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1 Introduction
[1] The traditional schema for the Bantu verb prefixes (based on (Meeussen 1967:108–111), with modifications

found in Güldemann (2003a:184))

(PREINITIAL) INITIAL (POSTINITIAL) (PRERADICAL) STEM

TAM Subject TAM Object
Negation Negation
Clause type Clause type

[2] Basic claim of paper: The prefix system is the result of relatively recent grammaticalization, along the fol-
lowing lines. (See Gensler (1994:13–15) for an early, similar proposal.)

General pattern I: SUBJ AUX OBJ VERB

Frequent pattern I: PRONSUBJ AUX PRONOBJ VERB

Resultant pattern I: SM-TMA-OM-STEM

General pattern II: NPSUBJ AUX VERB NPOBJ

Frequent pattern II: PRONSUBJ AUX VERB NPOBJ

Resultant pattern II: SM-TMA-STEM NPOBJ

[3] Goals of presentation

[a] Present comparative evidence on distinct functions of preverbal versus postverbal objects.
[b] Present evidence for a linguistic area in Africa stretching from West Africa to Ethiopia south of the Sahara

and north of the rainforest.
[c] Show how these facts support the proposed grammaticalization scenario given above.
[d] Discuss consequences of the proposal for Proto-Bantu reconstruction

[4] We are only interested here in the origin of the verbal prefixes.

[5] We do not believe the type of grammaticalization scenario presented here will easily extend to the verbal
suffixes (with the possible exception of the *-i̧d-e perfective)—at least at the relevant time depth.

2 Preverbal and postverbal objects in Benue-Congo
2.1 Introduction
[6] Güldemann (forthcoming b) surveys uses of OV order in Benue-Congo languages, with a focus on the infor-

mation structure properties of that order.

[7] Here, three “triggers” of OV word order in Benue-Congo will be discussed:

[a] Auxiliary verbs
[b] Pronominal objects
[c] Information structure

[8] Understanding the conditions under which objects can be preverbal in Benue-Congo should be able to give
us insights into the prefixal object position in Bantu.
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2.2 Effects of Auxiliaries
[9] Preverbal, post-auxiliary objects in Tikar (Bantoid) examples (Stanley 1991)

[a] wǔ
2s

shê
say.IRR

mùn,
1s

mǔn
1s

kEnnè
leave.IRR

kan
NEG

“If you had said it, I wouldn’t have left.” (Stanley 1991:71)
[b] à

1.SBJ

yEn-nâ
see-PFV

mùn
1s

“He saw me.” (Stanley 1991:247)
[c] à

1.SBJ

tǎ
IPFV

nun
1.OBJ

fyÒ-a
mock-SF

“He made fun of him.” (Stanley 1991:105)
[d] mùn

1s
kÈn-mE

go-PFV

wù
2s

nun
1.OBJ

twE-li
bring-SF

“I’m going to bring you it from over there.” (Stanley 1991:136)
[e] à

1.SBJ

tǎ
IPFV

ǹshe
luggage

shE
carry

“He’s carrying the baggage.” (Stanley 1991:103)

[10] In Tikar, some auxiliaries are associated with preverbal objects.

[11] Both nominal and pronominal objects are affected.

[12] As discussed by Güldemann (2003a:184–5), Tikar has most of the ingredients necessary to become “Bantu”.

2.3 Pronominal objects
[13] Preverbal and postverbal objects in Ibibio (Cross River)

[a] Òkôn
Okon

á
3s

dêp
buy

ébót
goat

“Okon is buying a goat.” (Urua 1997:201)
[b] ÚbÓk

hand
á
3s

ḿ
1s

biák
be.painful

“My hand hurts.” (Urua 1997:204)

[14] Emphatic pronoun doubling in Ibibio

ÚbÓk
hand

á
3s

ḿ
1s

biák
be.painful

mı́ı̀n
1s

“My hand hurts.” (Urua 1997:204)

[15] Non-emphatic reflexive-experiencer pronouns are preverbal.

[16] Postverbal position for pronouns in such constructions is reserved for emphatic pronouns.

[17] Non-emphatic and emphatic pronouns and nominal objects in Kana (Cross River).

