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ABSTRACT 

The present study is a documentation-oriented research which aims at exploring the nominal 

morphology of Esahie, an otherwise unexplored cross-border Kwa language. Essentially, it 

examines pertinent inflectional and word formation issues in the nominal domain of Esahie 

such as noun class system, agreement, syncretism, nominalization, and compounding. The 

overall goal of this thesis is to investigate and provide a comprehensive account of the attested 

types, structure, formation, and the lexical semantics of nouns and nominalizations in Esahie. 

This thesis also seeks to understand what the facts about the structure and formation of nouns 

and nominalizations in Esahie reveal about the nature of the interface between morphology, 

phonology, syntax, and semantics, and about the architecture of the grammar in general. In 

interpreting the Esahie data, we ultimately hope to contribute to current theoretical debates by 

presenting empirical arguments in support of an abstractive, rather than a constructive view of 

morphology, by arguing that adopting the formalism of Construction Morphology (CxM, see 

Booij 2010a-d), as an abstractive model, comes with many advantages. We show that the 

formalism espoused in CxM is able to deal adequately with all the inflectional and word 

formation issues discussed in this thesis, including the irregular (non-canonical) patterns which 

are characterized either by cumulative exponence or extra-compositionality. With regards to 

compounding, this study confirms the view (cf. Appah 2013; 2015; Akrofi-Ansah 2012b; 

Lawer 2017) that, in Kwa, notwithstanding the word class of the input elements, the output of 

a compounding operation is always a nominal. This characterization points to a fascinating 

(mutual) interplay between the word-formation phenomena of compounding and 

nominalization, since the former operation invariably feeds into the latter. Overall, this thesis 

shows that nominalization is a prominent word-formation operation in Kwa grammar. Data 

used in this thesis emanates from several fieldtrips carried out in some Esahie speaking 

communities in the Western-North region of Ghana, as well as other secondary sources.  
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SOMMARIO  

Il presente studio è una ricerca che ha lo scopo di documentare una lingua del Ghana, lo Esahie 

(Kwa), quasi del tutto inesplorata sinora, e che nello specifico mira ad indagarne la morfologia 

nominale. La tesi esamina i fenomeni morfologici relativi alla flessione e alla formazione delle 

parole nel dominio nominale, quali il sistema delle classi nominali, fenomeni di accordo e 

sincretismo, la nominalizzazione e la composizione. L'obiettivo generale è quello di indagare 

e fornire un resoconto esaustivo dei tipi di nome attestati in Esahie, della loro struttura, del loro 

significato e dei fenomeni di nominalizzazione. Il fine della ricerca è anche quello di tentare di 

capire ciò che i dati sulla struttura e la formazione dei nomi in Esahie rivelano in merito alla 

natura dell'interfaccia tra morfologia, sintassi e semantica e, più in generale, sull'architettura 

della grammatica. Nell'interpretare i dati della lingua Esahie, auspichiamo inoltre di contribuire 

allôattuale dibattito teorico sulla morfologia, presentando argomentazioni empiriche a sostegno 

di una visione óastrattivaô, anzich¯ ócostruttivistaô della morfologia: sosterremo che lôadozione 

del formalismo del modello teorico della Construction Morphology, CxM (Booij 2010a-d), un 

modello astrattivo, presenta numerosi vantaggi. Come si tenterà di illustrare, il formalismo 

della CxM permette di modellizzare i fenomeni di flessione e di formazione delle parole 

discussi in questa tesi, compresi gli schemi irregolari (non canonici) che sono caratterizzati 

dall'esponenza cumulativa o dall'esocentricità. Per quanto riguarda la composizione, questo 

studio conferma i dati raccolti in altre lingue Kwa (cfr. Appah 2013; 2015; Akrofi-Ansah 

2012b; Lawer 2017) dove, nonostante le varie categorie lessicali degli elementi di input, la 

composizione forma esclusivamente nomi. Questa caratterizzazione indica un'affascinante (e 

reciproca) interazione tra i fenomeni di composizione e nominalizzazione, poiché la prima 

operazione sembra instanziare un tipo della seconda. Nel complesso, questa tesi mostra che la 

nominalizzazione è un fenomeno di formazione di parola prominente nella morfosintassi della 

lingua Esahie. I dati utilizzati in questa tesi sono stati raccolti primariamente dallôautore, 
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attraverso numerosi fieldwork effettuati in alcune comunità parlanti la lingua Esahie nella 

regione occidentale del Ghana, e da altre fonti secondarie. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1 Introduction   

This thesis explores the nominal morphology of Esahie, an otherwise understudied Ghanaian 

language. Specifically, it examines some pertinent inflectional and word formation issues in 

the nominal domain. Since Esahie is not only understudied but also critically undocumented, 

this thesis has been primarily construed as a language documentation-oriented research.  

The overall goal of the thesis is twofold. The first is descriptive, to the extent that it 

seeks to investigate and provide a comprehensive account of the attested types, structure, 

formation, and the lexical semantics of nouns and nominalizations in Esahie. The second is to 

understand what the facts about the structure and formation of nouns and nominalizations in 

Esahie reveal about the nature of the interface between morphology, syntax, and semantics, 

and about the general architecture of the grammar.  

Ultimately, we hope to provide an adequate description of inflection and word 

formation as they obtain in the nominal domain of Esahie, as well to contribute to current 

theoretical debates by presenting empirical arguments in support of an abstractive, rather than 

a constructive view of morphology. In interpreting the Esahie data from a theoretical 

perspective, we show that Construction Morphology (Booij 2010a-d), as an abstractive model, 

comes with many advantages.  

This chapter provides a general background to the study. We begin by introducing some 

of the important aspects of Esahie linguistics that will be needed for the understanding of the 

discussion in this thesis, as well as a short description of the sociolinguistics of the language 

(section 1.2). The rest covers the problem statement (section 1.3), the aims of the study (section 

1.4), the research questions (section 1.5), data and methodological issues (section 1.6), and the 

organization of the thesis (section 1.7). 
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1.2 The Grammar and Sociolinguistics of Esahie  

The language we are concerned with is Esahie and its speakers are the Sehwi (Sefwi) people. 

In this section, we discuss the Sehwi communities in terms of their demographic and 

geographic features, as well as their social structure (section 1.2.1), and proceed to also discuss 

some key aspects of the grammar of Esahie (section 1.2.2). 

 

1.2.1 The Sehwi People 

According to the Ghana Statistical Service 2013 report (based on the 2010 National Census), 

speakers of Esahie number about 573,020 and live mostly in the Western Region (now 

Western-North region) of Ghana. 

Ntumy and Boafo (2002) report that geographically, the Sehwi area occupies the 

northernmost part of the Western-North Region of Ghana. Its northern boundary is restricted 

by the southern boundaries of the Brong Ahafo region and the Ashanti region. Towards the 

east, the Sehwi area is bounded by the western boundary of the Central Region that stretches 

approximately between latitudes 6º13' and 6º20'. The southern boundary of the Sehwi area 

extends from the Ghana-Côte d'lvoire border (approximately along the 6º00' latitude), and cuts 

inland along the eastern tributary of the Tano river, the Subraw river, and then stretches 

eastwards towards the vicinity of the Ankobra.  

In terms of traditional paramountcy, Sehwi has three paramount areas ï Anhwiaso, 

Bekwai and Wiawso. Some major towns include Dwinase, Yamatwa, Kaase, Adabokrom, 

Juaboso, Asafo, Osei Kwadwo, Bodi, Bekwai, Akontombra, Bibiani, and Asawinso. Figure 1 

below is a language map of Ghana, and area coded as [58] is where the Esahie speaking 

communities can be located in the Western-North region of Ghana. 
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Figure 1: Language map of Ghana (SIL, 2012) 
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The Western-North region of Ghana is situated within the tropical rainforest belt and, therefore, 

has very fertile lands and produces large quantities of cash and food crops such as cocoa. Thus, 

the main occupations of the Sehwi people include farming, predominantly the growing of cocoa 

and food crops like plantain, cassava and maize. An increasing number of Sehwis now gain 

their livelihood in the informal sector as traditional craftsmen, small scale entrepreneurs, 

skilled and unskilled laborers and drivers. The region is rich in natural resources, including 

gold, and host the second largest gold mining company in Ghana ï Bibiani Gold Mines. The 

region also boasts of the only bauxite mining company in Ghana, Awaso Bauxite. The region 

is also the only region blessed with an oil find. According to the World report (World Report 

386 ï June/July), only 53.3% of the Esahie population are literate in English or a known 

Ghanaian language. The literacy level of Esahie speakers is relatively fair.1 Furthermore, 

preschoolers and primary 1-3 pupils who, according to the Ghanaian educational policy, are 

supposed to be instructed in their L1 (Esahie), are instead taught in Akan because (some of) 

the teachers are themselves not Sehwi natives and teaching materials needed for instruction are 

not available in Esahie.  

Administratively, the Sehwi area is divided into four districts. These are the Bibiani-

Anhwiaso-Bekwai, Juaboso, Essam-Debiso and the Wiawso, which was upgraded into a 

municipality in 2012. Politically, the Sehwi area has seven constituencies: Bibiani-Anhwiaso-

Bekwai, Juaboso, Bodi, Bia, Essam-Debiso, Wiawso and Akontombra.  

 

1.2.2 The Esahie Language 

Esahie (ISO 639-3: sfw) is a Kwa (Niger-Congo) language spoken mainly in Southern Ghana 

and parts of the Ivory Coast. It has been alternatively referred to as Asahyue, Sanvi2 and Sehwi. 

                                                           
1 Some Esahie speakers are also literate in Nzema, Akan and English. 
2 As pointed out to me by a reviewer, ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ /ƻǘŜ ŘΩLǾƻƛǊŜΦ 

https://www.ethnologue.com/language/sfw
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Esahie belongs to the Northern Bia family of the Central-Tano subgroup (Dolphyne and 

Dakubu, 1988), and is a sister to Aowin which then belong to Anyi subgroup of the Anyi-Baule 

cluster, as shown in the Kwa language family tree in Figure 2 below. 

 

ñPotou -Tanoò 

                             

  Bia                                        Akan 

 

                              (Nzema-Anyi-Baule)    Bron-Wassa       Asante-Akuapem-Fante 

 

                         Nzema-Ahanta               Anyi-Baule 

                                                     

Anyi   Baule                            Chakosi (Anufo) 

Nzema  Evalue  

                                Aowin   Esahie  

 

Figure 2: Kwa language family tree (Dolphyne and Dakubu 1988: 56) 

 

As shown in Figure 2, the first split under the Bia language group is between Nzema and 

Ahanta, on one side, and Anyi and Baule, on the other side. Thereafter, Anyi, Baule, and 

Chakosi split from each other. Anyi then also splits into Aowin and Esahie.  

Esahie has two dialects (Ntumy & Boafo, 2002). The Anhwiaso dialect, which is spoken 

in the extreme east of the area, that is, east of the River Subraw in towns like Sehwi-Anhwiaso, 

Sehwi-Bekwai, and Asawinso, and the Wiawso dialect, which is the major variety in use, in the 

wider area, westwards of the River Subraw. Data used in this thesis is drawn mainly from the 

latter variety since it is the most widely used variety in Ghana. Table 1 presents some dialectal 

lexical differences in words from the two varieties. The two varieties are, however, mutually 

intelligible and considered the same language by the speakers of each variety.  
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Table 1: Some dialectal lexical differences  

Gloss Anhwiaso Variety Wiawso Variety 

charcoal ebure ebunaen  

male binzua bienzua 

towel nzasrҢ nnasrҢ 

dream nnaleҢ laleҢ 

which one 

(question particle) 

boni beni 

 

So far, only few aspects of Esahie grammar including the phonology and syntax/pragmatics 

have been described. Frimpong (2009), for instance, describes some phonological processes 

and features of Esahie including assimilation, vowel harmony, and tonology inter alia. 

Information structure (i.e. focalization and topicalization) as it obtains in Esahie has been 

investigated and described in Broohm (2014). Finally, the (cardinal) numeracy system of 

Esahie has also been described in Andam (2017). To the best of my knowledge, these 

descriptions3 constitute the (already completed)4 works on Esahie grammar, and they are 

unpublished. There are also other literary and educative materials such as primers designed by 

some private/Christian institutions to help preschoolers and pupils to learn to read Esahie (see 

section 1.3 for more on the extent of documentation of Esahie).  

In what follows, we present a sketch of the main features of the Esahie langauge, and 

offer a short overview of the syntax, phonology and morphology of Esahie. 

 

1.2.2.1 Syntax  

Like Akan, and indeed other Kwa languages (cf. Aboh and Essegbey 2010), Esahie is a strictly 

SVO language. Structurally, the agent precedes the verb and the patient follows the verb in a 

                                                           
3 Frimpong (2009) and Broohm (2014) are MA theses while Andam (2017) is a BA thesis.  
4 Owusu-Ansah (forthcoming) is an ongoing PhD project that looks at the prosodic structure of nouns and verbs 
in Esahie.  
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simple transitive clause. The subject of an intransitive clause also precedes the verb, as 

exemplified in (1). 

 

(1) a. S̈ l·     p -̧l  ̄  ẗ¨̈d®Ң͕ n® 

     Salo    wash-PAST  dress  DEF 

    óSalo washed the dress.ô 

 b. S̈ l·    l -̈l  ̄

    Salo    sleep-PAST 

     óSalo slept.ô 

 

1.2.2.2 Phonology 

1.2.2.2.1 Tone  

Esahie is a tonal language (cf. Frimpong 2009). Esahie distinguishes between two basic 

contrastive tones: a high tone (relatively high pitch) marked with an acute accent ( Ӣ), and a low 

tone (relatively low pitch) marked with a grave accent ( ӡ). Tone in Esahie plays both 

grammatical and lexical roles. This means that tone is used phonemically to bring about 

differences in meaning between two or more otherwise identical words. For instance, in Esahie, 

the phonological word b┼k┼┼ has two meanings depending on its tonal melody. It can either be 

produced on a high-high-high tonal melody, as in (2), or on a low-low-low tonal melody, as in 

(3), to convey different meanings. Thus, the meaning of a phonological word in Esahie does 

not only depend on the sound segments, but also on the pitch patterns they are associated with. 

 

(2) b Ӣk Ӣ Ӣ    ócompletelyô  

(3) b ӡk ӡ ӡ    óslowlyô5  

                                                           
5 This form is likely to have been borrowed from Akan where, when bearing the same tonal melody, the form 
has the same meaning as what it bears in Esahie. The form b╓k╓╓ could be seen as an ideophonic template so 
that the tonal tiers are added to provide the meanings. I am grateful to a reviewer for pointing this out to me. 
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This points to the fact that a phonological word in Esahie has both segmental and autosegmental 

features, and more importantly, that a segmental form one its own does not constitute a 

grammatical word in Esahie. 

In its grammatical role, tone in Esahie can be used to signal or alter the tense, aspect, 

mood, and polarity of verbs. For example, tone can be employed in distinguishing between, the 

habitual aspect and the progressive aspect of Esahie verbs. As can be seen from the data in (4) 

Esahie habitual form of verbs is marked by a low tone on monosyllabic stems, and low-high 

tone on the first and second syllables in disyllabic stems respectively. 

 

(4) me-k┼͔ 

          1SG-go.HAB 

 óI goô 

 

The progressive form of Esahie verbs is marked by a high tone for monosyllabic stems and 

their pronoun, and H-H-H tonal melody on disyllabic stems and their pronouns (Frimpong 

2009).  

 

(5) me-b¼ky® 

1SG-open. PROG  

óI openô 

 

We notice, from examples (4) and (5) that the only difference between the habitual and 

progressive forms and their respective pronouns is clearly caused by alternations in tonal 
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melody. In terms of polarity marking, a low tone on a copular verb signals positive polarity 

while a high tone indicates negative polarity.6 Let us examine the following examples. 

 

(6) a. Ҝ-t  ̄   nahorҢ 

  3SG-COP  truth 

  óIt is true.ô 

b. Ҝ-t®   nahorҢ 

  3SG-COP.NEG  truth 

  óIt is not true.ô 

 

In addition to these functions, we will argue (in section 3.3.2.7.2 of Chapter 3) that tone also 

plays a crucial morphemic role in Esahie nominalization. In what follow, we will briefly 

discuss some other phonological phenomena that apply at the morpheme/word boundaries, 

including vowel harmony and assimilation.  

 

1.2.2.2.2 Vowel Harmony (VH) 

As a well-formedness condition, vowel harmony ensures that vowels in a word agree in quality 

with respect to a particular phonetic property. In Esahie phonology, this a prominent feature. 

The most relevant phonological information is the advanced tongue root (ATR) vowel harmony 

principle. Esahie has ten vowel phonemes. The two sets of vowels are distinguished by the 

feature [ATR]. In virtue of the vowel harmony principle, the ten vowels of Esahie fall into two 

phonetically distinctive classes, i.e. a vowel is either produced with an advanced tongue root 

or an un-advanced tongue root, as shown in (7) below: 

                                                           
6 Since elsewhere in the language, negation is marked morphemically (i.e. not tonally), we could argue that 
tonally-marked negation is only linked with copula and auxiliary verbs in general. Hence, negative is not always 
a sort of polar tone. 
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(7)      a. Set I: [+ATR]: [i, u, e, Þ, o] 

          b. Set II: [-ATR]: [ὤ, ᾆ, Ů, a, ]             (cf. Frimpong 2009: 86) 

 

Following the distinction, all stem vowels are required (or at least expected) to be of a common 

ATR feature specification. ATR harmony in Esahie is stem-controlled, unless a stem is 

underlyingly disharmonic. Affixes are usually underspecified for ATR, such that, if the 

vowel(s) of the stem is [+ATR], one of the following vowels of the affix /i, u, e, æ, o/ will be 

selected. If, on the other hand, it is [ïATR], the vowels selected will be one of these: /ὤ, ᾆ, Ů, a, 

/. Take for instance, the words Ůtұna óclothô and ebote ógrass cutterô. Phonologically, we can 

observe (ATR) VH at work in the selection of the singular prefix for both words. The rule in 

(8) captures the differences between the prefix in Ů-tұna and e-bote: 

 

(8) V
Pfx[ŬATR]

 Ÿ [ŬATR] / ____ V
STEM[ŬATR] 

 

1.2.2.2.3 Assimilation 

Another pervasive phenomenon in Esahie morpho-phonology is assimilation, most commonly, 

homorganic nasal assimilation (henceforth HNA) and consonant mutation. Esahie consonant 

mutation may occur as a case of voicing assimilation (henceforth VA) or glottalization. As an 

exemplification of these phenomena, we begin by discussing the case of plural formation. The 

most productive plural marker is the morpheme /N/ which has an unspecified place of 

articulation when it precedes a consonant. It has a zero place of articulation and agrees in place 

with the consonant following it. The nasal can become a bilabial (as in (9a)), a labio-dental, an 

alveolar, a palatal (as in (9b)) or a velar (as in (9c)) before a bilabial, a labio-dental, an alveolar, 

a palatal or a velar, respectively. This is exemplified below. 
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 Gloss  Singular Plural Affixation  HNA   

(9) a. squirrel pure              n-pure    m-mure  

b. dog    kyұa  n-kyұa   ҹ-Ӭұa         

c. basket  kŮndŮұn n-kŮndŮұn  Ǽ-kŮndŮұn 

  

Apart from HNA, we also observe VA from the data above. In example (9a), the nasal spreads 

its voicing onto the voiced bilabial stop /b/, causing it to assimilate into a voiced sound. 

Similarly, in example (9b) a voiceless affricate becomes voiced affricate as a result of the 

presence of a nasal. Unlike what obtains in HNA and VH, VA shows a progressive 

directionality since it is the affix that is the trigger. The rules below account for both 

phenomena which are triggered by the plural formation, respectively.  

 

(9) d. HNA:    N
[θPlace]

  Ÿ N
[θPlace]  

- / ___ [C
[θPlace] 

]
word

 

 e. VA:       C
[-voi.; θPlace]

 Ÿ C
[+voi.; θPlace]

 / N-___ 

 

1.2.2.2.4 Lenition  

Lenition or phonological weakening in Esahie is morpho-phonologically conditioned, and 

usually involves a voiceless velar stop mutating into a glottal fricative when it occurs 

intervocalically. With regards to nouns, it typically occurs (at morpheme boundary) when the 

plural prefix /a-/ is attached to nouns beginning in a voiceless velar stop. 

 

(10) ko      Ÿ   /a/ + ko/     Ÿ ahoŮ 

war.SG  PL+ war   wars 
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This rule below explains the data above:  

 

(11) Rule: / k/ Ÿ /h/ [+voi] ____ [+voi] 

 

However, lenition is not a general rule in Esahie. There are cases where /k/ is not glottalized 

intervocalically. For pluralization, nouns that appear to be borrowed7 from Akan tend to block 

this rule. This accounts for why kuaniŮ ófarmerô which selects the plural marker [a-] has its 

plural form as akuafӑŮ ófarmersô, and not *ahuafӑŮ. Indeed, it would be more accurate to argue 

that these formatives, together with their affixes (such as a-, -niŮ, -fӑŮ and -m ), are inherited 

from the Proto-Tano genealogy, and not necessarily from Akan. This is because, such 

formatives pervade the Kwa family, and their semantics are quite transparent across board.  

 

1.2.2.3 Morphology 

Morphologically, it would be most suitable to categorize Esahie as typologically isolating, in 

consonance with what has been observed generally for Kwa (cf. Broohm and Rabanus 2018; 

Broohm 2017; Aboh and Essegbey 2010). As such, one characteristic feature of Esahie is that 

it has a fairly limited inflectional morphology.8 Consequently, lexical DPs are not inflected for 

case, but only for number, as is seen in example (12). 

 

(12) a. kyía  a-hye   ebote  b. ebote a-hye   kyía 

     dog PERF-catch rabbit       rabbit  PERF-catch dog 

    óA dog has caught a rabbitô       óA rabbit has caught a dogô  

        Broohm & Rabanus (2018: 102) 

                                                           
7 Borrowed words tend to block some phonological rules.  
8 A reviewer has drawn my attention to the fact this ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ǎŀƘƛŜΩǎ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƴƎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 
reviewer believes that this rather shows that Esahie is not a pure isolating language. I agree with the reviewer 
that, indeed, Esahie is not the best-case-scenario of an isolating language, however, largely, the language 
exhibits the features of an isolating language.  
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It is instructive to mention, however, that Esahie pronouns inflect for case (nominative, 

accusative). Notwithstanding the case-sensitivity exhibited by the pronominal system, Broohm 

(2017) observes that, relatively speaking, Esahie has suffered a stronger deal of morpho-

syntactic decay especially in its nominal inflection system, resulting in a general paucity of 

inflection marking.  

 

1.3 Problem Statement 

The problem that motivates this research is both empirical (i.e. fact-finding) and theoretical. 

First, the morphology of Kwa languages has not been studied as much other domains 

of grammar. Most of the studies on Ghanaian (Kwa) languages have usually focused on 

syntactic phonological, and semantic (and pragmatic) issues such as information structure, 

clausal complementation, relativization, serial verb constructions, tonology, vowel harmony, 

etc. Information Structure, for instance, has received enormous attention in the Kwa literature. 

Information structure as it obtains in the following languages have been fairly described: Akan 

(Boadi 1974, 1990; Bearth 1999; Saah 1998; Marfo and Bodomo 2005; Fiedler & Schwarz 

2005; Amfo 2010; 2018; Ameka 2010; Ofori 2011; Schwarz 2011), Ewe (Ameka 1990, 1991; 

1992; 2010), Gungbe (Aboh 2010), Ga (Dakubu 1992; 2005, Grubic et al. 2017), Dangme 

(Ofoe 2007; Akortia 2014) and Esahie (Broohm 2014). Serial verb constructions have also 

received appreciable attention in literature: Akan (Osam 1994a, 1994b, 1997; Agyeman 2002; 

Kambon 2012; Nyampong 2015), Ewe (Ameka 2006; Ameka & Essegbey 2013), Dangme 

(Ceasar 2016), Lὑtὑ (Ofori 2010), and Efutu (Agyemang 2016). For Kwa languages, studies on 

morphological issues such as inflectional classes, reduplication, allomorphy, syncretism, 

compounding, nominalization, evaluative morphology, and morphological awareness, are 

generally few. Reduplication and evaluative morphology, however, are some of the issues 
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which have been discussed quite fairly in the Kwa morphology literature, relatively speaking.9 

Indeed, for reduplication, for instance, mention could be made of works such as Adomako 

(2012), Osam et al. (2013), Boakye (2015), Abakah (2015), Dingemanse (2015) and Marfo and 

Osam (2018). For evaluative morphology too, the works of Appah & Amfo (2011), 

Agbetsoamedo & Di Garbo (2015), Agbetsoamedo & Agbedor (2015), and Amfo & Appah 

(2019), easily come to mind.  

Second, very little is known about the grammar of Esahie generally. As far as I am 

aware of, it is only aspects of the phonological system of Esahie (cf. Frimpong 2009; Owusu-

Ansah forthcoming), the numeracy system of Esahie (cf. Andam 2017), and aspects of nominal 

(inflectional) morphology of Esahie (cf. Broohm 2017; Broohm and Rabanus 2018), that have 

received some scholarly attention so far. It is interesting to point out that the works on the 

nominal morphology of Esahie (cf. Broohm 2017; Broohm and Rabanus 2018), actually 

emanate from the current thesis and partially overlap with Chapter 2 of the thesis. Given this 

status quo, the morphology of Esahie remains highly understudied. To date, word formation 

issues such as nominalization and compounding in Esahie as well as many other inflectional 

issues remain outstanding. This state of under-description particularly in the area of 

compounding is consonance with Guevara and Scaliseós (2009) observation that compounding 

is a rather neglected phenomenon in typological studies. As Guevara and Scalise (2009) note, 

this situation is surprising since as is well known, compounds are the morphological 

constructions which are closest to syntactic constructions, to the point that it is sometimes 

difficult to distinguish between compounds and phrases. There is, therefore, a need for the 

present work, which seeks to offer a detailed description of inflection and word formation 

which obtain in the nominal domain of Esahie. Employing the tenets of the Construction 

                                                           
9 I am grateful to a reviewer for drawing my attention to this.  
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Morphology theory as proposed in Booij (2010a-d; 2015) in this work will be a useful 

contribution to the empirical coverage of the theory.    

Third, the few morphological studies that exist on Kwa languages have often focused 

on data that exhibit compositional semantics at the neglect of those with idiomatic or 

idiosyncratic semantics. This is partly due to the fact that the theoretical position assumed in 

most of these studies is either the morpheme-based approach to morphology where the 

prediction is that the correspondence between form and meaning is one-to-one, or the bottom-

up approach to the computation of word structure where every grammatical property of a 

construction is assumed to emanate from the building-blocks (i.e. morphemes or words) which 

have been combined to form the construction. This orientation makes it difficult to deal with 

structures that exhibit extra-compositional features such as exocentric compounds, as well as 

structures characterized by cumulative exponence, extended exponence, allomorphy, and zero-

morphology all of which deviate from the one-to-one prediction. The constructionist 

framework adopted in this thesis assumes a top-down approach to the computation of syntactic 

category, word structure, and meaning. This top-down assumption does not entirely reject the 

notion of compositionality.  

 

1.4 Aims of the study 

This thesis is, therefore, generally dedicated to the exploration of the nominal domain in Esahie. 

The specific goals of this thesis are outlined below: 

1. To investigate and offer an accurate description of the inflectional system of the 

nominal domain in Esahie. To this end, we make an attempt at defining a noun class 
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system (NCS) for Esahie.10 Other inflectional issues such as syncretism are also 

accounted for.  

2. To examine and provide a comprehensive and insightful account of word formation in 

the nominal domain of Esahie. To this end, we pay particular attention to issues of 

compounding and nominalization, and how their interplay enriches our understanding 

of word formation in Esahie.   

 

V This aspect of the research is aimed at investigating the attested types, structure 

and formation of compounds in Esahie. 

V I will seek to understand what the facts about the structure and formation of 

nominalizations in Esahie reveal about the nature of the interaction between 

morphology and syntax and about the architecture of the grammar generally, 

through a detailed analysis of aspects of the various attested nominalizations. 

 

3. In terms of theoretical alignment, the thesis hopes to provide further empirical support 

to adopting an abstractive (top-down) view of word structure computation as is argued 

in constructionist theories, rather than a constructive (bottom-up) view. We hope to 

show that the formalism espoused in Construction Morphology is able to deal aptly 

with all the inflectional and word formation issues discussed in this thesis, including 

irregular patterns (i.e. forms which deviate from the one-to-one correspondence 

between form and meaning), characterized by cumulative exponence or extra-

compositionality.  

                                                           
10 It is important to point out that noun classes may also have derivational functions in addition to their 
traditional inflectional roles.  
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Overall, the thesis is language-documentation oriented, and the approach adopted is descriptive 

and comparative/typological, so as to better define and describe Esahie against the Akanic 

(Kwa), Bantu and Indo-European background. 

 

1.5 Research Questions  

In its fact-finding quest, this thesis hopes to answer the following:  

1. What are the relevant morpho-syntactic features in the inflectional system of the 

nominal domain in Esahie? 

2. What is the overall level of robustness of the inflectional system of the nominal 

domain in Esahie? 

3. What types of nominalizations are attested in Esahie? 

4. What is the structure of these nominalizations (headedness issues, recursion, 

input and output constraints, etc.)? 

5. What are their semantic properties (compositional semantics, idiosyncrasy and 

idiomatic meaning, etc.)? 

6. To what extent are these phenomena productive in the morphological system of 

Esahie? 

7. What does the structure and meaning of Esahie compounds/nominalizations tell 

us about the interaction between morphology and syntax and the overall 

architecture of grammar? 

 

1.6 Data and Methods 

For purposes of data gathering, three separate fieldwork exercises were embarked on during 

the period of this research. This became necessary first because I am an L2 speaker of Esahie, 
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and also because in terms of secondary data, not much in available on Esahie. The first fieldtrip 

took place from December 2016 ï March 2017. The second spanned a month from July 2017 

to August 2017. The third took place from April 2018 to July 2018. Overall, a period of about 

nine months was dedicated to data-gathering on the field in the Western-North Region of 

Ghana.  

 

1.6.1 Data  

Two types of data are employed in this thesis; data from primary and secondary sources. 

Amongst them, primary data constitutes the more reliable option since as earlier mentioned, 

literature and materials on Esahie are scanty. Nonetheless, data ascertained from secondary 

sources have also proven useful in this thesis.  

 

1.6.1.1 Secondary data 

Some of the secondary sources consulted for data for this thesis include published (non-

linguistics) books such as Sehwi Forever and Esahie Culture vs. Christianity authored by (the 

late) Rev. G.K. Kobiri, who until his demise was one of my most resourceful consultants. May 

his soul rest in peace! Other materials include the New Testament Esahie Bible compiled by 

the Ghana Bible Society (BSG). The leadership of BSG was gracious enough to give me 

electronic copies of some of the Bible chapters and this went a long way to enhancing my data 

annotation and analysis.11 They also included six primers compiled by the Ghana Institute of 

Linguistics Literacy and Bible Translation (GILLBT) generally titled Yesu Kro Wc DwirҢ Vol 

1-3 (lit. Jesus Loves You!) and Esahie KengalҢ Vol 1-3 (lit. Reading Esahie). Other 

ecclesiastical materials such as the Jehovah Witness Esahie Bible Study Manual were also 

consulted. Unpublished theses such as Frimpong (2009) and Broohm (2014) were also useful. 

                                                           
11 Reverend Issifu Yahaya Dokurugu of the BSG Accra Office deserves special mention for facilitating this process.  
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Also, Christian cartoon videos for kids prepared by the Jehovah Witness Group were 

downloaded and used (the particularly ones downloaded and used are available here: 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/533yeumz472cqtt/AAB7cVym_eEfHPKfJ3TohJVma?dl=0).  

 

1.6.2 Methods and Research Techniques 

Elicited production is the main research technique adopted in collecting primary data for this 

thesis. In all, a total of 35 language consultants were selected from across various Esahie 

speaking communities (see Table 36 of the appendix for their names and other relevant details). 

In order to get a good representation of Esahie as is used synchronically, persons from three 

categories of age brackets were selected. The first group of participants whom I call young 

adults were in the 15-35 age bracket, while the second group which I call the mid adults were 

in 36-50 age bracket. The third group whom I label the adults were also in 51-75 age bracket. 

