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“Analytic issues in Limba, a Niger-Congo isolate of Sierra Leone”

Nicholas Rolle (rolle@leibniz-zas.de), Leibniz-ZAS, Berlin

Today’s presentation: Morphosyntactic issues in the Limba language [hui-yimba],
stemming from recent fieldwork funded by ZAS (2022 and 2023)

a. Glottocode [1imb1267], ISO 639-3 [Ima]/[1ia]
b. Likely an isolate within Niger-Congo phylum (pozdniakov et al. 2019)

c. Isolation corroborated by cultural and genetic studies (Fanthorpe 1998; Jackson et al. 2005)

Data focus: Limba-Wara Wara dialect in the north (collaborating with Kondeh Mansaray)

a. Materials at California Language Archive (notes, databases, audio, videos, texts):
https://cla.berkeley.edu/collection/?c0l1id=11303

Location (Maps from Finnegan 1965)
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1 Nouns

1.1 Noun classes

4) Robust noun class system with alliterative concord (data from Biriwa dialect — Berry 1958)
a. payepnasogpwunthe nalohoi na, na  thimoyii na,nen ki do
board six good DEFREL seek-you DEFthey are  here
‘the six good boards you are seeking are here’
(5) 13 noun classes (i.e. distinct morphological concord patterns triggered by noun)
Class O-prefix Pseudo-prefix -prefix DEF
il 0w hat ehid _ e o
CL2 (BE-cL) mpati ‘children’ -thanthe ‘elders’ bén
CL3  (Ko-cr) ldtd ‘body’ -yoro ‘bush yam’ kon
CL4  (NG-cv) nati ‘pot scrapings’ -yoro ‘bush yams’ nan
CL5 (HO-cL) (hu-)pasa ‘diarrhea’ h35td  ‘ash’ -raka ‘stone’ han
CL6  (TH-cL) _ thaba ‘tobacco’ -raka  ‘stones’ thanp
CL7 (KI-cv) P o-tato ‘intestine’ kin
CL8 (BA-cL) kara ‘school”  bara ‘meat’ -wa ‘ribs’ ban
CL9  (MA-cr) mampa ‘palm wine’ -sapa  ‘keys’ man
CL10 Bu-c) bt ‘gold’ -thong ‘palm fibers”  buip
CLI1 - -theri ‘art’ un
CL12 Mu-c) -thong  ‘food’ mur
CLI3 ka-cn) -thtthan ‘overseas’ ka
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(6) Real prefixes show alternations:
a. Singular/plural pairs:
-yoro ‘bush yam”  vs. -yoro ‘bush yams’
b. Diminutive t1-/mu- CL11/CL12 replacement
-85 ‘palmnut’ = -sd  ‘little palmnut’
-sd ‘palmnuts’ = -sJ ‘little palmnuts’
c. Used to derive nouns (V = N)
kor- ‘kill’ = -kori ‘killing, to kill’ (cLS)
-kori ‘manner of killing”  (CL9)
d. Create semantically related nouns (N = N)
-sing ‘Kusine tree’ (CL3) = -sing/bii-sing (cL7/cL10)
‘leaf/leaves of the Kusine tree’
(7) Pseudo-prefixes:
a. The initial consonant dictates the noun class (pure alliteration)
b. No alternations: Singular/plural is formed by prefixing a class marker
c. kdtd ‘body’ = k3t ‘bodies’
d. -nati ‘pot scraping’ = nati ‘pot scrapings’
(8) A note on plurality: Always possible to mark overtly with -y1)/-in/-j or -ni/-ni
a. kapgkd ‘bat’ kapks-yn/kagkd-ni ‘bats’
b. hu-bgk3 ‘adam’s apple’ tha-b&k5/tha-bek5-ni ‘adam’s app’s’
9) The following data are both telling and frustratingly non-consistent:
a. ku-samatheé ‘one single shoe’
b. samathe-yn ‘a pair of shoes’ (two next to each other)
c. samathe-ni ‘shoes’ (e.g. a bunch in a pile, like at the market)
1.2 Genders
(10)  Most common genders (i.e. unique singular/plural pairings): Top 6 (A-F) =~ 90%
Gender Class pair n= SG PL Meaning Notes
A 172 (ome) 266 yinks / ydnks-yn ‘chameleon’ Default (ANIMATE)
B 8 (BA) 116 thika / thika-yn ‘wrapper’ Default (INANIMATE)
C 3/4 konG) 183 ku-yen / ma-yen ‘tree’
D 5/6 mo/rny 174 hu-gbuy / tha-gbuny ‘knee’
E 7 (K1) 49 1)-gbasi / 1)-gbasi-n ‘ladder’
F 9 vy Sl meéti / méti-n ‘salt’
G 10 (BU) 18 bu / bu-ni “fire’
H 5/9  moma) 8 hu-sapa / ma-sapa ‘key’
I 3/8 ko/Ba) 4 ku-wa / ba-wa ‘rib’
J 12 ooy 12 miu-thu / mu-thu-g ‘garden’
K 5/8  momay 1 hu-dempiréen / ba-dempirén ‘orange’
L 11/12 wmu) (DERIVED) -89 / mu-sJ ‘little groundnut” DIMINUTIVE
M 7/10  «ysu) (DERIVED) n-sing bui-sing ‘leaf of Kusine’  leaves, hair
(11)  Question: How do we treat marginal genders (set 2) or the purely derived genders (set 3)?
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1.3 How do we analyze this?