[a] wēè
3s.PST

m	E-tēērā
1s-run

pı̄ı̄
meet

“He ran to me.” (Ikoro 1996:212)
[b] wēè

3s.PST

tēērā
run

pı́ı́
meet

n̄dā
1s.EMPH

“He ran to ME.” (Ikoro 1996:212)
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[c] wēè
3s.PST

sú
take

bá
hand

zı̀m-ā
�hit-INST

lékà
Leka

“He hit Leka with a hand.” (Ikoro 1996:212)

[18] Pronominal objects are generally preverbal in Kana, except when emphatic.

[19] Object pronouns in Ewondo (Bantu)

[a] Av@́
1.give.PST

m@

1s
dzO.
9

“He gave it to me.” (Redden 1979:55)
[b] Akad

1.HAB

m@

1s
soób
wash

bı̄yé.
8.cloth

“He washes clothes for me.” (Redden 1979:56)
[c] Akad

1.HAB

m@

1s
dzO
9

v@́.
give

“He usually gives it to me.” (Redden 1979:167)

[20] Pronominal objects are preverbal in Ewondo when there is an auxiliary verb.

[21] “When another word follows, the first- and second-person pronouns often have reduced forms (Redden
1979:55).” (The unreduced form of the first person pronoun is ma.)

2.4 Information structure
[22] Intransitive sentences from Aghem (Grassfields, Bantoid)

[a] énáP mÒ ñ��N nô
Inah DPST run FOC

“Inah ran.” (Watters 1979:144)
[b] á mÒ ñ��N ndúgh�O

DS DPST run who
“Who ran?” (Watters 1979:144)

[c] á mÒ ñ��N énáP
DS DPST run Inah
“Inah ran.” (Answer to above) (Watters 1979:144)

[23] Transitive sentences from Aghem

[a] f��l á mÒ z�� k��bÉ
friends.B SM DPST eat fufu.A
“The friends ate fufu.” (Watters 1979:146)

[b] á mÒ z�� ndúghÒ bÉ-′kÓ
DS DPST eat who fufu.B
“Who ate the fufu?” (Watters 1979:146)

[c] á mÒ z�� á-f��n bÉ-′kÓ
DS DPST eat friends.A fufu.B
“The friends ate fufu.” (Answer to above) (Watters 1979:146)

[24] OVS order in Naki (Beboid, Bantoid)

[a] Kúm ákp@̄l@̄ fyÈp y@̄.
Kum kill.PST 9.rat 9.the
“Kum killed the rat.”
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[b] FyÈp y@̀ ākp@́l@̄ yé?
9.rat 9.the kill.PST.FOC who
“Who killed the rat?”

[c] FyÈp y@̀ ākp@́l@̄ Kúm.
9.rat 9.the kill.PST.FOC Kum
“Kum killed the rat.” (Answer to above question.)

[25] Informal characterization of the pattern:

[ [ ]Topic [ ]Predicate [ ]Focus ]

[26] Preverbal objects in Tunen (Mbam, Bantoid)

[a] BáNò bèkànà tálák ò yÒkÒ.
2.FUT 8.baskets put LOC chair
“They will put baskets on the chair.” (Mous 1997:125)

[b] mÈ ná [wò mondo] [buhı́n@] batolòn
1s PST 1.this 1.man 14.debt claim.PST

“I claimed the debt from this man.” (Dugast 1971:309)

[27] Postverbal objects in Tunen

[a] Àná
1.PST

mònÉ
money

ı́ndı̀.
give

“S/he gave money.” (Mous 1997:126)
[b] Àná

1.PST

ı́ndı̀
give

á
EMPH

mònÉ.
money

“S/he gave MONEY.” (Mous 1997:126)
[c] Méndò

1s.PRS

bònı̀àkà
yams

nÉ.
eat

“I am eating yams.” (Mous 1997:127)
[d] Méndò

1s.PRS

nı́
eat

á
EMPH

bònı̀àk.
yams

“What I eat is yams.” (Mous 1997:127)
[e] MÈná

1s.PST

nyá
drink

há
only

mw@́nı́f.
water

“I drank only water.” (Mous 1997:127)

[28] “In general, VO order is possibly only when making a statement about the relation of a particular object
against other possible objects (Mous 1997:127).”

