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1.0. Introduction

This paper investigates noun classes and concordial agreement syste ms
in Niger-Congo languages. It examines comparative language data from
Cross River and Kru languages,' noting overall characteristic of noun
class and agreement systems in both families. It then focuses on proble ms
which first language learners might face in the learning of a full class/agree-
ment system, considering both spontaneous and experimental Bantu lan-
guage acquisition data and Bantu languages in contact. It is found that histor-
ical changes which have resulted in the leveling of gender and agreement
distinctions in Niger-Congo in many ways parallel the various stages of acquis-
ition of the system in languages which still maintain these distinctions. Find-
ings from these comparative data sets provide evidence for competing forces
of linguistic change, as well as competing theories for how those changes
might have taken place. Current findings suggest that the integration of data
from historical, comparative, acquisition and language contact data is essen-
tialin developing a coherent understanding of dynamic linguistic processes.

The Niger-Congo language family is one of the four language families found
on the African continent. Table I below is the latest proposed approximation
of the major groups within Niger-Congo. As can be seen here, Bantu and
Cross River language groups are quite closely related, while the Kru group
is more distant and structurally less similar. In our subsequent discussion of
noun class and agreement systems we will mention Proto-Benue-Con go
(PBC) and Proto-Bantu (PB). These terms refer to historically reconstructed
forms within these language groups. Thus, it has been proposed that Proto-
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TABLE I
GENETIC RELATIONSHIP OF NIGER-CONGO LANGUAGES

(based on Benue-Congo Working Group of the West African
Linguistic Society, 1983)

NIGER-CONGO

MANDE KORDOFANIAN
ATLANTIC-CONGO
ATLANTIC , " lioIp
ﬁ%

T 1

GUR ADMAWA UBANGI

KRU]  (NEW)
KWA

(NEW)
BENUE-CONGO

1ISOLATE WESTERN EAST ERN

Kuwaa Nyabwa Neyo
Wobe Godie
Tepo Bete
Grebo
Dewoin
Klao

r T T T T Y

T
YORUBOID EDOID NUPOID IDOMOID LOWER PLATEAU JUKUNOID |CROSS| BANTOID BANTU
NIGER RIVER

DELTA CROSS BENDI  GRASS. R

Alege FIELDS SOTHO NGUNI
Boki Sesotho  Siswati
r T T — Zulu

CENTRAL  OGONI LOWER UPPER

DELTA CROSS CROSS

Ogbia (E.) Gokana  Obolo Mbembe

Ogbia(W.)  Khana  Ibibio Loka

Odual Ogoi Anaang  Ukele

Kugbo Eleme Efik Kohumono . :

Abuan Oro

Benue-Congo languages had, at some initial stage, a full fledged noun class
and agreement system. These noun class markers, or slight variants of them,
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have also been reconstructed for Proto-Bantu. Classes 1/2,3/4, 5/6,7/8, 9/10
are usually singular/plural markers which are affixed to one consistent nominal
stem.

Table II.

Noun Class Prefixes in Proto-Bantu (PB) and Proto-Benue-Congo (PBC)
(Hombert 1981)

PB (Meeussen 1967)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 91011 12 13 14 15 19
mi- bi- md- mi- 1- ma- ki- bi - - do- ka- to- bu- ki- pi-
PBC (de Wolf 1971)
- ba- d- 1+ li- - ki- bi- - i- lu- kd-  bd- ku- pi- ti- ma-

The language families which we consider here reflect variations of these
reconstructed forms, indicating certain directions of historical change. The
directons in which these changes appear to have taken place are explored in
the following discussion.

