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(1) ‘cunning daughter(s)-in-law’

a. kɛ̀ɲɛ́ fjàl̀ b. fjàl̀ kɛ̀ɲɛ́

kɛ̀ɲɛĹ fjàl̀ fjàl̀ kɛ̀ɲɛĹ

cunning daughter.in.law daughter.in.law cunning

c. kɛ̀ɲɛ́ fjál d. àfjàl̀ jìkɛ́ɲɛ́

kɛ̀ɲɛĹ H-fjàl̀ à-fjàl̀ jì-H-kɛ̀ɲɛĹ

cunning CON-daughter.in.law 2-daughter.in.law PP2-CON-cunning



So what?

Variation in nominal expressions (NEs) = common
• around the world (some hotspots: Australia, South America)

• along different parameters (e.g. word order, case marking)

BUT: unexpected from typological & Bantu perspective
• some surprising constructions 

• high level of variation: word order, connectives, agreement patterns 

• much inter- and intra-speaker variation in acceptability 



Goals

• Extent of constructional possibilities?

• How is available range of constructions used?

• How can we explain this variation/variability?

And: is Kwakum really exceptional?



Kwakum (A91)

• Dialect cluster

• Narrow Bantu

• 7000 speakers (2013)

• informal and traditional 
settings 

• multilingualism (French, 
Ewondo, Kakɔ, Gbaya)

(Njantcho Kouagang 2018: 2)



Kwakum nominal classification

• fragmentary class system 

• 8 morphological classes ~ same number marking

• 5 noun classes ~ agreement

• on DEM, POSS (obligatory) 

• on CON (optionally); only classes 2 & 7

• numerals and (some?) qualifiers/quantifiers have own NC (= morphologically nouns)

(3) kì-ʃòkùl tʃ-ɔɔ́
7-basket PP7-D EM .A D D R .P R O X

(Njantcho Kouagang 2018)



Kwakum nominal classification

• ‘default’ agreement

(4) kì-ndàj̀ jì-H-fɔḱu
7(P L)-cow PL-C O N -other
‘the other cows’

(5) kì-lɛẃɔ́ w-àámbɔ́ 
7(S G )-baby SG-1S G .P O S S

‘my baby’

(Njantcho Kouagang 2018)



2. Data & methodology



Data

• following up on leads from Njantcho Kouagang (2018)

• focused fieldtrip Nov 2022 + remote work



Data

1) elicitation: systematic overview of all structural possibilities
• many different lexical items

• sg & pl

• different agreement patterns

• mainly 2-word NEs (already massive job…), 

but also longer combinations (where possibilities seem endless)



Data

2) tasks & narratives

• (semi-)natural speech, but aiming for many NEs
e.g. picture descriptions, talking about farms

• tasks focusing on information structure in NEs
(Skopeteas et al. 2006; van der Wal 2021)

Information structure & information status:
known to play a role in other lgs

e.g. in Australia (Louagie 2023); 
e.g. Ngiti (Central Sudanic, Kutsch Lojenga 1994: 354)



3. Constructional exuberance?
A sneak peek…



4 basic construction types
(6) ɲì-Hàà dʒɛɛ́́ pʰàâm fɔḱú

1SG-HOD.PST see man other
‘I have seen a certain man.’ (Pear Story) 

(9) nɛ̀ ntɔ̀n líŋɛŋ́ ɔ̀tɛ̀ kóó 
nɛ̀ ntɔ̀n H-lìŋ-ɛŋ́ ɔ̀-tɛ̀H kóóL

with spot CON-be.black-PART LOC-there on 
‘[They are white] with black spots.’ (picture description) 

(8) ndòmbú phàâm dʒìH fɛńɛńɛĹ

old man COP here.R D P

‘the old man is here’ (Family Problems Task)

(7) ɲí ndʒɛɛ́́ ndètɛ̀ kɛɛ̀́ … 
H-ɲì n-dʒɛɛ́Ĺ ndètɛ̀ H-kɛ̀ɛ̀
PRS-1SG PRS-see big CON-fish
‘I see a big fish …’ (picture description)

N  MOD

MOD con-N

= expected

N con-MOD

MOD N

= surprising



4 basic construction types
N MOD order in proto-Bantu

‘possessee-like qualifiers’ common in (esp. 
north-western) Bantu (Van de Velde 2012; cf. also
Ross 1998)

N  MOD

MOD con-N

= expected

(6) kì-dɛĺɔ̀L kì-H-mɔ̀-ɔ̀nɔ́ 
7-garment PP7-CON-1-child
‘the garment of the child’

(7) ndètɛ̀ H-kɛ̀ɛ̀
big CON-fish
‘the big fish’ (~ the being big/bigness of the fish)



4 basic construction types
MOD N: 

• occurs in some Bantu languages for DEM, POSS, 
‘other’ (Van de Velde 2022: 910-911)

• but completely unexpected for QUAL (some QUANT)

N con-MOD:

• possessor-like modifiers (thing of beauty)

• neutral, not pragmatically marked

N con-MOD

MOD N

= surprising



→Which construction type for which modifier?