Out of the 35 consultants 15 belonged to the young adult group and 10 belonged to the mid 

adult group, while the remaining 10 formed the adult group. Of the 10 adult consultants, 6 were 

renowned facilitators of radio programs hosted in Esahie. These consultants sit either as pundits 

or hosts on Sehwi-based radio stations including Liberty FM (located at Sefwi-Wiawso), Uniq 

FM (located at Sefwi-Bosomoiso), De Beat FM (located at Sefwi-Asawinso) and Golden Pod 

Radio (located as Juabeso). A consultant named Assembly Man, for instance, is the host of 

Esahie Semba radio program held on Uniq FM. Other native speakers were also randomly 

interviewed in order to extract relevant data. These specific radio programs are held exclusively 

in Esahie. It is important to stress the fact all consultants were speakers of the Wiawso dialect. 

 

1.6.2.1 Interviews  

Another method used in the data collection which was the interview technique which in this 

context may be construed as staged event of asking general and thematic questions which yield 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/533yeumz472cqtt/AAB7cVym_eEfHPKfJ3TohJVma?dl=0
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some responses and narratives. Through both (structured and unstructured) interviews, 

consultants were asked questions about different topics. For instance, a consultant could be 

asked to describe the different methods of hunting or one particular method of hunting or to 

talk about the process of cultivating a cocoa farm, etc. Consultants could also choose to talk 

about a topic of their own. Topics discussed in the contexts of this method included but were 

not limited to the following: 

ü Cocoa cultivation 

ü Cocoa harvesting and preservation 

ü Preparation of some local dishes 

ü Hunting 

ü Palm wine tapping 

ü Alueluo festival12 (i.e. a reduplicated form of the word boluo óyamô) 

ü Puberty rites (traditionally called manzaa-hyelҢ ópuberty ritesô (this is a 

synthetic compound)). 

ü Traditional marriage ceremonies.  

 

Several interview sessions were held in towns including Sefwi-Camp, Anhwiam, Boako, 

Asafo, Asawinso, Juabeso, and Wiawso. The whole question-and-answer turn-taking process 

was audio reordered using my personal (Samsung A3) phone.   

 

                                                           
12 This is the traditional yam festival celebrated by the Sehwi people to commemorate the beginning of the 
farming season.  



21 
 

1.6.3 Research tools  

1.6.3.1 Wordlists 

The SIL comparative African Wordlist (SILCAWL) compiled by Snider and Roberts (2006) 

was the main tool used in the various elicitation sessions organized. This wordlist which 

contains 1700 words constitutes (one of) the largest African wordlists and has so far proven 

very useful for comparative studies on African languages. The items in this wordlist appear 

with both English and French glosses and are arranged semantically under twelve main themes 

which, in turn, are subdivided into second and third-degree themes. In general, the words in 

the list are structured and ordered so that we move from items relating to human domains to 

items relating to non-human domains, and from more concrete items to more abstract items. 

The twelve main themes are the following: 

ü Manôs physical being 

ü Manôs nonphysical being 

ü Persons 

ü Personal interaction 

ü Human civilization 

ü Animals 

ü Plants 

ü Environment 

ü Events and actions 

ü Quality 

ü Quantity 

ü Grammatical items 

 

This wordlist was administered to the three group of participants in a bid to elicit Esahie 

equivalents of these words. Approximately 1600 words were collected through the SILCAWL 

(see appendix).  

 

https://www.sil.org/resources/publications/entry/7882
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1.6.3.2 Listening-and-Speaking Exercises 

Listening and speaking exercises were organized in six different schools. They included basic 

schools such as NAKAMS (located at Wiawso)13, Ahokwaah RC (located at Sefwi-

Ahokwaah), Wiawso RC (located at Wiawso) and Juabeso LA (located at Juabeso). They also 

included Senior Highs Schools (SHS) such as Sefwi-Wiawso SHS (located at Anhwiam) and 

Asawinso SHS (located at Asawinso). Permission was sought to engage students and teachers 

of these schools in listening-and-speaking exercises involving sharing of folk stories, proverbs 

and riddles. Esahie speaking teachers and students took turns to tell stories, proverbs and 

riddles in Esahie. On some occasions, some of the language consultants were taken along to be 

part of storytelling exercises, especially where the teachers could not speak Esahie.  

 

1.7 Structural organization of thesis  

This thesis is divided into six chapters. The remainder of the thesis is organized as follows: in 

Chapter 2, I examine the nominal inflectional in Esahie. The first part of the chapter deals with 

the declensional system of Esahie, while the second part deals with syncretism.  

Chapter 3 examines the word formation phenomenon of nominalization. It begins with 

an overview of the subject of nominalization and how it was discussed in the early Generative 

accounts (section 3.2), and proceeds to discuss two types of nominalization that obtain in 

Esahie - clausal vs. lexical nominalizations (section 3.3). The form and function of action 

nominalization, as a case of lexical nominalization, is discussed extensively and argued to be 

productive in the morphological system of Esahie. 

                                                           
13 The interested reader may follow the link:  

https://www.dropbox.com/s/1cvy2bm4e01t2zk/DSCN0688.AVI?dl=0 or 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/fjenff5176xctnl/DSCN0690.AVI?dl=0  to watch videos of some of the exercises 

conducted in this school. 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/1cvy2bm4e01t2zk/DSCN0688.AVI?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/fjenff5176xctnl/DSCN0690.AVI?dl=0
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Chapter 4 looks at the word formation phenomenon of compounding. The chapter 

begins with a review of some of the core issues in the study of compounding and proceeds to 

discuss various types of compounds that are attested in Esahie. Ultimately, we examine the 

mutual interplay between compounding and nominalization in Esahie and other Kwa 

languages. 

Chapter 5 offers theoretical analyses and insights of the Esahie data discussed in the 

preceding chapters. It provides an overview of the current theories of morphology, and shows, 

based on the Esahie data, why the ABSTRACTIONIST view of morphology is to be favored 

over the CONSTRUCTIVIST view. In section (5.2.4), we lay out the foundational tenets of 

Construction Morphology, as an ABSTRACTIVE model, and apply this model to all the 

morphological phenomena in Esahie discussed in this thesis.  

Chapter 6 offers a conclusion of the thesis, highlights some of the limitations of this 

study, and makes recommendations for future work on Esahie morphology. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

NOMINAL INFLECTION IN ESAHIE  

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we basically discuss inflection in the nominal domain of Esahie. This chapter is 

split into two parts. The first part, which partially overlaps with Broohm (2017), deals with 

noun class system (NCS) and agreement in Esahie (section 2.3), where we argue that, though 

the noun class system of Esahie per se is morpho-syntactically vestigial, hence differing from 

other African languages (e.g. most Bantoid languages where noun classes can be likened to 

gender), number, as a syntactic feature, is active and accordingly triggers agreement. This 

makes the class system in Esahie a number-based one. We also show that other morpho-

syntactic features such as person, animacy, and case all enter the Esahie agreement system in 

various contexts. On morpho-syntactic grounds, six distinctive noun classes are established for 

Esahie. We also provide an account of how morpho-phonological information influences the 

noun classes of Esahie. Morpho-phonological information is relevant for understanding the 

choice of one number affix over the other in Esahie. As we shall see, this is consistent with 

what has been argued for Akan (cf. Bodomo and Marfo 2006). The present work presents yet 

another evidence in support of the view that unlike the Ghana-Togo-Mountain languages, 

which have been attested to have a functional class system (cf. Ameka and Dakubu 2008, Aboh 

and Essegbey 2010, and Güldemann and Fiedler 2018), the Central-Tano languages, to which 

Esahie belongs, have a fairly decayed and less-conservative system. Comparing Esahie to 

Akan, however, the data discussed in this work seems to suggest, prima facie, that Esahie has 

suffered relatively stronger deal of morpho-syntactic decay in the nominal inflectional system.  
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The second part of this chapter (section 2.6), which also partially overlaps with Broohm 

and Rabanus (2018), is an extension of our investigation into the inflectional system of the 

Esahie nominal domain, where we probe further into the paucity of inflection marking in the 

nominal domain of Esahie by considering the phenomenon of syncretism. Ultimately, we 

demonstrate that syncretism is pervasive in the (pro-)nominal system of Esahie. 

In order to set the stage for the discussions that follow in this chapter (as well as Chapter 

3), we begin our discussion with the age-old debate on the distinction between inflection and 

word formation in section (2.2). The rest of the chapter is organized as follows: we present a 

general overview of the concepts of Declension classes vs. Gender (section 2.3),  and proceed 

to look at noun classification systems among African languages (section 2.3.1.), juxtaposing 

the Bantu and Ghana-Togo-Mountain (G-T-M) languages, on one hand, which have been 

argued to show vibrant systems, against the other Kwa languages, such as Akan, which show 

residual systems (section 2.3.1.1). We then proceed to look at the Esahie NCS (section 2.4), 

where nouns are grouped into classes based on similarity in number affixation (section 2.4.1). 

We then introduce the notion of agreement (section 2.4.2), spell out what constitutes canonical 

agreement (Corbett 2006) and proceed to compare and contrast two types of agreement in 

Esahie with respect to canonicity: DP-internal agreement and anaphora agreement (section 

2.4.2.2). The relationship between noun classes and (semantically-motivated) affixal selection 

in Kwa is interrogated in section (2.4.3). A summary of the NCS section is provided in section 

(2.5). Section (2.6) is dedicated to the subject of syncretism as it obtains in the nominal domain 

of Esahie. A conclusion of the chapter is offered in section (2.7).  
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2.2 Inflection versus Word Formation  

One of the classical puzzles in morphological theory which has been fiercely debated involves 

the distinction between inflection and word formation. While some scholars posit a clear-cut 

distinction between inflection and word formation (cf. Perlmutter 1988; Anderson 1982; 1992), 

others contend that it is impossible to draw a clean and clear-cut distinction between the two, 

arguing that they are better conceptualized as a continuum (Stephany 1982; Bybee 1985; 

Corbin 1987; Plank 1994, Bauer 2004, Stump 2001; 2005).  

In ferreting out the dichotomy between inflection and word formation, several 

properties have been proposed in the literature as constituting practical criteria relevant for this 

distinction (cf. Plank 1994; Booij 2000; Naumann and Vogel (2000); Bauer 2004, Stump 2001; 

2005; Bauer et al. 2013, Varvara 2017). 

1. The first difference is one of function. Word formation, as the name suggests, 

results in the creation of new lexemes, whereas inflection creates word forms from 

known lexemes, indicating their role in the sentence. The Esahie verb nia ólookô can 

be inflected for tense to yield a word form such as niale ólookedô and can 

simultaneously serve as the basis of the derivation of a new lexeme nialҢ óact of 

lookingô, a nominal.  

 

2. In the structure of a given word, inflectional markers are peripheral to word-

formation (derivational) markers. Derivational markers attach closer to the root than 

inflectional ones. This feature has been argued to constitute a linguistic universal 

(cf. Greenberg 1963). In the English deverbal nominalization establishments, the 

nominalizing affix {ïment} precedes the plural suffix {-s}. This suggests that in 

defining a wordôs morphology, derivational operations apply before inflectional 

operations. 
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3. In several respects, inflection is more regular than word formation: 

a. Inflectional operations tend to be semantically regular, i.e. predictable and 

compositional, but word formation tends to acquire some degree of meaning 

autonomy (or idiosyncrasy) from the base and from the general rule it 

instantiates, hence they are typically less regular in their semantic effect. 

According to Bauer (2004: 9), this explains why it is difficult to predict that 

the derived nominal lover would mean a person who has a sexual (rather 

than a purely emotional) relationship with another, although we can predict 

the meaning we find in music-lover. This is partly due to the fact that derived 

words are susceptible to lexicalization (Bauer 2004).  

b. Inflectional morphology is more productive than word formation since it 

applies without exceptions to all relevant words. This is also partly linked 

to the fact that, unlike word formation processes, inflectional morphology 

is typically not susceptible to lexicalization or semantic opacity. 

c. Inflection is formally more regular than word formation, since it does not 

create different allomorphs for the same morpheme. 

 

4. Inflection is usually organized in paradigms, i.e. ñsets of contrasting forms, none of 

which is semantically or functionally presupposed by the others" (Laca, 2001: 

1215), whiles word formation usually does not. There are, however, instances of 

word formation processes which appear to be organized in paradigms, as appears to 

be the case of eventive nominalizations derived from the English affixes -ment, -

ation, -ing, -age, etc. Indeed, Melloni (2007) argues that like many Indo-European 

languages, Italian has a single paradigmatic class of derivational affixes for the 
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expression of eventive and referential (multiple) meanings. As we shall see, Esahie 

derivational affixes can also be said to be in a paradigmatic relation.  

 

5. Unlike inflectional processes, word formation processes such as compounding can 

be recursive, since a compound can be basis for forming new compounds. For 

instance, the compound bantamweight-boxer, contains another compound 

bantamweight.   

 

6. Inflection is the part of morphology that is relevant to syntax, while word formation 

is not syntactically determined. As Stump (2001: 55) contends, ña particular 

syntactic context may necessitate the choice of a particular inflected form, but no 

syntactic context ever necessitates the choice of a form arising as the effect of a 

particular word-formation operation." Interestingly, however, derivation (as type of 

word formation) may be also relevant for syntax to the extent that it is often 

transpositional and may determine or affect the argument realization of the derived 

form.  

 

7. Derivation (as a word formation process) is transpositional since it may result in a 

change in the syntactic category of the derived form, while inflection typically does 

not. This claim is problematic in two respects: first, it does not account for cases of 

transpositional inflection, and second, it ignores cases of non-transpositional 

derivation.  
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8. Finally, inflection is obligatory while derivation is generally not. In Esahie, the 

word for rabbit, e-bote, for instance, is obligatorily number-marked via the singular 

prefix e-. 

 

As the foregoing suggests, no single bundle of features or criteria suffice to define a 

morphological process as pertaining to inflection or word formation. However, following 

Varvara (2017), I propose that (ir-)regularity (in meaning, form and use) is probably the most 

suitable feature in distinguishing inflection from word formation. 

From the numerous counterexamples and justifiable objections, inflection and word 

formation are better conceptualized as belonging to a continuum rather than as discrete 

categories, as has been proposed by some authors in the literature (Bybee 1985; Corbin 1987; 

Dressler 1989; Plank 1994; Luraghi 1994; Stump 2001; 2005; Varvara 2017). As we shall see, 

some of the instances of morphological phenomena and operators in Esahie discussed in this 

study are characterized by this quagmire of indeterminacy, conflation or mixed state. Since 

such processes or operators share both inflectional and derivational properties, they may be 

considered as occupying an intermediate position. To give a concrete example, the operators 

{ -niҢ} as in asȈ«niҢ óstudent/discipleô and {-fӑҢ} as in asȈ«fӑҢ óstudents/disciplesô derived 

from the verb sȈ« ólearnô, for instance, are nominalizers, yet they inherently bear number 

inflection. The operator {-niҢ} is usually singular while {-fӑҢ} is usually plural in meaning (see 

section 3.3.2.1 for further elucidation on this data).  

 

2.2.1 The inflection-word formation continuum 

As has been pointed out, the distinction between inflection and word formation is better 

understood when we assume that they form part of continuum rather constituting distinct 

categories, especially when we consider the existence of transpositional inflectional markers 



 
 

 30 

(cf. Haspelmath 1996; Bauer 2004). As such, transpositional inflectional markers such as the 

adverbial suffix ïly in fairly14 or the plural suffix -s in basics are closer in affinity to word 

formation than non-transpositional inflectional markers. Once we assume that the inflection-

word formation distinction can be represented in a continuum, transpositional inflectional 

markers will occupy an intermediate position. The various defining properties discussed earlier 

(in section 2.2) can be captured in the figure below, where inflection is seen to be more 

productive, more semantically transparent, more syntactically relevant; and word formation as 

less productive, semantically more arbitrary and opaque, syntactically  less relevant. 

 

Inflection   Transpositional Inflection  Word formation  

 

+ productive        - productive 

+ semantically transparent      + semantically opaque 

+ syntactically relevant      - syntactically relevant 

         

Figure 3: Inflection-Word Formation Cline (cf. Varvara 2017: 10) 

 

As Haspelmath (1996) observes, for words derived via inflectional operators, the internal 

syntax of the base tends to be more preserved in the derived word, while those derived via 

derivational operators, on the contrary, tend to alter the internal syntax of the base and to inherit 

the internal syntax of the new word-class. This observation is crucial especially when we 

discuss nominalizations in Esahie in Chapter 3. We show that deverbal nominalizations show 

an internal syntax which is different from the internal syntax of the base verb (or VP). 

  

                                                           
14 According to Haspelmath (1996) the suffix -ly is inflectional in the sense that it is regular, general and 
productive, but nonetheless transpositional. 
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PART ONE 

 NOUN CLASSES IN ESAHIE 

 

2.3 Declension classes vs. Gender 

In this section, we deal with the distinction between notions of (grammatical) gender and noun 

classes. Grammatical gender typically characterizes Romance languages. Romance languages 

are generally noted to partition nouns into two grammatical genders, masculine and feminine. 

Most nouns bear a suffixal word-marker whose shape correlates fairly consistently with the 

gender of the noun, as in (13). In Spanish, for instance, a plural suffix may even follow the 

gender marker, as in (14). Nouns denoting humans are distributed among the two genders on 

the basis of the sex of their referents, as in (15).  

 

 Spanish 

(13) a. cas-a   b. libr -o 

  house-FEM   book-MASC 

  óhouseô   óbookô  

(14) a. cas-a-s   b. libr -o-s 

house-FEM-PL   book-MASC-PL 

óhousesô   óbooksô 

(15) a. chic-a   b. hij-o 

child-FEM    offspring-MASC 

ógirlô    ósonô   (Carstens 2008: 133) 

           

As a grammatical feature, gender participates in various agreement relations within and outside 

the DP. Within the DP, for instance, gender agreement is realized with most determiners, 
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adjectives and quantifiers (as in (16a)). Beyond the DP, there is gender agreement between 

subjects and adjectival predicates (as in (16b)) and, in unaccusative and passive constructions, 

with the past participle (when present, as in (16c)); object agreement is realized only when the 

object is a clitic pronoun that appears on the left of a past participle (as in (16e) contrary to 

(16d)): 

 

 Italian 

(16)  a. Ho   rotto    molt-e   brocch-e  ross-e 

have-PRES.1SG broken-MASC.SG  many-FEM.PL  jugs-FEM.PL  red-FEM.PL 

óI broke many red jugsô 

b.  Quest-e  brocch-e  sono   ross-e 

these-FEM.PL  jugs-FEM.PL  are-pres.3PL  red-FEM.PL 

óThese jugs are redô 

c. Le  brocch-e  sono   cadut-e 

the-FEM.PL jugs-FEM.PL  are-PRES.3PL  fallen-FEM.PL 

óThe jugs have fallen downô 

d. Ho  comprat-o   le   brocch-e 

have-PRES.1SG bought-MASC.SG  the-F.PL  jugs-F.PL 

óI bought the jugsô 

e.  (A proposito delle brocche) le  ho   comprat-e 

(as for the jugs)   them-FEM.PL  have-PRES.1SG bought-FEM.PL 

ó(As for the jugs) I bought themô 
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Furthermore, Italian nouns are also organized in three major declension classes in addition to 

a series of minor ones, a feature which has been argued to be óa legacy of the richer system of 

Latinô (cf. Crisma et al. 2011: 271). The three main declension classes are as follows: 

 

(17)  a. -o/-i: first declension class, which comprises mostly masculine nouns ï eg.  

tett-o MASC.SG, tett-i MASC.PL óroof(s)ô; 

b. -a/-e: the second declension class comprises mostly feminine nouns ï eg.  

brocc-a FEM.SG, brocch-e FEM.PL ójug(s)ô; 

c. -e/-i:  the third declension class comprises both masculine and feminine nouns 

ï eg. pont-e MASC.SG, pont-i MASC.PL óbridge(s)ô, bott-e FEM.SG, bott-i 

FEM.PL óbarrel(s)ô. 

             (Crisma et al. 2011: 271) 

 

Like nouns, adjectives in Italian are also organized in declension classes, one analogous to the 

first/second nominal declension class (singular -o or -a, plural -i or -e ï ex. ross-o MASC.SG, 

ross-i MASC.PL, ross-a FEM.SG, ross-e FEM.PL óredô), the other analogous to the third nominal 

declension class (singular -e, plural -i ï ex. verd-e MASC/FEM.SG, verd-i MASC/FEM.PL). It is 

instructive to clarify, however, that within and outside the DP, Noun-Adjective agreement is 

controlled by gender and not by declension, therefore declension mismatch is very common: il  

tett-o/pont-e ross-o/verd-e óthe red/green roof/bridgeô, la brocc-a/bott-e ross-a/ verd-e óthe 

red/green jug/barrelô. Declension classes in Italian and other Romance languages do not trigger 

agreement and formal correspondences, since they are purely morphological markers. 

Where a target form displays gender agreement with a noun, it also displays number agreement, 

but the reverse is not true. This explains why inflected verbs agree in number but not in gender 

with their subjects: 
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(18) a. Il   gatt-o        /        la      gatt-a         miagol-a 

the-MASC.SG tomcat-MASC.SG   the-FEM.SG   she-cat-FEM.SG   meows-PRES.3SG 

 b. I  gatt-i      /       le   gatt-e        miagol-ano 

the-MASC.PL tomcats-MASC.PL the-FEM.PL  she-cats-FEM.PL meow-PRES.3PL      

         (Crisma et al. 2011: 272) 

 

This characterization is crucial, since it provides strong empirical evidence that in Italian (and 

in Romance in general), number is recognized as a distinct feature from gender. As we shall 

see later (in section 2.3.1), evidence for the existence of this distinction does not exist for Bantu. 

Grammatical gender is unpredictable and uninterpretable with inanimate nouns, while it tends 

to match natural gender with animate nouns in Romance languages.  

 

(19)  a. sedia-FEM.SG óchairô vs. sedile-MASC.SG óseatô 

b. bambina-FEM.SG ógirlô vs. bambino-MASC.SG óboyô 

 

Noun classes, as a type of declension markers, have also been an area of long-standing interest 

in African linguistics. The works of Carstens (1991), Osam (1993), Schuh (1995), Ikoro (1996), 

Creissels (2000), Bodomo and Marfo (2006), Dorvlo (2008), Carstens (2008), Crisma et al. 

(2011), Bobuafor (2013), Agbetsoamedo (2014), and Fiedler (2016), to mention but a few, help 

in appreciating how noun classification has been variously discussed among scholars of 

African linguistics. Heine (1982) observes that two out of every three African languages have 

a system of noun classification, but not in the same way among languages or groups of 

languages. 

Prototypically speaking, if nouns of a language can be categorized based on a system 

of concord and/or affixal markings triggered by the nouns, that language may be argued to have 
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a noun class system. More specifically, a noun class system is found among languages with a 

(kind of) gender system where selection of markers is determined or controlled by certain 

inherent features (semantic, conceptual, and/or formal) of lexical noun (head/controller) nouns.  

 

2.3.1 Noun Class Systems in African Languages 

Schuh (1995) notes that the term ónoun classô with respect to African languages has usually 

been understood in two senses. In one, it has been used to refer to ña single set of morphological 

concords which may show up as affixes on noun stems, affixes on modifiers, and pronominal 

referents to nounsò, while in the other, it refers to ña paired set of morphological concordsò 

(Schuh 1995: 125) where one member of the pair refers to singular and the other member is its 

plural equivalent. Throughout this work, ñnoun classò will refer to the latter concept. This way, 

we will end will end up with fewer classes, which could be argued to form natural classes.  

One of the remarkable features of the Niger-Congo phylum, as pointed out by 

Williamson and Blench (2000), is its elaborate noun classification system that facilitates 

number marking through affixation (usually prefixation, and sometimes suffixation). This 

system usually triggers agreement between the governing noun and other elements in the 

sentence.  

The Niger-Congo phylum presents interesting data with respect to noun classification, 

in that, whilst some (especially the Bantoid) languages show fully functional systems, others 

(especially the Kwa languages) show, to a large extent, a vestigial system. We shall first look 

at the Bantoid languages, and then the G-T-M languages, both of which show active systems, 

using Kiswahili and SŮlŮŮ as representatives of the two groups, respectively.  

Bantoid languages have been described as having the most grammaticalized 

classification systems, typically with about 15-20 different noun class distinctions. Prefixes, 

sets of class specific agreement markers and, to some extent, particular semantic content of a 
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given class distinguish Bantu noun classes (cf. Maho 1999). Kiswahili, for instance, has a 

conventionally numbered class system, with class prefixes predominantly taking the CV-form. 

Because Bantu noun classes are typically distinguished by distinct agreement morphology, the 

Kiswahili noun classes 1 and 3, as well as 9 and 10, have the same class prefix, but a different 

agreement morphology. The table below gives an overview of the classes of Kiswahili nouns, 

the kind of concord exhibited in each class, and the semantic features that characterizes each 

group.  

Table 2: Swahili noun classes (Crisma et. al 2011: 254) 

Class class 

prefix  

example   Concord referential 

concord 

possessive 

concord 

ómeaningô 

1 m- m-tu 

ópersonô 

a-/yu- ye- wa-  

People 
2 wa- wa-tu 

ópeopleô 

wa- o- wa- 

3 m- m-ti ótreeô u- o- wa-  

trees, plants 
4 mi- mi-ti ótreesô i- yo- ya- 

5 ji -/  ɲ ji -cho óeyeô  li - lo- la- round things, 

liquids, masses, 

augmentatives 
 

6 

 

ma- 

 

ma-cho 

óeyesô 

 

ya- 

 

yo- 

 

ya- 

7 ki- ki-ti óchairô ki- cho- cha- artefacts, tools, 

manner, 

diminutives 
8 vi- vi-ti  óchairsô vi- vyo- vya- 

9 n-/  ɲ n-dege 

óbirdô 

i- yo- ya-  

animals, 

loanwords 
10 n-/  ɲ n-dege 

óbirdsô 

zi- zo- za- 

11 u- u-bao 

óboardô 

u- o- wa- long things, 

abstracts 

15 ku- ku-imba 

óto singô 
ku- ko- kwa- Infinitives 

16 (pa-)  

ma-hali 

óplaceô 

pa- po- pa-  

 

Locatives 
17 (ku-) ku- ko- kwa- 

18 (mu-) mu- mo- mwa- 

 

From the table, we notice that agreement morphology in many classes differs from the noun 

class prefix, although, except for class 1, the agreement marker of each class can be related 
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(morpho-phonologically) to one underlying form. We also see that nouns denoting humans 

typically show ñanimate agreementò, i.e. concord and (sometimes) referential and possessive 

concord markers of class 1/2, irrespective of the class of their noun class prefix. The class 2 

noun, wa-tu ópeopleô, for instance, licenses the selection of the affix [wa-] on the noun as a 

class marker, and as an agreement marker on both verbs and possessive pronouns.  

In Kiswahili, and Bantu in general, modifiers and arguments in DP inflect for the gender and 

number features of the head noun as shown in examples (20) and (21) below.  

 

(21) a.  m-toto   hu-yu    m-dogo  

                1-child   1-this     115-small  

                óthis small childô 

b. wa-toto  ha-wa   wa-dogo  

2-child    2-this   2-small  

óthese small childrenô               [Carstens 2008: 160] 

 

From the Kiswahili examples above, we observe that in Bantu, noun classes and number 

participate in various gender agreement relations in the DP. Inside the Kiswahili DP, gender 

agreement is realized between controller nouns and targets adjectives, (most) determiners and 

quantifiers. In (20), for instance, both the possessive pronoun [angu ómyô] and the adjective 

                                                           
15 The numbers 7, 8, 1 and 2 are declension markers which indicate the noun class that a form belongs to.  

(20)   a.   ki-kombe ch-angu ch-eupe  

             7-cup 7-my 7-white  

               ómy white cupô 

b.  vi-kombe      vy-angu   vy-eupe  

8-cup            8-my         8-white    

ómy white cupsô 

   



 
 

 38 

[eupe ówhiteô] select the morphemes [ch-] in (21a) and [vy-] in (20b), depending on the gender 

of the controller noun.  

Finally, there is the question of whether Bantu noun classes are semantically driven, to 

which Bantuists share divergent views. Some opine that noun classification is built around a 

semantic core, and that class assignment is semantically motivated (cf. Moxley 1998; Palmer 

& Woodman 2000; Hendrikse 2011; Selvik 2001; and Contini-Morava 1997; 2000). Kiswahili 

nouns of classes 1 and 2 are the best examples that can be used to illustrate this view, as they 

include almost exclusively nouns referring to humans, although not all such nouns are found 

in classes 1 and 2. Opposed to this, is the view held by Carstens 2008 inter alia, that assumes 

that noun class assignment is an arbitrary lexical quality, implying that it has to be learned 

during language acquisition and does not reflect any underlying semantic categorization. This 

view finds grounds in the fact that within the various classes, there are many exceptions and 

deviations from the semantic generalizations, even the most robust ones.16 

Carstens (2008), therefore draws the following parallelisms between Gender in 

Romance languages and Noun Class in Bantu languages: 

(22) a. Bantu and Romance both have grammatical gender. 

b. Bantu has a greater number of genders than Romance. 

c. Bantu expresses number in gender-particular prefixes, while Romance concatenates  

    markers of gender and number as suffixes. 

d. Animacy or humanness has a gender correlation in Bantu languages; biological sexes  

                                                           
16 ! ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜǊ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀǊǎǘŜƴǎΩ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŦƻǊ ŀǊōƛǘǊŀǊȅ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ 
view of the place of semantics in the description of the classes, especially since it has been shown in many noun 
class languages that the so-called exceptions actually derive from the analytic stance rather than from a 
thorough analysis of the semantic structure of the classes. I believe that, in languages with robust noun class 
systems, class assignment is, indeed, typically semantically-determined. 
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    have such correlates in the genders of Romance. 

 

2.3.1.1 Noun Classification in Kwa 

On the morpho-syntax of the Kwa DP, Aboh (2010a) contends that most (Kwa) languages have 

completely lost their noun class system (henceforth NCS) and, as a consequence, make no 

distinction between singular and plural forms. Interestingly, however, while some (particularly 

the G-T-M languages such as SŮlŮŮ) show fully developed systems, other languages 

(particularly the Central-Tano languages such as Akan), on the contrary show an almost-lost 

system. It is for this reason that Ameka and Dakubu (2008) rightly observe that there is an 

interesting split in Kwa as far as noun classes and plural formation are concerned. As they note, 

although there is usually number agreement in Akan and its Tano relatives (including Esahie), 

generally, there is no (noun) class agreement. 

In this section, we shall deal with the NCS phenomena within the Kwa sub-family (to 

which Esahie belongs) of the Niger-Congo phylum, so as to show its semblance with the Bantu 

system, as well as to put the Esahie NCS in its rightful typological perspective. I take a closer 

look at the NCS within Kwa languages, by first drawing a distinction between those that show 

a functional system, such as SŮlŮŮ17, and those that exhibit a somewhat inactive system such as 

Akan and Esahie.  

 

2.3.1.1.1 Noun Classification in G-T-M 

Contrary to the argument that a majority of Kwa sub-family languages tendentially lack an 

active NCS, the GTM languages, as we shall see, have a system similar to what we earlier saw 

in Bantu with data from Swahili. As for SŮlŮŮ, Agbetsoamedo (2014: 100) proposes eight 

                                                           
17 Later in the discussion, we shall look at Tutrugbu, another G-T-M language, comparing its NCS to Esahie.  
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classes. The table below gives a general overview of the various classes and their respective 

agreement markers that are used to indicate concord both within and outside the DP. 

 

Table 3: Noun class markers and agreement targets in SŮlŮŮ 

Agbetsoamedo notes, among other things, that SŮlŮŮ nouns trigger agreement on their 

syntactically dependent elements within and outside the DP. More specifically, she points out 

that in SŮlŮŮ, determiners, numerals and interrogative pronouns agree with their controller 

nouns, adding that adjectives do not generally show agreement, but occasionally one of two or 

three adjectives in a DP may take an agreement marker. While in examples (23) and (24), we 

observe agreement between the head noun and its modifying determiners marked by ko- and 

Noun Prefix Example AAM  Obj. Pro  Def. Dem Num Int.  

