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INTRODUCTION 

Vai is spoken by probably fewer than 40,000 people, largely along 

the northwestern coast of Liberia, but extending also into Sierra Le

one.1 It is a Northern Mande language (Welmers 1958), but is not geo

graphically adjacent to any of its closest relatives, not even Kono in 

Sierra Leone, from which Vai has been separated for about five hundred 

years. The language is known to its speakers as /vai-wo'o(§)/ '(the) 

Vai language'; what seems to be an older form of the stem, /vei/, is 

said to be recognized by elderly people but not widely used today. The 

name is almost certainly of non-Vai origin, as all morphemes with ini

tial /v/ appear to be.2 

Vai is best known, of course, for its indigenous syllabic writing 

system, which dates from the early decades of the nineteenth century. 

More than half of the existing publications on Vai deal primarily or 

exclusively with this syllabary, which has understandably enthralled 

almost everyone who has had occasion to learn about it. As for the 

language itself, there are some materials of a practical pedagogical 

nature produced by or for the United States Peace Corps; those I have 

been able to obtain (by Tom Wheeler, no date) reflect no advance over 

earlier works in terms of linguistic analysis. The only earlier de

scriptive treatments worthy of note are those of Koelle (1854, repub

lished 1968), Klingenheben (1925-6, 1933), and Heydorn (1971, published 

posthumously from a manuscript of 1934). Of these, Koelle's work is of 

considerable historical interest, but understandably falls far short of 

being an adequate linguistic analysis by modern standards. Klingenhe

ben' s work is also far from adequate, and in some respects misleading. 

Although he discussed tone, for example, he failed to recognize lexical 

tone in verbs, interpreting all verbs as having low tone (which they do 

in some, but not all, verbal constructions). He defines grammatical 

tone only in terms of distinguishing grammatical classes (which is not 

[ 1 J 



2 A Grammar of Vai 

a function of tone), and adds that grammatical tone rules are not yet 

known. He even makes the preposterous statement that Vai intonation 

(which is simple, and very much like intonation in many other Mandc 

languages) is "Hamitic!" Heydorn*s work is not without merit; in less 

than forty pages, he presents a reasonably comprehensive and sometimes 

perceptive sketch of many aspects of the phonology and grammar of Vai. 

There are, however, several respects in which Heydorn is incomplete or 

inaccurate. Although he must have been aware of tone in Vai, he total

ly ignored its presence and function! this is especially strange since 

he showed in his work on Kisi (1970, but also dating from the mid-30's) 

that he was reasonably competent in handling tone, and the tonal system 

of Vai presents no serious problems. In addition, Heydorn noted the 

heavily aspectual character of the Vai predicative system, but then 

succeeded in obscuring rather than clarifying its structure. The pre

sent study, therefore, appears to be the first that can be considered 

anything like an adequate description of Vai.3 

This description is based on work done in Liberia in 1974 and 1975, 

almost entirely with the Rev. Fr. C. K. Kandakai." Much of the analy

sis was actually done in a little less than two weeks of full-time work 

in March, 1974, which was then supplemented by part-time work, concen

trating largely on lexicography, in May through July, 1974, and by ad

ditional work in June and July, 1975. This may appear to be a dange

rously short time, the more so because medical considerations unfortu

nately made it necessary for the work to be done entirely in Monrovia; 

substantial experience in Vai-land itself would, of course, have been 

greatly preferred. It should be noted, however, that the publications 

cited above, and also notes prepared in 1973 by the Rev. John and Mrs. 

Isabel Anderson, provided valuable hints as to what might be expected 

in the language. Perhaps more significantly, the author's prior expe

rience with Mandekan and with the Southwestern Mande languages (especi

ally Kpelle), and concurrent work on Manya, made it far easier than it 

would otherwise have been to identify grammatical categories and con

structions in Vai. At the same time, of course, it would be presumptu

ous to claim that the data included in this study are completely free 

from error, or that the analysis is exhaustive or incapable of refine

ment. 
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A lesser amount of work was done with Jay Foboi of Monrovia. A fi

nal recheck of the data front Chapter 13 on was made with Mr. Abbas Mas-

salay, a speaker of Vai residing in Los Angeles. I am also deeply in

debted to Mrs. Gail Stewart, the preeminent authority on the Vai sylla

bic writing system, for suggestions and criticisms based on her know

ledge and experience. 

The gracious cooperation and assistance of The Institute for Libe-

rian Languages (a division of the Lutheran Bible Translators), with 

whose personnel it has been an inestimable privilege to work during 

these two visits to Liberia, played a large part in making this and 

other linguistic research possible. In addition to such scholarly sig

nificance as this study may have, it is hoped and intended that it will 

be of practical use in the Institute's program, and of value to the Vai 

people. 

There has been a great deal of discussion of the question of a prac

tical alphabetic orthography for Vai: whether such an orthography is 

needed at all, and, if so, just what form it should take. The trans

cription used in this study can be construed as representing my perso

nal recommendation, on a combination of technical linguistic and prac

tical grounds. At the same time, of course, I cannot presume to dic

tate an authoritative or definitive orthography. Final decisions must 

await the consideration of those who will ultimately use the orthogra

phy, preferably after careful testing. I can only urge, roost vigorous

ly but also sympathetically, that any alternative orthographic conven

tions that may be chosen should not obscure the phonologic contrasts 

and the principles of word formation that are significant in Vai. 

The photo-offset masters for this work were typewritten by the au

thor, who must therefore accept full responsibility for any typographi

cal errors and editorial irregularities. 



CHAPTER 1 

CONSONANTS 

1.1. The consonantal phonology of Vai provides so much unusual and 

fascinating evidence for the lexical history of the language that, even 

in an essentially descriptive study, it seems worthwhile to treat the 

consonants by groups which unquestionably reflect historical develop

ments in the language. It is convenient, for this purpose, first to 

treat consonants in stem-initial as opposed to other positions. 

The stem-initial consonants of Vai may be divided into two major ca

tegories. The first comprises only those consonants which reflect the 

proto-Northern-Mande (PNM) consonantal system. This does not mean, o£ 

course, that these modern Vai consonants are identical with their PNM 

ancestors; on the contrary, it is clear that some phonologic changes 

from PNM to modern Vai have taken place, most conspicuously a merger of 

PNM *k and *g as modern Vai /k/ (a development shared by Mandekan, but 

not by some other languages that diverged earlier from the PNM stock). 

Nor does this mean, of course, that every Btem beginning with one of 

these consonants is inherited from PNMj on the contrary, it is possible 

to identify a number of words of non-PNM origin which have initial con

sonants in this group. What is significant about this category is, ra

ther, that all inherited PNM stems retained in Vai — along with an un

determined and probably undeterminable number of innovated stems — be

gin with one of these consonants. They are thus in a true sense the 

"inherited consonants" of Vai. There are twelve such consonants: 

t k kp 

b j 

f s 

w 1 

m n ny 

I 4 ] 



Consonants 5 

The phonetic values of a few of these require special comment- A p / 

is a doubly articulated (velar and bilabial) stop, with some oral suc

tion preceding the simultaneous release, /b/ is implosive, /6/. / j / 

may best be described as a voiced palatal stop; there is very little 

affrication in its release. /I/ is, for many speakers, usually an im

plosive stop, [a"], which could as validly occupy the blank in the 

voiced alveolar stop position in the chart above; for many other speak

ers, however, it is commonly a lateral resonant as the symbol suggests. 

(In contrast with stems beginning with this /l/, there are a very few 

stems which may be cited with initial [1], never [cf], by some speakers, 

but which are usually heard with no initial consonant in context after 

another word. Apart from independent citation, none of the forms in 

question ever begins an utterance. This elusive phonological entity, 

represented in this study as /*/, is treated along with intervocalic 

consonants in 1.8 below.) Before one of the vowels /i, e, c/, /w/ is 

rare (and undoubtedly not "inherited"), and is usually a close bilabial 

resonant with no protrusion of the lips, /u/; this is especially noti

ceable in phrase-medial position after a vowel ending a preceding word. 

A phonetic [w] may be heard in forms transcribable as [ wii] 'boil', 

[wee] (a sentence-final particle), and [WEE] 'today1; these are, how

ever, variants of [ wull] or [ wui]t [woe], and [wole] or [woe], and 

Vai speakers accept /Rwu*i/, /woe/, /wa'c/ as valid interpretations.5 

Representative examples of these twelve initial consonants are: 

kp: 

t a g 

te'*e' 

t i c 

k a i 

ka ' o 

kama 

ken. 

R, ' / 

k p a i 
kpeqgbe 

k p e 

b a 
R. \ . / 

be ' a 
b i n d a 

• ten ' 

' sun , day* 

'chicken ' 

'man' 

'moon, month' 

•elephant" 

'house ' 

'chase away' 

' f r og ' 

' a l coho l ic d r ink ' 

' goa t ' 

• f a l l ' 

'spoon' 

to'*a 
' * * 

t o ' o 
t u ' u 

k i ' ' a 

ko»a 

konde 

kun. 

kpen E 

kpo * o 

kpon 

b<W 

b o ' o 

bu 

• r a t ' 

' e a r ' 

' o i l ' 

' pa th , road ' 

• c lo th ' 

' b i r d ' 

•head' 

• c a t f i s h ' 

' sk in ; paper ' 

'monkey' 

'medicine' 

•bag, cap ' 

'abdomen, width' 
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j a m b a 

3 e * i m a 

f a 

f a n d e 

f e ' a ' 

s a k p a 

s a m b a 

s e n 

' i x 

w e ' e 
w i k i 

WU * 1 

w o e 

l a 

l e n d E 

l l f l 

man j a 

me e 

n a a n i 

n n 

n y a a 

n y i e 

' l e a f 

' e v e n i n g ' 

' w a t e r ' 

' f a t h e r ' 

' c o t t o n ' 

' two* 

' t h r e e ' 

' b a s k e t ' 

' s t o n e ' 

( n e g . mphro.) 

'week' 

• b o i l ' 

( p a r t i c l e ) 

'mouth' 

• v e h i c l e ' 

' n i g h t ' 

• c h i e f 

' t h i s ' 

' f o u r ' 

'cow' 

• l i c e ' 

• f i s h ' 

J9 
j5n 
3U ' u 

f e n 

f<W 

f u n d e 

s e n s 

s o n a 

s u e 

w a ' l 

wo ' a 
y * * 

WU ' U 

w o n y e 

l o n d o 

i='o 
l u m a 

mo 

m u s u 

n u u 

n y i n 

n y o 5 

'who?' 

' s l a v e * 

' v i n e , r o p e ' 

' t h i n g ' 

' empty ' 

'mushroom' 

' farm' 

' r a i n ' 

' a n i m a l , meat ' 

' t h o r n ' 

' v i r g i n f o r e s t ' 

•dog* 

' d r i v e r a n t s ' 

• o n e ' 

' cooked r i c e ' 

' g r o u n d ' 

' p e r s o n ' 

'woman' 

• d i r t y ' 

• t h e r e " 

' t o o t h ' 

' c o r n ' 

1.2. The second category of stem-initial consonants may be called 

"innovated consonants." All of them have quite clearly become part of 

the Vai phonologic system after the phonologic developments resulting 

in the inherited system outlined above had been completed. A corrolary 

of this fact is that no stem beginning with one of these consonants is 

inherited from PNM. In fact, even Kono has no forms at all similar to 

stems beginning with any of these consonants, except in a very few ca

ses which quite obviously reflect recent and independent adoptions of 

English words. These consonants have thus been added to the Vai phono

logic system within the last five centuries or so, some of them quite 

possibly within the past century. What is rather remarkable is that 

the "innovated consonants" of Vai outnumber the "inherited consonants." 
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There are fourteen of them, as follows: 

P c 

bh dh g gb 

h 

v z 

KL 

m b nd nj gg 

Phonetically, /bh/ and /dh/ are non-implosive voiced stops, [b] and 

[d]. The symbolization chosen here has a statistical basis, with use

ful implications for a practical alphabetic orthography of Vai. In 

terms of lexical frequency, the implosive /b/ ([£>]) is six times as 

common as the non-implosive /bh/ ([b]). Initial /l/ (often phonetical

ly an implosive [d]) is about five times as common as the non-implosive 

/dh/ ([d]). In text frequency, the predominance of /b/ and /l/ would 

be even more conspicuous. Further, speakers of Vai recognize the pho

netic parallelism between /bh/ and /dh/, and are quite aware of their 

relative infrequency. /g/ is also non-implosive, but need not be spe

cially marked as such since there is no implosive counterpart, /gb/, 

like /kp/, is doubly articulated, with slight oral suction preceding 

the simultaneous release. 