Let us consider an example of a full noun class/concordial agreement
system such as found in Sesotho — a typical Bantu language. In such a system
each noun is prefixed with one of a pair of CV- noun class markers, one used
for the singular form, the other for the plural:

Table II1
Noun Class Prefixes in Sesotho
sg pt

‘person’ 1 mo-tho 2 ba-tho
‘aunt’ rakhdli 2abo-rakhali
‘dress’ 3 mo-sé 4 me-sé
‘day/sun’ 5 le-tsatsi 6 ma-tsatsi
‘spring/well” 7 se-liba 8 li-liba
‘dog’ 9 @-ntjd 10li-ntjd
‘bread’ 14 bo-hsbe 6 ma-h3be
‘to cook’ 15ho-phéha ._

The more conservative Bantu Hmsmcmwnm typically have 5 or 6 productive
singular/plural noun class or gender pairs, plus a few classes with no alterna-
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tion. While productive semantic correspondences have been lost for most of
these gender distinctions, classes 1/2 (mo/ba above) and 2a (bo- the kinship
class’) are generally known as the human classes. Classes 9/10, in the larger
Niger-Congo context, have been called the ‘large animal’ classes. Most Bantu
languages and many other languages in Niger-Congo also have a ‘mass noun’
or ‘liquid’ (14 bo) class which generally exhibits no singular/plural pairing.
Concordial agreement functions in tWo ways: 1) to show agreement
between subjectand verb (subject-concord/subject pronouns), and 2) to show
agreement between noun and modifier. Both of these concordial agreement
markers have a phonologijcal shape which is nearly identical to the noun class

marker. This system of concordial agreement is illustrated by the following
Sesotho sentences:

Example 1:

mo-tho  ¢-mo-holo é-rata D-ntja é-ntle ed-hae

1 I 1 i 9 9 91
person  big he/she-like dog  beautiful of-his/her
The old man/woman likes his/her beautiful dog.
ba-tho bd-ba-holo ba-rata li-ntjd tsé-ntle  tsg-bona

2 2 2 2 10 10 10 2
people big they-like dogs  beautiful of-them
The old people like their beautiful dogs.

Here the numbers refer to the concordial classes which agree with each of
the nouns. Note that the concords are largely, though not completely, recov-

erable from the shape of the noun prefix (2 ba/ba, but 1 mo/e/o, 9 (e,
10 li/tse).

2.0 Cross River Languages

In Proto-Benue-Congo (PBC) (cf. de Wolf 1971, Voorhoeve & de Wolf
1969). nouns typically consisted of a root of the form CVC or CVCV (Wil-
liamson & Shimizu 1968) and a class prefix of the form CV- or, more rarely,
V-. The Cross River languages, which are fairly closely related to Bantu
within Niger-Congo, show varying degrees of conservation of PBC prefix
forms ranging from the retention of all prefix types to the complete loss of
all prefixes.

Cross River languages fall into 5 major groups, refered to below as
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Upper Cross, Bendi, Central Delta, Poiﬂ O.Bmm and Ogoni (cf. mma.o_m_m
1984). These groups demonstrate a gradation in the extent of phono omunw ,
morphological and morphosemantic (number of mmsaon classes) nmmnm.gm:m-
tics they exhibit today. The language groups i?.or are nozmm?m:.é. in pre-
serving full CV- prefixes are also those which maintain the .::.umﬂ m_w::o:osm
in both concordial marking and in the number of gender distinctions made.
Thus, at the two extremes we find that Upper Cross languages are the most
conservative in preserving a fully productive noun n_Wmm m.:a agreement .mwm-
tem, while Ogoni languages have lost productive prefixation, and have little
or no concordial agreement or class genders.

2.1 Phonological shape of noun class markers in Cross River languages

Retention rates of prefixes in Upper Cross range from q.mo\o in some
languages to only 13% in others. mc::o::oﬂw, .Em phonological shape of
the prefixes which have been retained varies within one _m:mcmmm. The most
conservative system allows only prefixes of the form V- cmmam.ﬁro CV- pre-
fixes, while the other languages allow N- prefixes, mmnmomm:« in the n.::.w_.
Bendi languages seem to exhibit a similar range of CV- w:&._x. retention as
in Upper Cross. Bendi and Central Delta _m:m:wmmm also exhibit a Hmﬂ.ao ncy
for incorporation of CV- prefixes into roots with m:mwmpcm:.ﬁ pre-prefixation
of a vowel to the collapsed prefix-root form, as seen in the different language
examples below:

Example 2. child" ‘woman’

sg pl sg pl
Loks  w-eg b-£ _.-w:,ma b-ang
Boki w-an bw-an o-c:,: )
Alege dgwa  &-buap d-pnigné  e-ppugné