(12)  Four patterns involving CL5 (HO-class)

Regular Pseudo-prefix Vowel-initial H-form only
root
SG -nina hapg hondi hap h-gre han héya hang
PL -nina(-yn) than -hondi thang th-gre than héya-ni han
‘the year(s)’ ‘the grass(es)/straw’ ‘the charcoal(s)’ ‘the lie(s), untruth’
(*thondi, *thandi) (*tha-here) (*tha-hoya, *thaya)
(*hoya-ni than)
SG.DIM -nina -hondi -here hoya
PL.DIM -nina(-yn) -hondi -here/ -héya-ni
(*mu-tha-hondi) -thére

(13) Ingredients: Challenge is to relate the two sides

Ingredients in morphosyntax <« Ingredients in morpho-phonology

VROOT stems (e.g. nina ‘year’)

[n] noun class prefixes (e.g. hii-)
[V : GENDER] plural suffixes (e.g. -ni)

[# : NUMBER]

[DIM]

(14)  Question: In cases of plural “multiple exponence”, can we posit two number heads?

(15) Regular morphology

Num?2 P
Num2°
NumlP NumlP
Numlo/\\ Numlo/\
I n® | n°
[#:5G] [VYEAR] [#:pL] [VyEar] [#:pPL]
[y:D] [Y:ID] [y:D] [y:D]
/  hu nina / / tha nina yn /
(16) [#:sc] [v:D] “ hu
(17)  [#:20L] [v:D] > tha
(18)  [#:71] oy
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(19)  Pseudo-prefix
Num2P
Num?2?
NumlP NumlP
Nuﬁig///\\\§>\\\\ Num1°®
I n® | n®
[#:5G] [VGRASS] [#:pL] [Verass] [#:pL]
[v:D] [V:ID] [v:D] [v:D]
/ 0 hondi / / tha hondi
(20) [#:s6] [v:D] > (0] / _ {Vcrass,...}
hu (elsewhere)
(21)  Vowel-initial root
Num2P
Num2°
NumlP NumlP
Nurnl1® Nurnl1®
I n° | n°
[#:5G] [VcoaL] [#:P1] [Vcoar] [#:PL]
[v:D] [Y:ID] [Y:ID] [YiD]
/ O héere // O there
(22) [#:s6][v:D] > o / __ {Verass, VcoaL, ...}
hu (elsewhere)
(23) [#:pL][y:D] - [0 / __{Ncoar,...}
thﬁl (elsewhere)
(24) [VcoaLn] [y:D] - thére / [#:p0]
hére (elsewhere)
(25) While unsatisfactory in some ways, this does correctly predict possibility of mui-hérg ~

mu-thére plural diminutive variation (if we allow for the right locality domains)