Among the rest of these consonants, /c/, like / j / , is a palatal stop 

with little affrication. /v/ is always labiodental, and thus in con

trast with both allophones of /w/, [w] and [u]. In initial /mb, nd, 
nJt rjg/, the nasal is somewhat more prominent than the oral release, 

but is not syllabic and does not carry a tone of its own. The question 

of a contrast between /mb/ and /m/ (etc.) will be further discussed in 

connection with vowels in 2.5 below. (In quite a different category 

are sequences of a syllabic nasal with high tone, the first person sin

gular pronoun, followed by a stem-initial consonant.) Before discus

sing the statistical situation in more detail, the following are repre

sentative examples of the innovated initial consonants; in the case of 

/c, g, mb, nd, nj, ng/, all recorded examples are given here: 

p: pakai 'papaya1 pi'in 'turtledove (?) ' 

pewe 'mongoose' po 'heron' 
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c: 

bh: 

dh; 

gb: 

ng: 

can 'snail (sp.)' 

'church * 

(ideophone describing wateriness of mud) 

cakpocDkpa (ideophone describing soft, "sguushy" food) 

coo (ideophone describing a liquid pouring out in a single 

stream) 

bhamba ' o 'butterfly' 

bhini 'porcupine' 

C 3 C 1 

C D D 3 C 3 D 3 ** C D 1 C 3 1 

d h l d h i 

d h i n 

g: gaggan 

g e ' e 

g b a s a 

gb£ 

' i n s e c t (gener ic ) ' 

' sha rk ' 

' s t i n g ray ' 

'hawk' 

' cassava ' 

' a l l , every' 

v : 

z : 

h : 

q : 

mb: 

nd: 

v a n y a 

V I 1 V I 1 

zaama 

Zl'l 

h a k e t o 

n e e 

n a m 

mbe 

n d a f a i 

'blood v e s s e l ' 

'windstorm' 

' g r a v e l ' 

• t r i b e , kind* 

' f o r g i v e me* 

( p a r t i c l e ) 

' character ' 

'what?' 

'masked e n t e r t 

bhoke 

b h u 

d h o 

dhua 

g i ' i 

g a n g s 

w ' 1 * 

gbo ' o 
g b o o 

v o o v o o 

v u 

\ 1. 
Z I O 

zu * u 

h « 

h o n d o 

'bucket' 

'gun' 

' r a f f 

'cannon' 

'round house' 

'grasshopper' 

'oath ' 

' eggplant ' 

' lungs ' 

'mildew, mold' 

' c e i l i n g mat' 

* (carpenter ' s ) nai l* 

• i f 

'hundred' 

mbee l ' s teamship ' 

ier* 

n d o f o g b o / - n d o v o g b o i 'snake ( s p . ) , brown' 

R * ' 

n j a f a ' r epo r t (someone) to a super ior ' 

n g e e m a g b i s a ' scorpion' ngoo 'older brother or sister 

Initial /y/, omitted from the discussion up to this point, seems in 

one or two forms to be an inherited consonant, but is included here be

cause of its extreme rarity. It is found in two clearly innovated 

nouns, a variant form of one adverb, a conjunctive word, and a "rela

tional particle" (see 6.7 below); /y/ occurs also beginning a deriva-
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tional 6uffix, and as a derivative of the second person singular pro

noun form /i/ before a vowel. The relevant forms are: 

yaafi - yaavi 'masked dancer' 

yabasi 'onion* (a form /sibaa/ is more common) 

ye 'in that case (?) ' (variant of /WE/ ?) 

y £ 'like, resembling' 

ye ' to, for' 

1.3. Apart from what may or may not be known about the origin of 

individual stems with various initial consonants, there is a striking 

statistical contrast between the two categories of initial consonants* 

inherited and innovated. To be sure, four of the innovated consonants 

(all oral stops) are more common in initial position than the inherited 

/ny/, and one is more common than /n/. Oral stops are, however, typi

cally more common than nasals in Vai. Comparing pairs of consonants 

with closer phonetic similarity, the inherited consonants are far more 

common than the innovated consonants. Taking all of the consonants to

gether, in a vocabulary of some 1500 items, the inherited consonants 

appear stem-initially in 85%. The innovated consonants appear in 13*3%. 

The remaining 14% have initial vowels, and include only a few pronoun 

forms and a few words of Arabic and English origin. 

Further details of these statistics may be even more revealing. The 

following is a composite chart of the Vai consonants (including also 

/ogb/, which has been recorded only intervocalically), in which the in

herited consonants are indicated by asterisks; after each consonant is 

given the number of words (not all separate morphemes, to be sure, but 

nevertheless roughly representative) listed with that initial consonant: 

*t: 137 c: 5 *k: 268 *kp: 101 

* j : 85 

PJ 

*b: 

bh: 

*f: 

v: 

*w: 

*m: 

42 

143 

: 18 

86 

12 

62 

69 

*k: 

g: 

h: 

268 

29 

8 

dh: 25 g: 29 gb: 36 

*s: 138 

z: 19 

*1: 121 y: 5 

*n: 39 *ny: 25 Q: 1 

mb: 2 nd: 2 nj: 1 gg: 2 qgb: 0 

These statistics suggest some further observations concerning the in-
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novated consonants. The commonest of them, /p, g, gb/» along with the 

very rare /c/, fill out the two series of voiceless and voiced stops; 

their innovation thus involved no introduction of new distinctive fea

tures into the phonology. It is also highly probable that /p, g, gb/ 

are more common than sources of the other innovated consonants in lan

guages with which Vai has had contact within the past five centuries; 

the arrival of the Vai people at the coast, and thus contacts with Gola 

in particular, as well as the earliest possible contacts with European 

languages, all seem to date from approximately five hundred years ago. 

The phonologic system in itself may have occasioned more resistance to 

the introduction of /bh, dh, v, z/, and still more to /mb, nd, nj, gg/; 

the latter in particular, along with /c, h, n/, seem to be attributable 

to relatively recent contacts, and may also lend support to the hypo

thesis that prenasalized stops are a recent development in Mende-Bandi, 

the incursion of which seems to have completed the geographical separa

tion of Vai from Kono. Gola is the source of by far the largest number 

of identifiably adopted lexical items in Vai, with Mende a rather poor 

second. 

It is natural to cross-cultural contacts, and typical of languages 

in general, that adopted vocabulary is found predominantly in the mor

phologic class of nouns (and, in the case of the Mande languages, spe

cifically "free nouns"). Some languages, in fact, show a vigorous re

sistance to innovation except in this category (cf. Welmers 1961). In 

Vai, however, stems with initial innovated consonants include a fairly 

large number of kinship terms, body parts, and verbs. As would be ex

pected, however, free nouns are certainly predominant. Tradition has 

it that the first Vai settlers along the coast were mostly male, en

gaged in the military conquest of new territory with the purpose of 

stabilizing the salt trade, and that they took wives and slaves from 

neighboring tribes. To the extent that this may be true, it may well 

account for some of the kinds of words that have come into Vai, parti

cularly through bilingual children with complete native competence in 

two phonologic systems. It by no means follows, however (as some indi

viduals have suggested), that Vai is in any significant sense a "mixed 

language." In spite of the fact that more than half of the stem-ini

tial consonant phonemes, taken as a bare list, are of non-PNM origin, 

the fact remains that even the phonology is preponderantly Northern 
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Mande in the language as a whole. The areas of vocabulary most essen

tial to any language have been as relatively undisturbed in Vai as any

one could expect, and the grammatical structure reveals no trace of 

substantial non-Mande influence. 

1.4. In intervocalic position, in stems or at least in minimal 

forms that show no evidence of containing more than one morpheme, the 

voiceless stops /t, k, kp/ are rare. The voiceless fricatives /f, s/, 

while not quite so rare, are far from common. The following are a sub

stantial number of the recorded examples: 

b a t o 
R. r \ 

k p a t i 
m'tf 

kaf a 

kee f e 

kpaf I 
1 * C * 

l l f 1 

•g lo r i fy . 

' adhere ' 

' l e e c h ' 

' shoulder , 

'pepper ' 

' t i c k ' 

' n igh t 1 

worship' 

, wing' 

R / / , \ 

sooko 
s akpa 

s i k p a 

k a s e 

k i s i 
R , > / 

k p a s i 
musu 

'push through' 

' t h r e e • 

'hawk' 

• f a u l t , blame; 

' t e rmi t e s ' 

' b ea t , pummel* 

'woman' 

3 eg a 
R * , \ 

vugbo 
kavu 

•jigger* 

• f log ' 

' r a t t a n ( s p . ) ' 

The voiced stops /b, j/, which are counted among the inherited con

sonants of Vai in initial position, along with all of the innovated 

stops and fricatives, are extremely rare in intervocalic position. 

They are found only in words that are quite clearly adopted, most of 

them rather recently. Examples are: 

si baa 'onion' lahadhi 'Sunday* 

a'ljima 'Friday* 

kapa 'cent* 

C D C I 'church' 

1.5. In intervocalic position, the nasal-oral sequences /mb, nd, 
nJ* 091 rjgJo/ have quite a different status from the very rare initial 

sequences discussed in 1.2 above. First, they are fairly common. Se

cond, apart from a very few adopted words, they are not clearly in con

trast with voiced oral stops; this fact is reflected by alternate re

presentations in the Vai syllabic writing system, which until about 

1900 had no separate symbols for these nasal-oral sequences. In the 

language as spoken today, however, it is hardly defensible to interpret 

these nasal-oral sequences as simply allophones of oral stops; note the 

contrastive oral stops in the forms for 'onion, Friday, jigger, flog' 
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in the examples just above. (The nasal-oral sequences are, however, 

clearly in contrast with simple nasals; see 1.7 below.) Third, the 

question may legitimately be raised as to whether these are to be in

terpreted as unit phonemes or as clusters. Two considerations favor 

treating them as clusters. In some occurrences, they appear to be the 

product of a process of reduplication of an oral stop (as in the first 

example of /mb/ below, and three of the four examples of /ijgb/) . Al

though there are also cases of reduplication with no consonantal alter

nation (e.g., /kpokpo/ 'hammer')/ there is clearly a pattern of redup

lication with an inserted nasal, and with voicing of an unvoiced stop 

if applicable; this pattern was already noted by Koelle in 1850-51. 

Further, a number of occurrences of these phonetically nasal-oral se

quences are clearly derived, from a stem-final /n/ followed by a stem-

initial stop. No known cases are included in the examples below, but 

an illustration is /bangu'u/ 'base of a pissava palm branch', from 

/bag/ 'piassava palm' and /ku'u/ 'bottom, base'. On the other hand, 

there is no recognizable phonetic difference, and thus no phonemic con

trast, between such morphemically divisible sequences and sequences 

which are clearly parts of indivisble stems (of which the forms for 

'spoon, bird, iron, chief are prime examples among the illustrations 

below). Further, there is no recognizable contrast between sequences 

which, from their derivation, might be expected to show a contrast. 

Forms such as /bombo/ 'smallpox' and /bhamba'o/ 'butterfly, moth', 

though apparently reflecting a reduplication of contrastive consonants, 

/b/ and /bh/, have the same intervocalic /mb/. The only conclusion 

that can be drawn is that, although different derivations may have to 

be recognized at a deeper morphologic level of structure, there is only 

one set of nasal-oral sequences in the surface phonology, and whether 

they are labelled units or clusters is immaterial. Examples are: 

bombo 

j amba 

j embc 

kamba 

k a m b i 

k u m b e ' e 

s a n ] a 

' s m a l l p o x ' 

' l e a f 

'watch* 

• g r a v e ' 

' g u i n e a 

' knee• 

' t own ' 

fowl ' 

b i n d a 

j e n d a 

k o n d e 

k p a n d i 

1 e n d e 

k u n d u 

f a n g a 

' s p o o n ' 

' s p i n d l e ' 

• b i r d ' 

'become h o t ' 

' v e h i c l e * 

' i r o n ' 

' t e n s i o n drum 
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man j a ' chief' j angat a 'punish' 

kE n j i 'nai1, claw1 j ong a 'boasting' 

kon j E 'kernel, nut' kengee ' (not) until' 

janjaa 'lengthen' kongo 'bark (of tree)' 

gbengben 'bass drum' kpengbe 'frog' 

kpangba 'fasten' longbo 'crowd, flock' 

1-6. Before beginning this study of Vai, two problems in particular 

were widely and repeatedly singled out as knotty, frustrating, and per

haps insoluble. One was tone; for a description of the rather simple 

tonal system, see 3 below. The other was the mysterious and even ca

pricious appearance and disappearance of [1] in particular, but other 

resonants and some nasals as well, in intervocalic position — varia

tions noted not only in comparing the speech of different individuals, 

but also in the speech of almost any single individual even from one 

moment to the next.7 The problem of intervocalic [1] is indeed worthy 

of separate treatment, if only because of the vast number of forms in

volved; it is reserved for 1.8 below. In the case of the other sounds 

in question, an organization of the relevant forms in terms of their 

vowels shows some of the problems to be illusory, and the actual varia

tions highly restricted. 

It should be noted here that, although this analysis is based almost 

entirely on the speech of one individual, Fr. Kandakai is acutely aware 

of the variations that are found in Vai; he shows a considerable amount 

of unconscious variation in his own speech, and has noted it in listen

ing to tape recordings of his own connected discourse. On his own ini

tiative and also in response to questions that others have raised, he 

has been unusually observant about the variations in question. With 

probably very few exceptions, he seems to have reported all the forms 

in which variation appears. 