N MOD MOD con-N MOD N N con-MOD

DEM + - - -

POSS + - - -

NUM + + - +

QUANT + + + +

QUAL + + + +

Simplified version



Full(er) version
N MOD MOD con-N MOD N N con-MOD

kì-ʃèkʃèkì 'idiotic' (not all) ?
kì-tɔj́L 'good' (not all)
n-dètɛ̀ 'big, great' (acc 2018)
n-dòmbú 'old, adult'
n-dètkɛ̀lɛ̀ 'big, elder'
mbéklɛ̀ 'talkative'
ɲ̀tʃìmH 'blind'
ɲdʒálL 'fruitful' (woman) (not all)
tɔ̀ɔ̀nɔ́ 'carnivorous'
tʃíŋH 'true'
kùndú 'barren' (woman) (not all)
tʰǎndáL 'hereditary' (sg not all)
ʃómtú 'wise' (unsure)
lèm 'lazy' only sg 

(not all)
only sg 
(not all)

ʃìŋH 'envious' (not all) only pl
kààH 'stingy' (less natural)
ɱ̀fìŋH ‘sly, cunning, crafty'
lìkɛ̀ 'stingy' only in pl
dáá 'false' (not all)
mɔ̀mɔɔ̀́nɔ́ 'little' ?
kɛ̀ɲɛĹ 'cunning' (less natural) only sg only pl
pòlɔ́ ‘yellow’ (acc 2018) (acc 2018)
ʃɔ̀ɔ̀tɔ̀ ‘naked’ (less natural)
pólɔṕólɔ́ 'very well, clean, 
bright'

N MOD MOD con-N MOD N N con-MOD
V-áa
V-áàwɛ̀H

(discussion)
(not all; in 
corpus)

V-ɛŋ/aŋ

mjɛńdʒí ‘new’ (less natural)
ŋmkpámákí ‘new’ 

pààH ‘in good condition, better' (acc 2018)
kì/ì-tààtʃɛ́ ‘empty’ (not all)
béʃí ‘raw’ (less natural) (pl not all)

gwɔj́Ĺ ‘empty-handed' (not all)

dómjɛĹ ‘right’
dʒáljɛ́ ‘left’
tàmbjɛ̀ ‘in good shape’ (not all)
mbɛ̀ŋ ‘good-looking’
mbɔ̀ɔ̀ʃú 'bad'
ɲàkɲàki 'very small' only pl
ŋgwɔɔ̀́lɛ̀ 'incapable, good-for-
nothing'

pàálɔĹ 'good, better'
tʃìtʃɛ̀ 'alone' (not all)
ndɛḿtú 'cripple'
ʃɛ̀ʃɛ̀ 'simple'
ŋgwááɲdʒɔ́ 'young' ? ? ?
kì-tʃìtʃìl 'stammering' (not all) (not all)
kì-dʒìmá 'beautiful' (not; in 

corpus)



Qualifiers: a bit messy

Lexically specified

Unstable acceptability
• Inter- and intra-speaker disagreement 
• Even more disagreement on form of plural NEs
• Accepted earlier (2014-2018) but not now
• Not accepted in elicitation but used in narrative
• Constructions only accepted in sg or pl

Semantic nuances: 

• often: “no meaning difference between constructions”

• but regularly: ‘interference’ of possessive-like meanings; possessive flavour



Possessive flavour

~ CON

(10) gwɔ̀-ɔ̀nɔ́ jì-H-lèm
2-child PP2-CON-lazy
‘the lazy children’ 
or ‘the children of the lazy person’

(12) ì-tóóL H-kì-tààtʃɛ́ 
5-house CON-7-empty 
‘an abandonned house’ (~ ‘a house of emptiness’)