[29] Postverbal objects in Mambila (Mambiloid, Bantoid)

[a] mè
1s

Ngeé
buy

naâ
PST

cÒgÒ
cloth

“I bought cloth.” or “It was cloth that I bought.” (Perrin 1994:233)
[b] mè

1s
Ngeé
buy

naâ
PST

cÒgÒ
cloth

léı́lé
yesterday

“I bought cloth yesterday.” (Perrin 1994:233)
[c] mè

1s
léı́lé
yesterday

Ngeé
buy

naâ
PST

cÒgÒ
cloth

“It was cloth that I bought yesterday.” (Perrin 1994:233)
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[30] Preverbal objects in Mambila

[a] mè
1s

naâ
PST

cÒgÒ
cloth

Ngeé
buy

“I bought cloth.” (Perrin 1994:233)
[b] mè

1s
cÒgÒ
cloth

Ngeé
buy

naâ
PST

léı́lé
yesterday

“It was yesterday that I bought cloth.” (Perrin 1994:233)

2.5 Conclusion
[31] General pattern: Preverbal objects tend to be less salient and postverbal objects tend to be more salient.

[32] Since pronouns tend to be less salient than full noun phrases, pronominal objects would be expected to be less
salient than nominal objects. Therefore, preverbal pronominal object prefixes and postverbal nominal objects
in Bantu are not surprising when looking at the wider Benue-Congo context.

[33] Parallel argument order alternations appear to be attested elsewhere, for example in Nama (Khoe) SOV word
order is associated with focused nominal objects and SVO order with topical nominal objects and pronominal
object clitics (see Hagman (1977)). And, perhaps Romance is similar.

3 The Macro-Sudan belt
[34] Labiovelar consonants in Africa (see Maddieson (1984:215–216), Maddieson (2005))

10 

MAP 2: Labial-velar consonants in African languages 

In some languages, labial-velar consonants occur as a feature which is untypical for the 

family; such languages are located in the geographical periphery of the area, namely in 

the extreme south (Bantu), east (Nilotic) and north (Chadic). 

Most of Narrow Bantu lacks labial-velar consonants, while its closest relatives within 

and adjacent to the area frequently have them. According to Clements and Rialland (this 

volume), most Bantu languages with labial-velars are spoken north of a line that 

stretches from northern Gabon in the west, along the northern sector of the Congo river 

to half-way between Lake Albert and Lake Edward.
7

The feature in Nilotic and Chadic is in all probability an innovation due to contact 

with languages belonging to the core area. For Kuku and Alur from Nilotic, linguistic 

interference from Moru-Mangbetu is explicitly stated by Dimmendaal (1995: 100-1, 

103) to be responsible for the sound change. This is parallel to the peripheral status of 

Nilotic with respect to logophoricity. Since labial-velars are unusual in Chadic, too, the 

 

7 An isolated case in Bantu of labial-velars originating in labialized velars, exists in Mijikenda spoken 

in Kenya and Tanzania. I do not assume this occurrence to be related historically to the area at issue. 

[35] Logophoricity examples from Kera (Chadic)
w@i

3M.S
mı́ntı́
QUOT

tói

3s.M.LOG

kóoré
go.away

w@i

3M.S
mı́ntı́
QUOT

w@j

3s.M
kóoré
go.away

“Er sagte, daß er weggehe [he said he would go].” (Ebert 1979:260)
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[36] Logophoricity in Africa (see Güldemann (2003b))

8

MAP 1: Logophoricity in African languages 

The geographical pattern in Map 1 shows that African languages with a logophoric 

system are concentrated in a fairly compact, broad belt stretching from northern Uganda 

in the east up to the Niger River in the west. Only Krongo in the Nuba Mountains and a 

few Omotic languages in Ethiopia are not directly integrated in this area, although they 

are close to it. It must be stressed that this area is not defined by complete coverage of 

the feature at issue, but rather by its fairly consistent non-occurrence outside it. 

In some lineages, member languages only possess logophoric marking when they are 

located in or close to the area, but lack it when they are further away. This holds for 

Narrow Bantu, Chadic, Nilotic, and Mande; this can be discerned from the relevant 

languages listed in Map 1 vis-à-vis the general position of their respective families. For 

Chadic, Frajzyngier (1985) has argued that logophoricity cannot be reconstructed to the 

proto-language and is better accounted for by contact-induced interference from non-

Chadic languages. The same interpretation is likely for Mande and Nilotic. 

2.2 Labial-velar consonants 

[37] ATR harmony in Africa (see Hall et al. (1974), Blench (1995:89–91), Dimmendaal (2001:368–373), Casali
(2003))

12 

Kado  - Krongo Nuba Mountains 

Chadic T Afroasiatic Tangale (West) Northeast Nigeria 

Ijoid U -   

Kru V N. Niger-Congo   

Mande W - except West Côte d'Ivoire, Ghana, Burkina F. 