In some languages coalescence of the noun class anwﬁ with :.6 .:oBm:.m_
stem results in only the plural marking remaining productive. A similar m_:.m
has been observed in some Bantu languages where the noun Qm.mm systern is
moving from singular/plural markings on nouns to @/plural markings (Stucky
1978). “ ‘

Prefix loss has affected nouns in most Lower Cross languages, and is
even more rampant in Ogoni languages. In all Lower Cross _m.smCmmmm. the
N- prefix occurs quite frequently on nouns which do not vary in form from
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the singular to the plural. Likewise, in most Lower Cross languages prefixing
is achieved only with vowels which harmonize to the vowel of the nominal
root. In all Ogoni languages, however, independent pronouns bear an initial
vowel which agrees in some persons with the vowel quality of the correspond-
ing dependent subject pronoun — an obvious remnant of a fuller concordial
system. Thus, gender marking on pronouns is maximally conserved, a ten-
dency also observed in Kru languages.

2.2 Morphophonological variation in Cross River languages

In Upper Cross, Bendi and Central Delta, many languages have com-
plete concordial systems including pronominal, subject-verb, adjectival,
amﬁnam:o?anao:m:m:é, and numeral concord. Numeral concord is, how-
ever, most often a relic. In Lower Cross and Ogoni only a few relics of
concord have survived, including a few adjectival concords. The following
example of Lower Cross Efik illustrates the curious lack of concord, but
resurfacing of the nominal prefix when used in conjunction with an adjective:

Example 3. (Cook & Ita 1967)
noun adjective + noun
bja  ‘yam’ dkani a-
bud  ‘shame’ akdm

bjdn  ‘hunger’ akdm

bja ‘old yam’
bd 6-bud  ‘great shame’
bd  3-bjdy  ‘great hunger’

2.3 Morphosemantic variation in Cross River languages

The distinctions between the major classes/genders of PBC are main-
tained in most Upper Cross languages, although non-human mm:amnm *9/10
and and *7/8 seem to be merging. One of the Bendi languages preserves
PBC class/gender divisions, while another shows a tendency to merge non-
human classes to one singular/plural class pair. Central Delta retains BC
class/gender distinctions for human genders 1/2 and non-human 5/6 in the
cases of CV- prefix coalescense. All non-human plural classes also merge.
In contrast, Lower Cross and Ogoni languages show only relics of gender
systems. In section 3. below we shall see that Kru languages also exhibit
distinctions between human and non-human classes, and that, in some Kru
languages, all non-human plurals have also been merged. Data from Bantu
languages in contact and experimental language acquisition data demonstrate
changes in these same directions.
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2.4 Discussion

While the foregoing discussion of Cross River languages is synchronic
and comparative in nature, it provides evidence for various stages of historical
development with regard to the general reduction of productive gender and
agreement systems. Two generalizations can be made from these observa-
tions: 1) Within a particular language, a comparative synchronic description
may capture a system which indicates a partial loss of gender shape or the
reduction in the number of gender distinctions or extent of agreement, with
evidence that there was once a fuller system and will probably be further
reduction. The loss of such a system is gradual, certain classes appearing to
be more resilient than others. 2) Diachronically one can project a number
of possible stages whereby a full noun class and agreement system might be
lost. From the comparative synchronic data on Cross River languages we
find a small range of consistent patterns by which this process appears to be
taking place. It is not just any genders which persist, but rather the human
1/2 and the non-human 9/10 classes which are the last to be lost. CV-prefixes
are not simply omitted, but rather incorporated into the stem with new pre-
fixes occasionally added. The number of plural classes tends to collapse.
becoming distinguished by one overgeneralized marker. Concord appears
to be lost first in numerals and adjectives, while it is maintained longest with
subject pronouns. These tendencies for loss and preservation will be reiter-
ated as we examine Kru languages, language acquisition and language contact
data.

One might speculate as to what influences have caused some branches
of Cross River to be more conservative with regard to retaining gender and
agreement systems than others. It appears that the typical shape of nominal
prefixes for each group of Cross River languages today corresponds in most
cases to the typical shape of prefixes in surrounding non-Cross River lan-
guages.

