afraid of that man' 
man-DET we 1P-NEG-be_afraid-NEG 

(105) cafaw tsantuni 'cold water' 
water cold 

(106) sibila=ko ku=tsan 'the iron is (became) cold' 
iron-DET 3S.F-be301d.PST 

(107) ayma=ko erehte 'pregnant woman' 
woman-DET pregnant 

(108) ku=erehi 'she is pregnant' 
3S.F-be_pregnant.PST 

(109) inta daafakko 'blind man' 
man blind 

(110) kata ka=daaf 'I became blind' 
I lS-be_blind.PST 

3.6.3. Verbs with adjectival meaning. Other adjectival concepts are expressed 
through verbs. 

(111) kata ka=maJaJ 'I am tired, weak' (from Ts) 
1 lS.be_tired.NPST 

(112) hanca ki=sooni 'the wood is (became) hot' 
wood 3S.M-be_hot.PST 

(113) cafa ku=b6fi 'the stone is (became) hard' 
stone 3S.F-be_hard.PST 

(114) nafana=ko ku=tsaqami 'the food is (became) salty' 
food-DET 3S.F-be_salty.PST 
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3.6.4. Colors. Like other languages of the area (cf. Tosco [2001: 582ff.] for 
Dhaasanac), the color system of 0 has five basic colors: 

attomuni 
cfakkamuni 
r60mini 
carkamuni 
silbe 

'white' 
'black' 
'red' 
'green' 
'yellow' 

The following non-basic colors have been recorded; note the use of silbe 'yellow' 
in these compounds. 

silbe attomuni 
silbe carkamuni 
silbe cfakkamuni 
silbe [60mini 
moora 
arrakko; 
F: arratte; P: arrayke 

'light blue' ("yellow+white") 
'dark green' ("yellow+green") 
'blue' ("yellow+black") 
'pink; violet' ("yellow+red") 
'light gray' (from Ts) 
'dark gray' (from Ts) 

3.6.5. Adjectival phrases. The adjective follows the noun it modifies. Both the 
noun and the adjective may be followed by a determiner. 

(115) ayma=nki gaddaluni=nki (sinni) 'the big woman (is my wife), 
woman-DET big-DET my 

(116) juuka=ko abba=ko (ka=haabini) '(I want) a beautiful girl' 
girl-DET nice-DET IS-want.PROG 

3.6.6. Comparatives and superlatives. In comparatives the adjective does not 
change; the subject may either precede or follow the element against which the 
comparison is made, which is followed by the postposition = tu 'from'. The same 
construction, which is common in the area, is used in Ts. 

(117) a. inta=nki ayma=ko addate= tu gaddaluni 
man-Det woman-Det there-from big 
'the man is taller than that woman' 

b. Ts: 
qawko kutta gaant=issa kaysa=nu ko cfamma 
man this woman-that there-to CONN big 
'this man is taller than that woman' 
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(118) a ayma=nld=tu inta=nki gaddaluni 
woman-DET-from man-DET big 
'the man is taller than the woman' 

b. Ts: 
gaante=nu qawko cfamma 
woman-to man big 
'the man is taller than the woman' 

(119) a inta=nki inda ayma=ko ciddade=tu abba 
man-DET this woman-DET there-from beautiful 
'this man is more beautiful than the woman' 

b. Ts: 
qawko=kutta gaante kaysa=nu ko qayya 
man-this woman that-to CONN beautiful 
'this man is more beautiful than the woman' 

(120) a ayma=nld=tu inda ciddate abba 
woman-DET-from this there beautiful 
'that (woman) is more beautiful than this one' 

b. Ts: 
gesant=itta=nu kissa abba 
woman-this-to that beautiful 
'that (woman) is more beautiful than this one' 

(121) a hanca=nld bacfcfi=tu inda gaddaluni 
tree-D ET all-from this big 
'this tree is the biggest of all' 

b. Ts: 
gar=e xumbi=nu kutta ko cfamma 
tree-P all-to this CONN big 
'this tree is the biggest of all' 

Other sentences: 

(122) ayma=nki inda=tu inta ciddate gaddaluni 
woman-DET this-from man there big 
'that man is taller than this woman' 

(123) wura siidi=tu wura sinni gaddaluni 
house your-from house your big 
'my house is bigger than yours' 
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For the equative comparative, the Ts structure with the Ts word gura 'like' 
following the second element is used. 

(124) a hanca=nki hanca=nki addate gura gaddaluni 
tree-DET tree-DET there like big 
'this tree is as big as that one' 

b. Ts: 
garko kutta garko kaysa gura ko aamma 
tree this tree there like CONN.M big 
'this tree is as big as that one' 

Sometimes =tu appears also after the second element in an equative comparison. 

(125) inta=nki ayma=ko aaaate=tu gura abba 
man-DET woman-DET there-from like beautiful 
'this man is as beautiful as that woman' 

3.7. Numerals 

3.7.1. Cardinals. The following numerals have been recorded: 
kalbano - akkalbano 'one'9 
lama 'two' (Cushitic) 
zaha 'three' (Ts zeh) 
talaha 'four' (Ts talaha) 
xubbi 'five' (Ts xobin) 
tsanafa 
tahanke 
ista 
gollanke 
coma 

'six' 
'seven' (Ts tahan) 
'eight' 
'nine' (Ts gollan) 
'ten'lO 

9 The fonn akala mentioned by Fleming et al. [1992/93: 203] has not been found. On the other 
hand, kalbano - akkalbano apparently contains a formative -bano which is also found in the 
s~ecial fonns for 'two' and 'three' used in numeral phrases (see 3.7.2). 
1 When counting or mentioning numbers, the oral expression of the numbers is usually accom­
panied by a conventional manipulation of the fingers; the numbers up to ten are expressed as 
follows: 

1: little finger curled by the other hand, other fingers extended; 
2: little finger and ring finger curled by the other hand, other fingers extended; 
3: little finger, ring finger and middle finger curled by the other hand, other fingers extended; 
4: all fingers except the thumb curled by the other hand, thumb extended; 
5: all fingers clenched over the thumb; 
6: thumb of left hand held between the thumb and the forefinger of right hand; other fingers of 
left hand extended; 

continued on next page 
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Teens are formed with coma 'ten' followed by the unit, for example: 
coma akkalbano 'eleven' 

cfibba ([- cfippaJ) 'hundred' 
(cf. Dullay cfippa [Amborn, Minker & Sasse 1980: 96]) 

3.7.2. Numeral phrases. The numeral always follows the head noun. The 
following special forms used in phrases have been recorded (see also fn. 9). 

Mmbano 'two' 
z6hbano 'three' 

(126) wura=ko addate z6hbano ku sinni 'those three houses are mine' 
house-DET that three 3S.F my 

The other numerals are used in phrases without changes. 

(127) wura=ko addate xubbi ku sinni 'those five houses are mine' 
house-DET that five 3S.F my 

3.8. Adverbs. A few elements have been tentatively classified as adverbs; they can 
precede or follow a noun or an emphatic subject pronoun, but always precede the 
verb and the pronominal clitics. 

Adverbs of time: 
baram - barama 'tomorrow': 

(128) barama kata ka=koli 'I will return tomorrow' 
tomorrow I IS-return.NPST 

7: thumb and forefinger of right hand inserted between the thumb and the forefinger of the left 
hand; the forefinger of the left hand is curled, while the other fingers are extended; 
8: thumb, forefinger and middle finger of the right hand inserted between the thumb and the 
forefinger of the left hand; the fingers of the left hand are extended; 
9: all fingers of the right hand except the little finger inserted between the thumb and the 
forefinger of the left hand; the fingers of the left hand are extended; 
10: both hands as for 5.; the two fists knocked together. 
This system is, in a way, the reverse of the one used among the Dhaasanac [cf. Tosco 2001: 

108]; in particular, the Dhaasanac start from the forefinger and proceed toward the little finger, 
while the Ongota start from the little finger; among the Dhaasanac, extension of one or more 
fingers expresses the counted number, while the other fingers are kept curled, while for the 
Ongota it is the curling of one or more fingers which expresses the counted number. For example, 
among the Dhaasanac 1. is expressed extending the forefinger and keeping the otherfingers 
curled; for 2. the forefinger and the middle finger are extended, and so on. 
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naxani 'yesterday': 

(129) kata naxani ka=gafi 'yesterday 1 ran' 
I yesterday IS-run.PST 

burinki 'this morning': 

(130) burinki ka=maiai baram ka=dangaa 
this_morning IS-be_tired.PST tomorrow IS.work.NPST 
'this morning I was tired, I will work tomorrow' 

wuuni 'today': 

(131) wuuni ka=roo 
today IS-go.PST 

ayke 'now': 

(132) ayke ka=roota 
now IS-go.PROG 

qarra 'before': 

'I went today' 

'I am going now' 

(133) qarra ku=bofi=ba ayke carqamuni 
before 3S.F-be_fresh.PST-and now green 
'before it was fresh and now is yellow' 

sidda 'before': 

(134) juuka=ko sidda abba ayke fadaia 
girl-DET before nice now ugly 
'the girl before was nice, now she is ugly' 

koiba 'again' has been found only in the sentence: 

(135) ayma ka=iseeni=ba kaiba ka=haabini 
woman lS-bring.PROG-and again lS-want.PROG 
'I have a woman and 1 want another one' 

Adverbs of quantity and intensity 

ekkete 'much': 

(136) ekkete caka 'eat a lot!' 
much eat.IMPV.S 

(137) ekkete riira 'scream loudly' 
much scream.lMPV.S 

89 
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iccama 'a little bit; slowly': 

(138) iccama caka 
little eat.IMPV.S 

(139) iccama IDota 
little go.IMPV.S 

'eat a little!' 

'go slowly!' 

The adjective abba 'good' is used as an adverb with the meaning 'well, properly': 

(140) kita cata abba ki=gaai 'he is cutting the meat properly' 
he meat good 3S.M-cut.PROG 

The following adverbial phrases have been noted: 

qane qane 'sometimes' and qane bacfcfe 'always' (Lit. "all day". A calque of Ts 
qane xumbi. efr. Amh k'An 'day'). 

(141) qane bacfcfe kara ka=caldni 'I am always eating fish' 
day all fish IS-eat.PROG 

kanna kanna 'quickly' (Ts kanna kanna): 

(142) kanna kanna ld=r60ta 'he is going quickly' 
quickly 3S.M-go.PROG 

3.9. Verbs. The following categories find expression in verbal inflection: 
- tense: Past (: PST), Non-Past (: NPST); 
- aspect: unmarked vs. Progressive (: PROG); 
- mood: Main, Imperative (: IMPV), Jussive, Verbal Noun or Infinitive (: INF); 
- polarity: Positive vs. Negative (the latter tagged NEG). 

It will be noted that the person, number, and gender of the subject of the 
sentence is not indexed on the verb itself, although a few verbs use different stems 
for Singular and Plural Subjects and/or Objects. Other categories find their 
expression in verbal derivation; the simplest form of a stem, both morphologically 
and semantically, is the Basic stem. From a Basic stem one or more derived stems 
are derived through suffixation. 

Inflection may be suffixal or suprasegmental (tonal); derivation is exclusively 
suffixal. 1 1 

11 It is difficult to decide whether the extreme reduction in inflectional categories expressed on 
the verb is exclusively a function of the obsolescence of the language; other Cushitic languages, 
all of them spoken in close contact with non-Cushitic languages, show similar, although perhaps 
not so radical, reduction: Dhaasanac, Elmolo, and Yaaku are the most evident examples. But two 

continued on next page 
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3.9.1. Basic sterns. In the following discussion and in the Lexicon, verbs will be 
given under their stem forms, which never surface as such; for most verbs the 
stem is actually identical to the form found in the Past and Non-Past, but without 
accent (cf. 3.9.3); this is also the form to which suffixes (both derivational and 
inflectional) are added. This applies to the consonant-ending verbs, which are the 
vast majority of all verbs. Among the consonant-ending verbs, most are mono­
syllabic and have the shape CV(V)C; a minority are bi- and pluri-syllabic. 