Atlantic X - except most of South  

MAP 3: ATR vowel harmony in African languages 

In some families such as Chadic in the north and Nubian, Cushitic, and Omotic in the 

east the property is exceptional. Hall et al. (1974) and especially Dimmendaal (2001a: 

368-73) state that languages of some of these latter groups as well as individual 

subgroups within Narrow Niger-Congo (are likely to) have acquired ATR vowel-

harmony through contact with languages where the feature is well entrenched. Such a 

contact-induced interference has been treated more extensively for the Tangale group of 

Chadic by Kleinewillinghöfer (1990) and Jungraithmayr (1992/3); see also Drolc 

(forthcoming) for vowel harmony phenomena in Ndut (Cangin, Atlantic) induced by 

contact with Wolof, another Atlantic language from the Senegambian subgroup. 
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[38] VONeg word order in Africa (see Dryer (forthcoming))

19 

MAP 5: Word order V-O-NEG in African languages 

2.6 Labial flap consonants 

Olson and Hajek (2003) surveyed another typologically quirky sound property, labial 

flap phonemes. They have been found so far in only three locations in the world: on the 

island of Flores (Indonesia) in the Austronesian language Sika, in southeastern Africa in 

a few Bantu languages, and in one larger area in Central Africa where quite a few 

languages of different genealogical affiliation are concerned as shown in Table 6. The 

families most affected are Bongo-Bagirmi, Moru-Mangbetu, and Adamawa-Ubangi. 

Table 6: Labial flaps across African lineages 

Family  Stock Language or group (branch) Area 

Moru-Mangbetu A Central Sudanic   

Bongo-Bagirmi B Central Sudanic   

Adamawa-Ubangi C N. Niger-Congo   

Benue-Congo D N. Niger-Congo Nungu (Platoid), Kwanja, Samba Daka,  East Nigeria, North Cameroon;  

[39] Labial flap in Africa (see Olsen and Hajek (2003))

20 

Tep (North Bantoid);  

 Shona cluster, Nyanja (Narrow Bantu) Zimbabwe, Malawi 

Chadic T Afroasiatic Ron, Yiwom (West); Bana, Daba, Gude,  East Nigeria, North Cameroon,  

 Kamwe, Margi, Mofu-Gudur, Tera  Southeast Chad 

 (Centr.); Gabri, Kera, Mukulu, Migaama   

 (East); Pevé (Masa)  

The Central African area with labial flaps is defined by the authors (p.159) "as the 

savannah of north central Africa and its immediate surroundings ... bounded to the north 

by the Sahara, to the south by the tropical rain forest, to the west by the Adamawa 

plateau, and to the east by the Upper Nile." 

MAP 6: Labial flap consonants in African languages 

2.7 Summary 

I will now give a synopsis of the geographical and genealogical distribution of the six 

features presented in the previous sections. In order to make the distributional 

correlations between them more transparent, Table 7 surveys those features across a 
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[40] S-(Aux)-OVX word order (see Gensler (1994), Gensler (1997))

15 

Mande W -    

Atlantic X -    

Ju Y -  Namibia, Botswana 

MAP 4: Word order S-(AUX)-O-V-X in African languages 

Heine and Claudi (2001: 43) claim that S-(AUX)-O-V-X "is neither a matter of common 

origin (= genetic relationship) nor of language contact (= areal relationship)." Instead, 

they exclusively entertain a grammaticalization explanation whose basic precondition is 

that a language should combine S-V-O order in the clause with GEN-N order in the noun 

phrase (see the above article and Claudi (1993) for further details). This would suggest 

that the co-occurrence of these two word order features is the ultimate common 

denominator of languages with S-(AUX)-O-V-X. However, this is not the case, inter alia 

because there are quite a few Benue-Congo and Adamawa-Ubangi languages with S-

(AUX)-O-V-X, but which have N-GEN. Therefore, the proposed functional explanation is 

unlikely to provide an exhaustive account for the emergence and the geographical 

distribution of S-(AUX)-O-V-X in Africa (see also Gensler (1997) for some discussion). 

In fact, there is no a priori reason why the marked word order should be a unitary 

phenomenon and thus should have a single explanation for all its attested cases. 