Table IV
PrefixShape  Cross River Surrounding Languages

Cv- M Upper Cross Eastern Benue Congo

V- Bend:i (Bantu)

V- M Lower Cross Western Benue Congo
N- (Lower Niger. Edoid)
V- Central Delta

()} Ogoni Ijoid
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This evidence suggests that prefix shape corresponds to a template which
specifies the ‘prototypical’ shape of prefix + noun forms in these languages.
Languages which exhibit very reduced gender systems may have sustained
more immediate contact with geographically adjacent languages which reflect
no such distinctions today, even to the effect of showing no plural marking
onnouns (i.e. Igbo). Speakers of Cross River languages who come into close
contact with such languages may be more inclined to revise their conceptions
of the canonical form of language and simplify the proliferation of morpholog-
ical agreement marking which is characteristic of their own languages. This
influence of ‘template’ types may in part account for the areal clustering of

those languages which have lost these systems as opposed to those which
have preserved them.

3.0 Phonological shape of nominal marking in Kru languages

Like Cross River languages, Kru languages represent a reduced version
of a wider proto-system. While Kru languages are almost exclusively suffix-
ing, noun class suffixes have all but disappeared through loss or coalescence
with the noun stem. Again, we find more and less conservative Krulanguages,
Eastern Kru showing more preservation of the old system, and Western Kru
showing more loss. The result of coalescence in Kru languages is that noun
systems are becoming more regularized,? with singulars being perceived as
unmarked and plurals marked, a tendency observed both in Bantu (Stucky
1978) and in Lower Cross (section 2.1). In the Eastern Kru language Godié,
the word for "water’ pui represents a reduction of stem n/ + suffix v used for
liquids. The following Godié singular/plural pairs demonstrate the coalesced
nature of gender suffixing in Kru.

Example 4:
sg ﬁ_
su si ‘tree’
nyoku  nyokwi ‘leaf’

cv cL ‘moon, month’

Despite this phonological coalescence and seeming ‘loss’ of noun class
suffixes, concord is extensive in Kru. In Eastern Kru languages, concordial
agreement occurs on subject, object, possesive, interrogative and relative
pronouns, as well as on adjectives, demonstratives and definite markers, as
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seen in the Godié examples below:

Example5: pukps kAado no mlA  pd woty
man  big this drank water cold
This big man drank cold water.

Example6: o mlA v
He drank it.

With one exception, all Kru languages maintain a &m::o:o:. E Sn.mm:m:_m«
between human 2 and non-human ¢. Most languages also distinguish these
two classes in the plural. As far as the number of classes are oosonq:m.a,.zuo
most conservative Eastern Kru languages maintain up to three moza.ﬁ‘ distinc-
tions in the singular non-human. It appears that the most predominant Kru
pronouns correspond to PBC human classes *1/2a and non-human (large
animal) classes *9/10.3

3.1 Morphosemantic variation in Kru languages

The gender distinction in pronominal mv\.wﬁam is B.&Ewm:oa E:mwﬁ :;.m
any of the other manifestations of concord in Kru. c<_.9.o:n. mxnwn:o::, a
languages still maintian a singular human/non-human distinction throughout

oun set. .

e n%m:n_mmm distinctions decrease, there appears to be a corresponding
(though not exactly predictable) decrease in concordial mm:wms.:wi. H?_Em_.“
most languages do not retain adjective gender agreement, m_:mEm.ln ura
distinctions are maintained on some adjectives. Numbers and ao.m._::m mar-
kers seem to be affected first (a fact also observed in Cross River (1.2)),
with demonstratives and adjectives slowly giving way to 3% of concord.
Adjectives first lose gender agreement, preserving only the singular/plural
distinction, as seen in the Western Kru example of Klao below:

Example7: sg pl .
nye plu nye ph
‘man white’ ‘men white’