A good number of verbs are vowel-ending; the final vowel is -i in the tensed 
forms, but -e before the inflectional suffixes. Finally, no final vowel is generally 
found before the derivational suffixes. For example, one finds the following forms: 

Past: ka=muxi 'I laughed' 
Non-Past: ka=muxi 'I laugh, will laugh' 

but 
Imperative Singular: muxe 'laugh!' 
Imperative Plural: muxeta 'laugh! (P) 

and 
Causative, Past: ka=muxsan 'I made laugh' 

Considering that only lei or 0 are found before suffixes, and taking into 
account Final Height Neutralization (cf. 2.3.1), it is possible to consider these verbs 
as ending in -e in their stem-form. As shown above, both Iii and lei appear word­
finally; now, while it is tempting to hypothesize that a final accented lei avoids 
raising, thereby accounting for, for example, the Past ka=muxi 'I laughed' vs. the 
Imperative Singular muxe 'laugh!', this would leave unexplained the Non-Past 
ka=muxi 'I laugh, will laugh' . It is tentatively assumed here that lei is the final 
stem-vowel and that raising to Iii is morphologically determined; all the basic 
vowel-ending verbs are therefore reported with a final lei in the following 
discussion and in the Lexicon. A few examples are: aame- 'to rest' , ame- 'to suck' , 
ee- 'to come', isee- 'to bring', S'ebeS'e- 'to vomit', baS'ce- 'to carryon the back', 
be?e-'to give', berre-'to touch', boye-'to cry', goxe-'to put out', mayye-'to 
kiss', muxe-'to laugh' 

3.9.1.1. Plural stems. A few verbs have different stems for Singular and Plural 
Subject and/or Object. These verbs are the following: 

of these (Elmolo and Yaaku) were recorded in their terminal stages, too. Derivation has been on 
the whole more resistant to decay than inflection. 
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Singular stem 
gay-
xo?-
gaa-
? 
cfehe-
dat-
kat-
reex-
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Plural stem 
bagat­
kuse-
qits-
xot-
aame-
? 
foof-
? 

'to run' Cfr. Ts sor (S), bagad' (P) 
'to hit' 
'to cut' Cfr. Ts qits 
'to put down' 
'to stop (intr.)' 
'to make fall' 
'to leave' 
'to go down' 

(143) kita hanca ki=gaa 'he'll cut the tree' 
he tree 3S.M-cut.NPST 

(144) ki?ita hanca ki?a=qits 'they'll cut the tree' 
they tree 3P-cut.P.NPST 

Other verbs seem to be used only with plural subjects, without a corresponding 
singular stem. 

haai­
hokam-

'to collect, pick up' 
'to exchange' 

3.9.2. Derived stems. The productive derivational system consists of a Causative 
(CAUS) extension and of a Reflexive-Middle (MID) extension (whose productivity 
is unclear). 

3.9.2.1. Causative. The most common extension is -san; possibly this was, at least 
originally, a compound Causative-Passive extension, since a scarcely productive 
extension -am is found with an Intransitive meaning (cf. 3.9.2.3). 

The Causative in -san is completely productive. Basic vowel-ending verbs (cf. 
3.9.1) delete their final -e before the extension. 

Basic Stem Causative 
coq- 'to hit' coqsan- 'to make hit' 
calaw- 'to drink' carawsan- 'to make drink' 
1001- 'to be angry' 1001san- 'to make angry' 
muxe- 'to laugh' muxsan- 'to make laugh' 

A second Causative derivation, apparently of less productivity, is =is. This is the 
same suffix used in Ts, and is frequent with Ts loans, but not limited to them. 

Basic Stem Causative 
bagat- 'to run' (P subj.) bagtis-
guta1- 'to jump, dance, sing' guta1is-
goh- 'to grow' (from Ts) gohis-
kox- 'to leak' koxis-

'to make run' (P subj.) 
'to make jump, dance, sing' 
'to make grow' 
'to make leak' 
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In a few cases, both -san and -is have been recorded, with apparently no 
difference in meaning: 

Basic Stem 
mag- 'to take another road' 
morom- 'to speak' 
sa1- 'to wait' (from Ts) 
tiid- 'to put, store' 

-is Causative 
magis­
moromis= 
sa1is­
tiid-is-/-as-

-san Causative 
magsan- 'to cause to take .. 
moromsan- 'to make speak' 
sa1san- 'to make wait' 
tiidsan- 'to make put' 

A few verbs have, possibly as a variant of -is, a Causative extension -as (or -as, 
very possibly a variant of -as): 

Basic Stem Causative 
ucce- 'to pour, fill' (from Ts) uccas- 'to make pour' 
fad- 'to lick' fadas- 'to make lick' 
diig- 'to pour' (from Ts) diigas- 'to make pour' 

Finally, the following shows a Causative -os, apparently borrowed from a 
Dullay variety other than Ts together with the Basic stem: 

Basic Stem 
daggab- 'to arrive' 

Causative 
daggabos- 'to make arrive' 

3.9.2.2. Middle. The usual Cushitic Reflexive-Middle (or Auto-benefactive) exten­
sion is found in 0 with the unusual shape -il, which has been recorded for a 
substantial number of verbs. 

Basic Stem 
bos- 'to pick up, collect' 
coq- 'to spear, sting' 
gaa- 'to cut' 
ges- 'to shave' 
hobat- 'to wash' 

Middle 
bosi?­
coqi?­
gaai?­
gesi?­
hobati?-

'to pick up for o.s.' 
'to spear for o.s.' 
'to cut for o.s.' 
'to shave o.s.' 
'to wash o.s.' 

In iili?- 'to comb', the Middle extension has been added to a loan verb (Ts iil) 
without a Basic correspondent. Other verbs, such as goi?-'to take, get' and 
fiqqisil- 'to sneeze', are found only in their Middle forms without a Basic stem. 

3.9.2.3. Intransitive. An Intransitive extension in -am has been recorded for a few 
verbs. It is evidently connected to the Passive East Cushitic extension of the same 
form, and, as anticipated, could be the origin of the common Causative extension 
-san. 
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Basic Stem 
bul- 'to pull out' 
lax- 'to mix' (tr.) 
sud- 'to cover, dress' (Ts) 
xot- 'to put down' 

Intransitive 
bulam­
laxam­
sudam­
xotam-

'to be pulled out' 
'to mix' (intr.) 
'to wear' 
'to go down' 

At least the following has an irregular double Intransitive extension -mam. 

Basic Stem Intransitive 
caq- 'to hide' caqmam- 'to hide oneself 

A few Intransitive-extended verbs have been recorded without a corresponding 
Basic stem, such as ?ifam-'to marry', hokam-'to exchange (P. subj.; from Ts). 
Maybe also morom- 'to speak' belongs here. 

The opposition between a Basic transitive stem and its Intransitive derivate may 
be seen in the following sentences: 

(145) kula eefi=na ca18wella=ki ku=]8x 
she milk-and water together-to 3S.F-mix.PST 
'she mixed the milk with water' 

(146) eefi=na ca18wella=ki ku=]8xam 
milk-and water together-to 3S.F-mix.INTR.PST 
'the milk mixed with water' 

The complete series of (regular) derivational possibilities is illustrated, for example, 
in the following: 

Basic Stem 
bul- 'to pull out' 
diig- 'to pour into' (from Ts) 

Middle 
buli?­
diigi?-

Intransitive 
bulam­
diigam-

Causative 
bulsan­
diigas-

3.9.2.4. Frozen derivational extensions? A few verbs appear with a dental 
ending in their Basic stem; while for a few of them a Ts origin is evident, this is not 
always the case. They can act as the base of further, "true" derivation: 

Basic Stem 
fangat- 'to mix' (tr.) 
hobal- 'to wash' 
nabad- 'to hate' (from Ts) 
noqot- 'to look, aim at' (from Ts) 

3.9.3. Tense. A twofold opposition Past vs. Non-Past is found. The Non-Past is 
used for an incomplete action, either present or future. The Past tense is marked 
by tone on the first (or only) mora of the verbal form. If the verb stem is a long 
monosyllabic one (CVVC), the sequence High-Low yields a falling tone. The Non-
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Past tense is marked by absence of tone on the mora of the stem if this is mono­
moraic (CYC). In this case, the Subject Clitic gets High tone; a certain amount of 
non-phonological lengthening of the stem vowel is occasionally heard. 

(147) a (kata) ka=bUa '(me,) I spat' 
I 1 S-spit.PST 

b. (kata) ka=bua [bu'if} '(me,) I'll spit' 
I I S-spit.NPST 

(148) a ka=dg 'I sewed' 
IS-sew.PST 

b. ka=cig 'I'll sew' 
1 S-sew .NPST 

(149) a. ka=coq 'I hit' 
IS-hit.PST 

b. ka=coq 'I'll hit' 
IS-hit.NPST 

(150) a tampo ka=sug 'I sniffed tobacco' 
tobacco IS-sniff.PST 

b. tampo ka=sug 'I'll sniff tobacco' 
tobacco 1 S-sniff.NPST 

(151) a ka=hed 'I tied' 
IS-tie.PST 

b. ka=hed 'I'll tie' 
IS-tie.NPST 

If the verb is at least bimoraic, the verbal form gets a Tone on the last mora 
and the Subject Clitic does not get High tone. If the stem is a long monosyllabic 
one (CYYC), the sequence Low-High yields a rising tone. 

(152) a ka=xaab [Xcifll?] 'I scratched' 
IS-scratch.PST 

b. ka=xaab [xaal?] 'I'll scratch' 
1 S-scratch.NPST 

(153) a ka=zii? 'I farted' 
IS-fart.PST 

b. ka=zii? 'I'll fart' 
1 S-fart.NPST 
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If the stem is bi- or pluri-syllabic the Non-Past has High tone on the last mora. 

(154) a naxani ju=iski 'we played yesterday' 
yesterday IP-play.PST 

b. banim ju=iski 'we'll play tomorrow' 
tomorrow IP-play.NPST 

(155) a kata ka= fikkisi 'I sneezed' 
1 I S-sneeze.PST 

b. kata ka= fikkisi 'I'll sneeze' 
1 I S-sneeze.NPST 

Native verbs and loans do not differ in their treatment, as shown by the 
following verbs from Ts. 

(156) a ka=gef 'I belched' 
IS-belch.PST 

b. ka=gef 'I'll belch' 
I S-belch.NPST 

(157) a ka=gufaf 'I coughed' 
lS-cough.PST 

b. ka=gufaf 'I'll cough' 
1 S-cough.NPST 

3.9.4. Aspect. An on-going action is expressed through the Progressive ending -if­
ni. The verb receives the accent on the first vowel. Verb stems ending in a 
consonant (cf. 3.9.1) add -i; verbs ending in a vowel add -ni. Compare the 
following sentences. 

(158) a banim kata ka=dangad 
tomorrow 1 lS-work.NPST 

b. inta gulbata=mi ki=dangadi 
man strength-with 3S.M-work.PROG 

(159) a naxani narfe=me ka=cig 
yesterday needle-with lS-sew.PST 

b. banim narfe=me ka=cig 
tomorrow needle-with lS-sew.NPST 

c. ayki narfe=me ka=cigi 
now needle-with lS-sew.PROG 

'tomorrow I'll work' 

'the man is working hard' 

'yesterday 1 sewed with the 
needle' 

'I'll sew with the needle 
tomorrow' 

'I am sewing with the needle now' 



A sketch of Ongota 97 

(160) a naxani kata kara ka=qafi 'yesterday 1 fished' 
yesterday 1 fish IS-catch.PST 

b. baram kata kara ka=qafi 'I'll fish tomorrow' 
tomorrow I fish IS-catch.NPST 

c. ayki kara ka=qafini 'I am fishing now' 
now fish 1 S-catch.PROG 

(161) a naxani kata ka=h6bi 'yesterday 1 washed' 
yesterday 1 IS-wash.PST 

b. baram kata ka=hobi 'I'll wash tomorrow' 
tomorrow 1 IS-wash.NPST 

c. kata ka=h6bini 'I am washing' 
1 IS-wash.PROG 

(162) a naxani na i [ne}= xa 'what did you do yesterday?, 
yesterday what 2S do.PST 

b. baram na i=xa [= nexa] 'what will you do tomorrow?' 
tomorrow what 2S-do.NPST 

c. ayki na i [ne}= xani 'what are you doing now?' 
now what 2S dO.PROG 

The verb roo-'to go' has an irregular Progressive in -tao 

(163) calaw=ki ka=r60ta 
river-to IS-go.PROG 

'I am going to the river' 

The Progressive may be used for an on-going action in the present or in the 
past. 

(164) calaw=to ka=eeni 
river-from IS-come.PROG 

'I am coming from the river' 

(165) naxani ka=axay=ba ka=qafmi=ba ku=girib 
yesterday IS-gecup.PST-and IS-catch.PROG-and 3S.F-be_night.PST 
'yesterday 1 woke up and spent the day fishing until it became night' 

(166) kita ki=eeni na=tu kata ka=y6b 
he 3S.M-come.PROG what-from 1 IS-see.PST 
'I saw him as he was coming from over there' 

(167) kita ki=eeni na=tu juta ju=y6b 
he 3S.M-come.PROG what-from we IP-see.PST 
'we saw him as he was coming from over there' 
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(168) cafaw=ki ki=r60ta na=tu kata ka=y6b 
water-to 3S.M-go.PROG him-from I IS-see.PST 
'I saw him as he was going (there) to the river' 

3.9.5. Negative paradigms. For both the Past and the Non-Past a single Negative 
form is used, marked on the verb by a suffix -7i and by a negative marker ma 
(both glossed NEG) preceding the verbal form. 