[41] Nowhere in the Macro-Sudan area does one find the Bantu subject/object cross-referencing pattern.

[42] For detailed discussion of the Macro-Sudan area see Güldemann (forthcoming a).

4 Conclusion
[43] Treating Bantu verb prefixes as grammaticalized variants of the S-Aux-OVX pattern seems appealing from a

grammaticalization perspective.

[44] However, it is merely speculative without a more thoroughly worked out scenario.

[45] The discussion here supports the scenario in two important ways

[a] The proposed functional distinction between OV and VO word in pre–Proto-Bantu is consistent with a
grammaticalizing preverbal object pronoun in a language with postverbal full noun phrases.

[b] By arguing that S-Aux-OVX was an areal pattern, we have part of an explanation as to why Bantu mor-
phologized the construction: When it left the Macro-Sudan belt, areal pressure to maintain the pattern as a
syntactic construction was lost.

[46] The Bantu prefixes would seem, therefore, to be a good example of today’s morphology being yesterday’s
syntax (Givón 1971:413)—once you’ve worked out yesterday’s syntax.

[47] This analysis gives us a historical picture that connects well with observed interactions between object pre-
fixes, definiteness, and topicality, of the sort discussed by, for example, Bresnan and Mchombo (1987:743–
752) and Creissels (2000:235–236).

[48] The proposals here would be compatible with the idea that the prefixal system typically associated with Bantu
is only partially inherited, with the prefixal slots themselves being parallel innovations as Bantu speakers
spread out of the Macro-Sudan belt.
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[49] Such a scenario would be consistent with the fact that Meeussen could only give tentative reconstructions for
his post-initial, formative, and limitative verbal positions (Meeussen 1967:108–9).

[50] It is also consistent with the fact that this part of the prefix system is the most productive position for new
verb morphology (as summarized in Güldemann (2003a:185) with reference to Nsuka Nkutsi (1986), Botne
(1989), Botne (1990), Emanation (1992), Nurse and Hinnebusch (1993:361–460), and Güldemann (1996)).

[51] In looking at this issue, it would be helpful to know something about the languages and linguistic areas of
Subsaharan Africa before the Bantu expansion.

[52] Relevant parallel

[a] In Ma’di (Central Sudanic) two different dialects have different patterns with respect to VO∼OV word
order, one dialect is consistently VO and another alternates between VO and OV (Blackings and Fabb
2003:15).

[b] We can imagine similar variation within a (pre–)Proto-Bantu dialect cluster.

[53] This approach offers a middle ground for Proto–Benue-Congo between the agglutinative Bantu prototype and
the isolating “Kwa” prototype. This seems a more reasonable starting point for Benue-Congo than choosing
either of the Bantu or the Kwa extremes.

Glossing abbreviations
1,2,3,4 noun class prefixes PST past
1,2,3s/p person DPST distant past
s,p singular, plural PRS present
M masculine FUT future
SBJ subject pronoun PFV perfective
OBJ object pronoun IPFV imperfective
LOG logophoric pronoun HAB habitual
A “in focus” noun form IRR irrealis
B “out of focus” noun form NEG negative marker/negative form
DS “dummy” subject marker APP applicative
EMPH emphatic marker INST instrumental
QUOT quotative marker FOC focus marker/focal form
FV inflectional final vowel LOC locative
SF verbal suffix
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9



The Bantu verbal prefixes SOAS, University of London, 22 April 2006

Ebert, Karen H. 1979. Sprache und Tradition der Kera (Tschad) Teil III: Grammatik. Berlin: Dietrich Reimer.
Emanation, Michele. 1992. Chaga ‘come’ and ‘go’: Metaphor and the development of tense-aspect. Studies in Language

16:1–33.
Gensler, Orin. 1994. On reconstructing the syntagm S-Aux-O-V-Other to Proto–Niger-Congo. In K. E. Moore, D. A.

Peterson, and C. Wentum (Eds.) Proceedings of the twentieth annual meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society, special
session on historical issues in African linguistics, 1–20. Berkeley: Berkeley Linguistics Society.

Gensler, Orin. 1997. Grammaticalization, typology, and Niger-Congo word order: Progress on a still-unsolved problem.
Journal of African Languages and Linguistics 57–93.

Givón, Talmy. 1971. Historical syntax and synchronic morphology: An archaeologist’s fieldtrip. In papers from the
seventh regional meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Society, 394–415. Chicago: Chicago Linguistic Society.
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