Class         Pro 

          

1 o-/ -/  ɲ

o-tii  ópersonô 

ku-/a- 

nwu-

/nw-  w - w - o- - 

          

          

2 ba- ba-pҢ óplantô ba- ma-  ba- ba- ba- ba- 

          

3 ka- ka-futu óstomachô ka- kã-  ka- ka- ka- ka- 

          

4 si-/se- 

sҢ-lҢҢ 

ósantrokofi_language

ô si- sǫ-  se- se- e- sŮ- 

 /sŮ -         

          

5 di-/li - di-si óheadô  di- ni-  le- le- ni- lŮ- 

 /ni-/le-         

 /lŮ-         

          

6 n- n-nҜnyi óoilô n- mi-  be- be- n- m- 

          

7 ku-ko- kҜkpaku ófishesô ku-ko- kȈ-  ko- ko- ku- ku- 

 /k-  /k-      ko- 

         /k- 

          

8 a- a-fҢҢfҜ óairô a- nya- ya- ya- a- a- 
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ba-, respectively, in example (25), we observe agreement between the head noun and its 

modifying numerals.  

 (23) ko-leele ko-mle  o-bè  kanto  ma-fuo  Ҝ-nҜҜ 

7-harmattan 7-this  1-time  rain  LSM.FUT-can 3SG-fall 

óThis harmattan season18, the rain can (really) fall.ô 

(24) ba-tii    ba-mle  la-tóò-si  o-bè  lele 

2-person  2-DEM  LSM.DP.PRF-gather  1-time  more 

ku ba-sankó ba-wo  ku  Yesu Ҝ-ya  Maria 

and 2-woman 2-some  and  Jesus 1-mother Mary 

ku Yesu ba-suҜtҜ-bi  lҢma 

and Jesus 2-man-DIM   3PL.POSS 

 óThese people were gathering every time with some women and Jesusô mother 

Mary and Jesusô brothers [é].ô 

 

(25) a. ka-fusu  ka-nwii   b.   n-fusu  n-nyҜ 

3-rat    3-one    6-rat  6-two 

óone ratô      ótwo ratsô 

 

Like Bantu noun classes, the class system in SŮlŮŮ also shows a certain amount of 

semantic consistency. In the table below, Agbetsomedo (2014) provides a semantic 

underpinning for SŮlŮŮ noun classification.   

 

Table 4: The semantics of Sὑlὑὑ classes (Agbestsoamedo 2014: 120) 

 

Class Prefixes Semantics      
   

  1/2 o-/ -; ba- Human terms (identity, kinship). 

 
     

 -ɲ ; ba- Mostly Derived Human referents, 

  some   animals,  Borrowed 

  nouns.       

 
     

5/8 di-/li -/ni-/le- Animal offspring; Body parts, 

 /lŮ- ; a- Food and Other things with 

                                                           
18 Harmattan is a very humid season in West Africa that usually begins in January.  
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  round/circular, Oval or  Concave 

  shape.       

 
 

 

7/8 ko-/k-/ku-; Long  things  with  flat  surfaces, 

 a- farm and farm-related concepts 

 
 

      

¼ o-/-; se-/sŮ- Domain  Of some  human 

 /si- experience, some  plants (edible and non-edible) 

       

 
 

 

3/6 ka- ; n- Most  external  body  parts,  mass 

  nouns, locations/places   

 
 

 

3/7 ka-;  ko-/k- Diminutives; ófishô and óantô 

 /ku-       

 
 

    

7/6 ko-/k-/ku- ; Limbs: hand and leg    

 n-        

 
 

   

1/8 o-/- ; a- Running stone and corn   
         

 

 

Notwithstanding the seeming semantic motivation and cultural undertones that correlate with 

the classes, as shown in Table 4, Agbetsoamedo (2014) takes the position that the motivation 

for the assignment of a majority of Sὑlὑὑ nouns to their respective classes is generally arbitrary.  

As has been suggested for Kiswahili by Schadeberg (2001), the singular-plural pairing 

of classes of Bantu (by extension in G-T-M languages), can be explained as a lexical 

derivational relationship involving semantic notions of individuals and groups, while in terms 

of grammatical category, class/gender is the relevant feature. Gender in this case is a 

grammatical feature which might have some semantic consistency, but still remains a formal 

feature primarily. 

In sum, below are some preliminary generalizations on the NCS in Bantu (i.e. 

Kiswahili) and G-T-M (i.e. SŮlŮŮ, Kwa).  

a. Both Bantu and GTM (Kwa) have a gender-like NCS. 

b. Both Bantu and GTM have a comparatively high number of distinctive classes/genders. 
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c. Both Bantu and GTM express NUMBER in gender-particular prefixes.  

d. The agreement system in both languages is fairly active.  

e. In terms of phonologically shape, most class/agreement markers take the CV-form.  

 

Having shown the semblance between the Bantu and G-T-M (Kwa) languages, with both 

having a functional system, we now procced to deal with the main focus of this chapter (i.e. 

NCS in Esahie). In order to set the stage for our discussion, we now shift our attention to the 

Central-Tano sub-group of the Kwa languages, which have been argued to show a residual or 

inactive system, using Akan as a starting point, since Esahie is closer to Akan, being an Akanic 

language and crucially differing from G-T-M as far as noun classes are concerned. The choice 

of Akan finds justification on grounds that, apart from the fact of Akan showing a vestigial 

class system (making it similar to Esahie, as we shall see), genetically, Akan is also closely 

related to Esahie, at least because they both belong to the Central-Tano sub-family. In what 

follows, we shall take a look at what has been described regarding noun classification in the 

Akan literature, to take some cues.  

 

2.3.1.1.2 NCS in Akan 

In general, there are two positions on the status of NCS in Akan, and we shall discuss them in 

what follows.  

In the first, it is argued by Osam (1993), and shared by Appah (2003), Aboh (2010a), 

and Ameka and Dakubu (2008), that, in synchronic Akan, the NCS is not a syntactically active 

system.  In an attempt to account for why other Akanists may conclude that Akan has an active 

NCS, Osam (1993) considers three factors. They are: Akanôs genetic affiliation to what is now 

known as the G-T-M languages which show active systems; morphological evidence in the 

form of prefixes borne by both singular and plural nouns; and, morpho-syntactic evidence in 
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the form of number agreement. To corroborate his stance that the Akan NCS is not a 

syntactically active system, however, Osam appeals to evidences of morphological decay that 

is observed in the loss of singular noun prefixes, frozen plural nouns, and the complete loss of 

nominal prefixes. In the examples below, for instance, we observe that the nouns in their 

singular are zero-marked, as in (26). 

 

(26)       Gloss  Singular Plural     

ant  tŮtea  n-tŮtea  

pig   prako  m-prako  

name  dzin  e-dzin    (Osam 1993: 95)  

      

Osam, however, adds that nouns that show this behavior tend to be either non-human animate 

or inanimate nouns, and that human nouns hardly lose their prefixes, implying some sort of 

restriction. He also points to evidences of morpho-syntactic decay seen in frozen forms of 

adjectival prefixes and loss of number prefixes borne by adjectives. Regarding frozen plural 

adjectives, he shows that there is no noun-adjective class agreement in synchronic Akan. He 

explains more specifically that, when the noun and adjective both are marked for plural, the 

form of the marker borne by the adjective is not dependent on the form of the marker borne by 

noun. This lack of agreement is shown below in (27).  

 

(27)  Singular    Plural  

a. a-tar  tuntum   n-tar  e-tuntum 

 SG-dress black    PL-dress PL-black 

 óblack dressô    óblack dressesô 

b. kyen   kakraba  a-kyen   n-kakraba 

 drum   small    PL-drum  PL-small 

 ósmall drumô     ósmall drumsô  (Osam 1993: 97) 
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From example (27), we notice that a plural noun can be modified by an adjective that has a 

different plural prefix from that of the noun. In (27a), for example, the plural noun has a nasal 

prefix [n-], but the adjectiveôs prefix is a vocalic one [e-]. Similarly, the noun in (27b) has a 

vocalic prefix [a-] but its modifying adjective has a nasal prefix [n-].  

As a point of departure, we reckon that Osamôs argument for a lack of agreement in the 

structures above in (27) based solely on the fact that there is no formal correspondence in the 

relevant number prefixes is moot, since unlike gender markers, noun class markers need not 

be correspondent in form. This means that though the declension markers borne by the nouns 

and adjectives in (27) are different, there is still an agreement relation. If we think of noun 

classes in Italian and other Romance languages, for instance, they typically do not trigger 

agreement and formal correspondences in the markers. As earlier explained, declension 

markers are purely morphological markers, so that Italian nouns ending in [-a] that make their 

plural in [-i] do not require that their modifying adjectives take the same formal markers. This 

explains why it is possible to have gonn-a verd-e ógreen skirtô where there is agreement in 

(gender and) number but no formal correspondence, or in the plural gonn-e verd-i ógreen skirtsô 

where again there is no formal correspondences in the markers. 

Still on the issue of morpho-syntactic decay, Osam turns to the loss of number prefixes 

expected to be borne by adjectives as additional evidence. He shows that apart from the 

inconsistent concordance relation between the noun and adjective plural prefixes, as shown in 

example (27) above, not all Akan adjectives take the plural marker. This is exemplified below 

in (28) 

 

(28) Singular   Plural  

 atar hahar 'light dressô n-tar (*a-)hahar ólight dresses' 

 dua dudur 'heavy logô  n-dua (*e-)dudur 'heavy logs'  (Osam 1993: 98) 
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As further evidence of the extent of decay in the Akan NCS, Osam considers singular 

adjectives. He observes that all adjectives have lost their prefixes in the singular and as a result, 

there is no agreement between a singular noun and the adjective that modifies it, as shown in 

(29).  

 

(29)  Noun   Adjective Gloss 

  o-panyin (*o-)tsen ótall elderly manô   

-dan  (*-)kese óbig buildingô 

  o-dwan (*o-)ketewa ósmall sheepô   (Osam 1993: 98) 

        

Finally, Osam appeals to the pervasive loss of verbal concord in Akan as further grounds for 

his position. He argues that, unlike Bantu where the choice of a noun controls the choice of the 

agreement marker on the verb, the case of Akan is different. Osam explains that the fact that 

most dialects of Akan have lost the agreement system leaves Akan with hardly any verbal 

concord. Despite admitting that the Fante and Bron dialects show traces of a frozen verb 

agreement, Osam demonstrates that even in Fante, the choice of a noun does not control the 

choice of the (number) agreement marker on the verb as can be seen in (30). 

 

(30)  a. a-bowa  no  o-bo-wu       b. *a-bowa  no  a-bo-wu 

      SG-animal  DEF  3SG-FUT-die  SG-animal  DEF 3SG-FUT-die 

óThe animal will dieô       (Osam 1993: 99) 

          

Osam explains that one would have expected that since the subject of (30) bears the a-prefix, 

the same a-prefix would be selected for the verb to show agreement. However, in (30a), the 

agreement on the verb is the o-prefix. Changing this to the expected a-prefix renders (30b) 

ungrammatical. Here too, contra Osam (1993), similar arguments can be made along the lines 

of those made for example (27), where we show that agreement markers need not take the same 
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formal shape.19 Based on the foregoing, Osam concludes that, though Akan might have once 

had a syntactically active NCS, synchronically speaking, the system is lost. 

In the other view on the NCS in Akan, Bodomo and Marfo (2006) opine that Akan still 

has a class system. As we shall point out, this position is essentially not opposed to Osamôs 

(1993) stance, since while Osam simply claims that the Akan NCS is syntactically inactive, 

Bodomo and Marfo (2006) do not have anything to say about this. Bodomo and Marfo (2006) 

argue that distinctive noun classes based on number affixation can be established for Akan. 

Accordingly, they group nouns into classes based on the formal similarity of both the singular 

and plural affixes. They explain that the Akan NCS is based mainly on an interface between 

the morphological and phonological components of the grammar. More specifically, they show 

that (tongue root) vowel harmony and assimilation are very crucial phonological phenomena 

that dictate the choice of a particular number affix.  

However, they seem to have concentrated only on the morpho-phonologically relevant 

aspects, ignoring other aspects one would consider as very critical regarding the morpho-syntax 

of the Akan NCS. As a result, they are completely silent on whether the Akan NCS is a morpho-

syntactically active one.  For instance, they fail to look at agreement phenomena within and 

outside the Akan DP. As Creissels (2013) rightly points out, regarding noun classification in 

the general Niger-Congo family, it is impossible to isolate morphological elements whose sole 

function is to express number. It appears that the main reason why Bodomo and Marfo (2006) 

argue for an active system is because of the syntactic feature of number, which could be 

considered as merely an abstract feature. Assuming, without admitting, that number were not 

just a superficial feature as far as noun classification itself is concerned, they still fail to show 

whether or not number triggers agreement with other elements within and outside the DP. 

                                                           
19 Rightly so, ŀ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜǊ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ hǎŀƳΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŦƛȄ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊō ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ 
This is because, one could argue that the form o- is due to vowel harmony, especially since the future marker 
also has a +ATR plus round form which is attributable to the fact that the stem vowel u is rounded. 
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Moreover, the singular-plural pairings put forward in Bodomo and Marfo appear to be arbitrary 

hence unpredictable, a point they admit. Still on number marking, as Osam (1993) rightly 

points out, Akan has suffered substantial morphological decay, resulting in the partial loss of 

(singular) noun prefixes, complete loss of nominal prefixes, and the incidence of frozen plural 

nouns.  

A critical look rather shows that the agreement system of Akan is one that could be 

fittingly described as not robust and highly restricted. However, as we shall see, it would not 

be entirely correct to classify Akan as a gender-less (i.e. no agreement) language. The two 

positions on the status of the Akan NCS, therefore, cannot be seen as contrasting as a result of 

the fact that different methodological and analytical approaches are adopted in both, one being 

purely morpho-syntactic in scope, and the other being purely morpho-phonological. While 

Osam (1993) focuses on showing that NCS in synchronic Akan is a morpho-syntactically 

decayed one, Bodomo and Marfo (2006), focus on how morpho-phonological information feed 

into selection of one number affix over the other. For Osam (1993), NCS as obtains in Bantu 

(i.e. syntactically active and triggering concord) does not exist in Akanic languages, so that 

noun classes are inactive in Akanic and other Kwa languages. For Bodomo and Marfo (2006), 

this not necessarily the case, since they do not tackle agreement, but offer a complementary 

analysis of noun forms. The point of agreement maintained by both, however, is that, the Akan 

NCS is a number-based one.  

We will now proceed to look at the Esahie NCS itself (section 2.4).  

 

2.4 Noun Classes in Esahie 

Drawing inspiration from what has been argued for Akan by Osam (1993) and Bodomo and 

Marfo (2006), we posit six (6) distinctive nominal declension classes for Esahie. In doing this, 

we primarily put nouns into classes based on the morphological similarity between the singular 
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and plural affixes. This criterion for classification implies that nouns belong to one and only 

one class, whether in the singular or plural. The singular-plural pairing in the classes can be 

explained as a grammatical-inflectional relationship involving the grammatical category of 

NUMBER. An overview of Esahie nominal morphology shows that the most appropriate 

criterion that can be used to set up noun classes is number ï i.e. singular and plural ï 

categorization, which is marked in Esahie via affixation. This defining criterion works for other 

Kwa languages such as Akan (Osam 1993, Bodomo and Marfo 2006), Sὑlὑὑ (Agbetsoamedo 

2014), Logba (Dorvlo 2007), and Tafi (Bobuafor 2009) and Tutrugbu (Essegbey 2009). 

Furthermore, as we shall see, agreement markers distinct from affixes indicating number are 

hardly present in the language. We are thus left with only the affixal markings on the nouns 

and, as shown in Table 5 below, the function of the affixes as class markers is underscored by 

the distinctive noun classes based on these (number) affixes. 

Table 5 presents the various noun classes, noun class markers, as well as their 

productivity. In the classification presented in the table, as earlier hinted, we will refrain from 

treating singular and plural noun classes separately, as is the case with Bantu and the G-T-M 

traditions, where each unique singular and plural form counts as a separate class. Instead, we 

will refer to one class as one such pairing, based predominantly on the plural affix, and the 

singular affix, selected by the various groups of nouns. The motivation for this (plural) number 

criterion lies in the fact that though the Esahie nouns may vary in terms of the kind of singular 

marker(s) they select, for the plural, most of these nouns eventually select a common marker(s), 

suggesting that these nouns form a natural class. For purposes of distinction, however, forms 

which are singularia or pluralia tantum nouns are given a separate class of their own. 

As we shall see, the largest class of Esahie nouns are zero-marked in their singular. This 

implies that grouping them according to the singular affixes might be a bit problematic. 

Another motivation for this criterion is that it reduces the overall number of classes to a smaller 
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set. In some instances, as we shall see, our groupings will appeal to some semantic motivation. 

As indicated earlier, morpho-phonological information enhances our understanding of the 

Esahie number-based classes, which are shown below. Data shown in the table were collected 

through elicitation from native speakers. In all, a total of 120 nouns were collected, out 100 

were chosen for the table for the purposes of our analyses. The table has five columns each 

spelling out some information about the noun such as its stem, productivity and noun class. 

Productivity of a class is determined based on two parameters: the number of nouns contained 

in it20, and the presence of neologisms21. On these grounds, three levels of productivity are 

distinguished, namely low, high and very high. In what follows, I provide a description of the 

classes. 

Table 5: Esahie Noun Classes  

                                                           
20 The average numerical strength of each class is used in setting out these levels.  Out of the 100 tokens, any 
class that has 30 and above tokens are considered as VERY HIGH, any class that contains 15 and above (but 
below 30) is classified as HIGH, while groups that contains 15 tokens or below are considered as LOW.  
21 Some sources of the neologisms include student register and politics. The student register is used at Sefwi-
Wiawso Senior High School and the Wiawso College of Education.  

 
Stem Singular Form Plural Form  Productivity  

   

Class 1   (V-) N- Very High 

a. A-/N- b Ǽgye 

k 

tadeŮ 

nomaa 

tŮkra 

kwaadu 

koa 

k laa 

brandeŮ 

pena 

fialŮ 

a-b Ǽgye  ógoatô 

a-k          ófowlô 

a-tadeŮ     ódressô   

a-nomaa   óbirdô 

a-tŮkra     ófeatherô 

a-kwaadu  óbananaô 

a-koa óslave/servantô          

a-k laa      óchildô  

a-brandeŮ   óyoung manô  

a-pena        óbatô 

a-fialeŮ        óhide outô  

m-m Ǽgye  ógoatsô                                                         

Ǽ-gok        ófowlsô                                                             

n-dadeŮ      ódressesô                                                              

n-nomaaa  óbirdsô                                                           

n-dŮkra      ófeathersô                                                              

Ǽ-gwaadu  óbananasô                                                          

Ǽ-goaóslaves/servantsô                                                                       

Ǽ-g laa       óchildrenô                                                                 

m-mrandeŮ óyoung menô                                                         

m-pena       óbatsô                                                                 

Ҹ-vialeŮ     óhide outsô                                                                  
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b.     Ⱥ-/N- kra 

woo 

tena 

bote 

nwomee 

Ů-kra       ócatô                                                

e-woo       ósnakeô                                                

Ů-tұna         óclothô                                                                  

e-bote       órabbitô                                                

Ů-nwomee  óghostô                                                  

   

Ǽ-gra      ócatsô                                                                      

n-woo     ósnakesô                                                                  

n-dұna     óclothsô                                                                   

m-mote    órabbitsô                                                                 

n-nwomee  óghostsô                                                            

 

     

c. Ø/N- pure 

kŮndŮұn 

kyía 

brasua 

brenzua 

boaen 

wanzane 

sunzum 

dadeҢ 

bakaa 

boka 

bowie 

bowie 

safoa 

pŮtŮ 

kwakuo 

braa 

bŮŮn 

kanea 

kuro 

paen 

perŮgoo 

taluwa 

soa 

soe 

kyұrenҸvua 

pure         ósquirrelô                                                                                            

kŮndŮұn     óbasketô                                                                                        

kyía            ódogô                                                                                                

brasua    ófemale/ladyô                                                                                         

brenzua   ómale/guyô                                       

boaen      ósheepô                                          

wanzane    ódeerô                                                                                      

sunzum    óspiritô                                           

dadeҢ    ócutlassô                                                                          

bakaa    ótree/stickô  

boka    ómountainô                                          

bowie     óboneô                                                                         

bowie     óthornô                                                                                         

safoa      ókeyô 

pŮtŮ        óvultureô                                                                                            

kwakuo  ómonkeyô                                                                                        

braa       ówife/womanô                                                                                            

bŮŮn     óbedô                                     

kanea     ólightô                                                

kuro          ótownô                                                          

paen          óelderô                                                                                               

perŮgoo     ónailô                                                                                          

taluwa        óladyô                                                                                           

soa             óinsultô                                                                                             

soe             óashô                                                                                                

kyұrenҸvua óeggô                                                                               

m-bure     ósquirrelsô                                                            

Ǽ-gŮndŮұn  óbasketsô                                                       

ҹ͔-Ӭí  ̈        ódogsô                                                             

m-mrasua ófemalesô                                                     

m-mienzua ómales/guysô                                                   

m-moaen     ósheepô                                                      

n-wanzane   ódeerô                                                     

n-zuzum        óspiritsô                                                         

n-nadeŮ     ócutlassesô                                                            

m-makaa   ótrees/sticksô                                                         

m-moka     ómountainsô                                              

m-mowie   óbonesô                                                         

m-mowie   óthornsô                                                          

n-zafoa      ókeysô                                                          

m-pŮtŮ        óvulturesô                                                               

n-gwakuo   ómonkeysô                                                            

m-mra        ówivesô                                                             

m-mŮŮnn     óbedsô                                                          

Ǽ-ganea       ólightsô                                                             

Ǽ-guro         ótownsô                                                                 

m-baen        óeldersô                                                               

m-berŮgoo    ónailsô                                                          

n-daluwa       óladiesô                                                          

n-zoa            óinsultsô                                                                 

n-soe             óashesô                                                                   

n-ӬұrenҸvua  óeggsô                                                   

 

Class 2   (V-)  A- 

a. V-/A- lŮn 

mama 

Ů-lŮn      ócanoeô  

-mama óprominent 

personô 

a-lŮn     ócanoesô 

a-mama óprominent 

personô 

Low 

 
  

b.  Ø-/A- koŮ 

s fo 

koŮ       ówarô     

s fo      ópastorô               

a-hoŮ     ówarsô  

a-s fo    ópastorsô  

 

 

  (V)-_niŮ A-_ fӑŮ  

c. A-/A 

Identification

al/ 

Occupational 

wie 

sande 

 

safo 

 

ware 

 

gudi 

a-wie-niŮ    óthiefô  

a-sande-niŮ óan ashantiô  

 

a-safo-niŮ óone from 

Asafoô 

a-ware-niŮ  ómarried 

personô 

a-gudұ-niŮóathlete/playerô    

a-wie-fӑŮ     óthievesô  

a-sande-fӑŮ óashanti 

peopleô 

a-safo-fӑŮ  óAsafo 

peopleô 

a-ware-fӑŮ ómarried 

peopleô 
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maҹ 

sosi 

ҹұsi 

 

fiase 

 

a-maҹ-niŮ  ópoliticianô 

a-sosi-niŮ óa deaf personô  

a-ҹұsi-niŮ óa blind 

personô 

a-fiase-niŮ  óprisonerô  

a-gӑdұ-fӑŮ  

óathletes/playersô  

a-maҹ-fӑŮ  ópoliticiansô 

a-sosi-fӑŮ    ódeaf 

personsô 

a-ҹұsi-fӑŮ     óblind 

personsô  

a-fiase-fӑŮ   óprisonersô  

d. Ø-/A- 

Identification

al/ 

Occupational 

kua 

nŮŮsұ 

de 

 

polisi 

 

kuna 

dwadi 

sigya 

kua-niŮ   ófarmerô                  

nŮŮsұ-niŮ ónurseô                    

de-niŮ    ówealthy personô         

 

polisi-niŮópolice officerô     

 

kuna-niŮ    ówidowô  

dwadi-niŮ  ótraderô 

sigya-niŮ  

óbachelor/spinsterô   

a-kua-fӑŮ  ófarmersô                    

a-nŮŮsұ-fӑŮ ónursesô                     

a-de-fӑŮ  ówealthy 

peopleô        

a-polisi-fӑŮ ópolice 

officersô        

a-kuna-fӑŮ     ówidowsô                     

a-dwadi-fӑŮ   ótradersô                    

a-sigya-fӑŮ 

óbachelors/spinstersô                

 

Class 3   

    +kinship  V-/Ø-  (Ø-) _ -m  Low 

a. V-/A-m  liemaa  a-liemaa ósiblingô a-liemaa-m   ósiblingsô                  

   

b. Ø-/Ø_-m  sewaa 

w fa 

nana 

baba 

ye 

niŮ 

sia 

sewaa     óauntyô  

w fa      óuncleô 

nana ógrand..ô 

baba  ófatherô   

ye       ówifeô 

niŮ     ómotherô 

sia     óin-lawsô  

sewaa-m   óauntiesô  

w fa-m      óunclesô  

nana-m  ógrandé.sô  

baba-m  ófathersô  

ye-m      ówivesô  

niŮ-m     ómothersô 

sia-m     óinlawsô 

 

   

Class 4  (V)-_-niŮ/-Ø N-_fӑŮ Low 

ïniŮ/N- Kremo kremo-niŮ  óMuslimô   Ǽ-gramo-fӑŮ   óMuslimsô             

ïØ/N- saman saman        óancestorô n-zaman-vӑŮ  'ancestors'      

Class 5    Low 

Singularia 

Tantum 

 Ů-_-lŮ   

a. Ů-/-             
No plural  

sŮn 

hұn 

Ů-sŮn   ófuneralô                                                              

Ů-hұn  ófamineô                                                         

   

b. Ů-_-rŮ/-      

(deverbal

) No 

plural 

wӑnzŮ 

kuro 

dwudwo 

sұrұ 

Ů-wӑnzҢ-rŮ ópregnancyô                                                                 

Ů-huro-lŮ    óloveô                                                       

Ů-dwudwo-lŮ óspeechô                                          

Ů-sұrұ-lŮ  óthe act of 

laughingô                                                          

   

c. Ø_-nŮ/- 

(derived 

Compoun

ds)  

 

nzaa, 

óalcoholô ï

nӑ̼ óto 

drinkô  

nzaa-nӑ̼-nŮ óalcoholismô                                             

 

sona-hȈ-nŮ óthe act of 

murderingô                                                  
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CLASS 1.a & 1.b: V-/N- 

This class is common in Esahie. Most nouns in this class are predominantly animate. Apart 

from a few exceptions, nouns in this class constitute a coherent semantic class. Plural formation 

in this class is easy, even for the learner, because the pattern followed is very regular. Indeed, 

neologisms are integrated through the pattern observed in this class.22 In the singular, nouns in 

this class take a vowel prefix but take a (homorganic) nasal prefix in the plural. Nouns in Class 

1 are instantiations of the morphological schema below:       

(31)   a. [[N-Pfx] i [Stem]Nj ]Nj                                                [[N-] i [Stem]Nj ]Nj 

 

b. [[ʀ-] i       [kra]N]Nj     [Ůkra] ócatô         [[n-] i [kra]N]Nj    [ƺƎǊŀ] ócatsô  

                    

                          cat 

 

Subclass 1.c: Ø/N- 

                                                           
22 For instance, gumu ΨŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ōȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǘŜƭΩ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǊ κƴ-/ in the plural to form 
άƺƎǳƳǳέΦ  

sona 

ópersonô, -

kȈ ókillô 

Class 6: 

Mass 

 
 

 
Low 

  

 
 Pluralia Tantum   

a. /N- frama 

futro 

kyұn 

gua 

 Ҹ-vrama  óairô  

Ҹ-vutro    ódustô                    

n-gyұn       ósaltô             

Ǽ-gua        ólifeô                       

 

  Singularia tantum    

b.     /V- yia 

tΒΒn 

mo 

e-yia  ósunô 

e-sraen  ómoonô                          

atΒΒn     óroadsô                       

Ů-mo       óriceô 

  

c. /Ø- sұұǼ 

troo 

h«ұ̼ 

wӑŮ 

sұұǼ      ófireô 

troo      ósoupô                 

h«ұ̼        ólightô                     

wӑŮ      óhoneyô                  

  



 
 

 54 

This sub-class contains the largest number of members and in fact constitutes the most common 

in Esahie. The only difference with this sub-class is that singular nouns are zero-marked. The 

loss or absence of the nominal prefix on the singular forms of nouns in this class is a strong 

indication of the morphological decay in this language. This decay is discussed in detail later 

(in section 2.4.1.1). Plural nouns in this class instantiate the schema below, similar to the plural 

forms of class 1 which also take a (homorganic) nasal prefix. 

 

(32) a. [N-i [Stem]Nj ]Nj                                                                b. [N-i [Stem]Nj ]Nj 

            [N-i  [braa]N]Nj    [mmraa] ówomenô [N-i  [soa]N]Nj    [nzoa] óinsultsô 

            

      ówomanô                                                               óinsultô  

 

              

CLASS 2 (a): V-/A- 

Members in this class take a vowel prefix in the singular and the prefix /a-/ in the plural. This 

class seems to have only a few members, most of which appear to be borrowed from Akan. In 

the plural, members of this class are instantiations of the schema below: 

 

(33)      Singular        Plural  

a. [Ů-i [Stem]Nj ]Nj                  b. [a-i [Stem]Nj ]Nj                                                                    

    [ʀ-i   [lʀn]N]Nj    [ʀlʀn] ócanoeô   [a-i   [lŮn]N]Nj    [alʀn] ócanoesô       

        ócanoeô  

 

Members of sub-class 2b are similar to those in Class 2a, with a plural formation which follows 

the schema for forming plurals of Class 1 nouns. However, like Class 1c nouns, their singular 

forms such as koŮ ówarô and s fo ópastorô are zero-marked. 
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Nouns in sub-class 2c/d also constitute a coherent semantic class. They contain only 

human animate nouns, such as awieniҢ óthiefô and kuaniҢ ófarmerô. The plural nouns of sub-

class 2c appear to be óparasyntheticô nominal forms, since they can be analyzed as a 

derivational phenomenon involving the simultaneous adjunction of a prefix and suffix to a 

nominal form (see Melloni and Bisetto 2010 for more on parasynthesis). From a semantic 

perspective, we could analyse the items in this class here as óidentityô or óoccupationalô nouns. 

The animacy feature is pivotal to the word formation phenomenon at work here, in that the 

derivational affixes involved consistently form agentive nouns from (in-)animate noun stems, 

with the meaning: óperson whose profession has to do with the noun baseôs referentô.  Nouns 

in this class are instantiations of the schema below:  

 

(34)     Singular                                                         Plural      

a. [ (ai) [Stem]Nj[-niŮ]k ]] Nj                                    b. [a-i [Stem]Nj[-fᾆŮ]k ]]Nj 

              [[dwadi]] [ -niʀ]]]   ótraderô        [a- [dwadi]] [ -f⌡ʀ]  ótradersô 

     ótradeô              

As shown in (20a) above, in the singular, forms in this class may (not) take the prefix [a-] and 

the derivational affix suffix -niŮ, similar to the English derivational affix -er. It is noteworthy 

that while English derivative -er mostly attaches to verb bases, the Esahie derivative -ni╚ 

usually selects for nouns only (see section 3.3.2.1 of Chapter 3 for more on these derivatives). 

As earlier noted in section (1.2.2.2.4), such nominal forms together with affixes are inherited 

from an earlier proto-Tano stage.  