Rolle

Analytic issues in Limba

(26) H-form only
Num2P
Num?2°
NumlP NumlP
Numlo/\\ Nurml1®
| n’ I n’
#:5G] [VLIE] [#:p1] [VLIE] [#:PL]
y:D’ [v:D’] [y:D’ ] [vy:D"]
/ 0 héya // O héya ni /
Num2P
Num2°
NumlP NumlP
Nuﬁzg///\\\j>\\\\ Num1®
| n’ | n’
[#] [VYEAR] [#] [VyEarR] [#:PL]
[v:D] [y:D] [v:D] [y:D]
/ 0 héya // O héya ni /
Basic clause-level word order
(27)  Default [SUBJECT] [VERB] [OBJECT] word order
a. dndo thoy banka hélen
yag ndo thoy bapka hélen
ISG  AGR.PART build\INFL house again
‘I can build a house again’
b. Siyd o ka  poéna sisa
Siya AGR.CLI CONT cook\CONT  rice
‘Siya is cooking rice’
(28)  Left dislocation with focus marker na FOC — Eliminates otherwise obligatory agreement
a. bapka na yag O donddéyy  thoy
house FOC  1SG here build\INFL

‘A house is what I will build in this place’

b. sisa na Siya O ka  poéna
rice FOC Siya CONT cook\CONT
‘It is rice that Siya is cooking’
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(29)  These are also the only contexts which maintain [SUB][VERB] word order in out-of-focus
a. UNTIMED (no overt marking other than default tonal inflection on the verb)
b. CONTINUOUS with ka (with -a inflectional marking on the verb)

(30)  Otherwise: obligatory [SUB][VERB/PART]|—[VERB/PART][SUB] inversion in out-of-focus

a. COMPLETIVE (-e COMP), all NEGATIVE (S& NEG.UNT, tha NEG.COMP, ta NEG.INCEP),
with various particles (e.g. thuip “still’) and auxiliaries (e.g. thay ‘know how”)

(31) Obligatory inversion in completive (-e marked verb)
a. DEFAULT, ‘ALL-FOCUS’:

S \Y O — Obligatory S-V order
SiydA poné sisa ‘Siya cooked rice’
b. OBJECT-FOCUS:
O Foc V S — Obligatory V-S order
sisdi na  poné Siya ‘It is rice that Siya cooked’

(32) Obligatory inversion in negatives (tha negative completive marker)
a. DEFAULT, ‘ALL-FOCUS’:

S NEG V O — Obligatory S-NEG order
Siya tha poy sisa ‘Siya did not cook rice’
b. OBJECT-FOCUS:
O FOC NEG S Vv — Obligatory NEG-S order
sisda 'na tha Siya pop ‘Rice is what Siya did not cook’

(33)  Obligatory inversion with particles (thur ‘still”)
a. DEFAULT, ‘ALL-FOCUS’:

S AGR  PART V O — Obligatory S-PART order
Siyd o thun poy sisa ‘Siya is still cooking rice’
b. OBJECT-FOCUS:
O FOC  PART S A% — Obligatory PART-S order
sisdi na  thap Siya pop ‘it is rice that Siya is still cooking’

(34) Obligatory inversion with auxiliaries (thSy ‘know how”)
a. DEFAULT, ‘ALL-FOCUS’:
S AGR AUX V O
Siya o thdy pona pathdm'‘ba Obligatory S-AUX order
‘Siya knows how to cook beans very well’
b. OBJECT-FOCUS:
O FOC AUX S A% — Obligatory AUX-S order
pathamba ‘na thdy Siya poéna
‘Beans are what Siya knows how to very well’
(35) Question: How do we connect these observations? Movement of S? Of V/PART? Both?

a. All-focus b. Out-of-focus
S AGR A\ S A\
S AGR ka A\ S ka A\
S A\ A\ S
S AGR PART V PART S Vv
S PART V PART S Vv
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