The simplest case to begin with is /y/, which is rare from any view

point. It appears in a very few stems such as /boya/ 'beard' and 

/jaaya/ 'mangrove', and also in a rather uncommon derivational suffix, 

as in /ko'oyaa/ 'honor, respect', from / ko'o/ 'be large'. It also ap

pears in a common relational particle with dative or applicative mean

ing, as in /i 1 ma a ye/ 'do it for him.' There is no issue in these 
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cases; the /y/ is always present as [y], and cannot be omitted. Cases 

which have been considered questionable are a very few like those here 

interpreted as / lia/ 'like, enjoy, love' and /nie/ 'here*. In such 

sequences, there is no problem of an intervocalic /y/ being sometimes 

present and sometimes absent. There appears to be no appreciable vari

ation in the phonetic transition from the first to the second vowel, or 

at most there may be more variation in the learner's hearing than in 

the speaker's pronunciation. The question (which has arisen in early 

work on countless other languages as well) is simply whether to recog

nize the transition as a /y/ or as nothing. In such sequences of /i/ 

followed by another vowel, there is no audible or visible movement from 

the tongue position of /i/ to a higher tongue position before the fol

lowing vowel, and thus no good reason to recognize an intervocalic /y/ 

in the structure. Further, such sequences are actually in contrast 

with one which includes an audible /y/ (though after a word space in 

the transcription), with the relational particle referred to above: 

/l ye/ 'to you, for you'. 

The situation In the case of /w/ is somewhat more complicated, but 

begins with sets of forms quite comparable to those involving /y/. The 

first set consists of forms which do not contain a rounded vowel. In

tervocalic /w/ (phonetically [u] before /i, e, e/, as in initial posi

tion) appears to predominate in the pronunciation of these forme. In 

the last of the following examples, however, the omission of /w/ has 

been reported (Charles Hutchison, personal communication); it is possi

ble that the /w/ is optional in other forms as well, perhaps in all 

two-syllable forms. The inclusion of /w/ in a practical orthography 

is almost certainly the wisest choice: 

bawa 'surfboat* lewe'e 'itchy blotches' 

sawa 'law' tc'we 'black duiker' 

laawi'a 'sling' pewe 'mongoose' 

Second, on the other hand, there is no discernable [w], which should 

be visible as a slight increase in lip rounding before the following 

vowel, between a rounded and an unrounded vowel in forms like the fol

lowing: 

gboa 'moronic' lua 'ink' 

1 o a ' hernia • s u a ' greet' 
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Crucially important for the analysis of forms of this type is the one 

word for 'animal, meat1, here interpreted as /sue/, plus innumerable 

cases of nouns with stem-final /u/ followed by the definite suffix in 

the form /e/. In this environment, /u/ is a front rounded vowel, [u], 

and has even been reported to "become /i/," an extreme which I have not 

heard. Transcriptions (apart from tone) such as suyz or suie have been 

proposed for 'animal1, not only by non-Vai speakers attempting to ana

lyze the language, but even by native speakers who, perhaps because of 

experience with other languages, recognize the phonetic details. What 

is significant at this point is that there is not the remotest possibi

lity of interpreting such sequences of rounded plus unrounded vowel as 

including an intervocalic /w/; nor is there any need, of course, to re

present the fronting of /u/ before / E / in any way. 

A third category of forms involves the opposite type of transition, 

from an unrounded to a rounded vowel, plus one case of a transition 

from a lower to a higher rounded vowel. Again, no [w] in the form of a 

transitional lip rounding and release is heard in the following, which 

include only short vowels: 

bou 'move (residence)' keu 'tortoise' 

f eo 'asthma' keu 'dream' 

j e u 'trick* lao 'agree, permit' 

In a fourth category of forms, a problem begins to appear; in each 

of these, the vowel after the initial consonant is long. In the first 

of the examples below, pronunciations with and without an intervocalic 

/w/ axe reported to be equally acceptable. In the second, the omission 

of /w/ would not be surprising, though it has not been noted. In the 

third and fourth, the omission of /w/ would undoubtedly result in the 

reduction of the sequence to a double vowel, and there is no evidence 

for such alternative forms. In any case, no contrasts are involved, 

and the following can readily be analyzed as structurally including /w/: 

kaawo 'crab' 

kpaawo 'forked stick used for adze handle' 

luuwu 'treat by inhalation of medicated stem' 

luuwu 'women's tribal cicatrices' 

Finally, there is a very small number of forms in which there is a 
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real and common alternation between the presence and absence of inter

vocalic /w/, such that the alternate forms must be recognized as having 

significantly different phonologic structures. For example, the word 

for 'sodium' (generally 'salt', but also applicable to lye and baking 

soda) may be either /kowo/ or /koo/. This alternation in the segmental 

phonemes is in contrast with an invariable sequence in / koo/ 'gather 

up (small things)', and also with a different alternation in /ko'o/ 

([kolo] or [koo]) 'rice'. With intervocalic elision in both case6, 

however, 'sodium' and 'rice' are homophonous; the confusion most likely 

to result from this homophony, between 'salt' and 'rice', may be avoi

ded by using for 'salt' the common compound /kpondo-koo/ (or /kpondo-

kowo/), in which /kpondo/ is "soup" (anything served on rice). Only 

four cases of this type have been recorded; in three of them, there are 

two identical short rounded vowels if /w/ is present. The cases are: 

jowo - joo 'sweet potato' kowo - koa 'sodium* 

jaws - joo 'chain' kawo - kao 'encrusted food' 

From a purely descriptive point of view, it is sufficient, of course, 

simply to note the existence of an alternation such as this, and its 

fairly systematic restriction to a particular type of form. Histori

cally, /w/ is apparently in the process of being lost (not appearing) 

in these forms, though Koelle noted both forms for 'sweet potato' as 

long ago as 1850-51. It is also relevant, however, to consider the 

practical problem of how to write such forms in an alphabetic orthogra

phy which may be used for everyday written communication and in publi

cations. A final solution should ideally be based on a statistical and 

a sociolinguistic investigation which would require a study far more 

extensive than the present one (cf. 1.8 below). Tentatively, the sa

fest procedure is probably to write these forms with w for purposes of 

publication, while of course recognizing the privilege of any individu

al to omit the w if he prefers. 

1.7. Among the intervocalic nasals, /m/ presents no known problem 

at all. It appears invariably, and fairly commonly, in forms of which 

the following are typical: 

f umu 'powder' kima 'cold' 

kama 'elephant* kemu 'hard charcoal ' 
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b i n a 

bona 

b h i n i 

' horn ' 

' larynx * 

'porcupine ' 

kumu 'bee, honey1 loma 'shirt' 

Intervocalic /n/ presents no systematic problem. It is invariable 

in most of its occurrences; e.g., 

kana 'iguana' 
R * * 

kona 'be bitter' 

naani 'four' 

In one known case, however, there is an alternation between the pre

sence and absence of intervocalic /n/: both /mani/ and /mal/ occur in 

the meaning 'skin, body, vicinity, proximity' (for which Koelle recor

ded only mani). At present, the best information available is that 

/mal/ is by far the commoner form, and is probably to be preferred for 

use in a practical orthography. The suggestion has been made that the 

nasalization of the vowels be indicated; this is unnecessary, since vo

wels are automatically nasalized after a nasal consonant, and apart 
R * f 

from tone the form is like the invariable / mai/ 'insult'. 

Intervocalic /ny/ is invariable in most environments. A systematic 

but highly restricted exception will be discussed after listing the 

following examples: 
fanya 'be heavy' manya'e cat 

fonyo 'piassava fibers' munya 'python' 

gbanya 'tongs, pliers' mlinya 'be afraid' 

kanya 'wax' wonye 'driver ants' 

keny e 'sand' kunye 'odor' 

In four recorded forms, there is a variation between [ny]/ [yj» and 

nothing. In all of these, the first vowel is a single or short /i/; 

this restriction excludes the forms for 'python' and 'be afraid' above. 

Whether the initial nasal /m/ or the identity of the final vowel is 

also significant for this pattern of variation cannot be determined; 

there are no relevant forms to justify or exclude a broader generaliza

tion. Considering [y] to be an optional allophone of /ny/, the phone

mic variants are: 

minya - mia 'where?' minya - mia stay long 

minya - mia 'which?' mlny e - mi £ 'knife' 

In the case of 'knife', I have recorded /ny/ more frequently than no 
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intervocalic consonant (though it is possible that, having heard /minye/ 

first, I sometimes used the same transcription later even when /miE/ 

was said); in the other cases, I would not have been aware of the vari

ants with /ny/ except that Fr. Kandakai mentioned them on one occasion. 

Whether /ny/ in 'knife' is actually more common (possibly because of 

the tones or the identity of the following vowel) cannot be determined 

at present. There are no contrasts, however, which would make the 

omission of /ny/ in a practical orthography confusing, and omitting it 

is probably to be preferred. 

There is one recorded case of a free variation between intervocalic 

/ny/ and /n/: /sinyan/ or /sinag/ 'cutlass (of indigenous type and lo

cal manufacture)*. 

Intervocalic /n/ is invariable in two other recorded cases, in which 

the preceding and following vowels are different: 

sina 'lend to' sona 'jaundice' 

Between identical vowels, however, /n/ is said to be heard sometimes in 

a number of forms, but variants without /n/ and with long nasalized vo

wels are apparently far more common. Only the low vowels /e, a, D/ are 

attested in forms of this type. This variation apparently reflects an 

almost completed process of losing intervocalic /n/ between identical 

vowels; Koelle recorded only forms with /n/ in 1850-51. About half of 

the recorded cases aro: 

b^5 - bana 'reed instrument* k3o - kono 'hunger' 

gfefc - geoe 'saw' kpkk - kpana 'slat mat' 

kaa - kaga 'box' *lii - la'na' 'stop' 

ko3 - kono 'hill1 so3 - sono *price, value' 

For such forms, the variants with long nasalized vowels are probably to 

be preferred for a modern alphabetic orthography. Three forms with in

variable long nasalized vowels are also known, but they would not in

troduce any confusion; in two of these, the vowel is /!/, which does 

not occur in forms like those above: 

nil 'if 
*\ 

k1i 'checkers' (Engl. king) 
j * 

W E E 'with determination' 

1.8. In a very few (but some of them exceedingly common) morphemes. 
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apparently none of which can occur in utterance-initial position, a 

morpheme-initial [1] is sometimes heard if the preceding morpheme ends 

with a vowel; a morpheme-final /n/ followed by one of these morphemes 

always results in the sequence /nd/. This occasional and often elided 

[1] cannot be assigned to the initial consonant phoneme interpreted as 

/l/ in 1.1 above; the common initial /l/ is pronounced as [d"] by some 

speakers, but the initial consonant of the morphemes in question here, 

if pronounced at all, is invariably [1], and in contrast with /1/. B 

There are two reasons for not having treated this [1] in connection 

with initial consonants: first, the morphemes in which it may appear 

are not "words" which can normally be cited independently (though some 

of them will be written as separate words); and second, it has the same 

phonologic status, after a morpheme-final vowel, as morpheme-internal 

intervocalic [1], also commonly elided, which is the primary topic of 

this section. Like the morpheme-internal alternation between [1] and 

nothing, this comparable alternation will be written with an apostrophe 

(see below). In Klingenheben's unpublished vocabularly file of Vai, 

there are some twenty-six forms with initial [1] as opposed to [d*] (the 

entries were kindly made available to me by Mrs. Gail Stewart, personal 

communication); almost all of those not included in the list below are 

derivatives of one or another of these, most of which I would write as 

phrases, and none of which seems to weaken the analysis proposed here. 

The morphemes in which I have recorded this alternation are: 

/ 1o (introduces direct quotations) 

'D 'only' (a more emphatic form, using the same mor

pheme initially and finally, is /'abends/) 

'a 'inside' (a relational noun) 

'a (a relational particle expressing association) 

'a (a verbal construction marker; see 10 below) 

'a (a verbal suffix; see 10 below) 

/\ 'ee (a verbal suffix; see 10 below) 

In perhaps as many as forty percent of all Vai stems, an intervoca

lic [1] is sometimes heard, in the speech of some people. In most if 

not all such forms, variants without [1] are said to be more common. 

No single word can be cited as having an invariable intervocalic [1]. 