(169) barama kata ka=ma=eeni-7i 'I won't come tomorrow' 
tomorrow I IS-NEG-come.PROG-NEG 

(170) kata ku=mi ka=ma=m6romi-7i 'I don't speak with her' 
I 3S.F-with IS-NEG-speak-NEG 

3.9.6. Imperative. The Positive Imperative (: IMPV) Singular of consonant-ending 
verbs (cf. 3.9.1) is marked by final High-toned -a; the Plural by ~ta. 

(171) buaci 'spit!' Mata 'spit (P)!' 
spit.IMPV.S spit.IMPV.P 

(172) gufala 'cough!' gufalta 'cough! (P), 
cough.IMPY.S cough.lMPV.P 

Vowel-ending stems (cf. 3.9.1) end in their Imperative Singular in High-toned 
-e, while for the Plural the same ~ta ending of all other verbs is used. 

(173) muxe 'laugh!' muxeta 'laugh (P)!' 
laugh.IMPV.S laugh.IMPY.P 

3.9.6.1. Irregular imperatives. The Imperative of roo- 'to go' is built from the 
irregular Progressive (cf. 3.8.3) r60ta: S roota, P r60tta. The verb xa7- 'to do' 
extends its stem in the Imperative: S xaasa, P xaasta. As in many Ethiopian 
languages, the verb ee-'to come' has a suppletive Imperative: Shay, P hayta. 

3.9.6.2. Negative imperative. The Negative Imperative uses the special Negative 
element intima (composed with ma?). 

(174) intima qafi 'don't fish!' 
NEG fish 

intima gida qafi 
NEG 2P fish 

'don't (P) fish!' 

3.9.7. Jussive. A separate Jussive form has been found for the 1st Plural only and 
is built with the suffix -itu (after consonant) or -tu (after vowel; but a few irregular 
forms have been found). 
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(175) axay- axaytu 'let's stand up!' 

boye- b6ytu 'let's cry!' 
ealaw- ealawitu 'let's drink' 
ji?- ji?tu 'let's kill!' (note the idiom eaxma ji?tu 

'let's eat!' ["let's kill meat!"] 
fa? - fa?itu 'let's kindle!' 
gacI- gacIitu 'let's cut!' 
muxe- muxitu 'let's laugh!' 
roo- r60ytu 'let's go!' 
tagam- tagamitu 'let's sleep!' 
tiid- tiiditu 'let's put!' 
tsuif- tsuifitu 'let's lie down!' 
yaw- yawitu 'let's stop!' 
yawsan- yawsanltu 'let's make stop!' 

3.9.8. Infinitive. Verbs in the basic stem, both monosyllabic and bisyllabic, make 
their Infinitive with the suffix -Co (where C is the last stem consonant); the accent 
falls on the first syllable. The Infinitive is used in object and subject clauses (cf. 4.8). 

(176) kata kara subbo ka=haabini 'I want to kill fish' 
I fish kilLINF IS-want.PROG 

(177) rotto ka =haa bini 'I want to go' 
go.INF IS-want.PROG 

(178) jami x6??o ka=haabini 'I want to hit you' 
you.OBJ hit.INF IS-want.PROG 

(179) eafaw baleo ka =haa bini 'I want to carry water (on the back)' 
water carry.INF IS-want.PROG 

(180) laalbe sudammo ka=haabini 'I want to put on the dress' 
dress wear.INF IS-want.PROG 

(181) oxom guyyo ka = haa bini 'I want to kindle the fire' 
fire kindle.INF IS-want.PROG 

(182) kata tagammo ka=haabini 'I want to sleep' 
1 sleep.INF lS-want.PROG 

(183) kuta su?una sugueeo ku=haabini 'she wants to smear butter' 
she butter smear.INF 3S.F-want.PROG 
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(184) kata lIkkisad'd'o ka=haabini 'I want to sneeze' 
I sneeze.lNF lS-want.PROG 

(185) kata jan= tu bine tWo ka = hria bini , I want to comb you' 
I you.OBJ-from head comb.lNF lS-want.PROG 

(186) inta wora=ki g1sso ki=haabini 
man house-to enter.INF 3S.M-stop.PROG 

'the man wants to enter 
the house' 

Vowel-ending stems have a suffix -Ie; again, the accent falls on the first syllable. 

(187) b6yele ka=haabini 'I want to cry' 
cry.lNF lS-want.PROG 

(188) qaad'iJe ka=haabini 'I want to lie down' 
lie_down.lNF lS-want.PROG 

(189) s6xele ka=haabini 'I want to have sex' 
have_sex.lNF lS-want.PROG 

(190) gidata mile ka=haabini 'I want to hit you (P), 
you.P.OBJ hit.lNF lS-want.PROG 

3.9.9. 'to have'. "to have" is expressed by the construction "from me X is", 
widely found in Ethiopian languages. It has a parallel also in Ts. 

(191) a ka=tu darbo ku=ida 
me-from skin 3S.F-there_is 

b. Ts: 
eeta d'oolte ragay 
to-me skin there_is 

'I have a skin' 

(192) a gida=tu darbo ku=ida 'you (P) have a skin' 
you(P)-from skin 3S.F-there_is 

b. Ts: 
ineta d'oollo ragay 
to-you (P) skin there_is 

The negative form employs the negative of ba 'to be', which is a borrowing 
from Ts. 

(193) a ka=tu ba 
me-from noCbe 

b. Ts: 
eta ba 
to-me noCbe 

'I do not have' 
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'to have' is also expressed through the Progressive form of the verb isee- 'to 
bring' . 

(194) kata ayma ka=iseeni 
I woman IS-bring.PROG 

(195) kita hugu ki=iseeni 
he itching 3S.M-bring.PROG 

(196) kata bor=mi jata ka=iseeni 
I stomach-with you IS-bring.PROG 

(197) inta iifa ki=ma=iseeni 
man mouth 3S.M-NEG-bring.PROG 

4. Syntax 

'I have a woman' 

'he is itching' 

'I remember you' 
("I bring you in the stomach") 

'a man who has no mouth' 
(i.e. a dumb man) 

o is an SOY, dependent-marking language. The verb is the last element of a 
sentence, but a pronominal object often follows the verbal form (v. 4.3.2). 

4.1. Noun Phrases. The Noun is the first element of the phrase; a Possessive 
immediately follows the head, but the relative order of other modifiers is 
apparently free. 

(198) wura sinni lama 'my two houses' 
house my two 

(199) wura sinni lama gidde'ieta 'my two big houses' 
house my two big.P 

but: 

(200) wura sinni min'ieta lama 
house my little.P two 

'my two little houses' 

(201) ayma=ko maar ku=ma=x6di(=?i) 
woman-DET child 3S.F-NEG-generate.PST(-NEG) 
'a woman who did not gave birth to a child' 

4.2. Genitival phrases. The Possessed precedes the Possessor; in closed, possibly 
frozen, expressions, no element intervenes. 

(202) iifa 'iongota 'the Ongota language ["mouth"]' 
mouth O. 

Generally, the Possessor is further followed by an element =te: 

(203) ii?a inta=te 
hand man-? 

'the man's hand' 
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(204) cawo inta=te 'the man's gun' 
gun man-? 

(205) wura inta=telayma=telyooba=te 'the man's, woman's, people's house' 
house man-?, woman-?, people-? 

(206) ippa wura=te 
door house-? 

'the door of the house' 

The possessed may be followed by se, glossed 'of', which is also found in the 
Possessive pronominal elements. Its use is sporadic; it could also result from the 
transfer into 0 of the common Ts Determinative or connector -se. 

(207) ii?a se inta=te 
hand of man-? 

'the man's hand' 

Frequently the first element is followed by the Determiners =ko or =00. 

(208) ii?a se inta=OO=te 'the man's hand' 
hand ofman-DET-? 

A reverse Possessor-Possessed is possible but, apparently, less used. In this case, 
the Possessor precedes, followed by the eventual Determiners and the case-marker 
=tu 'from'; the Possessed is, in its tum, followed by the Possessive pronominal 
referring to the Possessor following the possessed. 

(209) inta=nki tu ii?a seena 'the man's hand' 
man-DET from hand his ("from the man, his hand") 

(210) ayma=nki tu ii?a suu?u 'the woman's hand' 
woman-DET from hand her ("from the woman, her hand") 

This order is instead normal when further modifiers are present. 

(211) wura sinni tu ippa 
house my from door 

(212) wura ayma=ko tu ippa 
house woman-DET from door 

'the door of my house' 
("from my house, the door") 

'the door of the woman's house' 
("from the woman's house, the door") 

4.3. Sentences. Although verbs are the prototypical predicates, also nouns, 
adjectives, possessives, and numerals may act as predicates in nominal sentences 
(see 4.6). 

4.3.1. Subjects. A nominal subject is normally found in sentence-initial position; 
there are reasons to believe that such nouns do not act as the syntactic subjects of 
the sentence, a function which is rather filled by a Subject Clitic; only the presence 
of a Subject Clitic is mandatory for any declarative clause, while a noun may 
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appear in the first position in the clause or also (possibly as a right-dislocated 
topic?) at the end, or may be altogether absent. 

4.3.2. Objects. The only element that can intervene between the Subject Clitic and 
the Verb is the Negative marker mao An Object Pronoun can take the position of a 
corresponding object noun before the Subject Clitic. 

(213) kata uke ka=ji? 'I shot an elephant' 
I elephant 1 S-shoot.PST 

and: 

(214) kata ki ka=ji? 'I shot him' 
I 3S.M 1S-shoot.PST 

Sentence (214) above may be analyzed as having the structure: 

[katahop [[uke]O [[ka]S Ui?1y]yc1s 
I elephant 1 S shoot. PST 

More commonly, an Object Pronoun is affixed after the verbal form. It can also 
be introduced with an Emphatic Pronoun or repeated after the verb. 

(215) kita cata ki=gaf 'he bit the meat' 
he meat 3S.M-bite.PST 

vs. 

(216) gabare ki=gaf=ki 'a snake bit him' 
snake 3S.M-bite.PST-him 

An indirect object precedes the direct object. 

(217) siggi= tu maar a x6di 'a boy was born to us' 
us-to boy generate. PST 

4.3.3. Passive (Impersonal construction). A passive construction is expressed 
through the use of the Impersonal Subject Pronoun a (ISP); the object follows the 
verbal form: 

(218) (kata) a=x6di=ka 'I was born' ("me, they generated me") 
I ISP-generate.PST -me 

(219) (janta) a=x6di=jami 'you (S) were born' 
you ISP-generate.PST-you 

(220) (kita) a=x6di=ki 'he was born' 
he ISP-generate.PST -him 
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(221) (kuta) a=x6di=ku 'she was born' 
she ISP-generate.PST -her 

(222) (juta) a=x6di= ju 'we were born' 
we ISP-generate.PST-us 

(223) (gidata) a=x6di=gita 'you (P) were born' 
you ISP-generate.PST-you.OBJ 

(224) (ki?ita) a=x6di=ki?i 'they were born' 
they ISP-generate.PST -them 

The Negative Paradigm involves the (optional?) use of the Negative particle rua 
(NEG), which is often missing, and, obligatorily, of the suffix =?i at the end of the 
verbal form: 

(225) (kata) a=(ma) x6di=ka=?i 'I was not born' 
1 ISP-(NEG) generate.PST-me-NEG 

(226) (janta) a=(ma) x6di=jami=?i 'you (S) were not born' 
you ISP-(NEG) generate.PST-you-NEG 

4.3.4. Reciprocal and Reflexive. Both a Reciprocal and a Reflexive are expressed 
through the use of ella or elella 'self' and 'together' (from Ts) and the clitic =na 
'and' after the first element: 

(227) ka=na jami ju=s6b ella 'we (me and you) killed each other' 
IS-and 2S lP-kill.PST self 

(228) ki= ji? ella 'he killed himself 
3S.M-kill.PST self 

(229) ka=gaa ella 'I cut myself 
lS-cut.PST self 

(230) juta elella ju=eeni 'we come together' 
we together IP-come.PROG 

Followed by a postposition: 

(231) ca)'aw=na eefi ella=ki reekisa 'mix milk with water!' 
water-and milk self-in mix.IMPV.S 

4.4. Questions 

4.4.1. Content questions. Content questions ("Wh-questions") do not have 
fronting of the question word. When the question word is subject of the sentence, 
no Subject Clitic is found, a fact that can be assumed to imply that the question 
word is always focalized. 
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haka 'who?': 

(232) haka ee 
who come.PST 

Note the following idiom: 

(233) mesa=ko siidu haka 
name-DET your.S who 

sae 'whose?': 

(234) wura=nki sae 
house-DET whose 

A possible elliptical answer is: 

(235) se ayma=te 
of woman-of 

na 'what?': 

(236) na ki=xa 
what 3S.M-happen.PST 

haw= 'where?': 

'who came?' 