 

CLASS 3: (V)-/(A)-_-m  

This class is another noun class that appears to contain parasynthetic nominal forms, although 

not exclusively. Nouns belonging to this class can be sub-classified into two, obligatory and 
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optional singular prefix marking in the singular. Semantically, this class exclusively involves 

kinship nouns. The plural nouns in the class always select the suffix [-m]23. They typically 

follow the schema in (35):  

 

(35) a.   [[Stem]Ni [-m ]j ]Ni                                                                b. [[Stem]Ni [-m ]j ]Ni                                                                     

                [[niŮ]     [-m ]]  [niŮm ] ómothersô            [[sia]]     [-m ]  [siam ] óinlawsô 

               Mother                          in-law 

  

The suffix -m  is a very good formal class marker since it points out the fact that, in Niger 

Congo languages, kinship terms belong to a subclass of the human class. It is significant that 

in some of the GTM languages e.g. Likpe there is a plural suffix marker -mŮ for a subset of 

kinship terms. Later in section (2.4.3), we will discuss the selectional properties of -m .                                                     

    

CLASS 4: (-niŮ)/N-__-fӑŮ 

Members of this class are similar to the nominal forms in Class 3, except for the optionality of 

the singular suffix -niŮ, as in saman óancestorô, and the obligatoriness of the homorganic nasal 

prefix [N-], as in nzamanvoҢ óancestorsô, in plural formation in this class. The schema below 

captures pluralization in this class:  

 

(36)   [N-i [Stem]Nj[-fᾆŮ]k ]]Nj 

                 [[kremo] -fӑŮ]]   [ƺƎǊŀƳƻŦ◘ʀ]  ómuslimsô      

                  óIslamô 

                                           

 

                                                           
23 The suffix -m  could be argued to be a proto-Tano suffix, comparable to the Nzema -m  as in zŝ-m  ΨfathersΩ 
or hǳɃȮ-m  ΨhusbandsΩΣ or the Akan -nom as in nana-nom ΨchiefsΩ or anua-nom ΨbrothersΩΦ 
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CLASS 5: Ů-_-lŮ/- 

This class of Esahie noun forms do not mark the singular-plual distinction; i.e. it is a class 

whose members only come in the singular (i.e. singularia tantum). Based on the fact that most 

of the nouns here are derived from a parent verb, and also that the prefix it selects is always 

used in the singular, this class is conceptually and morpho-syntactically viewed as consisting 

of only singular forms. For instance, ŮhurolŮ óloveô and ŮwӑnzҢlŮ ópregnancyô originate from 

the verbs kuro óto love/likeô and wӑnzŮ óto impregnateô respectively. The prefix [Ů-] is 

inflectional (number) marker while the suffix [-lŮ] is derivational one which is used in this class 

for the purposes of nominalization. 

 

CLASS 6: -/N-, A-, Ø- 

This class contains one set of pluralia and two sets of singularia tantum respectively. However, 

the nouns here are not deverbal, contrasting with some of the noun forms in Class 5. The 

pluralia tantum, triggering number agreement on the verb and other concord phenomena, are 

marked with a homorganic nasal, as most plurals in Esahie. The singularia tantum are like mass 

nouns, mostly triggering singular agreement in the syntactic context. Morphologically, they 

either take a vowel ([a-] and [e -]) or surface as bare stems (zero affixation). 

 

2.4.1 Noun Class System in Esahie  

Having elaborated on the various singular-plural markers that exist in Esahie, as shown in Table 

5 , we shall now pay attention to other morpho-syntactically relevant issues. More specifically, 

we shall consider issues bordering on morphological and morpho-syntactic decay in order to 

evaluate the morpho-syntactic strength of the Esahie NCS in general. Although the noun class 

system in Esahie itself is syntactically inactive, number, as a syntactic feature, to some extent, 

triggers agreement.  
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Preliminarlily, we shall test the strength of the Esahie NCS in the light of agreement 

marking. As we will show below in (37), there are hardly any distinct affixes that show up on 

nouns, nor morphological sets that mark agreement between nouns and their governing domain. 

The contrast with Tutrugbu (a GTM language, showing a syntactically active and rich system) 

is striking and points to the paucity of inflection marking in Esahie.  

 

 Esahie         Tutrugbu (G-T-M)  

(37) a. Baba ne  wҜ  awuro     (38) a.  a-nyҢ͕-Ң͕      §-lҢ͕   bҜ-pa̼͕          mҢ 

 man DEF  be.at home      CM-man-DEF   AGR-be.at   CM-house   inside 

 óThe man is at homeô         óThe man is at homeô 

b. Menia  ne-mҜ   wҜ  sua-n              b.  Ba-nҜ   ba-lҢ            bҜ-pa-m 

 People DEF-PL   be.at   house-inside      CM-person   AGR-be.at   CM-house-inside 

 óThe people are in the houseô      óThe people are in the houseô 

         (Essegbey 2009: 42) 

From the example (37), we notice that the Esahie construction lacks any overt form of class 

and agreement markers. On the contrary, in the Tutrugbu24 construction in (38a), the prefix a- 

is used to cross-reference the subject pronoun on the verb when it is singular. Similarly, in 

example (38b), Tutrugbu uses the prefix ba- when it is plural in addition to the class marker, 

whilst Esahie shows no class nor agreement marker.  

In the examples below, we provide further illustrations to highlight the paucity of inflection 

marking in Esahie. 

 

Esahie     Tutrugbu (GTM)  

(39) Yamaa  he    te   me-deҜҜ  o-hui         Ҝ-lҢ  o-lo-n¼      mҜ-yҢ 

 rope this   be  1SG-POSS  CM-rope    AGR-this    RP-??-be  1SG-POSS 

                                                           
24 Though Essegbey (2009) argues that a- and ba- are generalized agreement markers, the case of Esahie cannot 

be likened to it, because at least, in Tutrugbu these markers are overtly expressed.  
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 'This rope is mineô   'This rope is mineô 

 

(40) a. Kuku he    te    me-deҜҜ   b. ki-tsikpi   (®)lҢ         ki-li -n¼       mҢ-yҢ͕ 

     pot    this  be   1SG-POSS        CM-pot    AGR-this   RP-??-be   1SG-POSS 

     óThis pot is mineô                  óThis pot is mineô 

         (Essegbey 2009: 48, 50) 

 

In the two Tutrugbu examples above, we observe that the nouns, the demonstratives, and the 

verbs, bear class markers, agreement markers, and resumptive pronouns, respectively. What 

distinguishes the Esahie sentences, however, is their conspicuous lack of these class/agreement 

markings, both inside and outside the DP, in contrast with the case of Tutrugbu.  

Returning to my central proposal, though the NCS of Esahie per se is a morpho-

syntactically vestigial one, number, as a syntactic feature, triggers agreement between nouns 

and elements (i.e. nominal modifiers). See section 2.4.2 for more on agreement. 

 

2.4.1.1 Morphological Decay 

Languages are known to evolve over time. A common effect of language evolution is 

grammatical change. Morphology easily lends itself to grammatical change. Some 

morphological changes constitute a decay in the morphological richness of the language in 

question. A language may be said to have suffered morphological decay where certain relevant 

syntactic or phonological features, which were hitherto expressed morphologically, are no 

longer so expressed. Morphological decay may present itself in a number of ways. For nouns 

(nominal systems), this may include loss of some (or all) declensional affixes, as well as 

increase in the incidence of frozen (syncretic) nominal forms.  
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One notable feature of the Esahie NCS is its morphological decay25 evidenced by the 

pervasive loss of noun prefixes in some singular nouns. Recall also that in classes (1c) and (3b) 

in Table 4, we found a high number of nouns that were zero-marked in the singular. As we 

mentioned earlier (see section 2.3.1.1.2), the Akan NCS has also suffered some amount of 

morphological decay (cf. Osam 1993). In example (41), we compare the degree of this kind of 

morphological decay in some Esahie and Akan singular nouns. We realize that all the Esahie 

examples are zero-marked while their Akan counterparts are overtly marked. 

 

(41)  Gloss  Esahie  Akan   

 squirrel pure  o-purow   

 dog  kyía    Ҝ-kraman    

 lady  brasua  Ҝ-baa    

 sheep  boaen  o-dwan   (Broohm 2017: 112) 

 

Another evidence that points to pervasive morphological decay in the Esahie NCS is 

the high incidence of frozen noun forms. Again, we shall compare Esahie with Akan in example 

(42) with respect to this phenomenon.  

 

(42)     Esahie    Akan 

  Gloss  Sing.  Plural   Sing.  Plural     

  building  sua  sua  Ң-dan  a-dan    

  stone   nyҜboҢ  nyҜboҢ  e-boҜ  a-boҜ    

  rope   yamaa  yamaa  a-homa n-homa   

  food   aleҢ  aleҢ  a-duane n-nuane   

                                                           
25 Although this work does not consider diachronic data (for purposes of unavailability of literature) in the 
discussion of this phenomenon of decay, a similar (to what Osam 1993 makes for Akan) argument could be made 
for Esahie once we can establish that this phenomenon of morphological decay also obtains in other (sister) Kwa 
languages. For instance, inferences could be drawn from Akan, on which Osam (1993) establishes that, 
diachronically, there used to be a fully functional system.  
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  day   kyǫ«  kyǫ«  Ң-da  n-na    

  farm   boo  boo  a-fuo  m-fuo    

 land   aseҢ  aseҢ  a-saase n-saase   

  leaf   nyaa  nyaa  a-haban n-haban   

         (Broohm 2017: 112-113) 

We observe that while all the Esahie examples maintain the same form in both singular and 

plural, the Akan equivalents are marked in both contexts.  

  

2.4.1.2 Morpho-syntactic Decay 

The fact that the system in Esahie is a vestigial one is supported also by the morpho-syntactic 

behavior of nouns and their modifying adjectives. We shall first appeal to evidence from frozen 

adjectival forms and proceed to look this kind of decay beyond the scope of the DP.  

 In this section, we consider the form of adjectives when they modify singular and 

plural nouns. From examples (43) and (44), we notice that the form of the modifying adjectives 

remain the same irrespective of the form of the head noun. In these examples, there is no noun-

adjective agreement.26   

 

Sing.   Plural     Sing.      Plural  

(43)    boaen bile  m-moaen   bile       (44) bia  tҢҢ    m-mia      tҢҢ  

     sheep black   PL-sheep   black     chair faulty    PL-chair   faulty 

    óBlack sheepô  óBlack sheepô   óFaulty chairô    ñFaulty chairsô  

         (Broohm 2017: 113) 

 

                                                           
26 As we shall see (in section 2.4.2.2.1), there are counter cases where there is N-Adj concord in Esahie.  
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2.4.1.2.1 Loss of Verbal Concord 

In this section, we consider the agreement between head nouns and verb, in order to show that 

the choice of subject does not control the selection or choice of the agreement marker on the 

verb (see section 2.4.2 for more on agreement).  

 

(45) a. a-kҜ  ne   ø-ko-wu  

  SG-fowl DEF  AGR-FUT-die  

  óThe fowl will dieô      

b. sua  ne  ø-ko-bu           

building DEF     AGR-FUT-break 

óThe building will collapseô    (Broohm 2017: 114) 

 

Unlike the Akan example in (30) which we saw earlier, where agreement markers in the form 

of pronominal clitics were used (though not concordial in form) to show agreement between 

the head noun and verb, in the Esahie examples (45a-b), no such markers are found. In what 

follows, we pay more attention to the phenomenon of agreement.  

2.4.2 Agreement in the nominal domain of Esahie  

As earlier hinted, Ameka and Dakubu (2008) observe that while there is usually number 

concord, there is generally no class concord. They argue, for instance, that anaphors and 

modifiers of the languages within the Tano fraternity never show agreement with a head noun, 

while Ewe with the rest of Gbe and Ga-Dangme use the bare noun stem in the singular and a 

generalized suffix or clitic for the plural. In what follows, we briefly examine agreement as it 

obtains in Esahie.  We have argued earlier that the Esahie NCS is number-based one, and that 

while noun classes in Esahie by themselves are syntactically inactive, number (plural), as a 

syntactic feature, to some extent triggers agreement, despite the pervasive morpho-syntactic 

decay.  
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2.4.2.1 On the notion of Agreement 

Alternatively referred to as concord, agreement has been defined as ñsome systematic 

covariance between a semantic or formal property of one element and a formal property of 

anotherò (Steele 1978: 610). Essentially, agreement has to do with the (morphological) 

matching of feature values between two separate elements within a certain syntactic domain. 

While the element which triggers or determines the agreement has been referred to as the 

controller, the element whose form is determined by the agreement, on the other hand, has 

been referred to as the target, and the syntactic context in which agreement occurs has also 

been referred to as domain (Corbett 2003: 198). 

Agreement features refer to the specific attribute or property around which agreement 

revolves, i.e., the morphosyntactic property in which the agreeing elements covary. Case, as an 

agreement feature, could have several values including ónominativeô, óaccusativeô, ódativeô, 

óinstrumentalô, and so on, depending on the language. Figure 4 provides a summary of the 

relevant aspects of agreement, as discussed above. 

 

Figure 4: Agreement model (adapted from Corbett 2006: 5) 

 

Having introduced some of the relevant aspects of the phenomenon of agreement, we shall now 

proceed to illustrate it with examples from European languages. In the English example (43), 

the noun file functions as the controller whilst the demonstrative functions as the target. 
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Similarly, in (44) the predicate loves (target) agrees with the subject John (controller) with 

respect to number and person. In the French and Italian examples below, there is 

gender/number agreement between the noun and definite article (in [45]) and gender agreement 

between the noun, indefinite article and modifying adjective (in [46]). The targets of (43-46) 

are characterized by concatenative morphology, the target in (46), these, is not: in (46) number 

is expressed by vowel and consonant alternations (this [ðὤs] SG vs. these [ĦiΈz] PL; transcriptions 

for British English). 

 

(46) these  file-s 

 DEM.PL  file-PL     -Number Agreement (English) 

(47) John  love-s   candie-s 

 John[SG] love-3SG candy-PL -Number/Person Agreement (English) 

(48) l-a  table 

 DEF-FEM table.FEM    -Gender/Number Agreement (French) 

 óThe table.ô 

(49) un-a  bell-a         casa 

 INDF.SG.FEM beautiful.SG.FEM   house.SG.FEM  - Gender/Number Agreement (Italian) 

 óA beautiful houseô 

       (Broohm & Rabanus 2018: 104-105) 

  

From the examples given above, we observe that the domain of agreement could be the DP (as 

in [46], [47], [48]) as well as a higher-order structure (e.g., the clause, as in [47]). 

The gamut of syntactic relations that can be signaled via agreement morphology varies 

cross-linguistically. Since agreement varies within and across language(s), some patterns of 

agreement may be seen as epitomizing more ñcanonicalò cases of agreement than others. 

Consequently, there has been a debate on whether anaphora relations (i.e., the determination 
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of the form of anaphoric pronouns) also forms part of agreement. As Corbett (2003) notes, over 

the years, there has been a growing consensus in the literature that anaphora relations can be 

analyzed in terms of agreement morphology. 

Premised on this, Corbett (2006) proposes indicators that constitute the criteria for 

defining the relevant aspects of ñcanonical agreementò (i.e., prototypical cases of agreement), 

such that if any agreement pattern falls short of this, that pattern may be described as ñnon-

canonicalò. Corbettôs main criteria are summarized below in Table 6. 

Table 6: Selection of Corbettôs Canonicity Criteria (Corbett 2006: 8-27) 

Controllers Targets Domains Features Conditions 

1. Canonical 

controllers are 

present (rather 

than absent). 

3. Canonical 

targets are 

bound (rather 

than free). 

7. Canonical 

domains are 

asymmetric 

(rather than 

symmetric).  

9. Canonical 

features are 

lexical (rather 

than non-

lexical). 

11. Features 

have no 

choice of 

feature value 

2. Canonical 

controllers 

overtly express 

agreement 

features. 

4. Canonical 

targets express 

agreement via 

inflectional 

marking (rather 

than via clitics 

or free forms). 

8. Canonical 

domains are local 

(rather than non-

local) 

10. Canonical 

features having 

matching 

values (rather 

non-matching 

values).  

 

 5. Canonical 

targets 

obligatorily 

mark agreement.  

   

 6. Canonical 

targets agree 

with a single 

controller.  

   

 

In the next subsection we shall discuss agreement properties of Esahie. 

 

2.4.2.2 Agreement in Esahie 

As earlier noted in section 1.2.2.3, as an isolating language, Esahie is characterized by a limited 

system of inflection marking. A corollary of this is that, unlike languages such as Swahili and 
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French, where verbs overtly agree in person and number with their subjects, in Esahie, and 

indeed many other Kwa languages (including Akan27, Ga, Ewe, Nzema: cf. Osam 1993, Aboh 

and Essegbey 2010), subject-predicate agreement is not morphologically overt. We illustrate 

this in the examples below. 

 

(50) a. Kwamina t  ̄ a-kҜlaa pa 

  Kwamina COP SG-child good 

  óKwamina is a good childô 

 b. Kwamina ne Attaa t  ̄ Ǽ-gҜlaa  pa 

  Kwamina  CONJ Attaa COP PL-child good 

  óKwamina and Attaa are good kidsô 

(51) a. Me  kr  ̧  nitse-sȈa̼͕-nҢ 

  1SG.SBJ love.HAB thing-learn-NMLZ  

  óI love studyingô  

 b. O  kr  ̧  nitse-sȈa̼͕-nҢ 

  3SG.SBJ love.HAB thing-learn-NMLZ  

  óS/he loves studyingô    (Broohm & Rabanus 2018: 107) 

 

We notice in (50-51) that in Esahie there is no overt realization of agreement between the verbs 

and the subjects in terms of number and person. In (50a, b) the copular verb does not change 

in form independently from the singular or plural feature of the subject. In (51a, b) we observe 

that the verb remains the same irrespective of the person value of the subject pronoun. 

                                                           
27 It worth mentioning that some varieties of Akan such as Fante do show agreement though.  
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Turning to agreement within the DP, since Esahie is genderless and to a large extent 

caseless28, the foremost relevant morpho-syntactic feature that could be possibly examined is 

number (section 2.4.2.2.1). However, in anaphora agreement, as we shall see later, there are 

further agreement features to be considered (section 2.4.2.2.2). 

 

2.4.2.2.1 DP-internal Agreement (in Number)  

As Ameka and Dakubu (2008) rightly observe, there is an interesting split as far as plural 

formation and nominal classes in Kwa are concerned. They observe that within the Tano group 

of languages (to which Esahie belongs), there is usually number concord. With specific 

reference to Esahie, Broohm (2017) confirms this observation and notes that the Esahie DP 

exhibits some level of agreement morphology as far as number (plural) marking is concerned.  

Agreement marking in Esahie may occur between the noun and the head (demonstrative) 

determiner, as well as between the noun and other (nominal) modifiers within the DP such as 

adjectives, where the noun functions as the controller while the remaining elements function 

as targets. In the examples that follow, we shall see how this works. 

 

(52) a. bakaa h®   b. m-makaa29 h®-m  

  stick DEM    PL-stick DEM-PL 

  óThis stickô    óThese sticksô  

 

In example (52a, b), we observe that the complement noun and the head demonstrative agree 

in number, albeit using different markers. In the examples that follow, we shall attempt to 

                                                           
28 Case, on the other hand, cannot be said to be non-existent in Esahie. Its realization, however, is restricted only 
to the pronominal system, where it is typically marked syntactically via its position in the sentence, rather than 
via overt morphological exponence. However, there is also morphological exponence, see Table 7 in section 
2.5.1.1.1. 
 
29 The initial consonant /b/ in bakaa assimilates totally with the plural prefix /m-/.  
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introduce other modifiers (demonstratives) into the DP, to be able to better understand how 

number agreement works within the DP (cf. Broohm 2017: 20).30 

 

(53) a. boaen tenden h®     Singular (Ø-marked) 

  sheep tall DEM 

  óThis tall sheepô 

 b. m-moaen n-denden h®-mҜ   Plural (nasal-marked) 

  PL-sheep PL-tall  DEM-PL 

  óThese tall sheepô 

c. *  m-moaen tenden  h® 

    PL-sheep tall  DEM 

(54) a. bowie kwekwa~kwekwa hene31   Singular (Ø-marked) 

  bone RED
32~dry  DEM 

  óThat (very) dry boneô  

 b. m-mowie Ǽ-kwekwa~kwekwa hene-mҜ Plural (nasal-marked) 

  PL-bone PL-RED~dry  DEM-PL 

  óThose (very) dry bonesô 

c. *m-mowie kwekwa~kwekwa hene 

   PL-bone RED~dry  DEM 

                                                           
30 As pointed out to me by a reviewer, this type of agreement is reminiscent of what happens in Akan where 
there is number agreement between noun heads and adjectives. It differs from what happens in the GTM 
languages, for example, where adjectives are not agreement targets, but some numerals are. 
31 Agreeing with a reviewer, I believe that it is justifiable to posit the [ne] in the demonstrative hene is the 
(same/regular) definite marker in Esahie, and this accounts for the fact it also takes the -m  plural suffix. This, 
according to the reviewer, implies that hene is a very significant term in the inventory of determiners in Esahie. 
The reviewer suspects that hene could be a compound determiner, since such forms are not unheard of in other 
Kwa languages, where both the demonstrative and definiteness markers co-occur. Given the fact that such forms 
are attested in other Kwa languages, I reckon that it is not out of place to describe hene as a compound. 
32 Reduplication here has an intensifier function (INT). It also important to point out that elsewhere in the 
grammar of Esahie (i.e. when they have to agree with the plural noun head), adjective reduplication signals 
agreement.  
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(55) a. e-woo  pri  h®   Singular (vocal-marked) 

  SG-snake big  DEM 

  óThis big snakeô 

 b. n-woo  m-bri  h®-mҜ   Plural (nasal-marked) 

  PL-snake PL-big  DEM-PL 

  óThese big snakesô 

c. * n-woo pri  h® 

     PL-snake big  DEM 

       (Broohm & Rabanus 2018: 109-110) 

 

In the examples (53b, 54b, 55b), we observe agreement between the controller nouns and the 

target modifiers (i.e., adjectives and demonstratives). More importantly, we notice that whilst 

the demonstrative appears to invariably select the suffix -mҜ in the plural irrespective of the 

form of plural marker (in this case a nasal prefix [n-]) borne by the controller noun, the adjective 

(when marked for the plural), usually shares the same marker and marker distribution (i.e., 

prefix) with the controller noun. (Note that the plural prefix [n-] is a homorganic nasal, and 

therefore it assimilates in place with the consonant that follows it. This accounts for the 

variation in the form of the marker in different phonetic contexts.) The ungrammaticality of 

examples (53c, 54c, and 55c) points to the fact that agreement marking is obligatory in these 

contexts. In the examples (52-55) plural number agreement is always expressed by affixation, 

hence, the morphology can be accounted for in terms of morpheme-based morphology. In (56), 

things are different. 

 

(56) a. SҜ sona  tҢҢ he 

  DEM person bad DEM 

  óThis bad personô 
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 b. SҜ menia   tҢҢ~tҢҢ  he-mҜ 

  DEM person(PL) bad~PL  DEM-PL 

  óThese bad peopleô    (Broohm & Rabanus 2018: 110) 

 

The sentence in (56b) is the plural version of (56a). In the controller noun menia ópeopleô the 

plural feature is inherent to the lexeme: plural is expressed via suppletion. In the targets, the 

plural agreement feature is expressed in three different manners: overtly as the suffix -mҜ on 

the phrase-final demonstrative hemҜ; via reduplication in the adjective tҢҢtҢҢ; not at all on the 

phrase-initial demonstrative sҜ.33 Hence, in (56) a morpheme-based approach, which requires 

morphemes with plural meaning on the words in agreement, cannot adequately describe the 

Esahie agreement system. Reduplication is particularly instructive in this sense: tҢҢtҢҢ contains 

two identical syllables. Thus, it is impossible to assign the meaning ópluralô to the first and the 

meaning óbadô to second syllable (cf. [56a]) or vice versa. Contrastingly, the paradigm-based 

approach is perfectly in line with the data: the paradigm cell in which the adjective tҢҢ óbadô is 

associated with the plural feature determines the application of the reduplication rule, 

consequently, (57b). 

 

(57) a. tҢҢ ópluralô???  + tҢҢ óbadô??? Ÿ óbad (plural)ô 

 b. óbad (plural)ô Ÿ tҢҢ~tҢҢ 

 

                                                           
33 As a reviewer insightfully notes, there is a fundamental difference between the he-m  and s  as 
demonstratives. The latter is phrase initial and it is an identifying demonstrative which has a co-occurrence 
dependency relationship with the post head demonstrative. This identifying form does not have an agreement 
relation with the head, so one does not expect s  to be marked since it is not a target of agreement. This, 
according to the reviewer, is one pan-Kwa structure. 
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In (58-60) we provide further examples for constructions in which the agreement feature is not 

always expressed by concatenative morphology. We begin with multiple adjectival targets in 

(58) and (59). 

 

(58) a. brasua  kҜkҜrҢ  kama  ne 

  woman  light.skinned good.looking DEF 

  óThe good-looking light-skinned womanô 

 b. m-mrasua Ǽ-kҜkҜrҢ  kama-kama  ne-mҜ 

  PL-woman PL-light.skinned PL~good.looking DEF-PL 

  óThe good-looking light-skinned womenô 

 

(59) a. tena bre pri ne 

  cloth black big DEF 

  óThe big black clothô 

 b. n-dena  bre m-bri-m-bri  ne-mҜ 

  PL-cloth black PL-PL~PL-big  DEF-PL 

  óThe big black clothsô 

 c. n-dena  bre m-bri-kua  ne-mҜ 

  PL-cloth black PL-big-AUG  DEF-PL 

  óThe large black clothsô    

Broohm & Rabanus (2018: 111-112) 

 

In example (58b), the plurality feature is overtly expressed on the controller noun brasua 

ówomenô, as well as on all agreement targets (i.e. the determiner, the adjective of quality kama 

ógood-lookingô [via reduplication], and the color adjective kҜkҜrҢ ólight-skinnedô). 

Contrastingly, in example (59b,c), the plurality feature is overtly expressed on the controller 
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noun, the determiner, and the size adjective pri óbigô (even redundantly by concatenative 

morphemes and reduplication, cf. [56, 57]), but not on the color adjective bre óblackô. As far 

as the overt expression of agreement feature on targets is concerned, color adjectives in Esahie 

exhibit an ambivalent behavior. 

In (60) and (61) we turn to consider the behavior of quantifiers and then numerals in 

agreement morphology. 

 

(60) a. m-mrandeҢ Ǽ-dikaa-Ǽ-dikaa pΒΒ 

  PL-gentleman PL-RED~PL-short  many(PL) 

  óMany short gentlemenô 

 b. m-mrandeҢ n-den-n-den  ne-mҜ-mu-nyҜ 

  PL-gentleman PL-PL~PL-tall  DEF-PL-all-2 

  óBoth tall gentlemenô     (Broohm & Rabanus 2018: 112) 

 

In the (60a), the plurality feature is overtly expressed on controller noun abrandeҢ ógentlemanô 

and the adjective tikaa óshortô, but it is an inherent feature of the quantifier pΒΒ ómanyô. In 

(60b), apart from the controller noun and adjectival target overtly expressing the relevant 

feature, the morphological structure of the quantifier ne-mҜ-mu-nyҜ óbothô contains both 

morphemes with inherent plural features and the overt plural marker -mҜ. This observation 

points to the fact that Esahie quantifiers may have overt agreement markers. 

 

(61) a. m-mrandeҢ  n-den-n-den  nyҜ  he-mҜ 

  PL-gentleman  PL-PL~PL-tall  2  DEM-PL 

  óThe two tall gentlemen.ô 
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b. m-mabunu anyanza-fӑҢ   bru  nô-akoraatǫ 

  PL-virgin wise-PL [+HUMAN]   10  DEF-all 

  óAll the ten wise virgins.ô  (Broohm & Rabanus 2018: 113) 

 

In the example (61)a-b we observe that Esahie numerals, by tendency, fail to participate in 

overt agreement morphology. 

 

2.4.2.2.2 Number, Person, Animacy, and Case Agreement of Anaphoric Pronouns 

It has been noted that NPs may be extracted from various argument and non-argument positions 

for various ǔ-operations34. The effect of ǔ-operations varies across languages (Georgi 2014). 

While some languages, such as English (Salzmann 2011), allow for gaps35, other languages do 

not permit or require the use of the gap strategy, instead, they resort to the use of resumptive 

pronouns (RPs) in the various extraction sites. Additionally, there are languages that allow both 

RPs and gaps in certain positions (Klein 2014). In this section, we examine NP resumption as 

instance of agreement in Esahie. Particularly, we consider NP resumption in two types of ǔ-

operations: relativized clauses and focalized constructions. As we shall see, in both types of 

constructions, RPs agree with moved antecedent NPs. We begin by examining the co-

referentiality exhibited between NPs and their modifying relative clauses. 

 

2.4.2.2.2.1 Relative clauses 

Relative clauses in Esahie typically have the structure in (62). 

 

                                                           
34 Operations involving the extraction of elements from argument positions into non-argument positions for 
purposes of information structure. 
35 The claim for a gap strategy in English finds justification in the fact that the extraction site shows no phonetic 
traces of such operations. 
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(62) a.   [ IP Ǽ-nwȈ-ne    [NP brasuai [CP bὉ [ IP Aseda gya-le-yei]          ne]]] 

          1SG-see-PAST woman       REL     Aseda marry-PAST-3SG.ANIM .ACC    DEF 

           óI saw the woman whom Aseda married.ô 

 b. [ IP [NP brasuai]  [CP bὉ  [ IP oi-gyale-le        Aseda] ne] fi   Boako] 

    woman          REL      3SG.ANIM .NOM-marry-PST    Aseda DEF be.from Boako 

  óThe woman who married Aseda is from Boako.ô 

        Broohm & Rabanus (2018: 114) 

 

These examples exhibit the salient morphosyntactic properties of Esahie relative clauses. In 

(62a) the object of the verb nwȈ óto seeô is made up of an initial NP (the antecedent or the head) 

followed by an embedded clause. This NP + relative-clause structure functions as the object of 

the sentence. In (62b) the NP + relative-clause structure functions as the subject of the sentence. 

In either case, the antecedent NP occurs on the left periphery of the clause and is followed by 

the relative clause marker bҜ. The relative marker is then followed by a complement IP that is 

in turn followed by the determiner nen, which is the same as the definite determiner in Esahie. 

Inside the complement IP in (62a) is the RP ye óhim/herô which is co-referential with 

the head NP and agrees with it in animacy, number,36 person, and case. The controller in this 

agreement relation is the head NP brasua ówomenô, the RP plays the role of target. The RP 

occupies the canonical position of the relativized element (i.e., the object position in this case). 

                                                           
36 Even in syncretic forms, if an antecedent singular NP is replaced with its syncretic plural counterpart, the form 
of the RP changes to reflect the change in number (i.e. number agreement). There is a different pronoun for 
stone and stones. This is illustrated in the example below: 
 
(1) a. Ny╓bo╚i he b  ╓i-t╓-le   ase╚wo ne 
  stone DEM REL 3SG.INANIM.NOM-fall-PST ground DEF 
  Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΩ  
 b. Ny╓bo╚i he-m╓ b  b╚i-t╓-le   ase╚wo ne 
  stone DEM-PL  REL 3PL.INANIM.NOM-fall-PST ground DEF 
  Ψ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎǘƻƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΩ  
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In (62b) it is the subject position in the relative clause that is relativized, and we see a subject 

RP o ós/heô in the subject position in the complement clause. Functioning as the target, the 

resumptive pronoun, similarly, agrees with the controller (i.e, the antecedent head NP) in 

animacy, number, person, and case: {3SG, ANIM , NOM}.  The domain of agreement is intra-

sentential (within the clause). 

 

2.4.2.2.2.2 Focalizations 

Another ǔ-operation that licenses agreement via NP resumption is focalization. In Esahie 

(Broohm 2014), and indeed many other Kwa languages (Akan: Korsah 2016; Yoruba: Adesola 

2010), gaps are disallowed in extraction sites in certain contexts. As Broohm (2014) observes, 

the RP is always obligatory when the argument in focus is óanimateô and óhumanô. In the 

example(s) below, we consider both subject and object resumption as a concomitant of an ǔ-

operation of focalization. 