(13) à-pʰàâm jì-H-gwɔj́Ĺ

2-man PP2-CON-empty.handed
‘the men who always come back empty-handed’ 
(~ ‘the men of empty-handedness’)

(11) kì-tɔj́L kì-H-fjàl̀ 
7-good PP2-CON-1.daughter.in.law
‘the generous daughter-in-law’ 
or ‘the generosity of the daughter-in-law’

N con-MOD MOD con-N



Possessive flavour

BUT: also without CON

(14) à-fjàl̀ ì-tʃìtʃìl
2-daughter.in.law 2-stammering
‘the stammering daughters-in-law’ or ‘the daughters-in-law of the family of stammerers’

(15) à-fjàl̀ ì-tɔj́L

2-daughter.in.law 2-good
‘the good daughters-in-law’ or ‘the daughters-in-law of joy, that give joy’



Possessive flavour

AND: more likely with plural modifiers

(16) à-fjàl̀ jì-H-kɛ̀ɲɛĹ

2-daughter.in.law PP2-CON-cunning
‘the cunning daughters-in-law’

(17) à-fjàl̀ jì-H-à-kɛ̀ɲɛĹ

2-daughter.in.law PP2-CON-2-cunning
‘the daughters-in-law of the cunning people’ 
(NOT: the cunning daughters-in-law)

(18) kɛ̀ɲɛĹ H-fjàl̀ 
cunning CON-daughter.in.law
‘the cunning daughter-in-law’

(19) kɛ̀ɲɛĹ jì-H-à-fjàl
cunning PP2-CON-2-daughter.in.law
‘the cunning daughters-in-law’

(20) à-kɛ̀ɲɛĹ jì-H-à-fjàl ̀
2-cunning P P2-C O N -2- daughter.in.law
‘the cunningness of the daughters-in-law’
(NOT: the cunning daughters-in-law’)

N con-MOD MOD con-N



Adding another layer of complexity…

Nominal classification & number marking: regular features

→ already lead to many possible constructions:
• optional agreement on CON

• optional plural marking (mostly for modifiers)

• default agreement

(21) ‘hard chairs’

ì-dʒà (jì-)H-dèt-áàwɛ̀H

ì-dʒà (jì-)H-à-dèt-áàwɛ̀H (not accepted by some speakers)
kì-dʒà (kì-)H-à-dèt-áàwɛ̀H (not accepted by some speakers)



Adding another layer of complexity…

Nominal classification & number marking: stranger things happening…

• agreement on constructions without CON

• agreement with following element?

• mismatches (~ sound similarity?)

(22) à-bùpà jì-tɔ̀ɔ̀nɔ̀ 
2-animal PP2-carnivorous
‘carnivore animals’

(23) mó-mjáa tʃ-ɔɔ́́ kì-dʒímá
1-wife PP7-2SG.POSS 7-beautiful
‘your beautiful wife’

(24) ǹtúwà m-íńL nɛ́ 
1.car PP6-2PL.POSS PP1.DEM

‘your car here’ 

Patterns of analogy
Eroding class system



And another one…

Longer NEs

• many word order possibilities 

• also surprising ones 
• going against expectations ~ functional layers (Rijkhoff 2002)

• going against accepted order in 2-word NEs 

(26) mjɛńdʒí w-áàmbɔ́ ì-tóó
new PP1-1SG.POSS 5-house
‘my new house’

(25) ì-tóó í-nɛ́ kì-tààtʃɛ̀
5-house PP2-DEM.SP.PROX 7-empty
‘this empty house’



And another one…

Longer NEs

• with surprising agreement patterns (see also Njantcho & Van de Velde 2019)

(27) ‘those two houses’
a. ǹ-tóó ì-báàH mí-kɛĹ

6-house 2-two PP6-DEM.DIST

b. ǹ-tóo ì-báàH jí-kɛ́L

6-house 2-two PP2-DEM.DIST

(28) a. kì-bàlá kì-H-à-bùpà tʃ-ɛĹ

7-two PP7-CON-2-animal PP7-DEM.ADDR.PROX

‘those two animals’

b. kì-báàH kì-H-ǹ-tóó mí-kɛ́L

7-two PP7-CON-6-house PP6-DEM.DIST

‘those two houses’



moo: a fifth construction type

= nominaliser-linker

• introduces RCs

• DEM: nominalising function

• creates ordinal numerals

• used with possessive and qualifying constructions

(29) H-ɔ̀-ŋ-kɔ̀ɔ̀ tààkɔ̀ ʃìH ǹ-tɔ̀n H-gwòòm H-bɛ̀t-ɛŋ́ bɛ̀t-ɛŋ́ bɛ̀t-ɛŋ́ bɛ̀t-ɛŋ́ j-ɔɔ́Ĺ

PRS-2SG.S/A-PRS-AUX.REP take FOC 6-point CON-NLNK.PL CON-be.red-PART be.red-P A R T PP2-DEM.ADDR.PROX

‘you just take the red dots there’ (map task) 



4. Outlook: uses & explanations



Goals

• Extent of constructional possibilities?