'what's your name?' 

'whose is the house?' 

'It is the woman's' 

'what did he do?' 

The element haw= 'where' is always followed by a postposition: 

(237) haw=ki i=askam 'where did you go?' 
where-to 2S-go.PST 

(238) haw=tu l=eeni 'where are you corning from?' 
where-from 2S-come.PROG 

ban 'when?': 

(239) bari i=ee 'when did you come?' 
when 2S-come.PST 

ayta 'which?': 

(240) cawo ayta i=heeni 'which gun do you like?' 
gun which 2S-like.PROG 

mila 'how much/many?': 

(241) kara mila i=ji? 'how many fish did you catch?' 
fish how-many 2S-catch.PST 

105 
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na=ku 'why?' ("what-for"): 

(242) na=ku i=eeni 
what-for 2S-come.PROG 

asana 'how?': 

(243) asana ki=aangat 
how 3S.M-do.PST 

'why are you coming?' 

'how did he do it?' 

4.4.2. Polar questions. Polar questions are marked by a final =?i (lNT) on the 
verb and by a rising intonational contour. 

(244) janta naxani kara i= qafi=?i 'did you go fishing yesterday?, 
you yesterday fish 2S-fish.PST-INT 

When the question relates to the subject of the sentence, no Subject Clitic is 
present on the verb; as in the case of content question words (cf. 4.4.1), it can be 
assumed that this is because a questioned nominal is inherently focused. 

(245) moJe=mu aburre ee 
M.-or A. come.PST 

4.4.3. Greetings 

(246) a asana i= tag 
how 2S-sleep.PST 

b. janta nagayko tag=1 
you peace sleep.PST-INT 

answer: 

(247) abba ka=tag 
good 1 S-sleep.PST 

or simply nagayko 'peace' (from Ts). 

'was it Mole or Aburre who came?' 

'how did you sleep?' 

'did you sleep in peace?' 

'I slept well' 

4.5. Direct speech. The quoted speech follows the main clause. 

(248) kita ku=tu ki=g1si=na calaw Jaxa 
he her-to 3S.M-tell.PROG-and water mix.lMPV.S 
'he told her: "mix the water!'" 

4.6. Nominal sentences. In nominal sentences no verb appears and the role of 
predicate is fulfilled by an adjective or a noun, introduced by a Subject Clitic. 
Absence of the latter is found in focalized nominal sentences (see 4.11), in which 
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the subject noun (or an Emphatic pronoun) is followed directly by the nominal 
predicate. 

(249) kata munnufuni 'I am small' 
I small 

In negative nominal sentences the usual negative markers ma and =?i (affixed 
to the noun or adjective in predicative position) appear. ?i and ma can also both 
follow the predicate. 

(250) a kata gaddafuni ?i=ma 'I am not big' 
I big NEG-NEG 

b. kata ma gaddafuni=?i 'I am not big' 
I NEG big-NEG 

(251) kata gaddafuni ?i=ma munnufuni 'I am not big, I am small' 
I big NEG-NEG small 

(252) ayma sinni wura=tu 'my wife is at home' 
woman my house-from 

For the past, the verb ida 'to be' is used. 

(253) ayma sinni wura=tu ku=lda 'my wife was at home' 
woman my house-from 3S.F-be_there.PST 

(254) kata fongotitta 'I am Ongota' 
I O.SING 

(255) ki?ita fongota 'they are Ongota' 
they o. 

(256) a kata fongota=?i 'I am not Ongota' 
I O.-NEG 

b. kata fongotitta=?i 'I am not Ongota' 
I O.SING-NEG 

(257) wura=ko ciddate giddefeta lcimbano ku sinni 
house-DET there big.P two 3S.F my 
'those two big houses are mine' 

4.7. Relative clauses. The following rules apply: 
- relative clauses precede the matrix clause; 
- the end of the clause is marked by the Indirect Clitics of third person =na 

'him' if its head is masculine, and =ta 'her' if feminine (cf. 3.3.4). 
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- the relative verb is generally not preceded by a Subject Clitic; this is 
especially the case when the subject of the relative is also the subject of the main 
clause. 

(258) naxani inta=nki addate kara qafini=na aza sinni 
yesterday man-DET there fish fish.PROG-him sibling my 
'that man who yesterday caught the fish is my brother' 

(259) inta kara qafini=na ka= y6b 
man fish fish.PROG-him lS-see.PST 
'I saw the man who caught the fish' 

(260) ayma=ko janta ifan=ta ka=tsiini 
woman-DET you marry.PST-her IS-know.PROG 
'I know the woman you married' 

(261) ayma=ko kita Ifan=ta ka=tslini 
woman-DET he marry. PST-her IS-know.PROG 
'I know the woman he married' 

(262) ayma maara x6di=ta aza S1lll11 

woman child generate. PST-her sibling my 
'the woman who gave birth to a child is my sister' 

(263) ayma=ko janta ifan=ta maara ku=x6di 
woman-DET you marry.PST-her child 3S.F-generate.PST 
'the woman you married gave birth to a child' 

The presence of the Object Clitic representing the head is excluded if the 
relative clause contains an Object Clitic. 

(264) inta kimisa cak= ta ki= lib 
man crocodile eat.PST-her 3S.M-die.PST 
'a man who eats a crocodile dies' (crocodile is feminine) 

not: *inta kimisa cak=ta=na ki=tlb 
eat.PST -her-him 

(265) inta kara ji= ta aza sinni 
man fish shoot.PST-her (= it) brother my 
'the man who caught fish is my brother' 

(266) inta=ko burinki calaw=ki ki=r6ota aza sinni 
man-DET today river-to 3S.M-go.PST brother my 
'the man who today went to the river is my brother' 

In negative relative clauses: 
- the Subject Clitic is present, followed by the Negative marker ma, which, 

evidently, cannot stay alone before the verb; 
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- the suffixed negative marker =?i generally does not appear after a relative 
verb; 

- the end of the clause is not marked by =na 'him' if its head is masculine, 
and by =ta 'her' if feminine. 

(267) inta cata ki=ma=cak aza smm 
man meat 3S.M-NEG-eat.PST brother my 
'the man who did not eat meat is my brother' 

(268) inta=nki kara Jd=ma= ji= ta aza smm 
man-DET fish 3S.M-NEG-shoot.PST-her (= it) brother my 
'the man who did not catch fish is my brother' 

(269) inta ayma ki=ma=ifam aza sinni 
man woman 3S.M-NEG-marry.PST brother my 
'the man who didn't marry the woman is my brother' 

4.8. Object and subject sentences. The Infinitive (cf. 3.9.8) is used in the object 
or subject clause, which precedes the matrix clause: 12 

(270) kata jami su?una=me szigucco ka=haabini 
I you.OBI butter-with smear.INF IS-want.PROG 
'I want to smear you with butter' 

(271) kata tara=me binta c6qqo ka=haabini 
I spear-with animal hit.INF IS-want.PROG 
'I want to hit the animal with the spear' 

(272) wakka kata ka=ma=haabini=?i 
fall.INF I IS-NEG-want-NEG 

(273) muxele abba 
laugh.INF good 

'to laugh is good' 

'I don't want to fall' 

4.9. Sentence embedding. The embedded clause always precedes the matrix 
clause. 

(274) hawki ki=r60 ka=ma=tsii[ni=?iJ 
where 3S.M-go.PST IS-NEG-know(.PROG-NEG) 
'I don't know where he went' 

(275) haw=ta ki=ee ka=ma=tsii[ni=?ij 
where-from 3S.M-come.PST lS-NEG-know(.PROG-NEG) 
'I don't know where he came from' 

12 Ts also uses this infinitive construction. 
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(276) haw=tu ki=eeni ka=ma=tsii[ni=?ij 
where-from 3S.M-come.PROG IS-NEG-know(.PROG-NEG) 
'I don't know where he comes from' 

(277) yooba=ko mila ee kata ka=ma=tsii[ni=lij 
people-DET how-many come.PST 1 IS-NEG-know(.PROG-NEG) 
'I don't know how many men came' 

(278) bare ki=askam ka=ma=tsii[ni=lij 
when 3S.M-go.PST IS-NEG-know(.PROG-NEG) 
'I don't know when he went' 

(279) haka ee ka=ma=tsii[ni=lij 
who come.PST IS-NEG-know(.PROG-NEG) 
'I don't know who came' 

(280) kata ku=mi morommo ka=haabini 
1 3S.F-with speak.INF IS-want.PROG 
'I want to speak with her' 

(281) kata ku=mi morommo ka=ma=haabini=li 
1 3S.F-with speak.INF IS-NEG-want.PROG-NEG 
'I don't want to speak with her' 

(282) haka i= yob faie na=ku 'tell me whom you saw' 
who 2S-see.PST tell.IMPV.S IS-for 

(283) barama ku eeyo ka=haabini 'I want her to come tomorrow' 
tomorrow 3S.F come.INF IS-want.PROG 
(note the irregular Infinitive of ee 'to come' with epenthetic /yl) 

(284) na i= yob faie na=ku 'tell me what you saw' 
what 2S-see.PST tell.IMPY.S IS-for 

(285) barama i=roota=na faJe na=ku 
tomorrow 2S-go.PROG-and tell.IMPV.S IS-for 
'tell me if you are going tomorrow' 

Specific sentence-subordinating (or coordinating?) devices are =na 'and' and 
=ba 'if (possibly borrowed from Ts.). 

(286) ayki sera i=ma=naf na=ku=na barama tora ka=ma=naf=i 
today knife 2S-NEG-give me-far-and tomorrow spear IS-NEG-give-NEG 
'if today you don't give me your knife, tomorrow I won't give my spear' 

(287) kimisa inta ki=haf=ba ki=ji[=nij 
crocodile man 3S.M-bite-and 3S.M-kill(.PROG) 
'if a crocodile bites a man, it kills (will kill) him' 
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4.10. Coordination. Sentences are often linked without marking: 

(288) janta roota hanca=ko gada 'go and cut the tree!' 
you go.IMPV.S tree-DET cut.IMPV.S 

Apart from =na 'and' and =ba 'if' (cf. 286, 287), a partial list of coordinating 
elements-all of them clitics-follows here below. 

=7i 'also' 

(289) ki=7i gaddafuni 'he too is big' 
3S.M-too big 

=ma 'but' 

(290) kata gaddafuni=ma kata munnufuni 'I am not big; instead, I am small' 
I big-but I big 

=mu 'or' 

(291) calawa=mu eefi haabini 'do you want water or milk?' 
water-or milk want.PROG 

4.11. Focus. As far as one can tell from our data, the absence of the Subject Clitics 
in declarative sentences is a focus-marking device, as shown above in nominal 
sentences (v. 4.6), and in: 

(292) gabare gar ki 'a snake bit him' 
snake bite.PST 3S.M 

No specific focus-marking element has been identified, except for the following 
contrastive-marking repetition of a Subject Clitic. 