 

Non-focused sentence 

(63) a. Kofi  f»«-ne   Yaa 

  Kofi  chase-PAST  Yaa 

  óKofi chased out Yaaô 

 

Subject-focused version of (63a) 

 b. Kofij   yeŮ *Øj/Ҝj=f»«-ne    Yaa-Ҝ 

  Kofi (ANIM )[NOM] FOC *ø/3SG.NOM.ANIM =chase-PST  Yaa-CD 

  óKOFI [and not, say, Kwame] chased out Yaaô 

 

 



 
 

 76 

Object-focused version of (63a) 

 c. Yaai   yeŮ Kofi f»«-ne=*Øi/yei-Ҝ 

  Yaa(ANIM )[ACC] FOC Kofi  chase-PST=*ø/3SG.ACC.ANIM -CD 

  óKofi chased out YAA [and not, say, Afia]ô 

       (Broohm & Rabanus 2018: 115-116) 

 

Returning to our discussion on agreement, we notice that the RP clitic37 agrees with its referent 

NP (antecedent) in terms of number, person, animacy, and also case features. For instance, 

Kofi in (63b) is a singular animate NP which has been extracted from a subject position, and 

thus has nominative case. Yaa in (63c) has similar properties except that, because it is extracted 

from an object position, it has accusative case. The extracted antecedent NPs in this case 

function as the controller, while the RP clitics, Ҝ- (nominative) and ye- (accusative), function 

as the target, and the features at play here are number, person, animacy and case. The domain 

of agreement here is extra-sentential (beyond the clause). 

 

 

2.4.2.3 Canonicity of agreement in Esahie 

In this section, we consider the two kinds of agreement earlier discussed in the light of Corbettôs 

criteria of canonicity. The goal of this section is to test the strength of each kind of agreement, 

and also to compare and contrast the two kinds of agreement using Corbettôs criteria (see Table 

6 above for a more detailed formulation of the criteria). 

 

 

                                                           
37 The RP is considered a clitic because it is phonologically dependent on the verb, and, as a result, it shows the 
effects of vowel harmony with the verb and its other prefixes. 
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Table 7: Canonicity of Agreement in Esahie 

Canonicity Criter ia DP-internal 

Agreement 

Anaphora 

Agreement 

1. Controller is present. V  V  

2. Controller overtly expresses agreement features. V  X 

3. Expression of agreement on the target: bound > 

free 

V  V  

4. Expression of agreement on target: inflectional 

marking (affix) > clitic > free word 

V       X 

5. Target obligatorily marks agreement. V  V  

6. Target agrees with a single controller. V  V  

7. Domain is asymmetric. V  V  

8. Domain is local. V   X 

9. Feature is lexical (rather than non-lexical)        X           X 

10. Features have matching values. V  V  

11. Features have no choice of feature value. V  V  

 

From the data discussed above, we notice that a DP-internal complement noun, such as boaen 

ósheepô in (53), functions as the controller of (number) agreement within the DP, whilst an 

(antecedent) referent NP, such as Kofi/Yaa in (63), functions as the controller of anaphora 

agreement. In both instances, the controller is present, implying that both are equally canonical 

(criterion 1). With respect to agreement within the DP, we also observe that whilst the 

controller noun typically expresses the number feature overtly via the plural prefix [m-] in 

mmoaen ósheepô as in (50b), on the contrary, in anaphora agreement, the controller, i.e. the 

referent NP, does not overtly express the relevant feature(s). DP-internal agreement is therefore 

more canonical (criterion 2). 

In terms of the morphological distribution of the agreement marker(s) expressed on the 

targets, we notice that in both types of agreement, agreement markers (i.e. affixes in DP-internal 

agreement and clitics in anaphora agreement) are bound rather than free (criterion 3). Given 

the canonicity ranking: inflectional marking (affix) > clitic > free word (cf. Corbett 2003: 113), 

the expression of agreement in DP-internal agreement targets (affixes) is more canonical than 

expression of agreement in anaphora agreement targets (RP clitics) (criterion 4). 
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Relative to the obligatory expression of agreement on the target(s), we notice that while 

DP-internal modifiers (targets of DP-internal agreement) overtly express agreement, RP clitics 

(targets of anaphora agreement) covertly express the same, so either way, agreement is 

obligatorily expressed by/in the target, both are therefore equally canonical in this regard 

(criterion 5). Also, targets of both types of agreement agree with single controllers, an 

(antecedent) referent NP in the case of anaphora relations and a noun in the case of DP-internal 

agreement. The data discussed above shows no evidence of multiple controllers. They are at 

par in this regard (criterion 6). 

The assumption of the distinctive roles of controllers and targets implies as an inherent 

asymmetric relation, rather than a balanced or symmetrical relation. The controllers (i.e. 

antecedent referent NPs and DP-internal complement nouns) determine the form of the targets 

(i.e. RP clitics and DP-internal modifiers) and the reverse is not possible (criterion 7). 

Domains: DP-internal agreement is local, since it is at the phrasal-level, while anaphora 

agreement is non-local since it is beyond the clause38. DP-internal agreement is therefore more 

canonical (criterion 8).  

The features in both types of agreement are based mostly on formal assignment from 

outside rather than being purely lexical (with the exception of animacy) (criterion 9). Features 

in both types of agreement are therefore equally canonical. As expected, agreement features 

for types have matching values (criterion 10). Finally, we see no effect of the conditions on the 

choice of the values and, hence, no differences between DP-internal and anaphora agreement 

(criterion 11). 

Given the facts summarized above, we conclude that in Esahie, DP-internal agreement 

(with respect to number) is more canonical than anaphora agreement. According to Corbett 

                                                           
38 As Corbett (2006) explains, agreement at the phrasal/clausal level is local, whilst agreement beyond the clause 
is non-local. 
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(p.c.), this conclusion fits perfectly into what is expected, ñsince the bonds within the DP are 

closer than any external onesò. Anaphora agreement, nonetheless, is more interesting because 

of the heterogeneity of the interacting features. In the light of the discussions provided above 

on the operation and canonicity of agreement in Esahie, we consider the inflectional system of 

the Esahie nominal domain as fairly robust. 

 

 

2.4.3 NCS and semantically-controlled affixal selection in Kwa 

As explained earlier, noun classes may manifest in the form of a gender(-like) system, where 

selection of markers are determined or controlled by certain inherent features (semantic, 

conceptual and/or formal) of a lexical noun (head/controller) nouns. In this section, we shall 

examine the extent to which inherent semantic properties of Esahie nouns are crucial in our in 

the selection of affixes and pronouns. Again, compare Esahie with Akan. 

For Akan, Osam (1996) shows that nouns are (to an extent) sensitive to the semantic 

concept of ANIMACY. Thus, in some dialects of Akan, affixal selection could be triggered by 

the inherent conceptual and semantic (nominal) feature of animacy. This semantically-

controlled selection manifest in the selection of nominal affixes (for the various noun classes), 

as well as in the pronominal system of Akan, as we shall see later. In the table below, we 

examine the role animacy plays in affixal selection in Akan.  

 

Table 8: Animacy-controlled affixal selection in Akan NCS (Osam 1996: 154-156) 

Affix  Semantic 

feature 

Example Exceptions 

o-/Ҝ- 

 

(Class 1) 

ANIMATE  o-panyin óelderô 

Ҝ-hҜho óvisitorô 

Ҝ-kҜdeҢ óeagleô 

 

Yes 

e-/Ң- 

 

(Class 4) 

INANIMATE  Ң-boҜ óstoneô 

Ң-dan óhouseô 

e-tuo ógunô  

 

No 
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Parasynthetically 

marked plurals 

+HUMAN  a-hen-fo óchiefsô 

n-saman-fo óghostsô 

m-banyin-fo ómenô  

m-panyni-fo óeldersô 

 

No 

 

The Akan data in Table 8 shows that, without exception, the prefixes [e-/Ң-] are only selected 

by inanimate nouns such as Ң-dan óhouseô and e-tuo ógunô. Similarly, parasynthetically marked 

plural nouns (i.e. involving the selection of discontinuous plural affixes by nominals) as in a-

hen-fo óchiefsô and n-saman-fo óghostsô is only characteristic of human (animate) nouns. Of 

the three pairs of nominal affixes shown in Table 8, [o-/Ҝ-] are the only affixes whose selection 

comes with exceptions. This means that two-thirds of the Akan nominal affixes shown in Table 

8 are selected strictly on the basis of animacy. From the foregoing, we realize that the role of 

animacy as an inherent semantic feature in the selection of nominal prefixes in Akan is one that 

cannot be overemphasized. The fact that two out of the three classes show no exception further 

buttresses the point.  

Having shown what obtains in Akan, we will now consider role of animacy in the 

selection of declensional affixes in Esahie. This is illustrated below in Table 9. 

Table 9: Animacy-controlled affixal selection in the Esahie NCS 

Affix  Semantic feature Example Exceptions 

e-/Ң- 

 

( see class 1b) 

ANIMATE  Ů-kra ócatô      

e-woo ósnakeô 

e-bote órabbitô 

Ů-nwomee  óghostô                                                

                                           

Yes 

-m  

 

(see class 3) 

ANIMATE 

(+KINSHIP)  

ye-m  ówivesô                           

 

No 

Parasynthetically 

marked plurals 

 

(see class 2d and 4a) 

ANIMATE 

(+HUMAN)  

a-kua-fuҢ ófarmersô 

a-dwadi-fӑŮ ótraders 

Ǽ-gramo-fӑŮ ómuslimsô            

a-sigya-fӑŮ 

óbachelors/spinstersô 

a-kuna-fӑŮ ówidowsô                                        

No 
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The Esahie data in Table 9 shows that, without exception, parasynthetically marked plural 

nouns (i.e. involving the selection of discontinuous plural affixes by nominals) as in akuafuҢ 

ófarmersô or adwadifӑŮ ótradersô are only characteristic of human (animate) nouns. Two out of 

the three sets of affixes shown in Table 9 are selected without exception by nouns with 

corresponding semantic values. They are the affixes [e-/Ң-] as in Ңkra ócatô and [-mҜ] as in yemҜ 

ówivesô. This means that two-thirds of the Esahie nominal affixes shown in Table 9 are selected 

strictly on the basis of animacy. 

Comparing Esahie to Akan in this regard, we observe that, notwithstanding the 

existence of exceptions for each group of noun form classes as shown in Tables 9 and 8, 

respectively, affixal selection in Akan and Esahie are both strongly controlled by the semantic 

feature of animacy. As far as the robustness of animacy-controlled affixal selection is 

concerned, Esahie and Akan are at par.  

We now turn to look at how animacy manifests itself in the pronominal system (i.e. the 

selection of resumptive/anaphoric pronouns), again comparing Esahie with Akan (Twi).  

Akan 

(64) a. abҜfra no bҢ-yera  b. dua no bҢ-yera 

  child the FUT-be.lost   tree the FUT-be.lost 

  óThe child will get lost.ô   óThe tree will  get lost.ô   

(Osam 1996:157) 

(65)  a. Ҝ-bҢ-yera    b. Ң-bҢ-yera 

  3SG.ANIM -FUT-be.lost    3SG.INANIM -FUT-be.lost 

  óS/he will be lost.ô    óIt will be lost.ô   

(Osam 1996:158) 
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We observe that a different pronoun is selected depending on the animacy of the noun that is 

pronominalized, that is, in (65a) which is (64a) with the noun replaced by a pronoun, the 

pronoun is [Ҝ-]. However, in (65b) the pronoun chosen is [Ң-], which is the pronoun for 

inanimate things. This is because dua ótreeô is cross-linguistically inanimate.  

In the Esahie examples below, however, things are different.  

(66) a.  adoma   ne  ko-muni  b. dadeҢ  ne  ko-muni 

  baby       the FUT-be.lost   cutlass the FUT-be.lost 

  óThe baby will get lost.ô    óThe cutlass will get lost.ô 

(67) a. o-ko-muni    b. o-ko-muni 

  3SG.ANIM -FUT-be.lost    3SG.INANIM -FUT-be.lost 

  óS/he will be lost.ô    óIt will be lost.ô 

 

Since adoma óbabyô in (66a) is animate while dadeҢ ócutlassô in (66b) is inanimate, we expect 

that, all other things being equal, they will be resumed by different pronouns. i.e an animate 

pronoun for adoma óbabyô in (67a) and an inanimate pronoun for dadeҢ ócutlassô in (67b). 

Instead, what obtains are cases of syncretism as the form of the pronominal clitic invariably 

remains as [o-] whether the antecedent (controller) noun is animate or inanimate. What this 

means is that, unlike Akan where the selection of anaphoric pronouns is strictly controlled by 

animacy, in Esahie in general, the inherent semantic feature does not to trigger or control affixal 

selection.  

 

2.5 Summary 

In this section, we have discussed among other things, some general issues regarding noun 

classification in African languages, especially in (Akanic) Kwa languages, the role of morpho-
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phonological information in the grouping of Esahie noun classes, the various Esahie noun 

classes in terms of their structure and unifying feature(s), number agreement within the Esahie 

DP, and the relationship between noun classes and (semantically-controlled) affixal selection 

in Esahie. 

Our analysis of the Esahie NCS has shown among other things that: the Esahie NCS is 

number-based; that morpho-phonological information plays a crucial role in the choice of 

affixes; and that it has suffered some morpho-syntactic decay. The pervasive loss of (singular) 

number markers, the higher incidence of frozen nominal forms, and the complete loss of 

subject-verb agreement support the argument for morpho-syntactic decay in the Esahie nominal 

domain.   

Our analysis has further shown that, notwithstanding the morpho-syntactic decay in the 

nominal system of Esahie, number, as a syntactic feature, still triggers some form of agreement, 

especially with within the DP. This means that, typologically, Esahie behaves just like her 

Central-Tano relatives such as Akan, where - though noun classes themselves are syntactically 

inactive-, number as a syntactic feature still triggers agreement. Comparing Esahie to Akan, 

the data discussed in this work point to the fact that Esahie has suffered a relatively stronger 

morpho-syntactic decay in the nominal inflection system.  

Based on the data discussed in this work, the general typological picture of the Kwa NCS is 

depicted in the diagram below.   

 

      Morpho-syntactically Vibrant    Morpho-syntactically vestigial        

More conservative              Less conservative  

        GTM         Central-Tano 

 

Tutrugbu  Sὑlὑὑ        Akan   Esahie 
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It has also been shown that the role of semantic information in setting up noun classes in Esahie 

is largely insignificant. The Esahie NCS is seemingly being lost, with most new nouns being 

zero marked. The Esahie NCS is syntactically inactive, and this is crucial since you would 

expect that a somewhat semantically based system would have a syntactic reflex, but this does 

not happen. We could, therefore, conclude that, unlike Akan, there is no semantically-

controlled affixal selection in the Esahie NCS. This would, therefore, account for the fact that 

class assignment is largely arbitrary.  

Having shown that the Esahie NCS and agreement system is not semantically based, so 

that class assignment and affixal selection appear to be largely arbitrary, we proceed to examine 

the question of how weak(-ened) the inflectional system of the Esahie nominal domain is 

synchronically. In answering this question, we focus on the phenomenon of syncretism. The 

purpose of this is to provide a comprehensive account of the inflection marking in the nominal 

domain of Esahie. 
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PART TWO  

SYNCRETISM IN ESAHIE  

2.6 On Syncretism 

Syncretism raises a number of issues against the fundamental assumptions of morpheme-based 

approaches. With syncretism, ña single form serves two or more morpho-syntactic functionsò 

(Baerman et al. 2005: 2). Put differently, two or more cells within a wordôs paradigm are 

occupied by a single form. Syncretism arises where the morphology of a language fails to show 

a distinction that is made in the syntax. 

Instances of syncretism are typically found in person/number marking in verbal 

paradigms and case marking in nominal paradigms. In Romanian, for instance, verbs of all 

classes exhibit syncretism of the first person singular with the first-person plural form in the 

imperfect tense, hence, number syncretism, see Table 10 below. 

 

Table 10: Imperfect paradigms of Romanian verb forms (cf. Stump 2001: 215) 

 a cânta óto singô a auzi óto hearô 

1SG  cântá-m 

óI singô 

auziá-m 

óI hear 

2SG cântá-i 

óyou singô 

auziá-i 

óyou hearô 

3SG cântá 

óShe/it singsô 

auziá 

óShe/it hearsô 

1PL cântá-m 

óWe singô 

auziá-m 

óWe hearô 

2PL cântá-tᵯi 

óYou singô 

auziá-tᵯi 

óYou hearô 

3PL cântá-u 

óThey singô 

auziá-u 

óThey hearô 

 

As earlier hinted, case systems also easily lend themselves to syncretism. In the Yir -Yoront 

(Pama-Nyungan Australian language) data provided below, while words such as ófootô or ólegô 

have distinct forms for absolutive, ergative and dative case, words such as óarmô and óarmpitô, 
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on the contrary, fail to make the expected distinction between ergative and dative. Words in 

the latter category are clearly instantiations of case syncretism, see Table 11. 

 

Table 11: Case syncretism in Yir-Yoront (Alpher 1991, cited in Baerman 2007: 1) 
 

ófootô  ólegô  óarmô  óarmpitô 

ABS thaml  kumn puth ngamrr 

ERG thamarr  kumalh putha ngumurr 

DAT thamarriy  kuman putha ngumurr 

 

It is instructive to mention at this point that the typology of syncretism may be approached 

from a formal and/or an explanatory perspective(s). From a formal perspective, syncretism may 

be typologized as being simple, nested or contrary (see Baerman et. al 2005: 13-16). Due to the 

descriptive orientation of thesis, the subject is approached (only) from an explanatory 

perspective. Adopting an explanatory approach to the typology of syncretism, Stump (2016: 

170-183) proposes three typologies of syncretism: natural-class syncretism, directional 

syncretism, and morphomic syncretism. 

In natural-class syncretism, syncretic forms in a lexemeôs paradigm share a common 

feature and could be seen as constituting a natural-class. Instantiations of this kind of 

syncretism involve cells that have a common feature value (say, singular number). Let us 

consider the Italian example in Table 12. 

Table 12: Present tense paradigms of the Italian verb ballare ódanceô 

 PRS.IND PRS.SBJV 

1SG  ballo balli 

2SG balli balli 

3SG balla balli 

1PL balliamo balliamo 

2PL ballate balliate 

3PL ballano ballino 

 

The syncretic forms of Italian verbs as shown in the shaded cells in the table all share a common 

value in number (singular), tense (present) and mood (subjunctive), hence, they form a natural 
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class. As Stump (2016) points out, instances of natural-class syncretism, as observed in the 

Italian verbal paradigm, may be explained either as being simply a reflection of a kind of 

impoverishment in the rules of exponence, resulting from the fact that the morphosyntactic 

distinction relevant for syntax and semantics are simply unavailable for realization by the 

languageôs (inflectional) morphology, or preferably, as cases of underspecification, in which 

case the syncretic forms may be seen as being underspecified for, e.g., person (as in Table 12). 

In directional syncretism, there is a sort of ñparasiticò relation, in that one cell appears 

to rely on another for its realization. One member of such a relation may be seen as the 

determinant member of the syncretic pair while the other is seen as the dependent member. In 

the Italian example shown in Table 13, syncretism can be said to be directional because the 

third person plural form (the dependent, ñparasiteò) is parasitic to the third person singular form 

(the determinant). 

 

Table 13: Present paradigm of magn̈ re óeatô in Italian, Verona dialect39 (Bondardo 1972: 

150) 
 

SG PL 

1 m g̈no magn®mo 

2 m g̈ni magne 

3 m g̈na m g̈na 

 

The Rumanian example shown in Table 10 is another example of a directional syncretism: in 

this case the first-person singular form is dependent from the first person plural form, 

historically marked in the Romance languages (and, generally, in the Indo-European 

languages) by the bilabial nasal /m/. 

In addition to situations where syncretic forms constitute a coherent class of 

morphosyntactic properties (natural-class syncretism), and situations where pairs of syncretic 

                                                           
39 A reviewer is of the opinion that the Verona dialect is considered by some as a sister to Italian, rather than a 
dialect of Italian.  
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forms exhibit a sort of directionality (directional syncretism), there are also instances of 

syncretism where the relation between pairs of syncretic forms may be seen as symmetrical, in 

that neither pair derives its exponence from the other pair (see Chapter 5 for more on 

morphomic properties). This type of syncretism has been called morphomic or symmetrical 

syncretism (Stump 2016: 179).  

As we shall see in Chapter 5, syncretic forms challenge the morpheme-based approach 

to morphology. In order to account for the ergative/dative syncretism in Yir-Yoront (Table 11) 

and the third person singular/plural syncretism in Italian (Verona dialect cf. Table 13) 

paradigms are ñirreducibleò because they identify patterns in which two different paradigm cell 

license the same word forms. For the third person singular/plural syncretism in Italian, 

morpheme-based accounts would try to model the relationship between content and formal 

exponence in the following way: 

 

(68) a. magnà óeatô + ø 3SG??? Ÿ óhe eatsô 

 b. magnà óeatô + ø 3PL??? Ÿ óthey eatô 

 

The assumption that there is a zero morpheme which has two different grammatical meanings 

(3SG vs. 3PL) is highly problematic. Contrastingly, it is perfectly fine to assume that the two 

different paradigm cells are associated with the same inflected word form: 

 

(69) a. óhe eatsô Ÿ magnà 

 b. óthey eatô Ÿ magnà 

 

Hence, paradigms play a crucial role for the explication of the interaction between inflectional 

morphology and other modules of grammar. 
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2.6.1 Syncretism in Esahie 

In this section, we examine various instances of syncretism in Esahie, and attempt to provide 

an analysis of these instances in the sense of Stumpôs (2016) typology. In particular, we 

consider instances of syncretism in the pronominal system (section 2.6.1.1), as well as in some 

frozen nominal forms in Esahie (section 2.6.1.1.3). 

 

2.6.1.1 Syncretism in the Esahie Pronoun System 

In this section we limit our discussion to syncretism within the pronominal system of Esahie. 

We first examine case, animacy, and person syncretism (section 2.6.1.1.1), and then proceed 

to look at number syncretism (section 2.6.1.1.2). 

 

2.6.1.1.1 Case and Animacy Syncretism in Personal Pronouns 

Notwithstanding that lexical DPs are not marked for case, the Esahie pronominal system is 

sensitive to case. For the pronominal system, the relevant distinctions are made for nominative 

and accusative case. In Table 14 below, we show the various case/animacy paradigms of the 

pronominal system. Cells with syncretic forms are shaded with the same grey-scale values for 

purposes of identification. From the table, we observe that there are several instances of 

syncretism in the pronominal system of Esahie. Chief among them are third person forms.  

First, in Esahie, unlike in Akan (Asante) (cf. Korsah 2016), there is no animacy 

distinction in the third person paradigm. With respect to case, we notice that similarly, there is 

no distinction between first person nominative and accusative forms (neither in singular nor in 

plural number), second person plural nominative and accusative forms, as well as third person 

plural nominative and accusative forms: indeed, in none of the plural pronouns. 
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Table 14: Case and animacy syncretism in Esahie 
 

Nominative 

(Subject) 

Accusative 

(Object)  
Singular Plural Singular Plural 

1 me yҢ me yҢ 

2 Ң ҢmҜ wҜ ҢmҜ40 

3 +ANIM  Ҝ bҢ ye bҢ 

3 ïANIM  Ҝ bҢ ye bҢ 

 

The syncretism in animacy, evidenced by the lack of distinction with respect to animacy across 

the entire third person paradigm, may be explained as instantiation of natural-class syncretism, 

in that each set of syncretic forms, say the set of third singular nominative forms, constitutes a 

coherent class of morphosyntactic properties, collectively identifiable by the feature {3SG, 

NOM}. Alternatively, this syncretism may also be conveniently attributed to underspecification, 

or as resulting from an impoverishment in the inflectional system of Esahie by which 

morphosyntactic distinctions that are relevant for syntax and semantics are unavailable for 

realization.  

The syncretism in case as observed in the form pairs of 1SG nominative/accusative 

form, 1PL nominative/accusative, 2PL nominative/accusative, and 3PL nominative/accusative 

may be typologized as representing directional syncretism, because there appears to be a sort 

of parasitic relation. Assuming along the lines of König (2008), that in languages with an 

accusative (as opposed to ergative) alignment, as is the situation in case-marking African 

languages, nominative is the unmarked41 or default case, we argue that accusative forms of 

each pair (in Table 15) rely on its nominative counterpart for its realization. This type of 

syncretism can arise as a corollary of a property mapping that causes the morphosyntactic 

                                                           
40 A reviewer has suggested that the form for 2PL em  could be said to be made up of the 2SG.NOM form ╚ and -
m╓ the plural marker used on kinship nouns and determiners, so that in a sense, the second person singular is a 
speech act participant and a social relation in a sense. This hypothesis sounds insightful and convincing prima 
facie, however, there is the need for further investigation in order to make a strong case for this analysis.  
41 As König (2008) explains, the nominative case is unmarked on three levels - in morphology, function, and 
citation. It is morphologically unmarked because it is typically zero-marked, and functionally unmarked because 
it is used in a wider range of contexts.  
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property set: {1SG, ACC}, { 1PL, ACC}, { 2PL, ACC} and {3PL, ACC}, which are relevant for syntax 

and semantics to be realized by means of the morphology that is usual for realizing a contrasting 

property set: {1SG, NOM}, { 1PL, NOM}, { 2PL, NOM} and {3PL, NOM}, respectively. 

The mapping of property that results in this kind of syncretism is illustrated in Table 15 

below. We see here that the cells of the content paradigm, (the requirement of syntax)  

outnumber the cells in form paradigm (the morphological realizations). 

 

Table 15: Property Mapping in Case Syncretism 

Content Paradigm Paradigm Linkage Form Paradigm 

<ME, {1SG, NOM}>  
 

 

<me,{1SG, NOM}>  
<ME, {1SG, ACC}>  

<Yὑ, { 1PL, NOM}>  

 

 

<yὑ,{1PL, NOM}>  

<Yὑ, { 1PL, ACC}>  

<ὑMὉ, {2PL, NOM}>  

 

 

<ὑmὉ, {2PL, NOM}>  

<ὑMὉ, { 2PL, ACC}>  

<Bὑ, { 3PL, NOM}>  

 

 

<bὑ, {3PL, NOM}>  

<Bὑ, { 3PL, ACC}>  

 

We now proceed to look at number syncretism still within the pronominal system. We analyze 

a different class of data ï reflexive pronouns. The motivation for separating this section from 

the one earlier discussed is that, here, a different (explanatory) typology is proffered to account 

for this type of syncretism. 

 



 
 

 92 

2.6.1.1.2 Number Syncretism in Reflexives 

In this section, we consider Esahie reflexive pronouns. These reflexives are free pronouns 

formed via the concatenation of personal pronouns (such as ómy/yourô) and the form for óselfô 

with a [[pronounACCUSATIVE] + [óselfô]REFLEXIVE] morphological structure. 

Different from personal pronouns, reflexive pronouns present evidence for another kind 

of syncretism: number syncretism, limited to 2PL and 3PL forms, which show no distinction. 

Let us consider Table 16. 

 

Table 16: Number syncretism in Reflexive Pronouns 

Person Singular Plural  

1 me-nw» 

ómyselfô 

yҢ-nw» 

óourselvesô 

2 wҜ-nw» 

óyourselfô 

bҢ-nw» 

óyourselvesô 

3 ye-nw» 

óhim/her/itselfô 

bҢ-nw» 

óthemselvesô 

 

  

The syncretism observed in the 2PL and 3PL reflexive forms could be described as an 

instantiation of morphomic syncretism, i.e., the relation between pairs of syncretic forms may 

be seen as symmetrical, in that neither pair derives its exponence from the other pair. None of 

the syncretized property sets, neither {2PL, REFL} nor {3PL, REFL}, has a stronger claim to the 

shared morphology than the other property set. 

 

2.6.1.1.3 Number Syncretism in Nominal Forms 

Another instance of syncretism in Esahie is number syncretism in nominal forms. It appears 

that the semantic feature of animacy plays a crucial role in accounting for this instance of 

syncretism. While animate nouns tend to make distinctions in number, inanimate ones are, by 
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tendency, syncretic42. This observation is in consonance with Osamôs (1996) animacy 

hierarchy hypothesis according to which the more animated a category  the fewer the number 

of syncretism. This explains why the examples in the shaded cells in Table 17, which all refer 

to inanimate reference objects, make no distinction in number, though required by syntax. It is 

instructive to point out that this shows the interplay between inflectional morphology and 

syntax-semantics. 

 

Table 17: Number Syncretism in Nominal Forms 

Gloss Singular Plural  

óbuildingô sua sua 

óstoneô nyҜboҢ nyҜboҢ 

ósquirrelô ebote mmote  

óthiefô awieniҢ awiefӑŮ 

óropeô yamaa yamaa 

ófoodô aliҢ aliҢ 

ówarô koŮ ahoŮ 

ódayô kyia kyia 

ófarmô boo boo 

óchildô ak laa Ǽg laa 

ólandô aseҢ aseҢ 

óleafô nyaa nyaa 

 

This kind of syncretism could simply be attributed to a deficiency in the inflectional system of 

Esahie, such that the morphosyntactic distinctions relevant for syntax and semantics are simply 

unavailable for these lexemes. Alternatively, these instances of syncretism may be accounted 

for as natural-class syncretism involving underspecification. With this, the syncretic forms may 

be seen as being underspecified for number, since their true value becomes clear only when 

they are used in context. We prefer the latter account, because the former cannot be sustained 

in the light of the fact that, in principle, morphological number distinctions are available in the 

Esahie inflectional system. The two cases of syncretism in Esahie that have been considered 

                                                           
42 The animacy hierarchy proposed for German (cf. Alber and Rabanus, 2011) is based on similar observations. 
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point out that paradigms are crucial to inflectional morphology. The Esahie data, therefore, 

provides empirical support for the irreducibility hypothesis proposed by Stump (2016), which 

asserts that some morphologically significant generalizations irreducibly pertain to whole word 

forms and their content (paradigm), rather than to stems, affixes or morphotactics. In Chapter 

5, these generalizations are argued to be better accounted for as óconstructional properties.ô 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

This chapter set out to investigate two inflectional issues in Esahie  noun classes and 

syncretism. Overall, the inflectional system of the nominal of Esahie could be described as 

fairly robust, relatively speaking. We have also shown that features including number, person, 

animacy, and case all enter the Esahie agreement system in various contexts. Adopting 

Corbettôs (2006) criteria for canonicity of agreement, this work has shown that in Esahie, DP-

internal agreement is more canonical than the various instances of anaphora agreement.  
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CHAPTER THREE  

NOMINALIZATION IN ESAHIE  

 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter deals with the word-formation phenomenon of nominalization. It begins with an 

overview of the subject of nominalization and how it was discussed in the early Generative 

accounts (section 3.2). Based on the type of syntactic unit that serves as the input to the 

nominalization operation, as well as the internal syntax of the eventual output of the 

nominalization operation, this chapter also discusses two types of nominalizations ï lexical vs. 

clausal nominalizations (section 3.3). Regarding clausal nominalizations, two types of 

nominalizations are discussed: nominalized clauses (section 3.3.1.1) and clausal 

nominalizations (section 3.3.1.2). On lexical nominalization, various types of nominalizations 

are discussed including personal and participant nominalization (section 3.3.2.1), instrumental 

nominalization (section 3.3.2.2), locative nominalization (section 3.3.2.3), objective 

nominalization (section 3.3.2.4), reason nominalization (section 3.3.2.5), abstract 

nominalization (section 3.3.2.6),  and action nominalization (section 3.3.2.7). The remainder 

of the chapter is dedicated to action/event nominalization as is it works in Esahie, addressing 

issues like prosodic features in the derivation of action nominals (section 3.3.2.7.2), morpho-

syntactic features (i.e. morpho-syntactic characterization), such as synthetic compounding 

(section 3.3.2.7.3), as well as inflectional features of action nominals (section 3.3.2.7.4). 

  Finally, the chapter discusses the properties in the external (section 3.4.1) and internal 

syntax (section 3.4.2) of Esahie action nominals, as well event structure properties (section 3.5) 

of (complex) nominalizations in Esahie. A conclusion of the chapter is offered in section 3.6. 
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3.2 On the phenomenon of Nominalization 

In its core sense, nominalization has generally been understood as the process of deriving nouns 

or nominal expressions (Comrie & Thompson 2007). The input for this kind of derivation 

ranges from lexical units like verbs (e.g. play > player) and adjectives (e.g. sad > sadness), to 

clausal units (e.g. transform the economy > (the) transformation of the economy).  

Nominalization has over the years been of keen interest to linguists (cf. Alexiadou and 

Rathert 2010, Roy and Soare 2011) because they tend to have (mixed) properties of both 

nominals and predicative (either verbal or adjectival) elements and consequently exhibit a 

tendency of ambivalence as far as categorial status is concerned. To date, the trans-categorial 

status of nominalizations still presents an interesting challenge to standard syntactic and 

morphological theories.  