This is clearly another instance of a phonetic change well on its way 
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to completion, but not yet fully realized — a phenomenon one is not 

often privileged to observe, particularly in such a conspicuous and ex

tensive form. In 1850-51, Koelle transcribed a great many of the rele

vant forms, and wrote them consistently with r, mentioning only a few 

sporadic instances of its elision. At present, Fr. Kandakai has of

fered the "guestimate" that [1J may be heard from twenty to thirty per

cent of the time in some words, and up to perhaps fifty percent of the 

time in others. I would judge, after listening to an hour or two of 

rather animated conversation among four men approximately in their fif

ties, that [1] is far less common, in fact quite rare, at least in that 

style of speech. The extent to which [1] has been lost does not corre

late with dialect areas, nor entirely with age groups, though in gene

ral, as would be expected, it is heard more commonly in the speech of 

the older generation. Really adequate information on this could hardly 

have been obtained for the present study even if a great deal more time 

had been available; it would be a major research project in its own 

right, requiring an extensive recording of the speech of scores or even 

hundreds of people, and including a careful study of stylistic and 

sociolinguistic factors. At the same time, some reasonably intelligent 

observations can be made even with the limited evidence available, 

which can at least serve as guidelines for possible further investiga

tion of the topic 

Before further comments are offered, however, a statement is in or

der as to how this alternation should be treated in a descriptive study 

such as this, as well as for purposes of a practical alphabetic ortho

graphy of Vai. From the viewpoint of a technical description, it does 

not seem appropriate to omit in a transcription what is sometimes heard 

in speech; yet it seems unfortunate to suggest, by writing i in every 

instance where it may sometimes or occasionally be heard, that it has 

the same status as any other phoneme. And it would, of course, be 

hopelessly redundant and uneconomical to write two alternate forms for 

every one of the hundreds of instances that must be cited. In efforts 

to decide on a practical orthography (which is, of course, by no means 

an unrelated problem), countless fruitless hours are said to have been 

spent in discussing whether the optional intervocalic [1] should always 

be written, always omitted, or written in some words but not in others. 
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Some experiments have been conducted, using the extremes of "always" 

and "never," and neither seems acceptable. Some readers are understan

dably impatient at seeing the written language constantly interrupted 

by the letter I where they do not normally pronounce the sound it is 

supposed to represent; others are, equally understandably, confused if 

1 is omitted in writing all such words, since they often pronounce such 

words with [1]/ and would like to depend on the letter to help them re

cognize the word. The solution adopted for this study, and recommended 

for a practical orthography, had apparently never occurred to anyone 

before, but was the instant reaction of Beatrice F. Welmers when the 

problem was described to her (and for which she deserves full credit if 

it should be immortalized in Vai publications): use an apostrophe. In 

this description, /"/ is simply defined as representing the alternation 

in question. In practical use, since many potential readers of Vai are 

already at least minimally literate in English, and since an apostrophe 

is a less conspicuous symbol than the other letters that will be used, 

it should not be difficult to teach people to ignore it or to pronounce 

it as [1], as they prefer. Such a compromise at least seems far prefe

rable to never writing Vai alphabetically at all, which was beginning 

to seem inevitable. 

A few typical examples — all of which have been heard both with and 

without [lj when the particular form in question did not seem to be the 

focus of attention — are as follows: 

R k l ' i ' 

t e ' ' e 
R v , ' 

S £ ? C 

fa 'a* 

kh'6 
i v * ' 

kpo ' o 
t u ' u 

k u m a ' e 
\ % , / 

f aa ' e 
ka T aniDO 

' t i e * 

*sun, day* 

'go up' 

' l i v e r 1 

' r i c e ' 

k i ' a 

*be>a' 

tM 
s a ' e 

k o ' i 

' s k in ; paper, book' b o ' £ 

' o i l ' 

•palm n u t s ' 

•dead' 

' t e a c h e r ' 

ku''*£ 

kumbe ' e 

be ' e s u 

mu T l ' e 

' pa th , road ' 

• f a l l ' 
1 proverb ' 

' l y ing down' 
1 the ocean' 

'medicine ' 

'sound, vo ice ' 

'knee ' 

'honor, p r a i s e ' 

'over turned' 

One may well wonder whether the elision of intervocalic [1] is actu

ally equally optional in all cases in a phrase such as /bo'i lo'a'e/ 

'sour medicine'. Under the circumstances of this study, all that could 
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be done was to try to ascertain whether all possible combinations would 

be acceptable; the possibilities are: 

[boi loae] [boll lolae] 

boll loae] [boll loale J 

boi lolae] [boi lolale] 

[boi loale] [boll lolale] 

None of the alternatives seemed particularly unacceptable to Fr. Kanda-

kai, though it was hardly possible to tell (or undoubtedly for him to 

judge in the admittedly artificial context) whether some sounded more 

"natural" than others. Such premature and rather intuitive feelings as 

I may have concerning the relative probability of hearing one or ano

ther of the above are hardly worth mentioning. 

Some other matters, however, are well worth discussing. The first 

is a sociolinguistic problem. It appears to be a rather widely accep

ted popular belief that the existence of a written form of a language 

has a strong tendency to inhibit language change. Although the influ

ence of a written language cannot be totally ignored (as exemplified by 

"spelling pronunciations," of which my own English [palm] for the more 

common [pa:m] may be an excellent example), it is far more significant 

that even the alltime best seller in English literature has not preven

ted speakers of English from losing the older forms 'thou, thee, thy, 

thine' except, for some of us, in addressing God in prayer. In the 

case of Vai, the syllabic writing system, probably familiar to a far 

smaller percentage of the speakers of the language than even Elizabe

than English is to modern speakers of English, might be expected to 

have exerted even less influence on the contemporary spoken language. 

One must not, however, discount the impact of a number of deeply re

spected elders, conversant with and understandably proud of the unique 

Vai syllabary, or perhaps merely retaining the vanishing intervocalic 

[1] in their own speech, on the younger generation. It is to be expec

ted, in this rather typical West African society, that almost any 

youngster, for all the innovating contacts he may have, would still be 

aware that the word for 'crocodile*, which he normally pronounces as 

[fai], is properly [fall] in the tradition of the elders of his people. 

This is but one of the reasons why it seems appropriate to recognize 

the generally archaic intervocalic [1] as a reality in modern Vai 
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structure. 

Closely related to this is a stylistic problem. For those who are 

aware of the archaic forms, it is natural that intervocalic [lj is far 

more likely to be used in isolated citation forms than in connected 

discourse. In the nature of the present study, citation forms or at 

least only minimal sentences have tended to predominate, although ef

forts have been made to hear representative forms in as natural con

texts as possible. It is also a virtual certainty that intervocalic 

[1] will be used more commonly in speaking to an expatriate learner of 

the language than in informal conversation with one's peers. (Much of 

the desired recording for a fuller study should be done by native spea

kers of Vai, if possible without the interviewees being aware in ad

vance that their speech is being recorded.) Further, it is likely that 

intervocalic [1] is heard more frequently in formal address than in ca

sual conversation, and by the same token in words with something of a 

formal connotation, such as /be'esn/ 'praise, honor, respect1 as op

posed to /kuma'e/ 'palm nuts'. This may be one of the reasons why [1] 

is said to be heard more frequently in some words than in others. 

In discussing the elision of other intervocalic consonants (1.6,7 

above), it was noted that elision was in every case restricted to forms 

with particular segmental shapes. While the same may have been true 

for [1] when it first began to be elided, the elision seems at present 

to have spread to all forms irrespective of such possible conditioning 

factors. It is attested even in a number of forms like /taa'a/ 'gill', 

/too'o/ 'kola nut', and /kee'e/ 'snail1, though in these cases, since 

three consecutive identical vowels are not permitted (except in ideo-

phones), at least with the same tones, the forms with elision are [taaj, 

[too], and [kee] ([kee]?) or perhaps [keee]. It is nevertheless possi

ble that pronunciations with [1] are more common in the case of words 

with definable segmental or possibly tonal characteristics. 

Finally, it is possible that [1] is commonly heard in a few words of 

rather recent foreign origin, particularly if the foreign source word 

is widely known; and in some such forms it may eventually be retained, 

and at some later date recognized as an innovation in the phonologic 

system. Cases of this type include /pu'on/ ,mango' (Liberian English 

'plum') and /se'en/ 'twenty cents' (for which 'shilling* is still used 

fairly commonly in Liberian English). In the latter case, however, I 
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have casually slipped phrases like /se'en fe'a/ 'forty cents* into lon

ger sentences without using intervocalic [1], and have not noted a sign 

of surprise or disapproval. As of even date, however, I would be ra

ther surprised to hear [teela] 'tailor' without an intervocalic [1]; I 

suspect that it is still a conscious citation of a foreign word, a con

venient and perhaps somewhat prestigious substitute for the Vai phrase 

/ko'a so'o-moo/ (literally 'cloth sew-person'). 

In short, it does not appear that any systematic criteria are likely 

to be found for recognizing intervocalic [1] as more desirable or ac

ceptable in some words than in others, though there may be a range in 

the frequency of its occurrence in some individual forms as opposed to 

others. Further, it appears that, although intervocalic fl] is proba

bly destined for eventual oblivion (perhaps later to reappear, as a 

sort of phonetic phoenix, in newly adopted words), it is likely to be 

recognized, heard, and even emotionally defended for at least a few 

more decades. In a later generation, when no one remains to use it or 

demand it, our ubiquitous apostrophe can also be dispensed with. 

1.9. Only one consonant, /n/, occurs in word-final position. 

Phrase-medially, this sometimes — perhaps generally, but by no means 

always in the relatively careful speech I have primarily heard — be

comes [m] or [nj (or [m] or [ nm]) by assimilation to the articulatory 

position of the initial consonant of the following word. in some other 

languages, I have frequently found it difficult to recognize contrasts 

between /i/ and /e/, or between /u/ and /o/# in closed syllables, and 

especially before /n/. In Vai, this has presented no problem. The 

seven vowels (see 2 below) are clearly distinct in the following mono

syllables, which otherwise differ only in tone in a few cases: 

lin 'ring' lun 'hurt' 

1e n ' child' I o n ' enter' 
Rlen 'hang up' Rloq 'eat* 

Rlan 'hear' 



CHAPTER 2 

VOWELS 

2.1. Vai has seven oral vowel phonemes. Nasalized counterparts of 

four of these have been recorded, though they are not frequent. These 

are as follows: 

2.2. All vowels may occur short (written singly) or long (written 

doubly). Structurally long vowels are, of course, exceedingly common 

if intervocalic [1] is not pronounced in forms like /tu'u/ 'oil'; the 

examples in 1.8 above only begin to hint at the extent of this phenome

non. There are also instances of long vowels, however, where there is 

no evidence of an optionally or recently elided intervocalic consonant 

(although at least the word for 'cow', cited below, has apparent cog

nates in other Mande languages with an intervocalic consonant). Illus

trations of the oral vowels, short and long, are: 

k* 

k e f e ' 

s e n t 

t a 

so 

ko* 

b h u 

• s l e e p i n g ' 

' p i n e a p p l e ' 

' f a r m ' 

' f i r e ' 

'work ' 

' t h i n g ( m a t t e r ) ' 

' g u n ' 

n i l 

k e e f e 

f E E W E 

t a a 

SOD 

s o o 

kuu 

'cow' 

' p e p p e r ' 

'winnowing baske t* 

' g o ' 

• f i rewood ' 

• h o l e ' 

* compound, home * 

Abnormally lengthened vowels are characteristic of some ideophonic 

forms. These are indicated by triple writing of the vowel in forms 

such as the following: 

> > \ 
wuuu 

(descriptive of movement in mass or confusion) 

[ 25 ] 
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N \ \ waaa (descriptive of rain falling in a brief shower) 

\ \ \ dhuuu (descriptive of the sound of a gun or cannon) 

There are undoubtedly a great many more forms like these; the circum

stances under which the present study was made were naturally not con

ducive to hearing many of them used. 

It may also be necessary to recognize structurally triple vowels 

where /*/ is not realized as [1], and where the tones of the three vo

wels are not identical. It is also possible, however, that these se

quences are reduced to ordinary long or double vowels, although the 

tone sequences are retained. Examples of forms of this type are: 

kee'e 'snail' poo'o 'fruit (sp.)' 

jee 'e 'rough* too'o 'fruit (sp.) ' 

tenje'ee "the plate' a taa'a 'he has gone* 

2.3. There are also numerous instances of sequences of two diffe

rent vowels in stems; again, these are multiplied if / V is not rea

lized as [1], as in /fa'i/ 'crocodile'. Apart from such elision, se

quences of three vowels, at least two of them different, are not recor

ded in stems. Such sequences are common, however, in forms in which 

two stem-final vowels are followed by a suffix consisting of a vowel. 

In sentences, up to five consecutive vowels have been recorded. Exam

ples of vowel sequences are as follows; in tho full sentence, spaces 

written between words are not necessarily phonologically significant*. 

kai 'man' 

tie 'chicken' 

loa 'red monkey' 

keu 'tortoise' 

kale 1 a nyia sembe 'a 

2.4. Phonemically nasalized vowels are not at all common, and are 

clearly not part of the inherited phonology of Vai, which, however, 

displays a structural counterpart in stem-final /n/ (1.9 above). Long 

nasalized vowels in alternates of forms with intervocalic /n/, and in a 

few other forms, have already been described and illustrated in 1.7 

above. Apart from these, fewer than twenty forms with nasalized vowels 

have been recorded. Small though this number is, the forms neverthe

less fall into definably different groups. First are two forms with 

1 v / v 

k a i c 

t i c e 

n i I E 

keuc 

' t h e man 

' t h e man' 

' t h e chicken' 

' t h e cow' 

' t h e t o r t o i s e ' 

i f ixes i t well* 
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single nasalized vowels, and two with two different vowels both of 

which are nasalized: 

kpa 'credit* (owed to, powS 'rice mixed with 

not by, the possessor) greens or okra' 

kpa 'firmly' pai 'pint' 

In six cases including a higher vowel followed by a lower vowel, 

only the final lower vowel is prominently nasalized: 

zi3 'ceiling mat' loa 'tree (sp.)* 

toa 'bat' kpesie 'strangler fig' 

toa 'smithy* jaasic 'mushroom (sp.)' 