(293) ka=7i ki=ki=am 'not me; he was (to do it)!' 
I-NEG 3S.M-3S.M-be 

As anticipated, the absence of the Subject Clitics in Content and Polar 
Questions (cf. 4.4.l., 4.4.2) is probably to be explained on the basis of the 
inherently focalized status of the word on which the question bears. 
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5. Ongota lexicon 

Words are arranged in alphabetical order; vowel-initial words are listed all together 
at the beginning, followed by Ill-initial words. Ts'amakko and a few other loans are 
underlined. Verbs are reported under their stem-form; the Imperative Singular and 
Plural forms are given whenever available. 

aaka women; females 

aame- to rest 
IMPV.S: aame; IMPV.P: aameta 

abba good; beautiful; well 

abun- to embrace, to lull (Ts) 
IMPV.S: abumi, IMPV.P: ablinta 

addate that (faraway); there 

afa eye; afa axay ka= tu - 'the eye 
hurts me' (calque from Ts) 

ah- to lose 
IMPV.S: aha; IMPV.P: ahta; 
CAUS ahsan to make lose 
IMPV.S: ahsana; IMPV.P: ahsanta 

aka foot; leg 

akka grandfather (both father's father 
and mother's father) 

(ak)kalbano one 

akkuyte father's older brother/sister 

algas- can, to be able (Ts) 

am- to be 

ama breast; ama=to iifa - nipple 
("breast's mouth"; calque from Ts) 

amate white sorghum (Ts) 

ame- to suck 
IMPV.S: ame, IMPV.P: ameta 
CAUS am san to make suck 
IMPV.S: amsana, IMPV.P: ansanta 

andulle heron (cf. bargada) 

arcfo ox 
arka hartebeest (Ts) 

armata catarrh, mucous 

arrakko; F: arratte dark gray (Ts) 

arre donkey (Ts) 

arvitta friend (Ts) 

askam- to go 
IMPV.S.: -; IMPV.P: askanta 

asana how? 

asawa earring (Ts) 

asinkuni sister's son 

attomuni white 

atolJa pigeon (Ts atoIe) 

axaco sun 

axay- to rise, stand up 
IMPV.S: axaya; IMPV.P: axayta 

ayki now 

ayma woman, wife; female (P: aaka) 

ayta which? 

ayyane mother 

aza sibling 

azole sp. of edible grass (Ts) 

ee- to come (irr. IMPV.: haylhayta); 
IMPV.NEG: inti ma ea - 'don't 
come!' 

eeda relative (Ts) 

eefi milk; tear 

eela children 

ekkesad- sad, to be (Ts) 
IMPV.S: ekkesada 

ekkite loud; a lot (Ts) 

ella, elella oneself 

erangol/e necklace of white and red 
beads (Ts) 
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ereha foetus; ereha ku=ah 'she had a 
miscarriage'; kuta ereha ka=ahsan 
'I make her have a miscarriage' 

erehil- to become pregnant 
IMPV.S: erehi?a, IMPV.P: erehl?ta; 
CAUS erehsan- to make pregnant 
IMPV.S: erehsami, 
IMPV.P: erehsanta 

erehte P: erehiwa pregnant (a Ts loan?) 

iccama (=icca=ma ?) slowly; a little 
bit; softly; icca=ma caka - 'eat a 
little bit!' 

ifam- to marry 
IMPV.S: ifama, IMPV.P: ifanta 

igire daughters; girls 

iila arm; hand; finger 

iida there is/are 
iifa mouth; language; fifa longota­

the Ongota language; inta iifa ki ma 
iseeni - dumb ("man who doesn't 
have a mouth") 

ii1a sons; boys 

iiste neck (cf. also denge) 

ilasa bushpig (Ts ilaasa) 

inkena so; this 

innakko spider (Ts) 

inta man; husband; male (P: yooba) 
inta akka/bano twenty ('one man'; 
calque from Ts qawko mume 'a 
whole man') 

ippa door 

irgafa axe (Ts irgafo) 

irmatte termite (Ts innatte) 

ista eight 

isee- to bring; to have 
IMPV.S: isee, IMPV.P: iseeta 

iske- to play 
IMPV.S: iske, IMPV.P: isketa 

isma play (n.) 

itima tooth; ltJma mllntJte incisor 
(calque from Ts ilge miinate) 

oJla village, settlement 

oobde son's daughter (Ts?) 

oofe beans (Ts) 

oofko son's son (Ts?) 

orga SING: orgitta Hamar (Ts) 

orma tall (Ts) 

orsatte rhinoceros (Ts) 

ottako calf (Ts) 

6xaya lion 

oxoni fire 

ucce- to pour, fill (Ts) 
IMPV.S: ucce, IMPV.P: ucceta CAUS 
uccas to make fill 
IMPV.S: uccasa, IMPV.P: uccasta 

uke elephant 

ukubu sister's husband 

ukubu sp. of gray fish with many scales 

lI.IWatte amniotic fluid (Ts) 

fabuya uncle 

fabuyte grandmother (both father's 
mother and mother's mother or 
father's/mother's older sister) 

fad- to lick 
IMPV.S: lada, IMPV.P: 18dta 
CAUS ladas to make lick 

fadaba tongue 

fada/a bad, ugly 

fadda father's older brother's wife or 
son (Ts ladda 'friend, brother') 

fadiba elder, old man; husband 

fahaye bird 

fa/a/a kind of dove or pigeon (Ts xalle) 

fa/e Gawwada (and other Dullay-
speaking groups of the highlands; Ts) 

fa/e- to tell 
IMPV.S: laM, IMPV.P: laleta 
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fangaba big acacia umbrelliphera 

fangat- to mix 
IMPV.S: langata,IMPV.P: langatta 

fango wisdom tooth 

far- to stink 
IMPV.S: lara,IMPV.P: lMta 

fari coffee (Ts) 

fazane younger brother (Ts lazo) 

febefe- to vomit 

fiqqisi?- to sneeze 
IMPV.S: liqqisl?a, IMPV.P: liqqisi?ta 

figad'- to hiccough (Ts) 
IMPV.S: liqaaa, IMPV.P: liqaata 

fizza root, vein (Ts hezze) 

fongota SING: longotitta Ongota (the 
people and the area); 10ng6t= to 
from Ongota 

=ba and 

baahante bow (Ts) 

baara armpit (Ts Maro) 

baaxa dirty 

baaye father 
baaye munnuluni father's younger 
brother ["little father"] 

bal, balate there is not (Ts); neg. of ida 

bafatuni poor 

bafce- to carry (on the back) 

badio pelican (Ts) 

bacfd'e all 

bagaye small portable container for water 

bagada back (body part) 

bagat- to run (P subj.) 
IMPV.P: bagatta; 
CAUS bagtis to make run (P obj.) 
IMPV.P: bagtista 

balfasa face 

balgo ostrich (Ts balgitto) 

balo shrew 

banmicfcfa beetle (Ts) 

baq- to die (P stem?) 
IMPV.P: Mqta 

baqa excrement 

bagas- to divide, share (Ts) 

baram, barama tomorrow 

Mrgada heron (Ts) 

bargadde collar-bone (Ts) 

bari when? 

barla white-browed sparrow weaver 
(Ts barlo) 

Myafa buffalo 

bele- to give 
IMPV.P: be?e, IMPV.P: be?eeta 

behatto left (Ts) 

bera year (Ts berko) 

berre- to touch (Ts) 
IMPV.S: berre, IMPV.P: berreta 

bia land (Ts bie) 

bih- to lose 
IMPV.S: 6ihe, IMPV.P: 6iheta 
CAUS bihsan to cause to lose 
IMPV.S: 6ihsana, IMPV.P: 6ihsanta 

biibe- to chase, send away 
IMPV.S: biibe, IMPV.P: biibeta 

bine head; hair 

binta wild animal 

bof- to be hard, strong; to be dry 
bocfa saliva 

bor chest, stomach (Ts borko); kata 
bor=mi jata ka=iseeni - 'I remem­
ber you' ("I carry/have you in the 
chest") 
IMPV.S: bor=mi isee 
IMPV.P: bor=mi iseeta 

boraho seed (Ts boraho) 

bositte pubic hair (Ts) 
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bos- to pick up, collect 
IMPV.S: boosa, IMPV.P: b60sta; 
MID bose to pick up, collect 
IMPY.S: boose, IMPV.P: booseta; 
CADS bosisan to make collect 

bote wild peas (Ts) 

boye- to cry 
IMPV.S: boye, IMPV.P: boyeta 

buf- to dry up, become dry 
IMPY.S: 6u'i'a, IMPV.P: 6u'i'ta 

bud'- to spit 
IMPV.S: buaa, IMPV.P: bUata 

buhad'- to bark (subj.: dog) 

bul- to pull out 
IMPV.S: bulci, IMPV.P: bUlta 
PASS bulam to be pulled out 
MID buli? to pull out 
CADS bulsan to make pull out 

burinki today 

buusa belly (Hamar busa 'lower belly' 
[Fleming et al. 1992/93: 210]); 
buusa=mi ku=iseeni pregnant ('she 
has a belly') 

buute sp. of snake (Ts) 
cafa (masc.) stone; grinding stone 

(below) 

cafaw- to drink 
IMPV.S: ca'i'awa, IMPV.P: ca'i'awta 
CADS ca'i'awsan- to make drink; 
IMPY.S: ca'i'awsa, IMPV.P: ca'i'awsta 

cafawa water; river; ca'i'aw=to ki=sab 
'he crossed the river'; ca'i'aw=to 
guskuto ki=zoguy 'he swam in the 
river' 

cak- to eat 
IMPY.S: cakci,IMPV.P: ccikta; bine 
caki=ka 'my head hurts ("eats") me' 
CADS caksan- to make eat 
IMPV.S: caksana, IMPV.P: caksanta 

caq- to hide 
IMPV.S: caqa, IMPV.P: caqta 
MID caqi- to hide for oneself 
IMPV.S: caqi?a,IMPV.P: caqi?ta 
caqmam- to hide oneself 
IMPV.S: caqmama,IMPV.P: caqmanta 
CAUS caqsan- to make hide 
IMPV.S: caqsana, IMPV.P: caqsanta 

carba thin 

carkamuni green 

carke dew (Ts) 

cata meat 

cawo gun, rifle (cf. Ts qawa?) 

caxtil- to ask 
IMPV.S: caxti?a, IMPV.P: caxti?ta 

cayde pen, enclosure (Ts) 

cifi little stone, pebble (cf. ca'i'a) 

cig- to sew 
IMPV.S: ciga, IMPV.P: cigta 

cikila elbow (Ts tsekila) 

cincaqe ant (cf. Ts shinshalle?) 

coma ten; coma akkalbano eleven; 
coma lama twelve; coma zeha 
thirty 

comba lung (Ts somba) 

conqorte mud 

coq- to hit, pierce, spear, sting; kata 
t6ra=me ka=c6q 'I speared with the 
spear'; ka=c6q ba ka=ji 'I speared 
and I killed' 
IMPV.S: coqa, IMPV.P: c6qta 
coqi?- to hit for oneself (w/spear) 
IMPV.S: coqi?a, IMPY.P: coqi?ta 
CAUS coqsan- to make hit (w/spear) 
IMPV.S: coqsana, IMPV.P: coqsanta 

corkoto sp. of fish, not eaten 

cuutta red-fronted tinkerbird (Ts suutta) 
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daaf- to become blind (Ts) 
IMPV.S: daafa, IMPV.P: daafta 

daafakko F: daafatte; P: daafa yke 
blind (Ts) 

daafis- to make be blind (Ts) 
IMPV.S: daafisa, IMPV.P: daaflsta 

dabarsa genet 

dabasa baboon 

dabb- to miss the target (Ts) 
IMPV.S: dabbe, IMPV.P: dabbeta 

daggab- to arrive (Ts) 
IMPV.S: daggaba, IMPV.P: daggabta 
daggabos- to make arrive 

dakkakko F: dakkatte; P: dakka yke 
deaf; stupid (Ts) 

damfa giraffe (Ts) 

dambaJafitte sp. of snake (Ts damba­
lale) 

dangadangaco porcupine (Ts) 

dangad'- to plough; to do, make, work 
IMPV.S: dangad'a, IMPV.P: dangad'ta 

daqse [daqsa] long-crested eagle 

darbo skin; hide 

dat- to make fall 
IMPV.S: data, IMPV.P: -

dee/a hole 

denge neck (Ts; cf. also iiste) 

dibita cat 

diga owlet (Ts dige) 

diig- to add water (and other liquids) 
(Ts); cal.iw cata= ki ki= diig 'he 
added water to the meat' 
IMPV.S: diiga, IMPV.P: diigta 
diigam- to be poured (?) 
MID diigi?- to pour into 
IMPV.S: diigi?a, IMPV.P: diigl?ta 
CAUS diigas- to make pour 
IMPV.S: diigasa, IMPV.P: diigasta 

cf. also tu? -'to add (things, one by 
one, or other liquids)' and fa? 'to add 
salt (sand, earth)' 

diira sp. of small fish, with many spines 

dizza klipspringer (Ts) 

do?osa waterbuck (Ts do?osko) 

doore sp. of fish 

dribaza mongoose (Ts) 

du/laya the Weyt'o river (Ts dullayko) 

dunko pupil of the eye (Ts) 

d'akkamuni black 

d'ay to twist the fires ticks 
IMPV.S: d'aya, IMPV.P: d'ayta 

d'ayte fires ticks (together) 

d'efse kidney (Ts) 

d'eesa poison; medicine 

d'ehad'- to reach (someone) (Ts) 
IMPV.S: d'ehad'a, IMPV.P: d'eMd'ta 

d'ehe- to stop (intr.); P stem: aame­

IMPV.S: d'ebe, IMPV.P: aameta 

d'ibba hundred (Dullay) 

d'iim- to plunge (Ts d'iim) 
IMPV.S: d'iima, IMPV.P: d'iinta 

d'onka hornbill (Ts d'onke) 

d'ugate truth (Ts) 

fa?- to kindle; to add (salt, sand, earth), 
to put into; kita soqo ki= fa? 'he 
added salt' 
IMPV.S: fa?a, IMPV.P: fa?ta 
fa?am- to be added 
fa?i- to add for oneself 
IMPV.S: fa?i?a, IMPV.P: fali?ta 
CAUS fa?san- to make add 
IMPV.S: fa?sana, IMPV.P: fa?santa 
cf. diig- 'to add water (and other 
liquids)' and tu?- 'to add (things, one 
by one)' 

fad'- to put down; IMPV.P: fad'ta 
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falde [palde] arrow's point (Ts palde) 

farat- to send away 
IMPV.S: farata, IMPY.P: faratta 
CAUS faratsan- to cause to send 
away 
IMPV.S: farsana, IMPV.P: farsanta 

fi?- to milk 
IMPV.S: fila, IMPV.P: fllta 

fidis- to whistle (Ts fidis) 
IMPV.S: fidisa, IMPV.P: fidista 

fili?- to comb (Ts fil) 
IMPV.S: fili?a, IMPV.P: fililta 

filma comb (Ts) 

foof- to leave; to emerge (P. stem) 
IMPV.P: faofta 
CAUS foofsan- to make leave (P. obj.) 