• How is available range of constructions used?

• How can we explain this variation/variability?

And: is Kwakum really exceptional?



Uses of constructions?

• Issues with data

• No conditioning factors found so far, except:
• position of numerals ~ definiteness (Njantcho Kouagang 2018)

• moo: invoking contrast in qualifying and possessive constructions?

(30) dɛ̀jɛɛ́́ mɔ̀-ɔ̀nɔ́ mííL wɛɛ́Ĺ tààkɔ̀ lɔ̀mbɔ̀ mòò H-nèn-ɛŋ́
no 1-child AUX.ALREADY NEG take bottle NLNK.SG CON-be.big-PART

H-à-mííL tààkɔ̀ ʃìH lááL mòò H-nèn-ɛŋ́
PRS-3SG.S/A-AUX.ALREADY take F O C glass NLNK.SG CON-be.big-PART

‘No, the child isn’t taking the big bottle, she’s taking the big glass.’

(Skopeteas et al. 2006)



Why this exuberance?

• Word class status
At least some qualifiers = nouns rather than adjectives →may explain flexibility

• Historical explanations
• Inheritance (N MOD)
• Borrowing of constructional pattern (MOD con-N) (cf. Van de Velde 2012; < Ubangi)

• Innovations?

→ MOD N also found in other A90 languages Kakɔ (Ernst 1992) and Polri (Wéga 2016)

• ‘AMAR’ mechanism? (Van de Velde 2022)
= nominalisation and reintegration of modifiers
To explain (some of the) word order patterns in longer NEs



5. Conclusion



Summary

Nominal expressions in Kwakum are wild!

• 4 construction types + moo

• certain amount of chaos: 
• lexical items differ widely in which cxns they occur in
• much variation in class agreement and number marking
• speaker variation
• mysteries: e.g. cxn allowed in sg but not pl

→ Trying to get some grip 

→ Is the situation in Kwakum really so exceptional? 
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Kwakum features

Tone
• 7 realisations

• 3-way underlying opposition (H, L, zero)

• Rightward spreading

• Floating tones

(2) jàH nɛ̀ ɲì → jà nɛ́ ɲì

‘they and I’

(Njantcho Kouagang 2018; Njantcho Kouagang & Van de Velde 2019)



Methodology

• Manually extracted all multi-word NEs from ‘corpus’ (n = 564)

• Annotations include
• Categories, order & number of elements

• Referential status

• Information structure



Data



And another one…

Longer NEs

• many word order possibilities 

• also surprising ones 
• going against expectations ~ functional layers (Rijkhoff 2002)

• going against accepted order in 2-word NEs 

(26) mjɛńdʒí w-áàmbɔ́ ì-tóó
new PP1-1SG.POSS 5-house
‘my new house’

(25) ì-tóó í-nɛ́ kì-tààtʃɛ̀
5-house PP2-DEM.SP.PROX 7-empty
‘this empty house’

~ strong tendency in Bantu 
languages: 
possessive preceding any 
other postnominal modifiers
(Van de Velde 2019)



And another one…

Longer NEs

• with surprising agreement patterns (see also Njantcho & Van de Velde 2019)

(27) ‘those two houses’
a. ǹ-tóó ì-báàH mí-kɛĹ

6-house 2-two PP6-DEM.DIST

b. ǹ-tóo ì-báàH jí-kɛ́L

6-house 2-two PP2-DEM.DIST

c. * n-tóó ì-báàH mí-nɛĹ

(28) a. kì-bàlá kì-H-à-bùpà tʃ-ɛĹ

7-two PP7-CON-2-animal PP7-DEM.ADDR.PROX

‘those two animals’

b. kì-báàH kì-H-ǹ-tóó mí-kɛ́L

7-two PP7-CON-6-house PP6-DEM.DIST

‘those two houses’

c. * kìbálá kìńtóó tʃíkɛĹ