In four cases, only the first part of a stem, with a long vowel, is 

nasalized; one case of reduplication is included: 

kpaakesl 'wasp' 

paapi'i' 'stew made with starchy foods other than rice' 
R ' ' \ 

kplesi 'remove (palm nuts from among thorns of cluster)' 

teefiteefl 'tough but resilient' (literal and metaphoric) 

Finally, four reduplicated forms have been recorded, with long nasa

lized vowels or vowel sequences in both parts; three of these are terms 

for species of birds: 

googoo 'crow' voavoo 'hornbill 

h u h n 'owl' dheidhei 'epilepsy 

2.5. The absence of a nasalized counterpart of /u/ from the inven

tory of nasalized vowels is probably not the result of a phonologic 

constraint, but rather merely a reflection of the infrequency of nasa

lized vowels in general. There is excellent evidence, however, that 

the non-occurrence of nasalized counterparts of /e/ and /o/ is no acci

dent. The same kind of vowel system — seven oral vowels and five na

salized vowels, with no nasal counterparts for /e/ and /o/ — is excee

dingly common in West Africa (Welmers 1973, p. 32). Since all of the 

forma cited above are probably adopted from other languages (or perhaps 

in some cases, of ideophonic types, native Vai inventions), the reper

toire of nasalized vowels must reflect the phonology of a language or 

languages with which Vai has been in contact relatively recently. 

Further, after nasal consonants, the vowels /i, e, a, o, u/ are au-
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tomatically nasalized (and not specially marked as such in this study). 

Precisely after nasal consonants, /e/ and /o/ do not occur. It seems 

clear that the contrast between intervocalic nasal-oral sequences and 

oral stops is of rather recent origin in the history of Vai; so also is 

the contrast between initial nasal-oral sequences and nasal consonants. 

The contrast in initial position seems to have arisen with the intro

duction of forms such as /ggoo/ "older brother or sister' from Mende. ° 

In the following forms, the oral release of /mb, nd, gg/ is not at all 

prominent, but it is audible, and this interpretation is clearly pre

ferred by native speakers of Vai: 

mbe 'what?* lumbo'o "citrus fruit* 

mbeel 'steamship' seende 'rain water* 

liambo 'conversation* ggeemagbisa 'scorpion' 

As suggested in 1.2 above, the first two of the above examples have 

nothing to do with the common occurrence of syllabic [m] followed by a 

stem-initial /b/; cf. 3.7 below. 



CHAPTER 3 

TONES 

3.1. Vai is a discrete-level tone language with two tones. 

Throughout a phrase or sentence, there is no appreciable downdrift con

ditioned by a low tone between two high tones. A final high tone or 

sequence of highs after low may be somewhat lowered (which is not down-

drift but rather an utterance-final "downtilt"; see 4.1 below), but 

even this phenomenon has been less noticeable than in some other lan

guages. In the following sentences, for example, there are respective

ly four and five instances of one or more low tones between high tones. 

Except for the final high tone in the first sentence, the last high in 

each sentence is scarcely lower than the first, and certainly by no 

means as low as any low tone in the sentence: 

U ma a S3 ana 'a kz'a menu sag kaa mu. 

'I don't know where they bought that rice.' 

musu sakpa be ko'o 'o fe-na kege kpaa 'o. 

'Three women are winnowing rice behind the house.' 

3.2. A single vowel or syllabic nasal may have a single tone, as 

may be noted in most of the forms so far cited. In such cases, high is 

marked /'/ and low is marked /*/. In forms with two syllables or two 

immediately successive vowels, any possible sequence of the two tones 

may occur: high-high, low-low, high-low, low-high. The following 

groups of examples may also serve as useful drill material for a lear

ner of Vai, or to help a native speaker recognize the tones of his lan

guage and learn how to represent them in writing: 

s a n j a 

wunu 

n y i E 

t e *e 

kuu 

' f e n c e ' 

'mortar ' 

' f i s h ' 

"sun, day* 

'bath fence' 

g b a a a 

j enda 

kpene 

kpo T o 

l a a 

' c a s s a v a ' 

•spindle* 

' c a t f i s h ' 

'palm cabbage 

' p a d d l e ' 

[ 29 ] 
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samba 

kpe SE 

n i e 

ku*'E 

buu 

' ba ske t ' 

' t oo thbrush ' 

' h e r e ' 

'sound, voice* 

'man's bag' 

san j a 

f ande 

s a k p a 

jamba 

l a a 

' town' 

' c o t t o n , thread1 

• t h r ee ' 

' l e a f 

' c l ay po t ' 

3.3. Single short syllables, whether complete words in themselves 

or parts of longer words, fall into the same four tonal groups. In 

such syllables, a simple high or low tone is marked as illustrated 

above. It is also possible, however, for the sequence high-low to be 

compressed, as it were, into a quick falling tone accompanying a single 

short vowel, and similarly for the sequence low-high to be compressed 

into a quick rising tone. To mark such compressed sequences, the sym

bols for marking tone are also compressed. Thus, for high-low, the 

symbols / / are joined to form /*/; similarly, for low-high, the sym

bols /* '/ are joined to form /*/. Examples of tones with short vowels 

are: 

t a 

H 
k e g 

b a 

t * n 

t a n 

• f i r e ' 

'water ' 

'house ' 

'mother ' 

' i s land* 

' t e n ' 

bhu 'gun' 

na 

l o g 

mo 

s 5 

b a 

'Come 1 * 

'Come in 

' p e r s o n ' 

' b e a n s ' 

• g o a t ' 

The compressed sequences /A/ and /"/ with short vowels are not at 

all common in word stems. The latter, however, always accompanies the 

definite suffix of nouns, generally corresponding to English 'the'. 

The suffix has the alternate forms /-e/ (after /i, e, u, o, n/), /-e/ 

(after /e, o/), and /-a/ (after /a/). If a word has more than one vo

wel, and if the final vowel is one of these, with low-high tone, it is 

always the definite suffix. A few representative examples are: 

lindie 

n y i c e 

kunduE 

bhue 

k p o ' o e 

' t he termite h i l l ' 

' t h e water ' 

' t h e f i s h ' 

' t h e i r o n ' 

' t h e gun' 

' t h e palm cabbage' 

t t n e 

keqe 

f a n d e e 

bondoe 

san j aa 

baa 

' t h e i s l a n d ' 
1 the house' 

' t h e co t ton ' 

•the a t t i c ' 

' t h e town' 

•the goat ' 
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Where the compressed sequence / / might be expected, in a few com

pounds and in alternate forms of certain suffixes, what appears is ra

ther a double vowel with an ordinary high-low sequence. E.g., 

jamba-moo 'herbalist* (from /jamba/ 'leaf and /mo/ 'person') 

a be kag tie-naa 'he is cutting sticks* (cf. / tic/ 'cut', suffix 

form /-na/ in other tonal contexts) 

3.4. It has been mentioned in other connections (1.8 and 2.2 above) 

that sequences of three identical vowels are not ordinarily permitted. 

This certainly applies to forms in which the definite suffix would 

otherwise be the third of three identical vowels, even though all three 

would not have the same tone. The resultant contractions of vowels and 

tones are illustrated in the following, which hardly seem to require a 

separate statement of formal rules: 

laa 'a plankfish' : laa 'the plankfish1 

laa 'a paddle* : laa 'the paddle 

laa 'a clay pot' : laa 'the clay pot' 

If not all of these contrasts are consistently maintained in rapid 

speech, it matters little to the structural analysis of the language, 

or for purposes of a practical orthography. Among the six items above, 

which were checked on one occasion with three speakers of Vai together, 

the only confusion that was suggested as at all possible was between 

/laa/ "a clay pot* and /laS/ 'the paddle'; all agreed that the ortho

graphic distinction was useful for its obvious reflection of at least 

the underlying structures of the forms. 

3.5. In spite of the existence of a few sets like the above, pairs 

or larger groups of stems that differ from each other only in tone are 

not particularly common, especially within a single grammatical cate

gory; it would probably be possible to find a few dozen minimal pairs, 

but hardly several score. As the above examples suggest, however, mi

nimal pairs are multiplied when forms including the definite suffix are 

taken into consideration. Pairs of forms that differ in both tone and 

vowel length are even more common, as /sanja/ 'a town* and /sanjaa/ 

'the town'. In context, the tonal difference between such forms is at 

least as conspicuous as the difference in vowel length. 

Although all four possible tone sequences are illustrated in 3.2 and 
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3.3 above, low-low (or a single low) is less common than the others as 

a lexical tone pattern, and does not occur at all as a lexical tone 

with verb stems. In nouns, low(-low) may well be confined to innovated 

forms and a few monosyllabic relational nouns or particles (compare the 

situation in Kpelle, Welmers 1961). In verb stems, there are few if 

any pairs distinguished only by lexical tone; all verbs, however, ap

pear with low replacing the lexical tone in a number of constructions. 

There are also other differences (construction markers and/or suffixes) 

which contribute to distinguishing different verbal constructions; yet 

the tone of a verb stem is by no means a matter of indifference, but is 

as important as anything else in the construction. In the imperative, 

for example, all verbs with one known exception have low tone. Impera

tives of three verbs are illustrated in the following: 

mu kune 'wake us up' 

kon tie 'cut sticks' 

kone lesl 'catch the stick' 

Yet these same three verbs have different lexical tones, as shown in a 

future construction: 

ai mu kune'a 'he will wake us up' 

ai kog tie'a 'he will cut sticks' 

al k3n? lesi'a 'he will catch the stick* 

Further details concerning tonal alternations, as well as a few con

sonantal alternations, will be treated in the appropriate grammatical 

sections of this study. 

3.6. Stems and raorphemically complex forms containing more than two 

vowels are rather miscellaneous and non-systematic in terms of the to

nal sequences they display. The same principles of tone marking, how

ever, naturally apply in these forms as well. A few illustrations will 

suffice to show the variety of tone sequences: 

kumbe'e 'knee' bhundufu 'cloud of dust' 

laawi'a 'sling* gbomagbo 'tree (sp.)' 

lee lee 'fish (sp.) ' kccku *o 'ground squirrel1 

be * e s u 'honor, praise1 googene 'pond' 

kog-kal 'wood carver' lifl-k£n 'jail' 
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3.7. High tone accompanies a syllabic nasal in forms of the first 

person singular pronoun followed by a stem-initial consonant. There 

are no other syllabic nasals in Vai. This nasal is unspecified as to 

position of articulation; it is homorganic with the following conso

nant. (It is [q] before /w/, the velar component of which predominates 

in this context.) It will here be written as /g/ before all consonants 

except in a special case to be noted below. 

After /g/ (phonetically [n] in this case), stem-initial /l/ is al

ways a stop (as it often is for many speakers in any case; see 1.1 

above), but with little if any implosion. Where word division is writ

ten (which it is in some cases for merely practical reasons or on the 

basis of intuition), the stem-initial consonant may still be interpre

ted and written as /l/. The first person singular pronoun also appears 

before a few morphemes with initial /'/* including /'a/ (a relational 

particle) and /'a/ (introducing quotations). Such combinations are 

written as /nda/ and /ndo/. This is paralleled by innumerable instan

ces of stem final /n/ followed by the same or similar morphemes, in 

which the sequence of /n/ and /*/ is interpreted and written as /nd/, 

and is not distinguishable from other cases of intervocalic /nd/. Fur

ther details on the morphemes in question will be found in appropriate 

sections dealing with the grammar later in this study. 