foolo cloud (Ts poolo) 

fuga SING: fugitta Amhara 

fulfula [pulpula] sacrum (anat.) 

gaba bush duiker (Ts) 

gabare snake 

gaddafuni P: giddefeta big; old 

gal/abdi evening (Ts gallaw?; or areal 
word?) 

game corn (Ts) 

garaboko shin (Ts garaboko) 

gats- to climb; to come out 
IMPV.S: gatsa, IMPV.P: ga[t]sta 

gawarsa bateleur (Theratopius ecau­
datus; Ts gawarakko) 

gaw50 chin (Ts gawso) 

gef- to belch (Ts) 
IMPV.S: gela, IMPV.P: gena 

geccate P: geccayke old (Ts) (not used 
for S.M) 

geref- to steal (Ts) 
IMPV.S: gere'ia, IMPV.P: gere'ita 

gerefa thief (Ts) 

gergitto enemy (Ts) 

gesante firestick (horizontal) (cf. Ts 
gesante 'woman'?) 

gibila knee (Ts gibilko) 

gibisa femur (Ts gubusko) 

gidana hair 

gil/ata fish eagle (Ts giloto) 

gira [haji ki ... J to lighten 

girib- to become night 

gis- to say; dugate ka= gisi= jantu 'I 
tell you the truth' 
IMPV.S: gisa, IMPV.P: gista; 
MID gisi?- to say 
IMPV.S: gisi?a, IMPV.P: gisi?ta 

gis- to enter; to understand 

9..Q.!fJJ. white-headed buffalo weaver (Ts 
gohile) 

gola beer 

gol/anke nine (Ts) 

gorgora beehive 

~ tribe (Amh) 

goxe to put out 

goyangoyo a sp. of fish, not eaten 

!l.Il..lHlk. rabbi t (Ts) 

gufaf- to cough (Ts) 
IMPV.S: gufafa, IMPV.P: gufcilta 

gula a sp. of lizard (?) (Ts) 

gulbata strength; inta gulbata=mi 
ki=dangadi 'the man worked with 
strength' 

gulma kind of big calabash (Ts) 

gumara throat 

gunture hartebeest (Ts) 

gura such as, like (Ts) 

gurbafa little swift (Ts gurbalakko) 

gure hunting dog 

gurtulJa galago; bush baby? (Ts gurtulJo) 
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guskutu inside 

gusunte navel (cf. also hanaura) 

gutal- to jump; to dance, sing 
IMPV.S: gutaia, IMPV.P: gutf1ita 
CAUS gutaiis- to make jump, dance, 
sing 
IMPV.S: gutaiisa, IMPV.P: gutalista 

gutula stump (Ts gutsunko) 

gaf- to bite 
IMPV.S: gala, IMPV.P: ga.rta 

gad'- to cut 
IMPV.S: gaaa; P. stem: ~- (Ts) 
gaai?- to cut for oneself 
IMPV.S: gaai?a, IMPV.P: gad}?ta 
CAUS gaasan- to make cut 
IMPV.S: gaasana, IMPV.P: gaasanta 

gar- to be happy 
CAUS garsas- to cause to be happy; 
IMPV.S: garsasa, IMPV.P: garsasta 

gIl§.- to hunt (see also qoS) (Ts gaasi 
'to fish') 

gay- to run 
IMPV.S: gaya; P stem: bagat­
CAUS gaysan to make run 
IMPV.S: gaysana 

gefe side 

ges- to shave 
IMPV.S: fili?a, IMPV.P: fili?ta 
if esi? to shave oneself 
IMPV.S: gesi1a, IMPV.P: gesi?ta 

ifjnafa rib (Ts) 

ginano mosquito 

g:oh- to grow (Ts) 
IMPV.S: goha, IMPV.P: g6hta CAUS 
g ohis to make grow 
IMPV.S: gohisa, IMPV.P: hohista 

goil- to take, get 
IMPV.S: goi?a, IMPV.P: goi1ta 

guy- to kindle the fire 
IMPV.S: guya, IMPV.P: guyta 

haka who 

hand'ura navel (Ts hanaurte; cf. also 
gusunte) 

has- to hear, listen 
IMPV.S: asa, IMPV.P: asta 

hat- to clap the hands 

hawki to where? 

hawtu from where? 

hayP: hayta 'come!' (irregular IMPV 
of ee 'to come') 

hobat-, hobe- to wash 
IMPV.S: hobata, IMPV.P: hoMtta 
hobati1- to wash oneself 
IMPV.S: hobati?a, IMPV.P: hobati?ta 

hokam- to exchange (P. subject) (Ts 
OOk1) 
IMPV.P: hokanta 

haabi- to want (always as haabini 
PROG) 

haasi leaf; grass (Ts laasko 'grass') 

habura wind (Ts haburko) 
had'- to collect (stem) 

IMPY.S: haaa, IMPV.P: haata 
MID haai- to collect, pick up (P. stem) 
IMPV.P: haaita 
CAUS haasan- to make collect 
IMPV.S: haasana, IMPV.P: haasanta 

hagalo edible leaves 

hagun- smell good, to 
IMPV.S: hag una, IMPV.P: hagUnta 

haji rain 

halo calabash (Ts halte) 

hanca tree; wood 

hangararo worm (Ts) 

hat- to hunt, shoot; kata cawo=m e 
binta ka=hat 'I shot an animal with 
the rifle' 
IMPV.S: hata, IMPV.P: hatta; binta 
noqatta= ba gida hatta 'you (P) 
take aim and shoot the animal!' 
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hed- to close, tie 
IMPV.S: heda, IMPV.P: hetta 

hee- to like, love (always PROG: heew) 

hizge star (Ts hezge) 

h6lbatuni short 

hooka chest (Ts heko) 

hugu itching 

jaaka child, baby (P: eela) 

janta -jaami you 

ji?- to kill; to hit; to extinguish (fire) (see 
also sub); kata uke ka= ji 'I killed an 
elephant' 
IMPV.S: ji?a, IMPV.P: jl?ta 

juuka daughter; girl (P: igire) 

kaada rope 

kaanna since long ago (Ts) 

kaasala molar (Ts) 

kab- to wait 

kacce shoulder (Ts) 

kafafa sp. of snake 

kala bead 

kamurre, kamurko, kamurte rich (Ts, 
areal) 

kanna kanna in a hurry (Ts) 

kano vagina; kanu=du an insult 

kara fish (general term); sp. of big black 
fish (cf. Ts xarre?) 

kara power, authority 0); used in the 
sentence: inta kara ki=roota 'he is 
powerful' 

karawa colobus (Ts karawko) 

karbo bird 

kat- to leave; to come out, emerge 
IMPV.S: kata; P stem: foof-

kawlal cheek 

kaykitta bridegroom (Ts) 

kaykitte bride (Ts) 

keesa other 

kere headrest (Ts) 

kermayle zebra (Ts?) 

kidisa cooking stones 

kimisa crocodile 

kirde testicle (Ts) 

kirinca ankle (Ts) 

kiti road 

kobis- to pinch (Ts) 
IMPV.S: kobisa, IMPV.P: kobista 

kol- to come back, return (Ts) 
IMPV.S: koJa, IMPV.P: k61ta 
MID kola- to come back, return 
IMPV.S: kole, IMPV.P: koleta 
CAUS kolsan- to make return 
IMPV.S: kolsana, IMPV.P: kolsanta 

kolba another time, again 

kolokolfo hamerkop (or cormorant, or 
bishop bird?; cf. Ts qolaqolfo) 

komba beads necklace (Ts) 

konqayle goose 

koola wing (Ts koolo) 

koom- to dig 
IMPV.P: kooma,IMPV.P: k60nta 

k6rkisa [=gU francolin or spurfowl (Ts 
korkisa) 

k6rome fishing hook (Ts kormicco) 

kox- to leak 
CAUS koxis- to make leak 

kubis flower (cf. Ts bisko?) 

kufe tortoise (Ts) 

kuhhen fruit 

krilula guinea-fowl (Ts kulule) 

kum- to finish (intr.) (Ts kum) 
IMPV.S: kuma, IMPV.P: kilnta 

kunkumitte cheek (Ts) 

krirruba crow, raven (Ts kurrube) 
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kuskuso hyena (cf. Ts kuskuso cock's 
mane'?) 

kuse- to beat, hit (obj.: P) 
IMPV.P: kuse, IMPV.P: kuseta 

kutsa [kutsa] vulture (Ts kutso) 

kuttunko mountain (Ts kuttunko) 
laahko arrow (Ts) 

laalbe dress 

laale oribi (Ts) 

laamaxode twins (,2nd-born') 

lafakko plain (Ts lafakko) 

lama two (Cushitic) 

lattu soft (Ts) 

lax- to mix (tr.) (Dullay) 
IMPV.S: laxa, IMPV.P: Jaxta laxam­
to mix (intr.) 
IMPV.S: laxama, IMPV.P: laxamta 

leefa moon; month (Ts leefo) 
leelefa uvula 

1001- to be, get angry 
IMPV.S: 10018, IMPV.P: 160lta 
CAUS loolsan- to cause to be angry 
IMPV.S: loolsana, IMPV.P: loolsanta 

hm.fI1! cuckoo or coucal (Ts lukkale) 
maaqa sp. of lizard (Ts maaqa) 
maara 1. son, child (male), boy; 2. sun­

bird (Ts, this meaning only) 

mac'e sp. of edible grass (Ts) 

mar[- to go away; to take a different 
road (Ts) 
IMPV.S: maga, IMPV.P: magta 
MID maggi?- to go away 
IMPV.S: magge, IMPV.P: maggeta 
CAUS mag"is- to cause to take a dif­
ferent way 
IMPV.S: magisa, IMPV.P: maifista 
CAUS magsan- to chase away; to 
cause to take a different way 
IMPV.S: magsana, IMPV.P: magsanta 

ma/a/- to be tired (Ts) 
IMPV.S: malala, IMPV.P: maJalta 
malalsi- to tire 
IMPV.S: malalisa, IMPV.P: malalista 

marrahe sp. of edible grass(Ts) 

marr6te forearm bracelet (Ts) 

marte she-calf; marte oraa he-calf 

martsa little acacia umbrelliphera (Ts) 

mas- to cut with a knife, slice; to slaugh-
ter (for 'to cut' in general see haa-); 
kata sera=me barama kara ka=mas 
'tomorrow I'll cut the fish with a knife 
IMPV.S: masa, IMPV.P: masta 

mayye- to kiss (Ts) 
IMPV.S: mayye, IMPV.P: mayyeta 

meef- to shout (subj.: animal) 

mekente sterile (F; Ts); for male: moolo 
tiibto 

merja antelope (Ts) 

mesa name 

mila how much/many? 