The study of nominalization has been approached from varied perspectives. The works 

of Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993)43 and Malchukov (2004), for instance, approach the subject 

from a typological perspective, adopting a questionnaire method in collecting data from a 

variety of languages. Other scholars, such as Yap et al. (2011), have approached the subject 

from a diachronic perspective, by collecting detailed analyses of particular languages within 

certain language families, in order to facilitate cross-phyla comparison of languages. 

Nominalizations, especially deverbal event nominalizations, differ across the languages of the 

world and more than one form can be attested within a specific language. Nominalizations can 

also vary according to the morphological process involved in their formation, the extent of the 

inheritance of verbal and nominal properties that is shown in their syntax, as well as the 

possible meanings expressed in the semantics. The fascinating nature of the interaction between 

the syntax, morphology and semantics of nominalizations partly explains why the subject has 

been of interest to linguists.  

                                                           
43 The typological analysis provided in Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993)Ωǎ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ тл ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎΦ 
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In the beginning, syntacticians, especially those working within the framework of 

Generative-Transformational Grammar, were primarily interested in ascertaining the specific 

component of grammar responsible for the derivation and computation of the properties of 

nominalizations. In the seminal works of both Chomsky (1957) and Lees (1960), 

nominalizations were generally accounted for as products of transformations that took place in 

syntax. In the Leesian (1960) account, for instance, nominalizations of all sorts (including 

derived nouns, compounds and relative clauses) were derived by applying a series of 

transformations (i.e. syntactic rules) to full sentences. In this account, nominalizations were 

seen strictly as the result of transformation operations taking place in the syntax. Let us consider 

the sentences below in (70).  

 

(70) a. John politely refused the offer 

 b. Johnôs polite refusing of the offer 

 

According to Leesô analysis, the derivation of example (70b) from (70a) can be accounted for 

by the transformational rule in (71):  

 

(71) Nom-Tns-Vt-Nomô-(Adj-Ly)-Z  X-Nom+Gen-(Adj)-ing Vt + of + Nomô-Z-Y 

              (Lees 1960: 68) 

Similarly, Chomsky (1970), also being concerned with accounting for the structural and 

semantic parallelism between nominalizations and sentences, distinguishes three categories of 

nominalizations: derived, gerundive and mixed nominalizations. This distinction is exemplified 

below in (72).  
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(72) a. Johnôs refusal of the offer  (Derived) 

 b. Johnôs refusing the offer  (Gerundive) 

 c. Johnôs refusing of the offer  (Mixed) 

 

Chomsky notes, among other things, that syntactic derivation could only account for gerundive 

nominalizations, and that, derived nominalizations are too idiosyncratic in their semantics and 

restricted in productivity to be accounted for syntactically, via syntactic transformations. Since 

derived nominalizations were too idiosyncratic and different from the outputs of standard 

syntactic transformations, Chomsky (1970) explains that they cannot be treated as the results 

of syntactic operations. Rather, Chomsky proposes, albeit indirectly, that, derived 

nominalizations are part of the lexicon.  

This position, alternatively referred to as the lexicalist hypothesis (Chomsky 1970:188), 

paved way for the rise of lexicalism and Generative Morphology, where scholars such as Halle 

(1973), Aronoff (1976), Booij (1977), Allen (1978), Lieber (1980), and Scalise (1984), 

understood the lexicon as a separate operational module paralleling syntax in some respects. In 

a more articulated view, word formation processes (and morphological processes, in general) 

came to be understood to take place in the lexicon, such that syntax only dealt with (already-

formed) words.  

Within the Generative Grammar framework, the nature, computational capacity, and 

function of the lexicon was conceptualized in two opposing ways: the pre-Chomsky (1970) and 

post Chomsky (1970). In the first view, the lexicon was understood as a repository of 

idiosyncrasies deployed to build linguistic expressions in the syntax. In this conceptualization, 

the lexicon was understood as having no structure, hence, containing no combinatorial 

primitives and no internal mechanisms for computation (cf. Di Sciullo and Williams 1987, 



 
 

99 
 

Chomsky 1981). In the post Chomsky (1970) view, the lexicon was seen as a module with its 

own syntax-independent principles for assembling primitives into complex objects. In other 

words, the lexicon was understood as having its own computational capacity (cf. Halle 1973, 

Aronoff 1976, Lieber 1980, Scalise 1984).    

Linguists, syntacticians especially, have also sought to investigate other properties of 

nominalizations. They include one, whether nominalization patterns are grammatical-role 

driven or thematic-role driven (cf. Rappaport 1983; Giorgi and Longobardi 1991; Hoekstra 

1986; Rozwadowska 1988). Two, the extent to which the internal syntax of nominalizations is 

either DP-like or TP-like, a hybrid category or like neither (cf. Koptjevskaja-Tamm 1993/2005; 

Comrie 1976/2011; Bekaert and Enghels 2017). Three, the syntactic functions of 

nominalizations (cf. Lehmann 1984). Four, the attested syntactic types of nominalizations 

based on argument structure and other diagnostics (cf. Grimshaw 1990; Rappaport Hovav and 

Levin 1992; Comrie and Thompson 2007). Five, the type of arguments that can occur or must 

occur to evoke a particular reading, as well as the type of verbs that are allowed in one 

configuration or the other, among other things, and six, the attested syntactic types of 

nominalizations based on underlying syntactic structures and derivations (Alexiadou 2001; 

Harley 2009; Borer 2013).  

Indeed, there are several other syntactic attempts at formalizing the so-called Event vs. 

Result nominals (E/R nominalizations) dichotomy, especially within the framework of 

Distributed Morphology (DM) in recent times. In the DM framework (cf. Halle & Marantz 

1993; Marantz 1997a/b; 2001; 2007; Harley & Noyer 1999; and Embick & Noyer 2007), there 

is a unique generative component called SYNTAX, which is responsible for the computation 

of both word and phrase structure. Consequently, there is no component specifically designated 

for word formation, neither a morphological component nor a generative lexicon. In fact, DM 
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denies the existence of a generative lexicon44 and the properties traditionally associated with it 

are distributed in various components, which gives rise to the name óDistributed Morphologyô 

(see Marantz 1997a-b, for more on anti-lexicalist arguments). In Borerôs (2013) Exo-skeletal 

model, like other syntactic approaches to word formation in general, derivation is understood 

to obey same syntactic rules that phrase-level syntax follows, and contrary to the lexicalist 

view, there is no computational lexicon. 

Morpho-semanticists have sought to explore, among other things: the semantics of 

nominalizing derivatives (cf. Martin 2010), the rules that govern them and how productive are 

they, the ways in which these derivatives compete with each other (cf. Varvara 2017), what 

accounts for affixal polysemy and ambiguity in nominalizations (cf. Melloni 2007/2011, Jezek 

and Melloni 2011, Real and Retor® 2014), and also whether or not the semantics of an 

input/base is enough to define the structure of nominalizations (cf. Mayo et al., 1995, Bisetto 

and Melloni 2007, Gurevich et al. 2008). Still on the semantics of nominalizations, some 

scholars have probed into the question of whether nominalizations in themselves have 

determinate meanings. Taking cognizance of the range of óformsô, the range of óreadingsô, as 

well as the morpho-syntactic ócontextsô in which nominalizations occur, Lieber (2016) argues 

that the range of interpretations available to one kind of nominalization is inevitably influenced 

and shaped by the range of other nominalizations that are available to speakers of a language, 

as well as by the contexts in which those nominalizations are deployed. In her egalitarian view 

of nominalizations, Lieber (2016: 20) contends that nominalizations ñexist within a kind of 

derivational ecosystem where everything bears a relation to everything else.ò 45 

Other scholars have yet approached the subject from a pragmatic and ontological angle 

(cf. Hamm and Kamp 2009, Brandtner and Heusinger 2010, Brandtner 2011).  

                                                           
44 In DM, there are 3 types of lexicons, but not in the traditional sense of the word. The discussion concerning 
the nature and function of these lexicons is beyond the scope of this thesis.  
45 Lieber ultimately argues that, to the extent that many patterns that have been claimed to be unacceptable 
are actually attested in corpora, the theories that have been built on other data are undermined.  
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3.3 Lexical vs. Clausal Nominalization in Esahie 

The classification of nominalization into clausal and lexical is based first on the type of 

syntactic element that functions as the input for the nominalization process or the syntactic 

scope of the nominalization process. The input for the nominalization may either be a lexical 

item or a clausal structure. Beside the input element parameter, our treatment and classification 

of nominalizations in this chapter also takes into account the internal syntax of the output 

nominal, that is, whether the nominalization resembles a tense phrase (TP or a clause) as against 

a determiner or noun phrase (DP/NP). The essence of this second parameter is that, there is a 

general consensus in the literature that action nominals, a type of lexical nominalizations, for 

instance, typically exhibit some of the syntactic characteristics of both clauses and underived 

NPs, hence, they occupy an intermediate position between these two categories, with many 

scholars (cf. Comrie 1976, Koptjevskaja-Tamm 1993; 2003; 2005, Comrie and Thompson 

2007) agreeing that the extent to which action nominals are verbal or nominal varies 

considerably from language to language.  

Proceeding on this premise, it is justifiable to expect that nominalizations would exhibit 

some morpho-syntactic characteristics prototypical of noun phrases (or DPs). These properties 

may be distributional and/or structural and could be useful to determining how truly ónoun-

likeô (i.e. DP-like) or óclause-likeô (i.e. TP-like) nominalizations are.  

Therefore, admittedly, our two-way classification of Esahie nominalizations based on 

input vs. (internal syntax of) output-based parameters, has a potential of yielding conflicting 

classifications in some instances. This implies that, what might be classified based on the input 

element as a case of clausal nominalization, might as well be classified as a case of lexical 

nominalization based on the internal syntax that the output nominalization displays. As we 

shall see in section 3.3.1.1, this is particularly the case for nominalized clauses in Esahie, which 
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will later be re-analyzed as cases of lexical nominalizations (section 3.3.2.7.1). It is our hope 

that this blend in classification will enhance our understanding of Esahie nominalization.  

We begin our discussion with lexical nominalization, which has to do with the creation 

of nouns from lexical items, typically verbs and adjectives (cf. Comrie & Thompson 2007). 

Nominalization in Esahie is typically a deverbalization process, since input elements are 

typically verbs rather than adjectives. Nouns may also serve as input elements for (further) 

nominalization operations. The resultant nominals may simply name the activity or state 

designated by the lexical input, or may represent one of its arguments. One could therefore, 

distinguish between a number of such nouns: names of activities or states (i.e. action nominals), 

on the one hand, and names of arguments (event participants, i.e. agentive nouns, instrumental 

nouns, manner nouns, locative nouns, objective nouns, reason nouns, etc.) on the other hand 

(cf. Comrie and Thompson 2007). As we shall see, the difference between the forms in the 

former and those in the latter category is that the former items typically retain certain properties 

of the verbs or adjectives they are related to, while the latter typically behave syntactically like 

other nouns in the language, bearing only morphological and (often unpredictable and 

idiosyncratic) semantic relations to the associated verb or adjective.  

As far as clause-based nominalizations are concerned, two distinct sets of 

nominalization constructions can be distinguished, namely ñnominalized clausesò and ñclausal 

nominalizationsò (cf. Post 2011, Yap et. al 2011). The former displays the syntax of a noun 

phrase, and typically express event nominalizations, noun complements and relative clause 

constructions. The latter resemble predicative clauses in that they have the tendency to retain 

certain verbal features such as tense-aspect-mood marking. They frequently occur as 

subordinate clause constructions for framing and backgrounding functions. As we shall see, 

Esahie clause-based nominalization resembles nominalized clauses.  
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The range of strategies and devices employed cross-linguistically for the purposes of 

nominalization are numerous and varied.  They include, but are not limited to, the attachment 

of a nominalizing affix, the attachment or modification via an article, the attachment of nominal 

inflectional suffixes, the use of an of-phrase, as well as the use of a possessive construction 

(Comrie & Thompson 2007; Koptjevskaja-Tamm 1993, 2003; Malchukov 2006). Furthermore, 

in languages with no dedicated nominalizer(s), other categories such as classifiers, 

demonstrative and definiteness markers, possessive pronouns and case markers may be 

employed to signal the nominal status of a word or construction. As noted in the literature, this 

raises an interesting question: Can such noun phrase modifiers and markers be considered as 

nominalizers?  

In what follows, we proceed to discuss these issues by focusing on two types of clause-based 

nominalizations that obtain in Esahie, comparing them with nominalizations in other 

languages.   

 

3.3.1 Clausal Nominalization in Esahie 

In this section, we discuss how the two types of clause-based nominalizations elaborated above 

manifest in Esahie, by focusing on genitivization and relativization. We first consider 

ñnominalized clausesò in section (3.3.1.1), and later proceed to look at ñclausal 

nominalizationsò in section (3.3.1.2). 

 

3.3.1.1 Nominalized Clauses 

As noted earlier, nominalized clauses exhibit the syntax of noun phrases and typically express 

event (E) nominalizations, noun complements and relative clause constructions. In Esahie, this 

type of nominalization involves both genitivization and the attachment of a nominalizing 
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suffix. Specifically, the morpheme -lҢ (and its allomorphs) is the nominalizing suffix in Esahie, 

which nominalizes various types of constructions. Let us consider the following example(s).  

 

(73) a. Nana Aba kenga-le nwӑmaa  ne 

  NAME  read-PAST book  DEF 

  óNana Aba read the bookô 

 b. [Nana Aba-ye  nwӑmaa-keng§-lҢ]  t  ̄ pa 

  NAME-POSS  book-read- NMLZ  COP good 

  óNana Abaôs book-reading (style/habit) is goodô 

(74) a. Araba  li -le  aleҢ ne nkoraatǫ 

  NAME  eat-PAST food DEF all 

  óAraba ate all the foodô 

 b.  [Araba-ye  aleҢ-l²-lҢ]  t  ̄ maye 

  NAME-POSS  food-eat-NMLZ   COP good 

  óArabaôs (style/habit) of eating is courteousô  

 

The construction in the subject slot of (73b) is a nominalized version of (73a). Although the 

base construction for this nominalization is a clause (i.e. instantiating clause-based 

nominalizations), the nominalized construction in (73b) has the syntax of a noun phrase. 

Similarly, the construction in the subject slot of (74b) is a nominalized version of (74a), with a 

clausal base construction, and yet, showing the syntax of a noun phrase. Within the whole 

nominalized construction in (73b) and (74b), the modifying elements stand in a genitive 

relation with the head noun. Although these are cases of clausal nominalization, there are a 

number of features that make them amenable to a lexical nominalization classification. First, 

in terms of semantics, this nominalization pattern instantiates event nominalization (see section 
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3.5 for more) but more precisely mode nominals ómanner or style of performing the action 

designated by the verbô (cf. Koptjevskaja-Tamm 1993). This implies that nwӑmaa-keng§-lҢ in 

(73b) connotes the agentôs ómanner/style of readingô while aleҢ-l²-lҢ in (74b) connotes the 

agentôs óstyle/manner of eatingô. Second, one would not expect that a purely clausal type which 

be strictly transpositional would have the characterization of nouns with modified meanings, 

such as manner, which is a typical feature of lexical nominalizations. With this semantic 

characterization, these nominal forms approach lexical nominalizations. Third, the fact that 

there is no aspect ï tense ï mood preservation neither at the morphological nor semantic level 

also makes them akin to lexical nominalizations. Indeed, these cases of nominalizations could 

be conveniently re-classified as cases of lexical nominalizations (see section 3.5).   

 

3.3.1.2 Clausal Nominalizations 

As explained earlier, clausal nominalizations have been argued to show the semblance of 

predicative clauses in that they have the tendency to retain certain verbal features such as tense-

aspect-mood marking. They also typically occur as subordinate clause constructions with 

framing and backgrounding functions. The discussion on clause-based nominalizations in this 

section focuses on relativization.  

As far as clausal nominalization is concerned, the relation between relativization and 

nominalization has long been noted in extant literature as an interesting, intimate, and germane 

one (cf. Wheatley 1982, Herring 1991, Genetti 1992, Noonan 1997, and Bickel 1999). In Lahu, 

a Tibeto-Burman language, for instance, a single morpheme, [ve], functions as a nominalizer, 

complementizer, relativizer, and a genitive marker (cf. Matisoff 1972, Wheatley 1982). Indeed, 

in Tibeto-Burman languages in general, relative clauses are universally nominalizations, and 

have been described as a subspecies of clausal nominalizations (cf. DeLancey 2002, 2005). 

This is also attested in Korean, Chinese, and Japanese and several other Asian languages (cf. 
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LaPolla 1994, 2008; Bickel 1999; DeLancey 1999, 2005; Genetti 1992, 2011; Genetti et al. 

2008; Horie 1998; Matiso  1972; Noonan 1997, 2008; Rhee 2008; Shibatani 2009; Simpson 

2008; Yap & Matthews 2008; Zeitoun 2002).  

In what follows, we discuss relativization in Esahie as instance of clausal 

nominalization. Let us consider the following examples in (75). 

 

(75) a. Benyiwa t»-ne  Ңmo anoma 

  NAME  cook-PAST rice yesterday  

  óBenyiwa cooked rice yesterdayô 

 b. Ўhoin-ku-me  koso [Ңmo bҜ Ҝ-t»-ne-n]REL  

  hunger-kill -1SG.OBJ but rice REL 3SG-cook-PAST-DEF  

n-yҢ-fҢ 

  NEG-COP-tasty  

  óI am hungry, but the rice which s/he cooked is not palatableô. 

 

The sentence in (75b) contains a relativized version of the clause in (75a). The (modifying) 

relativized construction in (75b) [Ҝ-t»-ne-n]  óshe cookedô is nominalized by reason of the 

relativizer (bҜ ówhichô), which has nominal features that take scope over the entire construction 

and stands in an apposition relation to the relative head noun Ңmo óriceô. At this point, it is 

instructive to introduce Ouhallaôs (2004) relativizer typology, according to which, cross-

linguistically, there are two types of relativizers: the Complementizer-type (C-type) relativizer 

and the Determiner-type (D-type) relativizer. A language like English, for instance, has been 

argued to have the C-type relativizer since the relativizer that46 is the same as the regular 

                                                           
46 Undeniably, English also has relative pronouns such as WHO and WHICH that have nominal features. Although 
such wh-elements are typically hosted in the C-layer, they are not C heads, but D heads.  
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complementizer for sentential complementation, as in óSalo exclaimed that Obed would return 

soonô. In Esahie, just like in Akan (Osam 1998; Saah 2010), Amharic (Mullen 1986; Ouhalla 

2004) and Nuosu Yi (Liu & Gu 2011), the relativizer is di erent from the complementizer of 

sentential complementation. This difference is illustrated in the Esahie examples in (76).  

 

(76) a. Aseda  h«-ne  kyҢ   sona  Ǽ-g«  nahorҢ 

  NAME  say-PAST COMP   man  NEG-say truth 

  óAseda said that men are liarsô 

 b. Aseda      Ǽ-gro menia  bҜ  bҢ-Ǽ-g«  nahorҢ 

  NAME      NEG-like people REL 3PL-NEG-say  truth 

  óAseda dislikes people who lieô  

 c. *Aseda  Ǽ-gro  menia  kyҢ  bҢ-Ǽ-g« nahorҢ 

    NAME  NEG-like people  COMP 3PL-NEG-say truth 

 

From the sentence (76) above, we notice that the role of the complementizer kyҢ and the 

relativizer bҜ are distinct and not interchangeable in their use in the grammar of Esahie. This 

accounts for the ungrammaticality of (76c). In consonance with the predictions of Ouhallaôs 

(2004) analysis, if a language lacks relative pronouns or does not employ relative pronouns in 

relativization, as appears to be the case in Esahie, and Akan too (Saah 2010), the relativizer 

introducing relative clauses and the complementizer introducing sentential complements in this 

language must be two di erent morphemes.  

Following Kayne (1994) and Ouhallaôs (2004) typology of relative clauses, I propose 

that Esahie is a language with a D-type relativizer, where the relative clause is a DP with the 

[D-TP] structure. But what does it mean to say that the relative morpheme in Esahie, which is 

a D-type relativizer, takes a TP as its complement. I reckon that this is a nominalization process. 
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In other words, having the (nominal) features of a determiner, the relativizing morpheme bҜ 

could be argued to be playing the role of a nominalizer, turning a relative clause into a 

nominalized construction, and this nominalized relative clause then stands in apposition with 

the relative head noun. Alternatively, we could also simply argue that since the whole relative 

clause has an N head Ңmo óriceô, the nominal feature of the head percolates47 onto the entire 

relative clause [bҜ Ҝ-t»-ne-n] ówhich she cookedô, resulting in the nominalization of the whole 

construction [Ңmo Ҝ-t»-ne-n] óthe rice which she cookedô. Either way, this type of 

nominalization instantiates clausal nominalizations because it has the semblance of predicative 

clauses and retains some verbal features, specifically tense and polarity features.48 In the 

relativized construction [Ңmo Ҝ-t»-ne-n] óthe rice which she cookedô in (75b), for example, the 

ne-tense marking of the verb is retained. Similarly, in the relativized construction [menia bҜ 

b╚-Ǽ-g« nahorҢ] ópeople who lieô in (76b), for example, the Ǽ-negation marking of the verb is 

retained.  

Typical of clausal nominalizations, the Esahie relativized clause occurs as a subordinate 

clause construction with a backgrounding function. According to Post (2011), backgrounding 

clausal nominalization tends to occur clause-medially, in an ñasideò-like presentation often 

designed to clarify a reference or otherwise support a listenerôs understanding. From the 

                                                           
47 Percolation is a well-formedness condition which allows the features of a head to be passed up/down from 
node to node (cf. Lieber 1980, 1989, 1992; Selkirk 1982; Di Sciullo and Williams 1987; Appah 2013) inter alia). 
During percolation, the features of the head take precedence over the features of the non-head and so the 
features of the non-head are blocked from percolating. 
48 Other markers such as aspect and mood markers may also be retained in clausal nominalization. The aspectual 
marker in (Xa) is preserved in the relativization in (Xb).  
 
(X) a. Ama k -ꜟkenga nw◘maa  ne 
  NAME FUT-read  book   DEF 
  Ψ!Ƴŀ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΦΩ 
 
 b. Nw◘maa b  ꜟ Aseda k -ꜟkenga  ne 
  Book  REL NAME FUT-read  DEF 
  Ψ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ǿƘƛŎƘ !ǎŜŘŀ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŀŘΩ  
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perspective of the internal syntax of the output nominalization, clausal nominalizations 

resemble TPs, rather than DPs.  

In sum, comparing the two types of clause-based nominalizations discussed in this 

section, one might observe that while clausal nominalizations (i.e. involving relativization) 

show some clausal properties and have the internal syntax of a clause, nominalized clauses (i.e. 

involving genitivization and affixation), show no clausal properties and exhibit the internal 

syntax of lexical nominalizations.    

 

3.3.2 Lexical Nominalization in Esahie  

In this section, we discuss various types of nominalizations whose input is a lexical item. The 

input items are typically verbs as in (78), but may also be nouns and adjectives, as we shall see 

in (79) and (106d), respectively.  

 

3.3.2.1 Personal and Participant Nominalization 

Following Payne 1997 and others (cf. Appah 2003; Comrie and Thompson 2007; Bauer et al. 

2013), this classification of nominalizations is used as a cover term for all kinds of 

nominalizations ranging from nouns denoting agents, patients, themes, and inhabitants. We 

will collectively refer to such nominalizations as P/P nominalizations. Agent and patient 

nominalizations appear to be the most typical cases of such nominalizations. This explains why 

a number of languages have productive processes whereby action and state verbs can be turned 

into nouns meaning óone who/which performs the action/state designated by the (input) verbô. 

We will refer to this process by the traditional label óagentive nominalizationô even though, 

strictly speaking, the noun need not be in an óagentô relationship with the verb from which it is 

derived. In English, for example, the suffix -er derives nouns meaning óone which ñverbsòô 

from both agentive and non-agentive verbs: 



 
 

110 
 

 Input   Output 

(77)  a. sing   singer 

b. hear   hearer 

 

Interestingly, however, even in English, this process is constrained in certain ways: for 

example, -er derivation can take as its input nominal bases (e.g. potter, Londoner, etc.) and 

many stative verbs (e.g. lover), but it cannot be attached to adjectives. 

For the general derivation of deverbal nominalizations in Esahie, the suffixes [-niҢ] and 

[-fӑҢ], which roughly correspond to the English nominalizers -er, -ee, -ist, -ant are highly 

productive in Esahie. Like the nominalizer -lҢ which typically derives E/R nominalizations, 

these nominalizers [-niҢ] and [-fӑҢ] (earlier discussed in Chapter 3) may attach to verbal stems, 

although they typically select nominal stems, and generally derive personal/participant (P/P) 

nominalizations.  

Given the fact this pair of affixes can attach to both nominal and verbal stems, they 

constitute counterexamples to the Unitary Base Hypothesis (henceforth, UBH), which proposes 

that ñthe syntacticosemantic specification of the base, though it may be more or less complex, 

is always unique. (cf. Aronoff 1976: 48). The Unitary Base Hypothesis A W[ord] F[ormation] 

R[ule] will never apply to either this or thatò (Aronoff 1976: 48).ò In essence, the UBH claims 

that we should never expect to find in a language a morpheme that attaches to bases of different 

categories, say noun and verb, or verb and adjective. To the extent that the operators [-niҢ] and 

[-fӑҢ] attach to both nominal and verbal stems, Aronoffôs (1976) UBH does not hold for Esahie.  

The operators [-niҢ] and [-fӑҢ] respectively constitute a singular-plural pair of 

allomorphs, hence are in a sort of morpho-syntactically conditioned complementary 

distribution (i.e. based on NUMBER). While the operator [-niҢ] typically adds the ósingularô 
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meaning to the form to which it attaches, [-fӑҢ], on the other hand, typically adds a ópluralô 

meaning to the form to which it attaches.  

Lexical items are generally regarded in the literature as the selecting elements/heads in 

complex words, so that head selection (i.e. selection controlled by the head) is also lexical 

selection (see section 4.3.2 of Chapter 4 for more). However, in word-syntactic (lexicalist) 

models, affixes have also been considered as heads, with a similar capacity for selection (i.e. 

affixal selection). Indeed, affixal selection has been acknowledged in the literature (cf. Aronoff 

1976; Bauer 1990) to account for the fact that the English affix [in-] selects [+latinate] stems 

such as inedible, while [un-] selects [-latinate] bases such as uneatable.  

Unlike the English [in-] and [un-], the Esahie operators [-niҢ] and [-fӑҢ], in terms of 

their selectional properties, appear to attach to the same range of forms. An implication that 

follows from this is that one cannot predict which one of the operators attaches to one stem or 

the other. Their selection is based on morpho-syntactic (i.e. number) context in which they are 

used. Let us consider the following examples. 

Input   Output  

(78) a. ware  a-ware-niŮ    

  marry  SG-marry-NMLZP/P 

óone who is married/married personô49 

 b. sȈ«  a-sȈ«-fuҢ 

  learn   PL-learn-NMLZP/P 

    óstudents/disciples (one who learns)ô  

c. kyerҢ  kyerҢ-kyerҢ-niҢ 

  teach   RED
50-teach-NMLZP/P 

                                                           
49 The verb marry here is in its intransitive meaning/use, hence the possibility of dropping the internal argument.  
50 The reduplication here appears to nominalize the verbal base. 
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    óteacherô 

d. bu  bu-bua-niҢ 

  break  RED-break-NMLZP/P 

    ócrippleô51 

e. pata  pata-fӑҢ 

  stop.a.fight stop.a.fight-NMLZP/P 

óone who intervenes to stop a fightô 

 

The examples in (78) are all instances of deverbal nominalization via the attachment of the 

nominalizing suffixes.52 Having the general meaning of óone who performs/engages in the 

action designated by the verbô and, a few times, óone who is in the state designated by the verbô. 

The forms in (78) mostly constitute instances of óagentiveô nominalizations, in the sense 

indicated above. In (78b), for instance, the noun asȈ«fuҢ derives from the verb sȈ« óto learnô 

through the attachment of the affix [-fuҢ] and has the meaning óstudent/disciple (one who 

learns)ô.  

We proceed to consider another kind of agentive nominalizations. 

Input   Output  

 (79) a. paa  a-paa-fӑҢ 

  labour  PL-labor-NMLZP/P 

    ólaborersô  

b. kua  kua-niҢ 

  farming farming-NMLZP/P 

    ófarmerô  

                                                           
51 Here, the meaning is sort of unaccusative since literally a cripple is oƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ άōǊƻƪŜƴέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎǎΦ 
52 One may also argue that the prefix also plays nominalizing roles, but it certainly does not contribute to the 
agentive meaning. This would also imply a pre-nominalization that turns the verbs into nominal bases. 
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c. nworҢ  nworҢ-fӑҢ 

  wisdom wisdom-NMLZP/P 

ówise personô   

d. ǼgҜmhyҢ ǼgҜmhyҢ-niҢ  

  prophecy prophecy-NMLZP/P 

óone who prophesies/prophetô  

 

It appears that most of the examples in (78) and (79) are borrowed from Akan.53 Unlike the 

examples in (78) whose inputs were verbs, the examples in 79 (a-d) have nouns as their bases, 

implying that they are noun-based nominalizations. The input elements for these 

nominalizations are simplex nouns. This word-formation phenomenon is reminiscent of the 

English word-formation process that derives keyboardist from keyboard, bigamist from 

bigamy, decker from deck, Londoner from London, and potter from pot. The Esahie forms 

apaafӑҢ ólaborersô and kuaniҢ ófarmerô are derived from paa ólaborô and kua ófarmingô, 

respectively, via the attachment of [-fӑҢ] and [-niҢ]. Let us examine the Esahie examples in 

(80).  

Input    Output  

(80) a. awie   awie-niŮ                   

  theft   awie-NMLZ P/P    

óthiefô 

                                                           
53 In the table below, we provide a parallelism between these example and the potential Akan source words.  
 

Akan Esahie 

(o-)kuani ΨŦŀǊƳŜǊΩ kuaniʁ  ΨŦŀǊƳŜǊΩ  

nkꜟ mhyʁ ni ΨprophetΩ ng mꜟhyʁ niʁ  ΨprophetΩ 

apaafoꜟ  ΨlaborersΩ  apaaf◘ʁ ΨƭŀōƻǊŜǊǎΩ  

wꜟarani Ψa married personΩ awareniʁ  Ψŀ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ 

asuafoꜟ  Ψdisciple/studentΩ asuaf◘ʁ ΨŘƛǎŎƛǇƭŜκǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩ 
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b. agudi   agudұ-niŮ       

  athletics  athletics-NMLZP/P   

óathlete/playerô 

d. nyaatwom  nyaatwom-fӑҢ 

  hypocrisy  hypocrisy-NMLZP/P   

óhypocritesô  

 e. awue   awu-fӑҢ 

  death   death-NMLZP/P 

     óthe dead/dead peopleô 

f. ahyerҢ-lҢ  ahyerҢ-lҢ-fuҢ 

  write-NMLZ   writing-NMLZE/R-NMLZP/P 

  ówritingsô  ówrite/scribeô 

 g. kwata   kwata-niҢ 

  leprosy   leprosy-NMLZP/P 

     óleperô 

 

The bases for the nominalizations in (81) are all complex nouns formed either via affixation or 

compounding. They all have P/P readings. The pattern of nominalization exhibited below in 

the examples in (81) conforms to standard synthetic compounding, like truck-driver in English. 

Having bases that are deverbal nouns, they are more complex in structure than examples we 

saw in (80) whose input elements are mostly simplex forms. This class of nominalization is 

productive. 

 

(81) Agentive nominalization via Compounding  

  Input (VP)    Output  

a. ses«  sikaa  sika-ses«-fӑҢ 

change  money  money-change-NMLZP/P 

  óchange moneyô  ómoney-changersô  
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 b. si sua   sua-si-fӑҢ 

  build house   house-build-NMLZP/P 

      óbuilder(s)/mason(s)ô 

c. de Ůto┼   ҢtoҜ-di~d®-lҢ-niŮ  

  take tax   tax-take-RED-NMLZ-NMLZP/P 

      ótax collectorô  

 

 

3.3.2.2 Instrumental nominalization 

In some languages, there is usually a morphological process for deriving nouns from verbs 

where such nouns have a general meaning of óan instrument used for performing the action 

designated by the input verbô. In Wappo, an indigenous language of California (as well as in a 

number of other languages of the Americas), this process is very productive (cf. Comrie and 

Thompson 2007). A suffix [-(e)ma] ófor the purpose ofô is added to the verb root to form an 

instrumental nominalization in Wapo as in (82). 