Some typical examples of the first person singular pronoun, inclu

ding phonetic transcriptions, are: 

n 
/ 
n 

n 
/ 

" 

13 

"3 
r 

One a 

ba 

f a 

ma t a a 

t a a 

s u n 

la ' 

k e q 

kui] 

k p a 

•a 

l l o t o n i c 

[» 

[4 
[-
[«»' 

[n 

[ n 

[J-' 

[fl 

li 

b a ] 

f a ] 
/ % \ , 

ma t a a j 

t a ' a ' a ] 

s u n ] 

d a ] 

3»] 
k e n ] 

k u n ] 

[nm k p a ] 

'my mothe r ' 

'my f a t h e r ' 

' I d i d n ' t g o ' 

• I went ' 

*my n o s e ' 

'my mouth* 

'my e y e s ' 

'my f o o t ' 

'my head ' 

'what i s owed t o me' 

phenomenon i s worthy of n o t e . Between a 

tone and either low or high, the compressed sequence low-high accompa

nying a single vowel gives the impression of being a rather level tone 
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which one might at first want to interpret as "mid"; at best, the rise 

is far from conspicuous. There is no reason, however, to posit a third 

level tone to account for this phenomenon. Further, this compression 

of low-high does not affect the discrete-level character of tone se

quences; a following high tone is just as high as any preceding high 

tone. This phenomenon may be heard in sequences like the following: 

anu'a kene fe'e 'they saw the house' 

anui kene fe'c'a 'they will see the house' 

A sequence of two vowels, each with low-high, compounds this effect; 

each low-high may give the impression of being level, the second a lit

tle lower than the first. The following thus sound like "terracing," 

but structurally are not: 

anu ma k5ne fc'e 'they didn't see the tree' 

anu ma baa fc'c 'they didn't see the goat' 

3.9. In discussions of the establishment of a practical orthogra

phy, for innumerable African languages and probably for languages else

where as well, resistance to any indication of tone has been exceeding

ly common, and has often approached the level of irrationality. The 

plea is commonly heard that a native speaker can tell what tone is in

tended "from the context." In the case of Vai, the relatively small 

number of minimal contrasts might be cited for further support. The 

above discussion, however, demonstrates first that far more than bare 

lexical tone must be considered. There are many more instances than 

mere lexical tones would suggest in which "context" would be useless 

even to a native speaker of Vai; it would be unfortunate if he could 

not tell whether the indefinite or definite form of a noun is intended 

in a number of cases. In addition, of course, an unambiguous represen

tation of tone is absolutely essential to a non-Vai who hopes to learn 

to speak the language accurately, read it aloud intelligibly, or study 

its structure. This is by no means intended to suggest that tone be 

consistently marked primarily as a favor to the relatively few expatri

ates, such as missionaries and Peace Corps Volunteers, who may find it 

useful or desirable to learn Vai. The Liberian government has ex

pressed its intention, and has begun the implementation of programs, to 

teach Vai and other Liberian languages to other than their native spea-
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kers, as well as to promote literacy among those who are native spea

kers. In a very real sense, the foregoing discussion/ in addition to 

being a descriptive linguistic statement and a linguist's strong prefe

rence for a practical orthography, may be considered to be dedicated to 

the aspirations and best interests of Liberia's peoples. 



CHAPTER 4 

INTONATIONS 

4.1. The tones of Vai as described above are heard in isolated 

words and phrases, and without appreciable difference in complete de

clarative sentences and in question-word questions. A final low tone 

in such complete utterances is relaxed, and is the lowest pitch in the 

utterance. As noted in 3.1 above, a final high tone after low may be 

slightly lowered. Such sequences may be interpreted as having declara

tive intonation, and marked by a final period, /./. For purposes of a 

practical orthography, it is strongly recommended that a period rather 

than a question mark be used at the end of an utterance containing a 

question word and expecting an answer; e.g., 

j3 menu. 'Who's that?' 

Mia banda mu a na'a. 'When did he come?' 

4.2. Questions which may be answered with assent or dissent are 

marked by a question intonation which affects only the final tone of 

the utterance. A final high tone is considerably higher than in decla

rative intonation, and a final low tone is actualized as a rise. (Mor

phemes that may occur in utterance-final position are restricted to 

certain classes; it is my impression that no such morpheme ends with a 

single vowel having low-high or high-low tone.) Question intonation 

may be indicated by a question mark, /?/; it should be noted that this 

is intended to mark only a phonologic intonation, not every logical 

question. E.g., 

X be nu? 'Is he there?' 

X be na-na? 'Is he coming?' 

Xnu ma na? 'Didn't they come?' 

In response to such questions, assent is expressed by /nee/ 'Right I', 

which after a negative question corresponds to English 'No'. Dissent 

is expressed by /kpe'e/ 'Wrong!' (or, marginally to the phonologic sys-
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tem, by a sequence of nasals interrupted by a glottal stop, with the 

tonal sequence low-high, such as [n'nn]), which after a negative ques

tion corresponds to English 'Yes*. That is, the Vai answers indicate 

whether the statement underlying the question is correct or incorrect, 

while the English answers indicate whether the correct statement con

cerning the situation would be affirmative or negative. (The Vai pat

tern is, of course, characteristic of countless languages; the pattern 

represented by English is probably less common in languages of the 

world.) 

4.3. A sentence-internal pause, as at the end of a subordinate 

clause, is intonationally marked in much the same way as are questions, 

but with a less extreme raising of pitch. This may be marked by a com

ma, /,/. E.g., 

A* na'e, mui a fe'e'a. 'When he comes, we'll see him.1 



CHAPTER 5 

MORPHOPHONEMIC ALTERNATIONS 

5.1. The usual phonetic realizations of word-final /q/ before word-

initial consonants have been briefly but adequately treated in 1.9 

above. The variants of a syllabic nasal with high tone have quite a 

different status, simply because they are syllabic; they are treated in 

3.7 above. Mention was made there of comparable alternations in the 

case of word-final /n/. A somewhat fuller outline is appropriate here, 

and certain other alternations are most conveniently treated separately 

before turning to more specifically grammatical matters. 

First, there is a small group of morphemes, cited in 1.8 above, 

which do not appear in utterance-initial position, beginning with /'/• 

In all of these, a morpheme-initial [1] may sometimes be heard after a 

preceding vowel, but never an initial [if]. Some of these morphemes are 

grammatically independent words, and will be so written if a word-final 

vowel precedes. The form /'o/ 'inside', for example, functions exactly 

like a number of other relational nouns (see 6.7 below), and is in fact 

the head constituent in relational noun phrases. A form /'a/, one of 

at least three homophonous morphemes, shares some of the same uses, and 

is interpreted as a relational particle. A second form /*a/ is a ver

bal construction marker; perhaps arbitrarily, this will be written as a 

separate word after a noun subject, but without word space after a pro

noun subject. A third form /'a/ and the form /'ee/ are verbal suffixes 

(see 10.2-4 below), and will always be joined to what precedes without 

word space. 

These forms may also occur, however, after stems which have a final 

/n/. In such cases, the stem-final /q/ and the initial / V of the mor

phemes in question combine as /nd/, which is indistinguishable from 

morpheme-internal /nd/. Such combinations will be written without word 

space irrespective of the grammatical status of the morpheme with ini

tial /'/• Comparative examples of these morphemes after vowels and af-

t 38 ] 
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t e r / g / a re as fol lows: 

kege ' o ' t h e ins ide of the house, in the house' 

kpondo ' t h e ins ide of a bowl, in a bowl1 (kpog) 

1 g ko fen boo ' a 'g ive me something' 

i g ko j a - f e"nda 'g ive me money' (ja-feg) 

k a i e ' a g k e ' e ' t he man ca l led me' 

a n u ' a 13 k e ' e ' they ca l led me' 

Lenda 13 k e ' e "Leg ca l led me' (Leg: female name) 

k o ' a a k p e ' a ' t he c lo th i s whi te ' 

k o ' a a f i n d a ' t he c lo th i s b lack ' (Rfig) 

a n a ' e e , . . . 'when he comes, . . . ' 
a b a n d e e , . . . 'when i t i s a l l gone, . . . ' { bag) 

As noted in 3.7 above, the f i r s t person s ingular pronoun, a s y l l a b i c 

na sa l , has been recorded before two of these morphemes: the r e l a t i o n a l 

p a r t i c l e / ' a / , and / ' o / introducing a d i r e c t quo ta t ion . I t a l so ap

pears before the verbal cons t ruc t ion marker / ' a / , but with qu i t e a d i f 

fe ren t a l t e r n a n t ; see 10.4 below. Comparative examples r e l evan t here 

a re the following: 

f e o b c a ' a 'he has asthma' 

f e o b e n d a ' I have asthma' 

a ' o , . . . 'he sa id , . . . ' 

n 'da, . . . ' I s a id , . . . ' 

5.2. A closely similar alternation is found in a small number of 

compound nouns. A major type of compound noun shows a tonal alterna

tion in the final member of the compound; hyphenation is used in such 

"regular" compounds, and it is not necessary to recognize any consonant 

alternation at that boundary (see 7.1 below). In a smaller number of 

compounds, however, many of which do not have the tonal alternations 

characteristic of "regular" compounds, a stem-final /g/ in the first 

member combines with the stem-initial consonant of the second member to 

form a nasal-oral sequence indistinguishable from those in stem-inter

nal intervocalic position. Some of these are instances of final /g/ 

plus initial /!/ combining as /nd/, similar to the alternation de-
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scribed above (though the cases above involve only initial /'/» never 

initial /I/). There are also a few cases of final /n/ plus initial /b/ 

combining as /mb/. The remaining cases show voicing of the initial 

consonant of the second stem: final /n/ plus initial /k/ combine as 

/ng/, and final /n/ plus initial Ap/ combine as /ngb/. (In several 

regular compounds, however, these alternations do not appear.) Most of 

the recorded cases of these alternations are listed in 7.4,5 below, and 

need not be separately cited here. 

5.3. Another similar alternation is found in the sequence of a 

stem-final /n/ and a suffix-initial /y/j the resultant combination, at

tested in one example, is /nj/. The first person singular pronoun also 

combines with a morpheme /ye/, a relational particle, to form /nje/. A 

parallel combining of stem-final /Q/ with initial /w/ is not attested, 

but the first person singular pronoun combines with a morpheme /wa/ 

(introducing quotations, like Z1^/ abovej /'o/ appears to be more for

mal, and is perhaps archaic) as /nga/. Comparative examples are: 

Rko'oyaa 'enlarge' (Rko'o 'be large*) 

janjaa 'lengthen' ( jan 'be long') 

anu'a a fa mu ye 'they told (it to) us' 

anu*a a fo nje 'they told (it to) me' 

a wa, ... 'he said, . . . ' 

gga, . . . 'I said, ..." 

5.4. The common tone sequence low-high in nouns has the alternant 

low-low before high tone in (1) any modifier, (2) a verb of which the 

noun is the object, or (3) the final member of a compound (which then 

has high-low rather than low-low; see 7.1 below). This alternation is 

not found before a relational noun, nor before the morpheme /a/ used in 

possessive constructions with free nouns (cf. 6.2,3 below). (Nouns are 

rarely found in other environments, and the alternation is not expected 

elsewhere.) Comparative examples, using the noun /musu/ 'woman' and in 

one case /llfi/ 'night' as representative of nouns with low-high tone, 

are as follows; 

rausuc 'the woman' 

musu mee 'this woman' 
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musu f e ' a 

a T a musu r e ' t 

musu t o o 

musu k o ' 

But: 

musu n a a n i 

musu kundu 

i 1 musu f e ' e ee 

l i f i - k e n 

'two women* 

'he saw a woman' 

'a woman * s name' 

'a woman's cloth* 

' four women' 

'a short woman' 

' i f you see a woman, . . . ' 

• j a i l ' ( l i t . , ' n igh t -house ' ) 

The same sequence low-high, as the l e x i c a l tone of verb stems, has 

the same a l t e r n a n t low-low before high in a verbal suff ix (of which 

/ ' e e / , or op t iona l ly / ' e / a f t e r i n t r a n s i t i v e verbs , i s the only r e p r e 

sen ta t ive) , and in the f i na l member of a compound. Comparative exam

p l e s a r e : 

ai ]i'i'a 

ai ji' i ' ee 

^ 1 ' i-fen 

'it's going to swell up' 

'if it swells up, ...' 

'boil, abscess' 

The same alternation in verb stems is optional before a morpheme 

with inherently locative meaning which is used in expressions for pre

sent action; this is treated fully in 10.5 below. 

This alternation, low-low for low-high before a high tone, is thus 

characteristic of many forms in many combinations. Two combinations in 

which it does not appear were noted above; it also does not appear in 

noun modifiers. 

5.5. An apparently unique alternation is found in many compounds 

ending with the noun which independently is /mo/ 'person'; in such com

pounds, it has a double vowel, /-moo/ (or /-moo/ depending on the pre

ceding tone). This has been pointed out to me independently, and apart 

from questions being asked about it, by four or five different speakers 

of Vai. Relevant compounds are: 

tamaa-moo 

j amba-moo 

'idler* 

'herbalist' 

ko * a 1e e-moo 

sene ke-moo 

weaver 
1 farmer' 

5.6. A few other morphophonemic alternations, restricted to one or 

a few forms, may have been overlooked here, but will be noted as rele-
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vant examples appear in the following sections. In addition, there are 

a few tonal alternations which have a morphemic status (i.e., which are 

not environmentally conditioned, as are those described in the fore

going sections). These will be discussed in connection with the gram

matical constructions in which they occur. 



CHAPTER 6 

CATEGORIES OF NOUNS 

6.1. Vai nouns fall into two categories, free and relational, a 

distinction which is typical of the Mande languages. Free nouns are 

those which may be used without an expressed possessor; by and large, 

they refer to what may be obtained or disposed of at will ("alienable 

possessions," or what Heydorn aptly terms "acquirable property"), or 

are nouns for which possession is irrelevant (e.g., 'night', 'shark*)* 

Relational nouns, on the other hand, normally require an expressed pos

sessor; by and large, they are "inalienable possessions," or what Hey

dorn refers to as "natural possessions:" blood relatives and certain 

social affiliates, body parts and one's name, and locative relation

ships such as the underside or inside of something. In Vai more than 

in many other languages, relational nouns may be cited in isolation, as 

/bo'o/ 'hand', but they are not used in context without an expressed 

possessor, except for special uses of a few of them. More formally, 

the two categories of nouns are distinguished by a difference in their 

construction with a possessor. 