mic'a bone 

middo wrist bracelet (Ts) 

midisa grinding stone 

mici'itte clitoris; miaitti=du an insult 

milmille sp. of fish, not eaten 

mirlamatte intestine (Ts mirma?atte) 

mirila cheetah; leopard (Ts moralle) 

mizigitte right (Ts) 

mo% penis; moolo siidu an insult; 
moolo tiibto sterile (said of male; 
'the penis is dead') 

moora light gray (Ts) 
moqotte frog (Ts muqofte) 

morom- to speak 
IMPV.S: moroma IMPV.P: moronta 
MID moromi?- to converse 
IMPV.S: moromi?a, IMPV.P: moromi?ta 
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CAUS moromis- to make speak 
IMPV.S: moromisa, IMPV.P: moromista 
CAUS-MID moromsan- to make speak 
IMPV.S: moromsana, 
IMPV.P: moromsanta 

moyJe gerenuk (Ts moyIe) 

munnufuni P: minfeta little, small; 
young 

muralla kori bustard (Ts mziraIe) 

muta crane (Ts mute) 

muusko sorghum; muusko roomini 
red sorghum 

muuts- to answer; to give back 
IMPV.S: muutsa, IMPV.P: mziutsta 

muxe- to laugh 
IMPV.S: muxe, IMPV.P: muxeta 
CAUS muxsan- to make laugh 
IMPV.S: muxsana, IMPV.P: muxsanta 

naf- to give 
IMPV.S: nafa, IMPV.S: nafta 
CAUS nafsan- to cause to give 

nafana food 

nabad- to hate (Ts) 
IMPV.S: nabada, IMPV.P: nabadta 

migayko peace; a greeting (Ts) 

nah- to be surprised, shocked 
IMPV.S: naha, IMPV.P: nahta 
CAUS nahsan- to surprise, to be a 
cause of surprise 
IMPV.S: nahsana, IMPV.P: nahsanta 

na=ku why? ("what-for") 

narfi needle (Amh) 

naxani yesterday 

nilla little fish used for bait 

nitsina many 

noqot- to look, aim at (Ts) 
IMPV.S: noqota, IMPV.P: noq6tta 
noqoti?- look, aim at, to 
IMPV.S: noqoti?a, IMPV.P: noqoti?ta 

qaabakko sp. of fly (tse-tse?; Ts) 

qaacfe- to lie down 
IMPV.S: qaaae, IMPV.P: qaaaeta 

qaara monkey (Ts qaarakko) 

qaba saucepan 

qafe- to fish 
IMPV.S: qafe - qappe, 
IMPV.P: qafeta - qappeta 

qaJaya golden cat; hyena (Ts qaIate) 

qaJte sp. of big white fish 

qane day (Amh); qane baaae always; 
qane qane sometimes (calque from 
Ts) 

qaqayo little frog 

~ bark (Ts qaqqatte) 

qaske dog 

qa w- to burn (intr.); to catch fire; 
qawad- to burn (intr.) 

~ pumpkin (Ts) 

llQ.llll finger (Ts qobakko) 
qode snail (Ts) 

qoJa animal (domestic) (Ts qoIe) 

qoJo goat 

~- to hunt (see also has) (Ts qOOSI) 

qumu container (general term) 

l1li!Jf- to finish (tr.) (Ts raawI) 
IMPV.P: raawa, IMPV.P: raawta 

rakke- to hang (Ts) 
IMPV.S: rakke, IMPV.P: rakketa 
CAUS rakkis- to make hang 

reekis- to mix (Ts) 
IMPV.S: reekisa, IMPV.P: reekista 

reex- to go down 
IMPV.S: reexa; P stem: ? 

renta hippopotamus (Ts rento) 

rewa sp. of edible grass 

rig- to smooth a skin with a stone (Ts?) 
IMPV.S: riga, IMPV.P: rigda 
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riir- to shout (Ts riir) 
IMPV.S: riini, IMPV.P: nirta 

roo- to go 
IMPV.S: roota, IMPV.P: rootta 

r60mini red 

roqinta heart 

ruggi=tu in front of 

rummahte SING: rummattitta Arbore 
(fs) 

saa/ta oryx (Ts saaIto) 

saamule ibis 

sagayto wrist 

sal- to wait (Ts sal) 
IMPV.S: sala, IMPV.P: salta 
CAUS salis- to make wait (CAUS) 
IMPV.S: salisa, IMPV.P: salista 
CAUS-MID salsan- to make wait 
IMPV.S: salsana, IMPV.P: salsanta 

sarba calf (body part) (Ts sarba) 

sarra dikdik (Ts sawro; cf. also sengere) 

sengere dikdik (cf. also sarra) 

~ flea (Ts) 

sibila iron (areal word) 

sldda before 

siibde bow string (Ts siibde) 

siida eyebrow (Ts sido) 

slina nose 

siinsad- to smell 
IMPV.S: siinsada, IMPV.P: siinsadta 

silbe yellow 
silbe attomuni light blue 
('yellow+white' ) 
silbe carkamuni dark green 
('yellow+green') 
silbe dakkamuni blue 
('yellow+black' ) 
silbe roomini pink; violet 
('yellow+red') 

sip-pa [tsippa] sweat (Ts sippo) 

sirala sp. of very small fish 

sodda sister (Ts 'brotherlsister-in-Iaw') 

sonon- to blow the nose 
IMPV.S: sonona, IMPV.P: sononta 

sonqitte fingernail 

soorto umbilical cord (Ts) 

soqo salt (Ts) 

sorra anus; sorra=du an insult 

sug- to sniff (obj.: tampo 'tobacco') 
IMPV.S: suga, IMPV.P: sugta 

suude flank 

salat- to be afraid 
IMPV.S: salata, IMPV.P: sa?atta 

saaha urine; sperm 

safalkuni older brother (Ts safalko) 

sab- to cross 
IMPV.S: saM, IMPV.P: sabta 

sammafSil- to yawn (Ts) 
IMPV.S: sammalsi?a, 
IMPV.P: sammalsi?ta 

sanne- to rest (on the headrest) (Ts 
sanm) 
IMPV.S: sanne, IMPV.P: sanneta 

seera knife 

sompola namaqua dove (Ts sumpulo) 

~ bongo (or kudu?) (Ts) 

S60kaya honey 

soon- to be hot; to be feverish, ill 
IMPV.S: soona, IMPV.P: soonta 

soqta male; bull; firestick (vertical) 

soxe- to have sexual intercourse (subj.: 
male; female: passive) 
IMPV.S: soxe, IMPV.P: sox eta 

soxo blood 

suluna butter 

sula to anoint 
IMPV.S: su?a, IMPV.P: su?ta 
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sub- to kill (see also ji?); ki?ita szib ella 
'they killed each other'; kata baram 
kara subbo ka=roota 'I go fishing 
tomorrow'; korome=me kara ka= 
szib 'I fished with the fish hook' 

sud- to cover; to dress (tr.) (Ts) 
IMPV.S: suda, IMPV.P: sutta 
sudam- to dress oneself 
IMPV.S: sudama, IMPV.P: sudanta; 
CAUS sudas- to make dress, cover 
IMPV.S: sudasa, IMPV.P: sudasta 

suguc- to anoint oneself 
IMPV.S: suguca, IMPV.P: sugzicta 

sumaha sand (Ts sumahto) 

tal- to take, catch 
IMPY.S: tala, IMPV.S: ta?ta 
MID ta?am- to take, catch 
IMPV.S: ta?ama, IMPV.S: ta?anta 
CAUS ta?san- to make take, catch 
IMPY.S: ta?sana, IMPV.S: ta?santa 

tafanta very 

taba thorn 

tafo thigh (Ts tapo) 

tag-, tagam- to sleep 
IMPV.S: tagama, IMPV.P: taganta 
CAUS tagsan- to make sleep 
IMPV.S: tagsana, IMPV.S: tagsanta 
CAUS tagansan- to make sleep 
IMPV.S: tagansana, 
IMPV.P: tagansanta 

tagara shadow; met. place 

tagats- to make go up 
IMPV.S: tagatsa, IMPV.P: tagatsta 

tahanke seven (Ts tahhan) 

talaha four (cf. Ts salah?) 

tamar- to learn (Amh) 

IMPV.S: tamara, IMPV.P: tamma 

tampo tobacco (areal word) 

taw- to build 
IMPV.S: tawa, IMPV.P: tawta 

tar w]i- to build for oneself 
IMPV.S: tawi?a, IMPV.P: tawi?ta 

taxay- to raise 
IMPV.S: taxaya, IMPV.P: taxayta 

tereh- to make go down 
IMPV.S: tereha, IMPV.P: terehta 

terekko dust (Ts teerikko) 

tib- to die 
IMPV.S: tiM, IMPV.P: 6bta 

tiid- to put, store 
IMPV.S: tiida, IMPV.P: tiitta 
CAUS tiidis-?, tiidas- to cause to put 
IMPV.S: tiidisa, IMPV.P: tiidista 
CAUS tiidsan- to cause to put 
IMPV.S: tiidsana, IMPV.P: tiidsanta 

tilao paradise flycatcher (Ts t110a) 

tilile black kite (Ts) 

tinnisa potato (Amh) 

tira liver (Ts tire) 

t6koma heel (Ts tokonko) 

tonnakko F: tonnatte; P: tonna yke lame; 
hump-backed (Ts) 

toonte frankincense 

toollo stick (Ts toolingo) 

tora spear; tora ki=nal=na 'he gave 
me the spear' 

tul- to add (things, one by one); naxani 
cala ki= tu? 'yesterday he added a 
stone' 

IMPY.S: tu?a, IMPV.P: tzi?ta 
tu?a- to be added 
MID tu?i- to add for oneself 
IMPV.S: tu?i?a, IMPV.P: tu?i?ta 
CAUS tu?san- to make add (sth. solid) 
IMPV.S: tu?sana, IMPV.P: tu?santa 
cf. diig- 'to add liquid' and fa?- 'to 
add salt (sand, earth)' 

=tuli also, too 

tule buttocks (cf. Ts turoe?) 

tunaw- to be blunt (Ts tunay) 
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tuuts to push (Ts tuuts) 
IMPV.S: tuutsa, IMPV.P: tuutsta 

tsaamitsa louse 

tsa/- to curse 
IMPY.S: tsa/a, IMPV.P: tsalta 
MID tsali?- to curse 
CAUS tsalsan- to make curse 

tsan- 1. to be cold; 2. to heal (intr.), to 
recover 
IMPV.S: tsana, IMPV.P: tsanta 

tsanafa six 

tsaqam- to be salty, bitter 

tsii- to know 
IMPV.S: tsiia, IMPV.P: tsiita 

tsud'- to lie down 

tsuub- to suck (Ts) 
IMPV.S: tsuuM, IMPV.P: tsuubta 

tsoonako honeybee (Ts ts'oonako) 

waaga bat 

waa/a generic name for various species 
of colored weavers 

waaqa African hoopoe (Ts waaqo) 

waara forest 

waga god 

wak- to fall 
IMPV.S: waka,IMPV.P: w8.kta 

wa/- to forget (Ts) 
IMPY.S: wala,IMPV.P: walta 

wale panga (Ts) 

was- to spend the day 
IMPV.S: wasa,IMPV.P: wasta 

wuyam- to call (Ts wuyaj 
IMPV.S: wuyama,IMPV.P: wuyanta 

wohara he-goat 

woki there 

wowa ear 

wunki here 

wura house 

xal- to do (irregular) 
IMPV.S: xaasa, IMPV.P: xaasta 

xaab- to scratch 
IMPV.S: xaaM, IMPV.P: xaabta 

xaJ/e sp. of fish 

xam- to become 
IMPV.S: xama, IMPV.P: xanta 

xarat- to divide 

xaraw [haji ki ... ] to thunder 

xasod- to rejoice (Ts) 

xibte lip (Ts) 

xol- to beat, hit; P stem: kuse­
IMPV.S: xo?a, IMPV.P: x6?ta 

xobbi five (Ts xobin) 

xod- to generate; to be born (with ISP a) 
IMPV.S: xod6, IMPV.P: xod6ta 

xoona sheep 

xot- to put down (P. stem) 
IMPV.P: x6tta 
xotam- to go down (P. stem) 
IMPV.P: xotanta 

xur- to leave 
IMPV.S: xura, IMPV.P: x6rta 

yaw- to stop, stand 
IMPV.S: yaawa, IMPV.P: yaawta 
CAUS yawsan- to make stop, stand 
IMPV.S: yawsana, 
IMPV.P: yawsanta 

yaayo jackal 

yob- to see 
IMPV.S: yoM, IMPV.P: y6bta 

yooba men; males; people 

zaarakko F: zaaratte; P: zaara yke 
crazy, stupid (Ts) 

zabarna lie, falsehood 

zanitte palm lines (Ts) 

zaqe cotton (Ts zaqe "cotton thread") 
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zax- to grind 
IMPV.S: zaxa, IMPV.P: zaxta 
MID: zaxi?- to grind for oneself 
IMPV.S: zaxi7a, IMPV.P: zaxi7ta 
CAUS zaxsan- to make grind 
IMPV.S: zaxsana, IMPV.P: zaxsanta 

zeha three (Ts zeh) 

ziil- 1. to pUll; 2. to fart 
IMPV.S: zii7a, IMPV.P: zii7ta 

ziJanqa sp. of lizard (Ts zilanqa) 

zoborko wonn (Ts) 