 

(82) Wappo 

  Input   Output     Instrument  

 a.  yoӛ-    yokôema 

     sit    for the purpose of sitting    chair 

b.  kaļ    kaļema 

to plough for the purpose of ploughing    plough  

c.  latô-    latôema 

to whip   for the purpose of whipping   whip  

(Comrie and Thompson 2007: 338) 
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Similarly, in English, such instrumental nouns may be derived from verbs and adjectives via 

various morphological operators. Let us examine the examples below in (83) with the suffixes 

-er and -ant. 

 

(83) English: 

  Affix   Input   Output  

 a. -ant  seal  sealant  

b. -ant  cool  coolant 

c. -er  mow  mower 

d. -er  cut  cutter  

e. -er  dispense dispenser 

 

As noted in the English literature (cf. Kamp & Roßdeutscher 1994; Alexiadou & Schäfer 2006; 

Alexiadou 2008/2010), instrumental readings are possible only for the -er nominals derived 

from verbs for which the expression of an instrumental performing a ósubjectô role is available. 

Two kinds of instrumental -er nominals are distinguished in the literature. The instrumental 

nominals in (84), for example, and differ from those in (85), in that the instrumental noun in 

(84a) can occur as the subject of a corresponding sentence (84b), while this is not possible for 

the instrument in (85a) (see 85b). Let us examine the example (84) and (85) below. 

 

(84) a. Mary opened the can with the new gadget.   (intermediary)  

b. The new gadget opened the can. 

(85) a. Bill ate the food with a fork.     (facilitating)  

b. *The fork ate the meat. 
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The instrument new gadget in (84) has been referred to as an intermediary instrument, because 

it can be understood to perform the action expressed by the verb (to some extent) 

independently, a property that qualifies them as subjects of these verbs in as in the instrument 

in (84b). The instrument fork in (85a), on the other hand, is referred to as facilitating or enabling 

instrument. Crucially, the corresponding instrumental -er nominals is only possible for verbs 

that combine with intermediary instruments. This accounts for the functional difference 

between the examples in (86).  

 

(86)  a. opener (agent or instrument). 

b. eater (agent but not instrumental). 

 

In other languages, however, this instrumental nominalization may take the form of a 

compounding operation, as in Romance languages where instrument nouns are often formed 

via V+N compounding (e.g. Italian. apribottiglie óopen-bottle(s), bottle openerô). 

In Esahie, instrumental nouns can be derived from verbs via the operator [-leҢ] as in (87), or 

via compounding as in (88).  

 

 Affixation 

 (87) za  n-za-leҢ 

 hang  PL-hang-NMLZ INST 

   ósticks used to stake yam plant [so that it climbs around]ô  

 [V-N]N compounding 

 (88)  a. songyi turoo   

sieve soup    

ócolander (an item used to sieve soup)ô   
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b. sesa wura 

pick rubbish 

ódustpan (a flat container with a handle into which you brush dust and dirt)ô 

 

[N-N]N compounding 

 c.   bangu  bakaa  

banku  stick 

óa stick used for preparing banku (a dough meal)ô 

 

3.3.2.3 Locative nominalization 

Some languages have devices for deriving nouns that mean óa place where ñverbò happensô 

from verbs. Many Bantu languages have such a device; here are examples from Si-Luyana 

(Giv·n (1970)). 

 

(89)  a.  l·ta    li -lot-elo 

dream   cl5/6-dream-obl  

   óplace of dreamingô 

b.  m·na    li -mon-eno 

  see   cl5/6-see-obl 

óplace of seeingô 

(Si-Luyana: Comrie and Thompson 2007: 340) 

 

In Sundanese, an Austronesian language of West Java, a circumfix paǼ- . . .-an is used for this 

function (cf. Robins 1959: 358). 
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(90)  a.  diuk  paǼdiukan 

sit  place of sitting (seat) 

b.  sare   paǼsarean 

sleep  place of sleeping (bed) 

(Sundanese: Comrie and Thompson 2007: 340) 

 

In English and Italian, for instance, locative nouns may be derived from verbs and nouns too, 

as shown in (91) and (92), respectively.  Also, in some cases, the locative meaning is expressed 

by an affix which has another main function/meaning, as in the -ance in entrance or the -er 

diner.   

  

(91) English: 

Input   Output (N)    

 a. enter  entrance   

 b. register  registry  

 c. eat  eatery   

 d. nun  nunnery  

 e. dine  diner           

 f. orphan  orphanage 

 

(92) Italian: 

Input       Output (N)  

 a. entrare óenterô   entrata óentranceô 

b.  uscire óexitô   uscita óexitô 

c.  paste ópastryô      pasticceria ópastry shopô 

d. macellare óto slaughterô macelleria óslaughter house/butcheryô  

e.  oste óhostô    osteria ótavern/pubô 

f.  gelato óice creamô  gelateria óice-cream shopô  
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The nominalizing locative suffix in Esahie is [-leҢ], the same form which is used for deriving 

instrumental nominalization as discussed earlier in (87).54 This locative operator tends to attach 

to verbal stems. Let us examine the following examples.  

 

(93)  Input   Output  

 a. bia  a-bia-leҢ 

  bath  SG-bath-NMLZ LOC 

    óbathroomô 

b. sie  a-sie-leҢ 

  bury  SG-bury-NMLZ LOC 

    ócemeteryô 

c. bҜ  a-bҜ-leҢ 

  crack  SG-crack-NMLZ LOC 

    óa place where harvested cocoa pods are crackedô 

 d. tena  a-tena-leҢ 

  sit   SG-sit-NMLZ LOC 

    óseat/sitting placeô  

 

 

The nominal forms in (93) (typically) have a parasynthetic structure since there is usually both 

a prefix and a suffix. They name the location where the action designated in the base verbs 

from which they are derived take place. The forms in (94) also follow this pattern.  

 

(94) a. fia  a-fia-leҢ 

  hide  SG-hide-NMLZ LOC 

    óhideoutô   

 

 

                                                           
54 The multifunctional role of locative affixes is richly attested in the nominalization literature.  
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 b. mua  mua-leҢ 

  spread  spread-NMLZ LOC 

óa place where yams spread their leaves and flowersô 

c. wura  a-wura-leҢ 

  place (V) SG-place-NMLZ LOC 

    óa place where harvested foodstuff is gathered and stored  

before they are transported home for preservationô 

d. bҜ  (nzue)   a-bҜ-leҢ 

  meet  water  SG-meet-NMLZ LOC 

      óconfluenceô  

 

Indeed, in Italian too, the suffix -tore (usually used to derive agentive and instrumental nouns) 

and V+N instrumental compounding may also express locative meanings. Melloni (2007) 

observes, that very often locative meanings are derived from word formation means having 

another primary function (E/R affixes, instrument affixes, etc.) This is exemplified below.  

 

(95) a.  bollitore:  object/placeô where one can boil liquids  (locative) 

b.  battiscopa ï hit-broom óbase boardô    (instrumental) 

 

Another attested mechanism for deriving locative nominalizations in Esahie is compounding. 

In the examples in (96), place-naming nominalizations take the form of compounds. 

 

(96) a. nw«tǫ-hҜ-lҢ   nekaa 

  run-go- NMLZE/R  place 

  órefuge (lit. hiding place)ô 

 b. anwonyere-sa-lҢ  nekaa 

  sickness-heal-NMLZE/R  place 
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  óhospital (sickness-healing place)ô 

 

3.3.2.4 Objective nominalization 

Some languages have an affix that forms nouns designating the result, or the typical or 

ócognateô object of an action, such as -um in Diola (Sapir 1965). 

 Input    Output  

(97)  lib     libum 

to make slices  ócuts, slicesô 

 

Many Bantu languages have a similar device for creating a noun from a verb, where that noun 

means the object that results from an action. In Zulu, and in Si-Luyana, for example, a prefix 

for nouns in one of the nonhuman noun classes and the suffix [-o] will turn a verb into such a 

noun (Kunene 1974; Givon 1970). 

 

(98) Zulu: 

  Input   Output 

a.  -cabanga   um-cabang-o 

think   CL-think-NMLZ  

óthoughtô 

b.  -cula    i- cul -o 

sing   CL-sing-NMLZ  

óchoirô 

(99) Si-Luyana: 

      Input   Output 

a.  -l·ta   lu-lot-o 

      dream  a dream 

b.  -ē͔mba    lw-imb-o 

       sing   óa songô 
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In Sundanese, the suffix [-an] is one affix that performs this function (Robins 1959: 347): 

  Input    Output 

(100)   a. inum   inum-an 

    óto drinkô   ódrink/alcoholô 

b. omoǼ   omoǼ-an 

     óto sayô   óword/sayingô 

c. iǼϸt    iǼϸt-an 

    óto thinkô   óthoughtô 

 

In some languages, there is a process for taking a verb and forming a noun from it which names 

not the typical object nor the result of the activity denoted by the verb, but a noun with the 

passive meaning, that is óthing/person that is ñverbedòô. In Si-Luyana, for example, either a 

human or a nonhuman noun class prefix may be added to a passive verb to form an objective 

noun (Giv·n 1970b: 74ï5). 

 

  Input   Output 

(101)  a. m·na    mu-mon-wa 

 see   CM1/2-see-pass  

óone who is seenô 

b. m·na  si- mon -wa 

see  CM7/8-see-pass 

óthing which is seenô 

 

 

In what follows, we examine some object(-ive) nominalizations in Esahie. As we shall see later 

in (section 3.4), these nominalizations have the same morphological structure as E/R 

nominalizations and could actually be reanalyzed as result nominals.  

 



 
 

124 
 

 (102) Esahie: 

 a. hyerҢ  a-hyerҢ-lҢ 

  write  PL-write-NMLZR 

    ówritingsô  

b. pҢ  Ң-pҢ-lҢ 

  fall  SG-fall-NMLZ  

    óepilepsyô  

(103) a. kyerҢ  Ǽ-gyerҢ-kyerҢ 

  teach  PL-teach-RED 

    óteachingsô 

 c. yie  a-yie-leҢ 

  finish  SG-finish-NMLZ  

    óthe end (of a situation/event)ô  

 

 

3.3.2.5 Reason nominalization 

Reason nouns are nominalizations that that indicate or explain the reason for a certain action. 

state or event. Sundanese is an example of a language in which a noun meaning óthe reason for 

ñverbingòô can be created from a verb (Robins 1959:351). 

 

 Input   Output  

(104)  a. dataǼ  paǼdataǼ 

   arrive  óreason for arrivalô 

b. daek   paǼdaek 

   be willing  óreason for being willingô 

c. indit  paǼindit 

   leave  óreason for leavingô 
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In example (104a), for instance, a reason nominalization is derived from the verb dataǼ óarriveô 

via the attachement pf the prefix [paǼ-]. This affixation operation is not only transpositional 

but also affects the meaning of the nominalization, which the nominalization indicates the 

reason for the performing or undergoing the meaning of base verb from which it is formed.  

In Esahie, we could have nominalizations that name óthe goal of the action described in 

the verbô. This class is unproductive one with members that are potentially borrowed. 

 

(105) nate  nate-seҢ 

 walk  walk-NMLZ  

óreason for coming (lit. reason for walking)ô 

 

The next class of nominalization we look at is the abstract class. 

  

3.3.2.6 Abstract nominalization  

Nominalizations may denote abstract and non-concrete and intangible concepts. The input 

element of this class of lexical nominalizations may be verbs, as in (106a-c), or adjectives, as 

in (106d). 

 

(106) Esahie: 

 a. kuro  e-huro-lŮ 

  to love  SG-love-NMLZE/R  

    ó(the feeling of) loveô  

 b. sere  Ů-sere-lŮ 

  to laugh SG-laugh-NMLZE/R 

    ólaughterô  
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 c.  wu  a-wue 

  to die  SG-die 

    ódeathô  

 d. nyemene nyemΒnΒ-nŮ 

  beautiful beautiful-NMLZ      

óbeautyô   

 

(107) a. la  la-leҢ 

  sleep  sleep-NMLZR 

    ódreamô 

b. yҜ  yҜ-leҢ 

  do  do-NMLZR 

    ódeeds/actionsô  

 

We now begin our discussion of what appears to be the largest and the most productive class 

of lexical nominalization, namely action nominalization. The rest of the chapter is dedicated to 

this subclass of lexical nominalizations.  

 

3.3.2.7 Action/Event nominalization 

Action nominals have traditionally been defined as ñnouns derived from verbs with the general 

meaning of an action or processò (Comrie 1976: 198). Payne (1997) explains that an action 

nominal may refer to the action (process or occurrence), designated by the verb, as shown in 

(108). In the other words, while nouns prototypically refer to persons, places, things, and more 

of less concrete nouns, and usually, introduce participants and ñpropsò and deploy them 

(Hopper & Thompson 1984: 708), action nominals, typically make reference to events (either 
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directly or as part of a larger proposition/fact). Verbs typically refer to events, but whereas 

verbs ñassert the occurrence of an event of the discourseò (Hopper & Thompson 1984: 708), 

action nominals name them.  

 

(108) examine (V)        examination (N) 

 

Action nominals (henceforth ANs) typically express events (dynamic processes) or states, 

depending on the event structure (i.e. aktionsart) of the base verb. As noted in the literature, it 

is possible to extend the core eventive meaning of ANs to additionally connote the end-product 

or the results of the event designated by the base verb, such that, while ANs such as deception 

or misappropriation and hatred or belief  designate events and states (the óeventiveô reading), 

others like construction, translation, and destruction do not only designate events, but could 

also refer to the products or the resultative state of the events themselves (result object or result 

state readings, respectively).   

Most languages of the world make use of one or more devices for creating ANs from 

action verbs and state nouns from stative verbs or adjectives, referring to the fact, the act, the 

quality55, or occurrence of that verb or adjective. English has a rich array of suffixes for this 

purpose, a few of which are illustrated below:  

 

  Input   Output 

(109)  a. react    reaction 

b. dismiss  dismissal 

c. frugal   frugality 

                                                           
55 Quality nouns, however, are typically de-adjectival items. 
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d. tender    tenderness 

 

It is instructive to mention that the examples in (109c-d) are quality nouns which are typically 

treated distinctly in the literature since they are de-adjectival, and not de-verbal. We treat them 

together here because, as we shall see, the general transposition of both of verb and adjectives 

in Esahie employs one and the same word formation rule (WFR).56  

Another notable mechanism and productive strategy for forming ANs in English is 

synthetic compounding (cf. Comrie and Thompson 2007). Synthetic compounding is a 

mechanism involving both compounding and derivation simultaneously (we shall give a closer 

look at this in section 3.3.2.7.3). As shown in (110), such compounds are formally headed by 

verbs, though resulting in non-existing NV compounds. 

 

(110)  write a letter  letter-writing (*to letter-write) 

  find a fault  fault-finding (*to fault-find) 

  plan a city  city-planning (*to city-plan) 

 

Comrie and Thompson (2007) also note that it is possible for some languages to have special 

affixes dedicated solely to the signaling of an eventive reading, distinct from affixes 

designating non-eventive meanings. Citing Thai as one such language, they show that while 

the nominalizer kaan is only found when an eventive reading is required, khwam only evokes 

a non-eventive (i.e. stative/referential) reading. This is exemplified below. 

 

 

                                                           
56 WFR in the sense of Aronoff (1976). 
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(111)      a. chyâ   óto believeô  

  b. kaan chyâ óthe process/art of believingô 

     c. khwam chyâ óbelief (non-process)ô 

      (Comrie and Thompson 2007: 336) 

 

This is also the case for Dutch where the deverbal suffix [-ing] strictly derives action nominals 

while the suffix [-sel] derives only referential nouns (cf. Ackema and Neeleman 2004: 2).  

 

(112) a. kaap-ing 

  hijack-NMLZE 

  óa hijackô 

 b. poog-ing 

  try-NMLZE 

  óattemptô 

 c. zaag-sel 

  saw-NMLZR 

  ósawdustô 

 d. bouw-sel 

  build-NMLZR 

  óbuildingô  

 

Based on a cross-linguistic sample of sixty languages, action nominalization in European 

languages has been studied from an areal or genetic perspective by Koptjevskaja-Tamm (2005). 

Action nominalization, as it obtains in some West African languages has also received some 

attention in recent years, including Ewe: Ofori 1988, Akorli 2017, Akan: Appah (2005), LҢtҢ: 
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Akrofi Ansah (2012a), Wan: Nikitina (2009), Edo: Adéníyì (2010), Igbo: (Maduagwu 2010, 

and Tee: Anyanwu and Omego 2015). While the works on Akan (Kwa, Central-Tano) and Lὑtὑ 

(Kwa, Guang) are crucial to the present analysis on typological grounds, because of their 

genetic affiliation with Esahie, the strength and relevance of the works on Edo and Tee, lies in 

the argument they make for the role of tone in deverbal nominalization.  

The subsequent sections explore the derivation of ANs and their morpho-syntactic properties 

in Esahie. 

 

3.3.2.7.1 Action/Event Nominalization in Esahie 

In this section, we focus on prosodic and morphological features of action nominalization in 

Esahie. Specifically, we argue that action nominalization in Esahie primarily involves a 

composite strategy: a morpho-phonological operation, invariably involving affixation and a 

resultant change in tonal melody. Concerning the realization of argument structure, 

nominalization may or may not be coupled with incorporation of the internal argument, 

resulting in what is acknowledged as synthetic compounding. Following Grimshaw (1990), we 

shall also demonstrate the attested types of nominals in Esahie, paying attention to the role of 

argument structure.  

We first discuss the condition that triggers the modification in tonal melody in the 

derivation of ANs in section 3.3.2.7.2, and then proceed to discuss cases of action/event 

nominalization involving synthetic compounding in section 3.3.2.7.3. We conclude by 

describing some inflectional features of the class (section 3.3.2.7.4). 

 

 



 
 

131 
 

3.3.2.7.2 Prosodic features: AN-derivation via Affixation a nd Modification in Tonal  

  Melody 

ANs in Esahie are typically derived from verbs, mainly monosyllabic CV roots, through 

affixation (i.e. suffixation) concomitant with a conditioned change in the underlying tonal 

melody of the base verb. With the affixation strategy, a nominalizing suffix is attached to the 

verbal base. The prefix is typically a vowel signaling the declension class of the noun, while 

the suffix [-lŮ], which appears to be the most regular and productive nominalizing affix in 

Esahie, has three allomorphs [-lŮ], [-rŮ] and [-nŮ]57. Like the English -ing and ATK-

derivatives,58 the Esahie nominalizing affix [-lὑ], as we shall see later, is semantically 

multifunctional as it derives both eventive and resultative nominals, E/R nominalizations 

henceforth. For the derivation of deverbal nominalizations, however, other affixes such as -niҢ 

and -fӑҢ, which correspond to the English -er, -ee, -ist, -ant, nominalizers are also productive 

in Esahie. The difference between these nominalizers and -lҢ is that the latter derives E/R 

nominalizations whilst the former derive personal/participant (P/P) nominalizations. In (113) 

are base verbs from which ANs are derived via suffixation.59 

 

(113)  CV structure  

  Input   Output    Input       Output 

            a.  sἾ  e-sἾ-nҢ   g·       e-g·-lҢ 

            cry  SG-cry-NMLZE/R dance       SG-dance-NMLZE/R
60 

                                                           
57 While [-r╚] appears to be a mere free variant of [-l╚], [-n╚] appears in contexts where the vowel(s) in the base 
verb has a nasality feature. Therefore, the distribution of [-l╚]/[ r╚] and [-n╚] appears to be phonologically 
conditioned. 
58 !ƴ ŀŎǊƻƴȅƳ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ōȅ .ƻǊŜǊ όнлмоύ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ά-ation ŀƴŘ ƪƛƴέ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭƛzing affixes of English, 
which have the capacity to derive both eventive and resultative nominals.  
59 The prefixes in (113), which function as declension markers, appear to have a lexically-determined distribution.  
60 Regarding the order of the affixation operation in AN-derivation, I would argue that derivation by suffixation 
precedes the attachment of the inflectional prefix. Following the relative order of inflection vs. word-formation 
as discussed in section (2.2), it is justifiable to argue that the nominal stem has to be formed first and then the 
class prefix added. 
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                          ócryingô         ódancingô 

 

CVC (C)V structure 

Input        Output  

 b. nw«tē̼͔   nw«tē̼͕-nҢ    

  run   run-NMLZE/R      

     ó(the act of) runningô  

 c. n ẗ  ̄   n ẗ®-lҢ 

walk   walk-NMLZE/R  

ó(act of) walkingô 

 

In examples 113 (a-c.), the two different verb structures with their underlying tonal patterns 

have been used to demonstrate the obligatoriness of the affixation operation as well as the tonal 

changes that occur in the derivation of ANs. The modification in the tonal melody of the base 

verb when it is disyllabic is shown in 113(b-c), where the prosodic change occurs, at least, in 

the ultimate syllable of the disyllabic base(s). As earlier observed, affixation in AN-derivation 

is accompanied by a modification in tonal melody, specifically, by tone raising.  

As we shall see from other sister languages including Akan (Appah 2005), G« (Korsah 

2011), Lὑtὑ (Akrofi -Ansah 2012a), and Ewe (Ameka 1996, 1999, Akorli 2017), it appears that 

in Kwa, tone raising is not a phonologically conditioned prosodic effect, but plays a morphemic 

role in the derivation of action nominals. Let us consider the examples in Table 18.  
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Table 18: Nominalizing Role of Tone in Kwa languages 

                                                           
61 -m╓Ȯ appears to be an imperative marker of some sort, and is distinct from the nominalizing affix.  

Language Verbal base Resultant AN 

 

AN-derivation (Prosody only) 

 

a. Akan k s̈̈  óto speakô  

n ѣ̈ts̄ Ȝ ówalkô  

k§s§ ólanguage/speeachô 

n§Œts®Ȟ ówalkingô  

b. Lὑtὑ gy³ óto eat 

w½̧ óto descendô 

n  ̈ówalkô 

gy² óeatingô 

w¼· ódescendingô 

n§ ówalkingô 

 

AN-derivation (Affixation + Prosody) 

 

c. G« w³®(-mҜ͔) 61 

ósay/talk)ô 

w³®-mҜ͕  

talk-NMLZE/R 

ólanguage/speechô 

d. Esahie t³̄ ólistenô et³®lҢ͔ ólisteningô 

 

Synthetic Compounding 

 

 Underlying VP AN 

e. Akan bàà~bàè        ̈n·  

RED-open    mouth 

óto engage in verbal 

exchanges  

ànò-bààbá!é 

mouth-RED-open 

ó(act of) verbal exchangesô 

 

f. G« ye͔ o͔mҜ͕ 

eat rice 

óEat riceô 

o͔mҜ͕-ye͕-li  

rice-eat-NMLZE  

órice-eatingô 

 

       (Korsah 2011: 41)  

g. Lὑtὑ bùè èsúmì  

do    work 

óto workô 

èsúmí-búé 

work-do 

óact of workingô 

h. Esahie  bҜ͔       nd²r  ̄

hit       weeds 

óto weedô  

 

s̓̀ kȳ          d½m¨̈ 

destroy      name 

óto defameô 

nd²r -̄bҜ͕-lҢ͔  

weed-hit-NMLZ E/R 

óact of weedingô  

 

d½m¨̈-s̓̀ ky®-lҢ͔ 

name-destroy-NMLZ  

ó(act of) defamationô 
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The Akan and Lὑtὑ examples in (a) and (b), respectively, involve what has been described as 

óconversionô, where the categorial status of the relevant verbal bases are transposed without 

the use or introduction of any segmental element (Beard 1995). Rather, the transposition is 

signaled prosodically via tone raising in the relevant tone bearing units (TBUs), the syllables. 

In some cases, as in the Akan and Lὑtὑ examples in (a) and (b), the prosodic change (tone 

raising) spreads even onto the penultimate syllable or the entire word. In the G« example in (c), 

on the other hand, the transposition is signaled both prosodically and morphologically, through 

suffixation. In the Akan, G«, Lὑtὑ and Esahie examples in (e), (f), (g), and (h) in Table 18, 

respectively, nominalization involves a kind of synthetic compounding. Again, the Akan and 

Lὑtὑ examples do not involve any kind of overt affixation; instead, the synthetic compound 

derives from a re-ordering of elements within a VP in addition to the usual prosodic signaling, 

through tone raising. In the G« and Esahie examples in (f) and (h), nominalization involves 

overt suffixation, coupled with tone raising, and ante-position of the noun stem playing the role 

of the verb internal argument, as in (standard) synthetic compounding. The crucial difference 

 

s̓̀ kȳ          agyaa 

destroy      marriage 

óto commit adulteryô 

 

d³              aw½® 

ICV          death 

óto murderô 

 

hȳ          ҢhҜ͕̄n 

ICV         hunger 

óto fastô  

 

bҜ͔           mb§® 

ICV        prayer 

óto prayô 

 

agyaa-s̓̀ ky®-lҢ͔ 

marriage-destroy-NMLZ  

ó(act of) adulteryô  

 

aw½®-l²-lҢ͔ 

death- ICV-NMLZ  

ó(act of) murder(-ing)ô  

 

ҢhҜ͕̄n-hy®-lҢ͔        

hunger- ICV-NMLZ  

ó(act of) fastingô   

 

mb§®-bҜ͕-lҢ͔      

prayer- ICV-NMLZ  

ó(act of) praying/prayerô        
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between Esahie and G« as against the other Kwa languages is that, in Esahie, deverbal 

nominalization obligatorily requires both overt affixation and tone raising.62  

In consonance with what has been observed for other African languages, such as Edo 

(Adéníyì 2010) and Tee (Anyanwu and Omego 2015), the Esahie data, as discussed above, 

presents yet another piece of evidence in support of the view that tone plays a crucial role in 

the derivation of (deverbal) nominals.  Interestingly, however, unlike some Kwa languages 

such as Akan and Lὑtὑ, where ANs have been argued to be (typically) derived via a zero 

operator, in Esahie this is not possible. Attempting to derive ANs in Esahie solely through 

change in tonal pattern leads to unacceptable structures as shown in (114).  

  Input      Nonce 

(114)    a. w ņzҢ͔ óto impreganteô  *w ņzҢ͕ 

         b. k½r  ̧    óto loveô   *k½r· 

 

The unacceptability of both examples in (114) as possible nominals points to the fact that AN-

derivation in Esahie obligatorily requires the use of the nominalizing suffix, even with tone 

raising. It is instructive to clarify that ñzero operatorò à la Appah (2005) and Akrofi Ansah 

(2012a) means category-changing derivation without (overt) affixation.  

Given the ubiquity of this phenomenon, it would not be out of place to argue that, as 

far as AN-derivation is concerned, the nominalizing toneme (i.e. the floating high tone) plays 

a morphemic role. Given the morphemic role of the toneme in AN-derivation in Kwa, we 

reckon that it is inaccurate to describe AN-derivation in Akan and Lὑtὑ as involving a ñzero 

operatorò. It is therefore justifiable to take to task earlier accounts such as Appah (2005) and 

Akrofi-Ansah (2012a), as far as zero-derivation is concerned.  

                                                           
62 This implies that in Esahie, every nominalized element is distinguished by its nominalizing affix and an ultimate 

syllable with high tone. 
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3.3.2.7.3 Morphosyntactic features: AN-derivation via Synthetic Compounding 

As mentioned earlier, synthetic compounding is one cross-linguistically notable strategy 

available for deriving ANs. Synthetic compounds (also called verbal/verbal-nexus compounds) 

are the products of the simultaneous application of both derivation and compounding, and they 

are headed by deverbal nouns (cf. Olsen 2015, IordŁchioaia et al. 2017). In effect, English 

synthetic compounds derived with -ing or -er are like reversed active verb phrases with 

equivalent components. Let us refresh our memories with example below.  

 

(115) brand a product product-branding 

 read a Bible  Bible-reading  

 drive a bus  bus-driving  

 

As Grimshaw (1990: 70) points out, ñ[t]he essential difference between the root and synthetic 

compounds, then, is the argument-taking properties of their heads. The characteristic 

differences between the two kinds of compounds follows from thisò. Generally speaking, 

however, synthetic compounds have been argued to typically inherit argument structure from 

the base verb and realize only the verbôs lowest (i.e., internal) argument (cf. Roeper & Siegel 

1978, Grimshaw 1990, Ackema & Neeleman 2004, Harley 2009, McIntyre 2015). We shall 

now take a look at synthetic compounding in Esahie in the light of AN-derivation.  

Analogous to what was shown for English earlier, synthetic compounding in Esahie 

involves a re-ordering of the constituents of an underlying verb phrase through noun 

incorporation into the verb and affixation, namely, suffixation of the verbal constituent. Verb 

phrases (henceforth VPs) that undergo the process are typically made up of a transitive action 

verb and its internal argument. Like the case of nominalized clauses discussed earlier in section 
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3.3.1.1, the output of this type of nominalizations has the internal syntax of lexical 

nominalizations, thus resembles DPs. 

At the morpho-syntactic level, the nominalization of transitive verbs invariably gives 

rise to synthetic compounding, since the complement (internal argument) typically gets 

incorporated into the verb (as a stem/root). The NïV complex is nominalized by means of the 

nominalizing suffix and the corresponding tonal changes. The [NïV] complex structure of 

Esahie synthetic compounds is in conformity with Roeper and Siegelôs (1978: 208) First Sister 

Principle which predicts that all verbal (synthetic) compounds are formed by incorporation of 

a word in first sister position of the verb. This observation is also somewhat captured in the 

First Order Projection Condition proposed by Selkirk (1982: 37) which stipulates that all non-

SUBJ[ect] arguments of a lexical category Xi must be satisfied within the first order projection 

of Xi.   

Let us consider the Esahie synthetic compounds in (116). 

 

  Input (VP)   Output (AN)  

 (116) a.    ku̼͔       sona      sòná-hἾ-nҢ͔  

kill     person  man-kill -NMLZ E/R  

ómurderingô 

 b.    nu̼͔      nzaa           nzaa-nἾ-nҢ͔  

               drink   alcohol  alcohol-drink-NMLZE/R 

óalcoholismô 

 c.   d³       aleὑ      aleҢ-l²-lҢ͔63  

                eat      food  food-eat-NMLZE/R  

                                                           
63 As noted in Frimpong (2009) /d/ becomes /l/ in certain phonologically conditioned contexts.  
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óeatingô 

 d.   bҜ͔       ndire      ndire-bҜ͕-lҢ͔  

                hit       weeds  weeds-hit-NMLZE/R 

ó(act of) weedingô 

 e.   su̼͔a̼͔     nitse      nitse-su̼͔a̼͕-nҢ͔  

               learn   thing  thing-learn-NMLZE/R  

ó(act of) learningô 

          f.    t½        atΒΒ       atΒΒ-t¼-nҢ͔ 

fly       road  road-fly-NMLZE/R 

ójourneyô 

In consonance with the First Sister Principle, complements which are not internal arguments 

are also admissible in such non-head positions once they are the first sister of the verbal head 

in the corresponding verb phrases, as can be seen with atΒΒ óroadô64 in (116f), where the 

complement is a locative and the verb tu óflyô is intransitive.  

A crucial observation is that, Esahie typically appears not to permit nominalization of 

transitive verbs and inherent complement verbs (ICVs) 65 without their internal arguments. In 

consonance with what has been observed for other Kwa languages (cf. Akan: Anderson 2013, 

Appah 2013; Appah et al. 2017; Lὑtὑ: Akrofi-Ansah 2012a), Esahie (strictly) transitive verbs 

obligatorily incorporate their objects when they undergo nominalization, especially if the verbs 

are ICVs (see Essegbey 1999; Korsah 2015). This is exemplified below, where it is shown that 

the nominalizations of transitive verbs without their internal arguments are impossible. 