6.2. The possessor of a relational noun is immediately preposed to 

it, with no additional marker for the possessive construction. E.g., 

W U ' U E la 'the dog's mouth' 

kaie fa 'the man's father' 

The stem forms of pronouns are used as possessives with relational 

nouns. The pronoun stems are as follows: 

Is: Q lpl: mu 

2s: i 2pl: wo 

3s: a 3pl: anu 

Illustrations of these as possessives with relational nouns are: 

[ 43 ] 
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n keg 'my foot' mu ba 'our mother* 

1 too 'your name' wo kundii 'your (pi) hair' 

a la's-ku'c 'his (/her) anu ta 'their possession, 

voice, word, orders' theirs' 

6.3. The possessor of a free noun is followed by a morpheme /a/ in

dicating the possessive construction. This is here written as a sepa

rate word after a noun possessor; e.g., 

kaie a keqe 'the man's house' 

g fa a niie 'my father's cow' 

The combination of a pronoun with this morpheme /a/ is, however, 

here written without space. The first person singular pronoun combines 

with /&/, hardly predictably, as /na/; the second person singular com

bination is /ya/. Examples of all pronouns in this construction are: 

na wu'ue 'my dog' mua ko'aa 'our cloth' 

ya ka'ie 'your hoe* woa keefee 'your (pi) pepper' 

aa sambaa 'his basket' anua masaa 'their table' 

6.4. The specific form of nouns, formed with a vowel suffix with 

low-high tone, is briefly but adequately described in 3.3-4 above. It 

will be noted that, in the preceding two sections, the specific form 

has not been used with relational nouns, but that it has regularly been 

used with free nouns. Although this is not an obligatory pattern, it 

does reflect certain realities concerning the nature of relational and 

free nouns. For the most part, relational nouns may be thought of as 

specific by definition. Specific forms have been recorded in a few ca

ses, in the speech of Jay Foboi; Fr. Kandakai considers the specific 

forms acceptable, but not at all different in meaning from the non

specific forms which he ordinarily uses. 

With possessed free nouns, however, there is a clear distinction in 

meaning between specific and non-specific forms. The specific form is 

used unless the reference is to only one or some of the totality of 

items possessed. For example, either of the phrases /na tlcc/, /na tie/ 

might be translated as either 'my chicken' or 'my chickens'; number is 

not at issue. The first phrase, however, using the specific form of 

the noun, means 'my chicken' only if I own no more than one, or if only 

one is under consideration; it means 'my chickens' only in reference to 
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all of the chickens I own. The second phrase, on the other hand, using 

the stem form of the noun, means 'a chicken of mine' or 'some of my 

chickens', with the implication that I own others as well. 

6.5. As intimated in the foregoing, the concept of singularity as 

opposed to plurality is not inherent in free nouns by themselves. The 

same form of the noun, for example, is used with the numeral /londo/ 

'one' and with all higher numerals. A distinction must be made, how

ever, between personal and non-personal nouns. For non-personal nouns, 

the stem form has a generic meaning, neither explicitly singular nor 

plural. The sentence /na tic fe*e/, for example, may be translated as 

either "I saw a chicken' or 'I saw chickens'; the reference of /tie/ 

may perhaps better be reflected by the phrase 'chicken flesh' — though 

not in the sense of mass, like 'meat', but rather in the sense of an 

unspecified number of chickens. There is, nevertheless, a phrase /tie 

nu/ which can refer only to more than one chicken. Superficially, it 

might appear that /nu/ is a plural marker. Its reference, however, is 

not to bare plurality. The sentence /na tie nu fe'e/ rather implies 'I 

saw chickens here and there, but undoubtedly not all that were in the 

area.' The reference is to individuated plurality: particular indivi

dual chickens, not a flock. A free noun without /nu/ is used with re

ference to many items, as well as to one item, when individuation is 

not meant to be expressed. 

In the case of personal nouns, on the other hand, the noun by itself 

(i.e., without a numeral or other modifier specifying singularity or 

plurality) can have only a singular reference; e.g., /na rnusu fc'e/ can 

mean only 'I saw a woman,* not 'I saw women.' If only personal nouns 

were to be considered, the morpheme /nu/ might with considerable justi

fication be interpreted as a simple plural marker: /na rnusu nu fe*e/ 

means 'I saw women,' and nothing more need be said about it. Neverthe

less, even for personal nouns the concept of grammatical number cannot 

be said to be basic. Rather, the semantic feature "personal" in Vai 

(and apparently generally in West African languages that do not have 

morphologic pluralization) implies individuality; by contrast, the fea

ture "non-personal," as noted above, implies generic reference. It is 

only by virtue of its implied individuality that a personal noun by it

self has singular reference. With a personal noun, therefore, the 
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first word in the definition "individuated plurality" for the morpheme 

/nu/ is redundant, and what remains is mere plurality. Number refe

rence is, therefore, only secondary in the semantic structure of Vai 

nouns, no matter how real it may be. 

This seems to be a convenient point at which to observe that the 

third person "plural" pronoun /knu/, cited in 6.2 above, is clearly the 

third person "singular" pronoun /a/ followed by the individuated plural 

marker /nu/. 

6.6. The category of relational nouns, as defined and illustrated 

in 6.1*2 above, includes some forms and usages which may be puzzling 

without further explanation, and some for which an alternative analysis 

might be proposed (and, indeed has been for somewhat comparable pheno

mena in other Mande languages, with somewhat more justification in some 

cases than in others). 

Some relatively minor details may be noted first. In all other Man

de languages known to me, there are two forms translatable as 'child1, 

one a relational noun referring to one's offspring, and the other a 

free noun referring to a youngster without reference to his parents. 

Vai has only one stem, /len/, and it is, surprisingly, in the category 

of free nouns even when it refers to one's physical progeny; e.g., /na 

len/ 'my child'. All other terms for blood relatives are relational 

nouns. There are also a few other personal relational nouns, such as 

the following cited with a third person singular possessor: 

a togbai 'his fellow-initiate' (a person who completed the tri

bal initiation ceremonies at the same time as the pos

sessor) 

a liamo 'his friend* (compare the apparently related regular 

free noun compound /aa lia-mao/ 'a person who cares 

about him') 

a bo 'his counterpart* (companion in an activity, buddy, 

pal, opponent in a game such as checkers) 

The terms for 'husband' and 'wife', on the other hand, are free 

nouns, simply the words for 'man' and 'woman'. Thus: 

na kafe 'my husband' na tnusue 'my wife' 

Most non-personal relational nouns refer to obviously physical rela-
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t i onsh ip s , such as ' f o o t ' or ' s u r f a c e ' . There a r e , however, some 

o the r s of which the following are examples: 

a be ' e 'honor, r e spec t , or p r a i s e due to him' 

a paawa ' h i s wages, h i s s a l a ry , pay due to him* 

mu l a n d a 'our customs, t r a d i t i o n a l ways' (involving r e l a t i v e l y 

formal soc ia l sanc t ions ; cf. the free noun in /roua t e ' e -

k i ' i / 'our customs, ac t ions assoc ia ted with our d a i l y 

l i f e , ' mat te rs with no r i t u a l s igni f icance) 

A few stems may be used as e i t h e r r e l a t i o n a l or free nouns. In one 

case there i s a semantic extension found in a g rea t many West African 

languages: / a kpo 'o / i s ' h i s s k i n ' , but as a free noun / k p o ' o / means 

'paper , l e t t e r , book1 (probably via 'parchment ' ) . The same stem begins 

a free noun phrase of which the f ina l stem i s the head: /kpo 'o j a a ' e -

k i ' a / 'Hansen's d i s e a s e ' ( leprosy, l i t . ' red skin d i s e a s e ' ; the diagno

s i s may not always be r e l i a b l e ) ; i t i s qu i t e l i k e l y t ha t terms for 

o ther skin cond i t ions , or for d i so rde r s involving other body p a r t s , a re 

somewhat s imi l a r ly cons t ruc ted . Other free noun phrases using normally 

r e l a t i o n a l nouns include the following: 

b b ' o f e ' a ' two-handled draw k n i f e ' ( l i t . , 'two hands') 

ken kundu 'hedgehog' ( l i t . , ' s h o r t l e g s ' ) 

A few other stems with physica l reference may be used in e i t h e r ca

tegory without comparable semantic s h i f t s . The following i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

show two words for ' u r i n e ' ; a s free nouns/ they a re used as the ob jec t s 

of d i f f e r e n t verbs , both with the general meaning 'do , ac t upon1: 

Re la t iona l : 

a s u s u be l u n - n a 'her b r e a s t i s causing her pa in ' 

a k e n g o ' o f i n d a ' h i s ur ine i s dark-colored ' 

a s e ' i f i n d a " 

Free : 

l e n d o ' l e be s u s u m i - n a a ' t he baby i s nursing 

a be k e g g o ' o ma-na 'he i s ur inat ing* 

a b e s e ' i k e - n a 

One recorded stem with a non-physical reference may s imi l a r ly be 

used in e i t h e r ca tegory . The stem i s /k in f / , which may be defined as 
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'pitiableness, occasion for sympathy'. As the object of a somewhat 

formal and archaic verb meaning 'see, look upon', it is used as a rela

tional noun in expressions like the following: 

rau kini je 'have pity on us' 

A closely parallel expression uses /kini/ as a free noun; in this case, 

the implication appears to be that the speaker is acting as the formal 

spokesman for a group, as in public prayer. This and another usage as 

a free noun are illustrated in the following: 

mua kinie je 'have pity on us' 

aa kini be nda 'I feel sorry for him' (approxi

mately 'his pitiableness is on me') 

The relational noun stem /ta/ refers to one's possession, what pro

perly belongs to one. It may be used by itself, or with a free noun 

following, in which case it refers to one's 'own*. Another relational 

noun with a somewhat similar meaning is /ja/. This, however, is used 

only with another noun; it refers to what pertains to the possessor by 

virtue of his birth or "native" association. These are illustrated in 

the following: 

n fa ta mu *it is my father's' 

Q ta kpo'de me 'this is my own book* 

g ja laa 'my home, my home town' 

n jX wo'o 'my native language* 

6.7. A number of relational nouns refer, or may in some of their 

uses refer, to locative relationships. A few, which can hardly be as

signed to a different grammatical class, indicate other relationships 

which are expressed in English by prepositions. Many of these are most 

commonly used (after their obligatory possessor) at the end of a clause, 

and function as adverbial complements. A few are used only in this way. 

To introduce the problem (which is to some extent illusory) presented 

by these forms and their usages, consider the stem /ma/, which basical

ly refers to the 'top surface' of something, in the following: 

ka'aa be sene ma 'the snake is on the rock1 (lit., 

'the snake is-at the rock's surface') 

The frequent use of some stems, and the exclusive use of a few, in 
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t h i s cons t ruc t ion , along with the fac t tha t English p repos i t ions a re 

t y p i c a l l y used to t r a n s l a t e them, has given r i s e to the not ion, wide

spread among s tudents of other Mande languages which show somewhat s i 

milar p a t t e r n s , t ha t these c o n s t i t u t e a separa te morphologic c l a s s 

which may be l abe l l ed "pos tpos i t i ons . " Such a c l a s s (but probably much 

smaller than supposed) may perhaps be v a l i d l y posi ted in some languages. 

Too of ten , however, the concept seems to be used as a f a c i l e way of ex

p la in ing some of the fac t s in the comfortable Engl ish-or iented shadow 

of " p r e p o s i t i o n s , " while more basic aspec ts of the s t r u c t u r e a re q u i e t 

ly ignored or perhaps considered aber ran t . For Vai, a survey of the 

morphemes in ques t ion , and t h e i r usages, w i l l show tha t the concept of 

"pos tpos i t ions" i s awkward i f not downright decep t ive . 

Among the l i k e l y candidates for a category of "pos tpos i t i ons , " in 

addi t ion to /ma/ as i l l u s t r a t e d above, a re the morphemes / f e / ' a rea 

alongside o f , / t e / ' a rea between or among', and / ' o / ' i n s i d e * . The 

l a s t of t hese , indeed, one might be tempted to c a l l a suf f ix , s ince i t 

i s commonly pronounced without a phonetic i n i t i a l consonant. Examples 

of these in adverbial complements are as fol lows: 

so a fe 'go along with him, follow him' 

a be s5*3kb-na mbe* nu t e ' h e ' s pushing through the crowd' 

a b e k e n e ' o ' h e ' s in the house' 

Any of these stems may a l s o , however, be used as the subject or objec t 

of a verb, and therefore c l e a r l y function as nouns; the following are 

i l l u s t r a t i v e : 

s i n e ma k p a n d i ' a ' t he surface of the rock i s ho t ' 

a be a ma j i ' a - n a a 'he i s d i sp lay ing i t for s a l e ' 

( l i t . , 'he i s showing i t s su r face ' ) 

a be j i fe ma-na 'he i s f i s h i n g ' ( l i t . , 'he i s a c t -

ing-on the s ide/edge of water*) 

mu ' a a t e t e 'we s p l i t i t , we cut i t in h a l f 

l a a ' 3 noD ' a ' t he ins ide of the pot i s d i r t y ' 

a ' o f a ' a n d a i t changed' 

a n u ' a a *o f a 1 a n ' they changed i t ' 

ft / \ 

(The verb stem / fa'an/ in the last two of these examples is attested 

only with /'o/ 'inside' as subject or object; it is the combination 
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that means 'change'.) 