Even this concord may be lost eventually, as in languages where :Em.uvﬂ
agreement is made only on the lexical item ‘big’ (R. ,H,roa..anmoaN p.c.). : n.oa
nominal concord, on the other hand, is the most conservative , being m.oﬁ_.:.w
the longest. What is striking, however, is that some form of concord is mai
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tained in most languages even though noun class suffixes are no longer trans-
parent and in many cases are nonfunctional. In section 4. we will see that

these findings correlate closely with data from processes of language acquis-
ition. ,

3.2 Discussion

Kru languages thus represent a case where remnants of gender classess
are preserved as coalesced nominal suffixes. While the productivity of nom-
inal classification is minimal, the distinctions which are made correspond to
the human classes 1/2a and non-human classes 9/10 - similar to the most
dominant class retentions in Cross River languages. Though the gender sys-
tem is minimally functional, the agreement system is still productive, indicat-
ing a primacy of concord over nominal marking.

4.0 Noun class and agreement systems in Bantu languages

Bantu languages have generally been characterized by having a number
of CV- noun class prefix pairs plus some non-paired classes for mass nouns,
liquids and locatives. While Bantu languages seem to have preserved more
of the Proto-Benue-Congo noun class system, Grassfields languages (cf.
Hyman et. al. 1980) appear to be in the process of losing many gender
distinctions and collapsing plurals. This process is also found in language
contact areas with languages such as Spoken and Kinshasa Lingala (Bokamba
1983) where the generalized plural is the class 2a ‘relative’ marker. Concord
is also being lost in these systems and adjectives are now marked with a fixed
marker which does not change with the class of the noun. Although gender
marking is thought to have been semantically productive at one time, the
system is synchronically non-productive with the exception of the human
classes. In addition most languages have a class where most loan words are
assimilated. Unless the initjal part of the noun is similar in phonological
shape to an already existing noun class marker, the noun is generally used
in a ‘catch-all’ class, class 9/10 for Sesotho. Thus, we find examples such as
the following:

Example 8:

Dutch <stoel‘chair’ 7se-tilo 8 li-tilo
Dutch < tafel ‘table’ 9 @-tafdle 101i-tafdle

While noun class assignment is still a productive process, there are signs of
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potential loss of nominal prefixes, though concord appears to .Um 582.. In
Sesotho, noun class markers are frequently omitted s;.dm:.:mma with a nominal
modifier which has the concord agreement marker with it A.&. example 11.).
This process has been lexicalized in the case of some locative nouns, where

the prefix never surfaces:

Example 9: .
le-saka ‘coral” sak-éng -at/to/from/by the coral
le-lapd ‘home’ lap-éng "at/to/from/by home’

Thus, though the system is fully productive, in some Bantu languages there
are grammatical and sociolinguistic contexts in which gender marking on
nouns is omitted.

4.1 Bantu language acquisition data

The language acquisition data from Bantu languages stems from two
major sources. The first is from a longitudinal study of spontaneous and
natural speech from 4 Sesotho speaking children between the ages of 2 and
4 1/2 years old (Demuth 1983), supported by data ?wa v.o::mﬂ. wn..woﬁro
speaking children (M. Connelly, 1984). The second is from Siswati and
includes a spontaneous/naturalistic study of 2 children between the ages of
18 months and 36 months. and an experimental study of 3 children 4 H\w. to
6 years of age (Kunene 1979). We await data from Zulu (Suzman, v.n.v. which
may show that noun class markers are used productively at an earlier age
than that reported for Siswati.4

4.2 Predicted acquisition patterns®

It has been proposed that there are numerous strategies which a child
systematically employs during the language learning process, nmmm&_mmm of
the language being acquired. These strategies have been formalized as
‘operating principles’ (Slobin 1977, 1984) and have been based on and con-
tinue to be refined by acquisition data from a variety of languages from
different language families. From our current cross-linguistic knowledge of
strategies that children employ when learning a language, we have Bm.an
several predictions about the kinds of phenomena we would wxvmﬁ to find
in the acquisition of the Sesotho noun class system: 1) As children tend to
acquire word-final morphology easier than word-initial BO%:o_omvﬁ the
learning of noun class prefixes might prove problematic, especially as these
marKers carry little semantic content, are usually found in unle nghtened (and