 

 

                                                           
64 Lieber (1982) calls them semantic arguments and specifies the conditions under which they become part of 
the compound.  
65  άΦΦΦǾŜǊōǎ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŀ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ƻǊ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŎƻƎƴŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
ǾŜǊōΦέ όbǿŀŎƘǳƪǿǳ мфупΥ млфύΦ !ǎ YƻǊǎŀƘ όнлмрύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ is pervasive in many Kwa verbs.  
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(117) a. ku̼͔ óto killô  *hἾnҢ͔   

a.1 ku̼͔       ş n  ̈      sòná-hἾ-nҢ͔  ómurderingô 

kill     person   

 b. bҜ͔ óto hitô  *bҜ͕lҢ͔ 

 b.1 bҜ͔       nd²r  ̄  nd²r b̄Ҝ͕lҢ͔  óstyle/act of weedingô 

  hit      weeds 

 

On the basis of the expression of the internal arguments which apparently get incorporated into 

the verb, within the nominals in (117), we can conclude that the synthetic compounding 

strategy in Esahie typically derives argument-supporting nominals.  

In the table below, we show instances of ANs (involving synthetic compounding) where 

the incorporated argument is an external one. The arguments of these verbs appear to be 

arguments of unaccusative verbs66, and their thematic role makes them compatible with internal 

arguments. Let us consider the data in Table 19. 

Table 19: AN / VP correspondence 

Morphemic Makeup Base/Source Construction 

anye-boro-lŮ 

eye-ripe-NMLZE/R 

óthe state of being/getting serious 

(seriousness)ô  

X   (a)nye    a-boro 

X    eye        PERF-ripe 

óX is serious (lit. Xôeye has ripened)ô 

anye-bukye-lŮ 

eye-open-NMLZE/R 

ócivilization (lit. opening of the eye)ô67 

X    anye      a-bukye 

X    eye        PERF-open 

óX is civilized (lit. Xôs eyes are open)ô 

                                                           
66 This is a hypothesis that may be tested with more appropriate tests. 
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As we have shown above with example in (116f), not only internal arguments are incorporated 

in Esahie synthetic compounds. There are also instances where the incorporated noun is 

actually one that might be considered an adjunct in the corresponding VP. Indeed, as Lieber 

(2004), relying on data from English, points out, it is possible for some complements in 

synthetic compounds to be interpretable as semantic arguments/participants in the event 

expressed by the verb, i.e. as a locative, manner, agentive, instrumental, or benefactive 

argument, if the verbs in question lack an obligatory internal argument. Let us consider the 

examples in (118).  

 

(118) a. city employee  óone employed by the cityô68    

 b. dog attack  óa disease that results from dog bitesô  

 c. snake bite   óa wound inflicted from the bite of a snakeô 

 

The Esahie examples in (119) are analogous to the English examples in (118), in that their 

incorporated nouns are not interpretable as direct objects but are instead complement of the 

corresponding intransitive verbal heads. The possibility of having locative and similar 

complements as non-heads is not restricted to E/R nominals but can be found with agent 

nominals too, as (119c) shows. 

 

  Input    Output  

(119) a. kҜ͔ fiҢso  fiҢso-hҜ͕-lҢ  

  go farm  farm-go-NMLZE/R  

óact of going to the farm/farmingô 

                                                           
68 It is worth mentioning that these examples (cf. Roeper and Siegel (1978), Selkirk (1982), Lieber (1983) and 
Grimshaw (1990) Lieber 2016: 24) could be conveniently reinterpreted as instances of root compounding, not 
implying an argumental relationship between head and modifier, which is very productive in English.   
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 b. kҜ͔  dwanu  dwanu-hҜ͕-lҢ  

  go market  market-go-NMLZE/R  

óact of going to the marketô 

 c. kҜ͔ asҜre  asҜre-kҜ͕-niҢ 

  go church  church-go-NMLZE/R 

óchurch-goer (unserious Christian)ô  

 

In examples (119)a-c, the elements in First Sister position, i.e. the non-head elements, are all 

interpretable as semantic arguments functioning as locatives. Also, we notice the resultant 

synthetic compound in (119)c may be semantically classified as an agent noun or what 

conforms to personal/participant noun in Lieberôs (2016) classification. 

 

3.3.2.7.4 Inflectional features of ANs 

Typical morpho-syntactic categories for which nouns may be specified include case, number, 

gender, declension class69 and definiteness. Of these possible categories, only number and 

definiteness are applicable to prototypical nouns in Esahie, which lack the other 

morphosyntactic categories (see Broohm 2017). It is instructive to point that definiteness is, 

however, expressed through the use of determiners, and not necessarily in the nouns 

themselves. Let us consider the distinctions in the relevant features as outlined in Table 20. 

 

Table (20): Distinction in Inflectional features 

Gloss Number Distinctions 

Singular  Plural  

woman brasua m-mrasua 

                                                           
69 This category, unlike the others, is purely morphological since it is irrelevant for syntax. 
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canoe Ң-lҢn a-lҢn 

sibling aliemaa aliemaa-mҜ 

 Definiteness distinctions  

 Indefinite  definite  

lady brasua (bie) brasua ne 

canoe ҢlҢn (bie) alҢn ne 

sibling aliemaa (bie) aliemaa ne 

  

The derived nouns are not marked for number because they are typically abstract nouns 

showing the properties of mass nouns (see Appah et al. 2017). In the examples in (120) and 

(121) below, we find examples of ANs and their corresponding ungrammatical plural forms. 

 

(120) a. e-sἾ-nҢ   b. *n-sἾ-nҢ  c. *sἾ-nҢ-mҜ 

  SG-cry-NMLZE/R   PL-cry-NMLZE/R   cry-NMLZ-PL 

  ó(act of) cryingô   

(121) a. e-h½r·-lҢ  b. *n-h½r·-lҢ  c. *h½r·-lҢ-mҜ 

  SG-love-NMLZE/R  PL-love-NMLZ E/R  love- NMLZE/R-PL 

  ó(act/state) of loveô  

   

Regarding the form of the verb in this nominalization, it is worth noting that the verb appears 

in its root/stem form, and it does not preserve the tense/aspect and/or agreement morphology 

typical of verbs functioning as predicates in ordinary simple sentences (see Comrie and 

Thompson 2007 for some typological remarks on this frequent property of ANs). We observe 

from the example below that, an AN form nwӑmaa-kenga-lҢ ó(the act of) book-readingô in 

(122b) is formed from an underlying VP in (122a). We also notice that the resultant AN loses 
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all the verbal features (i.e. the tense-aspect marking) which are present in the underlying 

sentence in (122a). Most striking is the ungrammatical AN form in (122c), whose 

unacceptability arises from the presence of the tense marker [-le].  

 

(122) a. Nkuah  keng̈ -le nwӑmaa  ne 

  NAME  read-PAST book  DEF 

  óNkuah read the bookô  

 b. nwӑmaa-keng§-lҢ  yeҢ  Nkuah   kro-Ҝ 

  book-read-NMLZE/R FOC NAME  like-CD 

  ó(the act of) book-reading is what Nkuah likesô 

 c. *nwӑmaa-keng§-le-lҢ   yeҢ  Nkuah   kro-Ҝ 

    book-read-PAST-NMLZE/R FOC NAME  like-CD 

 

3.4 Syntactic properties of Esahie ANs 

In the next two sections, we discuss some of the distributional properties shared by Esahie 

prototypical nouns and ANs in section 3.4.1 will  assess the typological features of Esahie ANs 

(see section 3.4.2) against the seminal categorization proposed by Koptjevskaya-Tamm (1993). 

 

3.4.1 External Syntax of ANs (Distributional Properties) 

Distributional properties have to do with where a word occurs and with what it occurs in a 

phrase or in a sentence; restricting this brief overview to nouns, it is worth noticing that 

prototypical Esahie Determiner/Noun Phrases, for instance, can function as subjects and 

objects of verbs and either precede or follow the verb. Furthermore, looking at the structure of 

the Esahie DP, like many Kwa languages, the noun in Esahie precedes all its modifiers. The 

relative order of elements in Esahie DP follows after the pattern in (123): 
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(123) 0 modifier on the left/3 on the right. 

 NïAdjïNumeralïDem (e.g., Selepet, Yoruba)  

Hawkins (1983:119) 

This is illustrated in the examples provided below in (124) and 125). 

(124) NounïAdjectiveïDemonstrative 

Sua          tenden   h® 

building   tall        DEM 

      óThis tall buildingô 

 

(125)     NounïAdjectiveïNumeral-Demonstrative 

m-mrokua    fufue nza h®-mҜ  

PL-squirrel  white   three DEM-PL 

      óThese three white squirrelsô 

 

From the data shown above, we notice that for non-derived NPs in Esahie, dependents typically 

follow the head.  

Regarding DPs made up of simple nouns containing post-nominal genitives such as ña 

bag of rice/un sacco di risoò or ña box of chocolate/una scatola di cioccolatoò, in English and 

Italian as exemplified respectively, it is important to point out that, unlike such Indo-European 

languages, where post-nominal genitives may be expressed as independent PPs (of-phrases) 

following the noun, in Esahie (and indeed in Kwa in general), nominal genitives may occur but 

not as independent of-phrases, and not post-nominally. Let us consider the example below:  
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(126) Ңm» bҜtҜ (ko)  (127) baana   betre  (ko) 

 rice bag (one)   plantain bunch (one) 

 óa bag of riceô     óa bunch of plantainô  

 

In the example above, we notice that though the dependents of the non-derived NPs (i.e. the 

pseudo-genitives) occur pre-nominally, contrary to the typical distribution of other nominal 

modifiers, they do not occur as independent genitival phrases (as in the English of-phrase). Let 

us consider the following example. 

 

(128) a. kwaadu betre (koma) 

  banana  bunch one 

  óa bunch of bananaô  

 b. *betre kwaadu (koma) 

  bunch banana  one 

 c. *kwaadu-ye betre (koma) 

  banana-POSS bunch one 

 

The crucial point to be noted here is that, as far as underived nouns in Esahie are concerned, 

genitives (out of the range of nominal modifiers) behave differently from other modifiers in 

the DP phrase. They must always occur pre-nominally, as shown by the ungrammaticality of 

(128b). Another crucial point worthy of note is the unavailability of the of-genitivization 

modification operator in Esahie.  

The impossibility of expressing nominal genitives post-nominally and/or via an 

independent of-phrase appears to extend also to derived (complex) event nominals. This is 

demonstrated below. 
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(129) baabro-keng§-lҢ   ne  (130) aleҢ-tἎ-nҢ  ne 

 Bible-reading-NMLZ E/R  DEF   food-cook- NMLZ E/R DEF 

 óThe reading of the Bibleô     óthe cooking of foodô  

 

Unlike English the construction of the house or Italian la costruzione della casa, where internal 

arguments of (deverbal) eventive nominals may be expressed post-nominally as independent 

genitival phrases, in Esahie, internal arguments of eventive nominals as in Baabro óBibleô in 

(129) and aleҢ in (130) are licensed via incorporation in the corresponding deverbal nominal, 

resulting in synthetic compounding. In derived ANs, modifiers in the form of internal 

arguments precede the deverbal noun in the resultant compound. This implies that the 

distribution of elements in the ANs is analogous to that of non-derived (genitivized) NPs, in 

that, in both type of nominal constructions, modifiers precede the head nouns. The ban on the 

licensing of internal arguments as post-nominal arguments in Esahie ANs, and their possible, 

though restricted, word-internal licensing in compounds, stems from the fact the post-nominal 

genitives are simply disallowed in Esahie, and Kwa in general (Akan: Appah 2013, Appah 

2016; LŮtŮ: Akrofi-Ansah 2012b; Dangme: Lawer 2017), as discussed in section 3.3.2.7.4. 

Like prototypical nouns, the derived ANs take descriptive modifiers, and may also be 

modified by relative clauses. Prototypical Esahie nouns may be modified by adjectives 

attributively and predicatively. Examples (131a) and (131b) demonstrate that ANs may be 

modified by both adjectives (either attributively or predicatively) and definiteness markers.  

 

(131)    a.  keng§-lҢ    tҢҢ  nen    

read-NMLZE/R  bad DEF 

  óThe bad reading.ô 
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b.  dwirҢ-bis§-lҢ   he  t  ̄ suro 

  matter-ask-NMLZE/R DEM COP fearful 

  óThis question is intimidatingô70  

 

The derived nominal may also be modified by a relative clause (i.e. bҜ osile dҜ in (132)). 

 

(132)  aseҢ-wos·-lҢ   bҜ  o-si-le    dҜ  ne  t®          

 Earth-shake-NMLZE/R REL 3SG-happen-PAST there DEF COP.NEG

 angorҢ  

play 

óThe earth-quake which happened there is no jokeô  

 

Furthermore, for pragmatic reasons, a noun which occurs as the object argument of a clause 

may be focalized by means of fronting in the left periphery of the sentence and by the focus 

marker yeҢ. With examples (133) to (134), we show that derived ANs also possess these 

distributional properties. The AN may function as subject of a clause as found in (133), and 

object as demonstrated in (134). 

 

(133)    e-sἾ-nҢ   Ǽ-gҜ-boka   wҜ  kekesaala 

SG-cry-NMLZ E/R NEG-FUT-help  2SG.OBJ now 

 óCrying will not help you nowô 

 

(134) Salo  Ǽ-gro   dw½dw·-lҢ 

Salo NEG-like talk-NMLZE/R 

 óSalo dislikes talkingô  

 

                                                           
70 As we shall in section 3.5, this structure has a result/referential reading.  
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As in English, Agents can be encoded as prenominal possessives, still playing the role of 

arguments in the nominalôs a-structure (argument structure). So, in (135), Kwamina does not 

necessarily possess the reading, rather he does the reading, hence he is an Agent.  

 

(135)    Kwamina-ye    keng§-lҢ   t®   maye 

Kwamina-3.SG.POSS  read-NMLZE/R  COP.NEG good 

óKwaminaôs reading is terribleô71 

 

Furthermore, an AN may be preposed into an extra-sentential slot for the purposes of 

focalization. As Broohm (2014) observes, in Esahie, when verbs are focalized, a nominalized 

copy of the predicator is fronted to the left periphery and is immediately followed by the focus 

marker.72 When the (transitive) verbs in (136a) and (137a) are preposed for the purposes of 

focalization, they show up, as in (136b) and (137b), together with their respective internal 

arguments, as deverbal nominals (synthetic compounds). These deverbal nominals are hosted 

in a pre-sentential position (cf. Broohm 2014).   

 

(136)    a. Kwadwo kro  mmrasua  

                NAME love.HAB ladies. 

             óKwadwo loves women/ Kwadwo womanizesô 

 b. M-mrasua-hr·-lҢ        y®yҢ    NyameҢ  ky³            Ҝ 

     PL-woman-love-NMLZE/R FOC God  dislike.HAB CD 

    óWomanizing is what God abhorsô 

(137) a. Kofii  ku̼͔   sona 

                                                           
71 This AN evokes a mode/manner reading (cf. Koptjevskaja-Tamm 1993). As Levin and Rappaport Hovav (2005) 
observe, this manner interpretation is typical of verbal roots ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƳŀƴƴŜǊΩ roots (or constants, in 
previous works). 
 
72 Indeed, as Ameka (2010) observes, verb/VP nominalization as a means of predicate focalization is a common 
feature of Kwa languages.  
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    Kofi   kill. HAB person 

    óKofi murdersô  

 b. sona-hἾ-nҢ͕k   yeyҢ  Ҝk-fa    ye  

     person-killing-NMLZE/R FOC 3SG.SUBJ-take  3SG.OBJ 

    hҜ-le  afiase-Ҝ 

    go-PAST prison-CD 

   óMurdering is what sent him to prison.ô 

 

Both examples given above corroborate the argument that nominalization of transitive verbs in 

Esahie obligatorily requires the incorporation of the internal argument.  

 

4.4.2 Internal Syntax of ANs: typological considerations  

As Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993; 2005) argues, cross-linguistically, three options are available 

for signaling the syntactic relations within action nominal constructions. They are head-

marking, dependent marking, and word order. In the literature, these modes of signaling 

syntactic relations have alternatively been referred to as ólocusô or ólocus of markingô (cf. 

Aikhenvald 1999a; 1999b; Buch 2013; Nichols and Bickel 2013).  

Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993/2005) explains that while head-marking involves overtly 

distinguishing the head of the construction, so that its relation with its dependents becomes 

obvious, dependent-marking, involves overtly distinguishing the dependent of the construction, 

such that its relation with its head becomes obvious. The word order criterion applies where 

the language-specific constituent order can be employed in distinguishing the syntactic 

relations between elements within a construction. In this section, we shall see how these criteria 

are applicable and useful in Esahie. Let us consider the possessive noun phrase in (138). 
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(138) Asantewaa-ye   dw½dw·-lҢ  t  ̄ pa 

Asantewaa-POSS talk-NMLZE/R COP good 

 óAsantewaaôs (manner of) speaking is good/politeô 

  

(139) Nii  kr  ̧   Ama-ye  aleҢ-tἎ-nҢ   soma 

 Nii  admire.HAB  Ama-POSS food-cook-NMLZE/R much 

 óNii really admires Amaôs cooking (style)ô 

 

From the NPs in (138) and (139), we notice that the syntactic relation between ANs and 

their dependents (i.e., external arguments) is spelled out via the genitival/possessive marking 

borne by the dependents. We could therefore argue that in Esahie, dependent-marking is 

primarily a mechanism for expressing of external arguments. Indeed, this mechanism of 

signaling external arguments via possessives also features in other Kwa languages such as 

Akan, Ewe, Nupe (Hyman 1975), and If ̄(Koptjevskaja-Tamm 1993).73  

We also observe that the verb which functions as the head of the AN is also invariably 

formally marked via the nominalizing affix /-lҢ/. This, to a marginal extent, approaches 

Koptjevskaja-Tammôs (1993) head-marking, although not sensu stricto. In Koptjevskaja-

Tammôs characterization of the various mechanisms for signaling the syntactic relations 

between ANs and their dependents (i.e. subject and objects), head-marking is used in reference 

to morphologically rich languages such as Russian, where aside the attachment of a 

nominalizing affix, there is also the use or presence of rich alignment morphology (i.e. case 

marking) in signaling syntactic relations between ANs and their dependents.74 Head-marking 

                                                           
73 Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993) notes that this mechanism constitutes the most common, though not the only case 
in nominalizations of the INCORPORATING type.  
74 As Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993) notes, where both the subject and (direct) object of a transitive verb are 
retained in a Russian ANC (action nominal construction), the (direct) object takes a genitive case while the 
subject takes an instrumental case.  
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in Esahie does not involve alignment morphology, because case markers are simply unavailable 

in the grammar of Esahie.75 Having considered the mechanism for signaling the syntactic 

relations of external arguments (i.e. via dependent marking) and heads (i.e. via head-marking) 

in Esahie, we now turn to the signaling of syntactic relations of internal arguments. 

Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993) distinguishes between eight typological categories of 

languages, based on a cross-linguistic sample of patterns of action nominal constructions. The 

defining criterion for this typological classification is the manner in which the languages of the 

world encode the arguments of their nominalizations. These eight cross-linguistic patterns fall 

into two broad categories: the more frequent (major) type, namely, the SENTENTIAL, 

POSSESSIVE-ACCUSATIVE, ERGATIVE-POSSESSIVE, NOMINAL languages, and the 

less frequent (minor and restricted) type, namely, the MIXED, INCORPORATING, 

RELATIVE, ARGUMENT-REDUCING languages. In what follows, we give a gist of the 

characterization of the various syntactic typologies of nominalizations and the languages that 

fall within each typology as outlined in Koptjevskaja-Tammôs (1993; 2003; 2005).76 

 Major and frequent types 

1. Sentential type (SENT): argument marking is signaled in the same way as in the 

corresponding finite clause. Languages including Godoberi (Daghestanian), 

Basque, Italian, Spanish, Korean, and Tamil all exemplify this pattern.   

2. Possessive-Accusative type (POSS-ACC): the subject (both of transitive and 

intransitive verbs) genitivize, while the direct object retains the case assigned in 

finite clause (the relation between the subject and the nominalization is expressed 

                                                           
75 As a reviewer points out, in Esahie (as in many other Kwa languages), it is constituent order that defines 
grammatical relations both in phrases and in clauses. This, according to him, is consistent with the typology of 
Kwa languages. Alignment morphology and case markers are inconsistent with the language type. 
76 Note that languages that have different nominalization characterizations may belong to more than one 
typology.  
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in the same way as the relation between the possessor and the possessum in a non-

derived NP, KoptjevskajaTamm, 2003: 728). Languages that behave this way 

include Armenian, Turkish, Arabic, Amele, Amharic, Nenets (Samoyedic), 

Mongolian, Thai, and Bantu languages in general.  

3. Ergative-Possessive type (ERG-POSS): the subject of intransitive verbs and the 

object of transitive ones are encoded in the same way (as in ergative language, e.g. 

Dixon), i.e. by genitivization, while the subject of transitive verbs is realized in the 

instrumental case. Italian, German, Russian, Welsh, and Abkhaz all exemplify this 

pattern.  

4. Nominal type (NOMN): in the first sub-type, called Double-Possessive, all the 

subjects and objects are realized in the genitive case; in a second sub-type, called 

Possessive-Adnominal, the subjects are genitivized, while the direct object gets the 

same marking as oblique NPs. Estonian, Finnish, Lithuanian and Latvian resort to 

this pattern.  

Minor and Restricted types 

5. Mixed type (MIX): this pattern is characterized by the genitivization of Subject, the 

assimilation of Agent into some oblique (i.e. as in the agents in passives), and the 

retention of sentential marking for Patient. Bulgarian, for instance, has this 

characterization.  

6. Incorporating type (INC): the Patient forms a part of the complex AN, while the 

Subject retains its sentential marking. There are three sub-groups of languages 

within this type: (a) Sentential-Incorporating (SENT-INC); (b) Oblique-

Incorporating (OBL-INC). (c) Possessive-Incorporating (POSS-INC): Ewe, If̄ , 

and Akan and (West) African languages generally tend to follow the pattern 

exhibited by the (POSS-INC) subgroup of the INC type.  
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7. Relative type (REL): here, the Subject and Patient genitivize or, at least, appear as 

adnominal dependents, while the Agent is expressed within the relative clause 

referring to the AN. Languages including Hausa (Africa) and Hungarian manifest 

this nominalization pattern.  

8. Argument-Reducing type (ARG-RED): here, transitive ANs never combine with 

both the Agent and the Patient at the same time. There are languages like Chuckee 

which exhibit this pattern, and in which the nominalization pattern is only marginal 

or questionable.  

 

As Koptjevskaja-Tammôs (1993: 62) generally notes, compared to the other nominalization 

patterns, the INC and REL types are both óvalency-loweringô because even ANs derived from 

transitive verbs encode only one overt argument (the internal one), though the corresponding 

finite verbs have two. However, in the case of transitive ANs, both the Agent and the Patient 

may be expressed at the same time, although one of them either builds a part of the compound 

AN, or constitutes a part of the relative clause referring to the AN. 

In Esahie, an ANôs syntactic relation with its internal argument is expressed by means 

of word order, as we have seen earlier in section (3.3.2.7.4). Recall that, unlike English and 

other languages, where the internal argument can be expressed as a phrase, we have shown that 

in Esahie, it cannot be expressed by an independent phrase (an ñof-phraseò, as in English or 

Italian). Instead, the internal argument has to be realized as the non-head of a synthetic 

compound and the relation between the AN and its internal argument within the compound is 

expressed via incorporation. Hence, as in standard compounding, the noun is obligatorily non-

referential (it acquires a generic interpretation) and cannot be modified internally to the 

compound. As a result of the incorporation, the internal argument gets preposed to the verb, 
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resulting in an [[N + V]+SUFF]N]N order, while the corresponding underlying sentence has an 

SVO order. Let us consider (140).  

 

(140)  Sentence (with canonical SVO order):   

a. Ama  taa  kenga  Baabroo 

Ama  often  read Bible 

óAma often reads the Bibleô 

Nominalization with full argument structure : 

b. (Me-nye-gye)  Ama-ye  daaadaa Baabroo-kenga-lҢ 

(1SG-eye-take) Ama-POSS frequent Bible-read-NMLZ E/R 

ó(I admire) Amaôs frequent Bible-readingô  

Nominalization with internal  argument: 

c. (Daadaaa)  Baabroo-kenga-lҢ 

ó(frequent)  Bible-read-NMLZ E/R 

ó(frequent) Bible-readingô  

d. * Baabroo-ye  kenga-lҢ 

      Bible-POSS  read-NMLZ E/R 

 

The canonical (S)VO order is reversed in synthetic compounds such that the internal argument 

now precedes the verb, as seen in (140b). Since this reversal of order invariably characterizes 

synthetic compounds, it is possible to predict that the left-hand member of any synthetic 

compound in Esahie is the internal argument or a complement in the case of some intransitive 

verbs. Word order therefore provides a cue in determining the relation between an AN and its 

internal argument, at least in synthetic compounds. From (140d), we also realize that unlike 
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English, where an internal argument may be expressed as a possessive in a passive construction 

such as Romeôs destruction by the enemies, in Esahie the internal argument cannot be expressed 

as a possessive, while this option is restricted to external arguments. 

Typologically, the synthetic compounding mode of AN-derivation, as discussed above, 

puts Esahie in Koptjevskaja-Tammôs (1993) INCORPORATING (INC) type of languages, 

where the patient (or internal argument) constitutes the first part of the complex AN and the 

external argument may be expressed through a preposed possessive. In consonance with 

Koptjevskaja-Tammôs (1993: 184) observation, this type of AN-derivations via synthetic 

compounding makes action nominalization in Esahie a valency-lowering operation, as a result 

of the fact that their head nominals, derived from transitive verbs, have only one argument (of 

the Agent/Patient set), as compared with the corresponding verbs which have two.77 Here, the 

other argument (the internal/patient argument) is compounded with the action nominal to give 

rise to a larger and more complex action nominal. As Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993) rightly notes, 

this process is reminiscent of noun incorporation, in which compounding a nominal stem 

together with a verbal stem results in a larger verbal stem.  

With this pattern of AN-derivation, Esahie would more precisely instantiate the 

POSSESSIVE-INCORPORATING subtype of the INCORPORATING languages. As such, 

the behaviour of Esahie is analogous to that of Kwa languages such as Ewe78, If  ̄(Yoruba) and 

Nupe (cf. Hyman 1975, Koptjevskaja-Tamm 1993: 186), and Akan where, although in non-

derived NPs dependents follow the head, in derived complex ANs, internal (patient) arguments 

precede the deverbal noun in the resultant compound.  

                                                           
77 In valency-lowering languages, an incorporated noun satisfies one of the argument positions of the verb, thus 
reducing its valency.  
78 In the case of Ewe and Ifŝ, as Koptjevskaja-Tamm (1993) rightly points out, the deverbal head of these 
(synthetic) compounds are formed via reduplication, and are quite distinct from the corresponding finite verbs, 
as well as the typical cases of synthetic compounding involving affixation. 
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Given the syntactic characterization of ANs in Esahie, that is, the fact that the Agent 

argument is encoded via dependent-marking, coupled with the fact that AN-derivation in 

Esahie is a valency-reducing operation, the Esahie AN resembles a DP rather than TP. This is 

in keeping with Koptjevskaja-Tammôs (2006) AN structure hierarchy.  

Having discussed both the external and internal syntax of Esahie ANs, we shall proceed 

to discuss Esahie ANs in the light of event structure. In the next section, we shall (re)consider 

Grimshawôs (1990) diagnostics in the light of Esahie.  

 

 

3.5 Event structure properties of Esahie ANs 

In this section, we discuss the role that event structure plays in the realization or inheritance of 

arguments in nominalizations.  

Being 'construals' of the happenings or states in the world (situation-ontology), verbs 

are event predicates (cf. Parsons 1990). The semantic decomposition of a predicate has both 

structural and idiosyncratic components, which together constitute the event structure of the 

predicate. The event structure of a predicate is also made up of two important distinct 

components, namely, the event structure template (i.e. the grammatically relevant component), 

and the root (i.e. the component which captures the more idiosyncratic meaning aspects of a 

predicate and gives it a name, since each root is associated with a name, i.e. a phonological 

string). This is elaborated in the Table 21 below, where [x]  and [y]  represent semantic 

participants: 
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Table 21: Event Structure Templates 

EVENT STRUCTURE TEMPLATES EXAMPLES SITUATION TYPES 

[x ACT <MANNER>] sweep 

 

ACTIVITY  

[x <STATE>]  Contain STATE 

[BECOME [x <STATE>]] Die ACHIEVEMENT 

[[x ACT <MANNER>] CAUSE [BECOME [ y 

<STATE>]]]  

build / kill ACCOMPLISHMENT-

CAUSATIVE 

(Rappaport Hovav & Levin 1998)           

As shown above in Table 21, event structure defines the event type of the predicate and any 

sub-eventual structure it may have. This accounts for the difference in argument realization 

between pure accomplishment predicates (such as eat, build, sing) and lexical causative 

predicates (such as open, break and kill ), as the former tend to allow object drop while the latter 

are obligatorily transitive. 

Just as sentences are syntactically analyzed as being simple or complex (i.e., themselves 

embedding a well-formed sentence), the linguistic representations of events have also been 

argued to be analyzable as being simple or complex (i.e., embedding the representation of an 

event). The interpretation of the simple/complex event distinction is explained below 

descriptively in (141), and diagrammatically in (142), where [x]  and [y]  represent (semantic) 

participants: 

 

(141) a. A COMPLEX EVENT  consists of two subevents, each with a well-formed event 

structure. 

b. A SIMPLE EVENT  consists of a single subevent. 

(142) a. Complex event structure: 

[ [ x ACT<MANNER>] CAUSE [ BECOME [ y <RES-STATE>]]]  

 



 
 

158 
 

b. Simple event structure: 

[ x ACT<MANNER>] 

[ x <STATE>] 

[ BECOME [ x <STATE>]] 

 

Like verbs, event/action nominalizations refer to events and correspond to second-order 

entities (cf. Lyons 1977: 443).79 Indeed, ever since the works of Lees (1960) and Chomsky 

(1970), the vexatious relation between constructions like the hackneyed examples in (143) has 

been widely investigated. 

 

(143) a. The enemy destroyed the city. 

b. The enemyôs destruction of the city. 

 

The nominalization in (143b) shares the arguments of the corresponding base in (143a), even 

if it expresses them in different form. The mode in which these arguments are realized has been 

one of the most investigated aspects of nominalization, since the seminal work of Grimshaw 

(1990). 

In her influential study on argument structure, Grimshaw (1990) argues that both verbs 

and nouns are associated with a lexical conceptual structure (LCS), which defines the set of 

participants involved in the meaning of a lexical item. On the basis of event structure, 

Grimshaw contends that three types of nominals can be distinguished: complex event nouns, 

simple event nouns and result nouns.  

                                                           
79 Non-ǇǊƻǘƻǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƴƻǳƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ όΨfreedomΩΣ ΨintelligenceΩΣ ΨfearΩύ. They are located in 
time and space, they are perceivable by senses, but their perceptual properties are not constant and stable over 
time. 
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In complex event nouns, the properties of the verbal base are still transparent, because, 

like verbs, complex event nouns project participants into their a-structure (i.e. argument-

structure), and this makes their participants grammatical arguments. As shown in (144), for 

complex event nouns, the expression of the (internal) argument is always obligatory.  

 

(144) Hillaryôs construction of the dome took a long time.  

 

Simple event nominals are similar to complex event nominals to the extent that are eventive 

(i.e. refer to dynamic processes/eventualities), however, they differ crucially from complex 

event nouns because they do not take obligatory arguments. Although they typically appear as 

underived nouns as in game, play, movie, crime, race, trip, they may also take the form of 

derived nominals as in meeting, jubilation, competition, and may be accompanied by syntactic 

satellites corresponding to LCS participants. 

The most crucial syntactic feature of result nominals is the fact they typically lack a-

structure. Result nominals typically denote the products or the resultative state of the events 

and evoke the so-called óresult readingô. Apart from the usual result reading, other non-eventive 

interpretations have been attested as possible semantic extensions of result nominals. Melloni 

(2007) and Lieber (2016), for instance, propose the term referential readings to cover the wide 

range of non-eventive meanings associated with nominalizations. These include result as in 

(145a), instrument (b), location (c), path (d), manner (e) fact (f) and measure (g) 

nominalizations.  

 

(145) a.  The clip is efficient.  

 b. For decoration, three turquoise seahorses descended the wall at a forty-five- 

degree angle. (Happinees Key 2009, COCA corpus, Bauer et al., 2013: 210) 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