Ml9JlX- to swim (Ts zoguy-) 
IMPV.S: zoguya, IMPV.P: zoguyta 

zoo?- to collect honey 
IMPV.S: zo07a, IMPV.P: z607ta 
MID zo07i?- to collect honey 
IMPV.S: zo07e, IMPV.P: zoo?eta 

zooba beeswax 

6. English-Ongota index 

to add (things, one by one) tu?-; (obj. 
water and other liquids) diig 

to be afraid sa?at-

all bad"d"e 

also, too = tu7i 

Amhara fuga; SING: fugitta 

amniotic fluid UDDatte 

and =ba 

to be, get angry 1001-

animal (domestic) gola; (wild) binta 

ankle kirinca 

to anoint su?a; (obj. oneself) suguc­

another time, again kolba 

to answer; to give back muuts­

ant cincaqe 

antelope merja 

anus sarra 

Arbore rummatte; SING: rummattitta 

arm; hand; finger ii7a 

armpit baara 

to arrive daggab 

arrow laahko 

arrow's point faIde [palde 1 

to ask caxti7-

axe irgala 

baboon dabasa 

back (body part) bahada 

bad, ugly ladala 

bark ~ 
to bark (subj.: dog) buhad"­

bat waaga 

to be am-

bead kala; beads necklace komba 

beans oofe 



126 Studies in African Linguistics 29(2), 2000 

to beat, hit xoi'-; (obj.: P) kuse-; coq­

to become xam-

beehive gorgora 

beer gola 

beeswax zooba 

beetle banmid'd'a 

before sidda 

to belch~-

belly buusa 

big; old gaddaluni; P: giddeleta 

bird (general term) karbo; lahaye 

to bite 1al-

black d'akkamuni 

blind daafakko ; F: daafatte ; P: daa­
fa yke; to become blind daaf-; to 
make be blind daafis -

blood soxo 

to blow the nose sonon­

to be blunt tunaw-

bone mic'a 

bow baahante 

bow string siibde 

bracelet (forearm) marrote; (wrist) middo 

breast ama 

bride kaykitte 
bridegroom kaykitta 

to bring; to have isee-

brother (older) Salalkuni; (younger) 
lazane 

buffalo bayala 

to build ta w-
to bum (intr.); to catch fire qaw­

bush duiker !Ja ba 

bushpig ilasa 

butter sui'una 

buttocks tule 

calabash halo 

calf ottako; she-calf marte 

calf (body part) sarba 

to call wuyam-

can, to be able algas 

to carry (on the back) balce­

cat dibita 

catarrh, mucous annata 

to chase, send away biibe­

cheek kawlal; kunkumitte 

cheetah; leopard miriJa 
chest hooka 

chest, stomach bor 

child, baby jaaka; P: eela 

chin gawso 

to clap the hands hat-

to climb; to come out gats­

clitoris mid'itte 

to close, tie hed-

cloud foolo 

coffee lari 

to be cold tsan­

collar-bone bargadde 

to collect had'-(P. stem); (obj. honey) 
zooi'-

to comb filii' -

comb filma 

to come ee-

to come back, return kol­

container qumu 

cooking stones kidisa 
com game 

cotton zaqe 

to cough gufa 1-

to cover; to dress (tr.) sud­

crane muta 
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crazy, stupid zaarakko; F: zaaratte; 
P: zaaravke 

crocodile kimisa 

to cross sab-

crow, raven kurruba 

to cry boye-

to curse tsal-

to cut gad-
to cut with a knife, slice; to slaughter 

mas-

daughter; girl juuka; P: igire; son's 
daughter oobde 

day 'lane 
deaf; stupid dakkakko; F: dakkatte; 

P: dakkavke 
dew carke 

to die tib-; (P stem?) baq­

to dig koom-

dikdik sa vra ; sengere 

dirty baaxa 

to divide xarat-

to divide, share ba'las­

to do xa?-; dangad­

dog qaske 

donkey arre 

door ippa 

dress laalbe 

to drink cafaw-

to dry up, become dry buf­

dust terekko 

ear wowa 

earring asa wa 

to eat cak-

edible leaves hagalo 

eight ista 

elbow cikila 

elder, old man; husband fadiba 

elephant uke 

to embrace, to lull abun­

enemy gergitto 

to enter; to understand gis­

evening gallabdi 

to exchange hokam- (P. subject) 

excrement baqa 
eye afa 

eyebrow siida 
face balfasa 

to fall wak-; to make fall dat­

to fart zii?-

father baaye; father's older brother/ 
sister akkuyte 

femur gibisa 

finger qoba 

fingernail sonqitte 

to finish (intr.) kum-; (tr.) raaw­

fire oxoni 

firestick gesante; aayte 

to fish qafe-

fish (general term) kara 

eagle (fish eagle) gillata; (long-

crested eagle) daqse [daqsa] 

fishing hook k6rome 

five xobbi 

flank suude 

flea~ 

flower kubis 
foetus ereha 

food nafana 
foot; leg aka 

forest waara 

to forget wal-

four talaha 

frankincense toonte 
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friend aryitta 

frog mogotte 

fruit kuhhen 
Gawwada (and other DuBay-speaking 

groups of the highlands) lale 

to generate xod-

giraffe damla 

to give nal-; be?e-

to go roo-; askam-; to go away; to take 
a different road mah-; to go down 
reex-; to make go up tagats-; to 
make go down tereh-

goat qolo; he-goat wohara 

god waga 

golden cat; hyena galaya 

good; beautiful; well abba 

goose konqayle 

grandfather akka 

gray (light) moora; (dark) arrakko; 
F: arratte 

green carkamuni 

to grind zax-

grinding stone midisa 

to grow hoh­

guinea-fowl kzilula 

gun, rifle cawo 

hair gidana 

Hamar orga; SING: orgitta 

to hang rakke-

to be happy har-

to be hard, strong; to be dry bOl­

to hate nabad-

head; hair bine 

headrest kere 

to heal (intr.), to recover tsaan­

to hear, listen has 

heart roqinta 

heel t6koma 

here wunki 

heron andulle; bargada 

to hiccough ligad 

to hide caq­

hippopotamus renta 

hole deela 

honey s60kaya 

honeybee tsoonako 

hornbill donka 

to be hot; to be feverish, ill soon­

house wura 

how? asana 

how much/many? mila 

hundred dibba 

to hunt, shoot has-; goos-; hat­

hunting dog gure 

hyena kuskuso 

ibis saamule 

intestine mirlamatte 

iron sibila 

itching hugu 

jackal yaayo 

to jump; to dance, sing gutal­

kidney delse 
to kill; to hit; to extinguish (fire) ji?-; 

sub-
to kindle; to add (salt, sand, earth), to 

put into {al-

to kindle the fire huy­

tokiss ~­
klipspringer dizza 

knee gibila 

knife seera 

to know tsii-

lame; hump-backed tonnakko; 



F: tonnatte; P:tonnayke 

land bia 

to laugh muxe­

leaf; grass haasi 

to leak kox-

to learn tamar­

to leave xur-
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moon; month leefa 

mosquito hinano 

mother ayyane 

mountain kuttunko 

mouth; language iifa 

mud conqorte 

name mesa 
to leave; to come out, emerge kat-; (P navel gusunte; hand'ura 

neck iiste; denge subj.) foof-

left behatto 

to lick fad-

lie, falsehood zabama 

to lie down qaade-; tsuif­

like, love, to heeni-

lion 6xaya 

lip xibte 

little, small; young munnufuni; 

P: minfeta 

liver tira 

to look, aim at nogot­

to lose ah-; bih-

loud 6kkite 

louse tsaamitsa 

lung comba 

male; bull; firestick soqta 

man; husband; male inta, P: yooba 

many nitsina 

to marry ifam-

meat cata 
milk; tear eefi 

to milk fi?-

to miss the target dabb-

to mix fangat-; lax-; reekis­

molar kaasala 

mongoose dlibaza 

monkey qaara 

needle narfi 

to become night girib­

nine gollanke 

nose siina 

now ayki 

old geccate; P: geccayke 

one akkalbano 

oneself ella, elella 

oryx saalta 

ostrich balgo 

other keesa 

owlet diga 

ox ard'o 

palm lines zanitte 

peace nagayko 

pelican badio 

pen, enclosure ca yde 

penis moolo 

to pick up, collect bos-

to pierce, spear, sting coq­

pigeon atolla 

to pinch kobis-

plain 18fakko 

to play iske-

play isma 

to plough; to do, make danhad'­

to plunge d'iim 
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poison; medicine d'eda 

poor bafatuni 

porcupine dangadangaco 

potato tinnisa 

to pour, fill ucce 

pregnant erehte; P: erehiwa; to become 
pregnant erehi?-

pubic hair bositte 

to pull zii?-

to pull out bul­

pumpkin (Jawte 

pupil of the eye dunko 

to push tuuts 

to put, store tiid-

to put down fad'-; xot­

to put out gaxe-

rabbit gubale 

rain haji 

to raise taxay-

to reach (someone) d'ehad' 

red roomini 

to rejoice xasod­

relative eeda 

to rest aame-; (on the headrest) sanne­

rhinoceros orsatte 
rib hinafa 

rich kamurre, SING.M kamurko, SING.F 
kamurte 

right mizigitte 
to rise, stand up axay­

road kiti 

root, vein fizza 

rope kaada 

to run hay-; (P subj.) bahat­

sacrum (anat.) fulfula [pulpula] 

to be sad ekkesad 

saliva bad'a 

salt sa(Ja 

to be salty, bitter tsaqam­

sand sumaha 

saucepan qaba 

to say gis-

to scratch xaab­

to see yab-

seed boraha 

to send away farat­

seven tahanke 

to sew cig-

to have sexual intercourse soxe­

shadow, place tagara 

to shave hes-

sheep xaona 

shin garaboko 

short holbatuni 

shoulder kacce 

to shout riir-; meef­

sibling aza 

side hefe 

sister sodda; sister's husband ukubu; 
sister's son asinkuni 

six tsanafa 

skin; hide darba 

to sleep tag-, tagam-

slowly; a little bit; softly iccama 

to smell siinsad; (good) hagun-
to smooth (a skin with a stone) rig­

snail (Jade 

snake ga bare 

to sneeze fiqqisi?-

to sniff (obj.: tampa'tobacco') sug­

soft lattu 
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son, child (male), boy maara; P: iila; 
son's son ootko 

sorghum muusko 

to speak morom­

spear tara 

to spend the day was­

spider innakko 

to spit bud-

star hizge 

to steal gerel­
sterile (F) mekente 

stick too11o 

to stink lar-

stone; grinding stone cala 

to stop (intr.) cfehe-

to stop, stand ya w­

strength gzilbata 
stump gutula 

to suck ame-; tsuub­

sun cixaco 

to be surprised, shocked nah­

sweat sippa [tsippa] 

to swim zoguy-

to take, get hoi?-

to take, catch ta?-

tall anna 

to tell lale-

ten coma 

termite irmatte 

testicle kirde 

that (faraway) addate 

there woki 

thief gerela 
thigh tafo 

thin carba 

thorn taba 

three zeha 

throat gzimara 

to thunder xaraw [haji ki ... ] 

to be tired malal-

tobacco tampa 

today burinki 

tomorrow baram, barama 

tongue ladaba 

tooth itima 

tortoise kufe 

to touch berre­

tree; wood hanca 

tribe gosa 

truth dugate 

twins laamaxode 

to twist the fires ticks day 

two lama 

umbilical cord soorto 

uncle labuya 

urine; sperm saaha 

uvula leelela 

vagina kana 

very talanta 

village, settlement o11a 

to vomit lebele­
vulture kutsa [kutsa 1 

to wait kab-; sal 

to want haabi-

to wash hobat-

water; river calawa 

waterbuck do?osa 

Weyt'o river dullaya 

when? ban 
(to) where? hawki; from where? hawtu 

which? ayta 

to whistle fidis -
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white attomuni 

who haka 

why? na=ku 

wild peas bote 

wind habura 

wing koola 

wisdom tooth fango 

woman, wife; female ayma; P: aaka 

worm hangararo; zoborko 

wrist sagayto 

to yawn sammalsi?­

year bera 

yellow silbe 

yesterday naxani 

zebra kermayle 
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