There are, however, other forms which are used only in adverbial 

complements, never (at least in the available data) as subject or ob

ject. Of the four known relevant forms, two have a locative reference. 

Of these, /ba'a/ refers to 'inherent location'; as is true generally in 

Niger-Congo languages, one cannot go to a person, but only to where he 

is. The same word is used after a verb meaning 'speak'. (Another re

lational noun, /ti-na/, appears to refer to 'location' in a more tempo

rary sense and, though not so recorded, can undoubtedly be used as the 

object and perhaps subject of a verb.) A second form, /mal/, seems to 

refer basically to 'overall surface', but is also used with reference 

to the area beside or near the possessor. Of the two forms with non-

locative reference, one is /'a/, which expresses the 'association' or 

'involvement* of the possessor with a situation or action. Finally, 

/ye/ has an applicative force, generally reflected by translations with 

'to' or 'for*. These forms appear finally in the following: 

anu taa'a manjaa ba'a 'they went to the chief 

a g u * u ' a a b a ' a 'he ran toward it' 

anii k o a i ' a man jaa b a ' a ' they spoke to the c h i e f 

a ' a t u ' u m a q m a i 'he rubbed o i l on me' 

k a s e be a mal ' i t ' s r u s t y ' ( i . e . , r u s t i s on i t ) 

so g mal ' s tand beside me' 

j i * l - f e n be a ' a 'he has a b o i l ' 

a ' a k o ' o s o k e ' a 'he stopped work' 

i 1 t i e k p a a t o o ' a ' cu t i t with a c u t l a s s ' 

a be n a - n a k o ' o ' a ' h e ' s br inging (coming with) r i c e ' 

a ' a t o o n y a a f o i y e 'he to ld you the t r u t h ' 

a be so k e - n a mu ye ' h e ' s working for u s ' 

Even these forms, which do not have obvious nominal uses as subject 

or objec t of a verb, hardly j u s t i f y pos i t ing a c l a s s of "pos tpos i t ions" . 

The f ac t t h a t they are indeed "po6tposed" to a noun or pronoun i s espe

c i a l l y i r r e l e v a n t ; the same i s t r u e , a f t e r a l l , of / f a / ' f a t h e r ' and 

a l l o ther r e l a t i o n a l nouns. I t would seem e n t i r e l y l e g i t i m a t e , in the 

l i g h t of the Vai usages, to r e f e r to a l l of the forms t ha t have been 

c i t e d as r e l a t i o n a l nouns, and then to observe t ha t many of them may be 

used in an adverbial complement cons t ruc t ion , and a few only in tha t 
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construction. 

It must be admitted, however, that the adverbial complement con

struction has something of a special status. In addition to the fact 

that a few forms appear only in this construction, there is one rela

tional noun which has a special tonal alternant when so used. The stem 

/bo'o/ 'hand, arm1 has high tones in its more obvious nominal usages. 

It has low tones, /bo'o/, however, when used in an adverbial complement 

in the common expression for personal possession, the thing possessed 

being in or at one's hand. (That the same stem is being used is obvi

ous from numerous other Mande languages.) E.g., 

g bo'o be g lun-na 'my hand hurts (me)' 

kapa naani be n, bo'o 'I have four cents' 

In recognition of the restriction of a few forms to the adverbial 

complement construction, they may be given the special label "relatio

nal particles." It remains crucially important to recognize, however, 

that many other forms frequently used in this construction, in spite of 

their semantic similarity to English prepositions, are full-fledged 

nouns with obvious nominal usages. 

6.8. Several forms are probably best analyzed as compound relatio

nal nouns rather than as sequences of independent relational nouns. 

Most of these have /'o/ or /'a/ as their final element, but even with 

/'o/ the specific meaning 'inside' cannot always be recognized. The 

final morpheme is /ma/ in one recorded case. In the following, the de

rivations are obvious: 

a ja 'his eye, his eyes' 

a j a ' a ' h i s face, the area i n front of him' 

a j a * o ' t h e front surface of i t ' 

a kpaa ' h i s bu t tocks ' 

a k p a a ' o "the area behind or on the other s ide of i t* 

a kun ' h i s head' 

a kuma ' t h e top of i t ' 

In two recorded cases, the uncompounded stems used initially in such 

compounds are not attested in Vai, but are known from other compounds 

or from cognates in other northern Mande languages- These are: 
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a wa'a'o *his side* (cf.: a wa'a-ku'u 'his ribs') 

a ko'o 'his back, the area behind him, the area under it* 

The latter of these, like /a kpaa'o/ cited above, may refer to the area 

behind something like a house- Where a contrast is possible, however, 

it is as illustrated in the following: 

ka'aa be sege ko'o 'the snake is under the rock' 

ka'aa be sene kpaa'o 'the snake is behind the rock' 

The form /ko'o/ is also used as an adverb, without a possessor, in one 

recorded expression: 

a to'a ko'o 'he drowned' (lit., 'he stayed under') 

A stem /bu/, probably originally a relational noun meaning 'abdomen, 

stomach', is used as a free noun meaning 'pregnancy', and as a relatio

nal noun meaning 'width1. The reference 'abdomen, stomach* is ex

pressed by a compound with /'o/- The second and the last two of the 

following examples show homophonous sequences that are grammatically 

different, as reflected by word division in one case but not in the 

others: 

a'a bu bi 'she became pregnant* (lit., 'she 

picked up pregnancy') 

a be bu 'o 'she is pregnant' (lit., * she is in 

pregnancy') 

ki*aa bu kb'b 'the road is wide' 

ki'aa bu loo 'the road is narrow' 

toonoa be a bu'o 'he has worms' 

n bu'o be to'l-na 'I have stomach cramps' (lit., 'my 

stomach is twisting1) 

Other compound bases, explicitly marked as such by tonal alterna

tions, are treated in 7 below. 

6.9. A morpheme /wa/ (homophonous with /wa/ introducing quotations; 

cf. 5.3 above) is interpreted as a relational noun, with three somewhat 

similar but distinct usages. First, this /wa/ is used with singular 

pronouns to form nominals, corresponding to "independent pronouns" in 

many languages; the combination with the first person is /gga/. Thus: 
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09 
i 

a 

a mu 

wa 

wa 

mu 

mu 

"it's roe" 

'it's you' 

'it's him* 

The plural pronoun stems are attested before /wa/ in some usages, but 

before the identifier /mu/, as in the above, special forms are con

structed with /ami/ after the pronoun stem. Thus: 

muanu wa mu 'it's us' 

woanu wa mu 'it's you' 

anuanu wa mu it s them 

Second, the same /wa/ is very commonly used after a noun to express 

emphasis, rather like English 'himself, herself, itself.1 Actually, it 

was sentences like the following that were the first responses when an 

effort was made to elicit a construction of topicalization: 

q fa wa na'a 'my father himself came* 

j3 wa 'a a ma 'who did it?' 

na manjaa fa wa f t ' t ' I saw the c h i e f ' s fa ther h imse l f 

The l a s t of these was f i r s t given as an equivalent of ' i t was the 

c h i e f ' s fa ther t ha t I saw. ' In a f f i rmat ive sentences , however, there 

i s another cons t ruc t ion of t o p i c a l i z a t i o n which p a r a l l e l s cons t ruc t ions 

in many other languages; i t w i l l be discussed more fu l ly a t a l a t e r 

po in t , but i s i l l u s t r a t e d here for purposes of comparison: 

man jaa fa mu na a f e ' e ' i t was the c h i e f ' s fa ther I saw' 

In t h i s sentence, the objec t pronoun / a / r e c a p i t u l a t e s the fronted ob

j e c t /manjaa fa / ' t h e c h i e f ' s fa ther* , /mu/ i nd i ca t e s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , 

• i t i s ' . 

Third, t h i s /wa/ i s used before a form /nga/« which appears to be 

another r e l a t i o n a l noun, to express ' - s e l f in both in tens ive and r e 

f lexive uses . In r e f l ex ive phrases , a pronoun possessor i s (na tura l ly) 

ob l iga to ry . In in tens ive phrases used as subjec t , /wa/ appears again 

a f t e r / n g a / . The recorded usages are i l l u s t r a t e d by the following: 

a wa gga wa n a ' a 'he himself came' 

Q0a ng& wa ' a anu f e ' e ' I myself saw them' 

g f a w a n g a w a n a ' a 'my fa ther himself came' 

a n u ' a anu wa qga f e ' e ' they saw themselves* 
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na nga qga f e ' e ? I saw myself' 

nus i ie ' a a wa gga. f e ' e ' t h e woman saw h e r s e l f 

An a l t e r n a t i v e for the above in tens ive and r e f l ex ive phrases uses 

another r e l a t i o n a l noun, / b e ' e e / (apparently with the spec i f i c s u f f i x ) . 

When used as a subjec t , t h i s a l so r equ i r e s /wa/ a f t e r i t . Equivalents 

of the above examples a r e : 

a b e ' e e w a n a ' a 'he himself came' 

Q b e ' e e wa ' a anu f c ' c ' I myself saw them1 

g fa b e ' e e wa n a ' a 'my fa ther himself came' 

a n u ' a anu b e ' e e f e ' e ' they saw themselves1 

na q b e ' e e f e ' e ' I saw myse l f 

mil sue ' a a be*EE f e ' e ' t h e woman saw h e r s e l f 

What appears to be an even more emphatic in tens ive i s i l l u s t r a t e d in 

the following: 

0 b e ' e e g buu wa n a ' a ' I , myself, came' ( l i t . , 'myself my 

body i t s e l f came') 

6.10. The foregoing has established two categories of nouns, free 

and relational, and in particular has shown that many forms whose gram

matical classification is not transparent on the basis of superficial 

semantic features are actually relational nouns. There remain, how

ever, a very few morphemes which are more difficult to categorize. 

Perhaps they are not nouns at all, but they share some of the charac

teristics of nouns, and it does not seem possible at present to fit 

them conveniently into any other class, nor entirely justifiable to po

sit one or more separate classes to accomodate them. 

Two of these seem to have something of a demonstrative significance, 

apparently referring to something previously mentioned or something 

that is obvious, perhaps because it is being touched or held. One of 

these, A e / (/xe/ before high tone), is used both with and without a 

preceding noun or pronoun. The other, /bhi'i/, is used only with a 

preceding noun or pronoun, as if it were a relational noun. Usages 

like the following have been recorded: 

a ke wa be q bo'o 'it's what I have' (referring to an 

amount of money previously quoted) 
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ke t3n se'en nei 'this one is thirty cents' 

mbe ke ka'a se*en nei 'I'll sell this one for thirty cents' 

mo bhi'i mu 'it's the person1 (e.g., that you 

were looking for) 

fen bhi'i me 'this is the thing' (similarly) 

a bhi'i kango'o, ... 'after this, ..., afterwards, ...' 

These are not, however, the ordinary demonstratives, which are /met/ 

'this* and /menuu/ 'that'. The demonstratives are not used after pro

nouns. On the other hand, /ke/ is attested with a demonstrative after 

it, in the phrase /a ke mee/ 'this one'. Yet, with a formation like 

that of the remote demonstrative, there is also a form /kenuu/ 'that 

one, the other one'. Unlike most other categories and usages in Vai, 

these are not paralleled in other languages familiar to me. They may 

be very common, but their usages are such that they cannot readily be 

elicited; they can only be observed through a much longer period of ex

posure to the language. 

Finally, an unclassified morpheme /pe'e/, meaning 'also' or 'in 

turn', is used after nouns or pronoun stems. If it were used only af

ter nominals (including phrases like /a wa/ as described in 6.9 above), 

it could probably be classified as an adverb; its use after the stem 

forms of pronouns suggests including it here. Examples are: 

ko'o pe'e san 'buy rice too' 

Q P E ' E q ko 'give me (some) too' 

l pe'e, ya mbe" wa ma 'and you, what did you do?' 



CHAPTER 7 

NOUN BASES 

7.1. Most of the nouns cited up to this point have had bases con

sisting of a single stem; some compound nouns have been included, but 

have not been systematically described. A great many nouns, however, 

both free and relational, have bases consisting of more than one stem. 

There are several types of such composite noun bases; by all odds the 

most common of them — more than 130 have been recorded — may be 

termed "regular compounds." 

Host regular compounds consist of two steins. The first member may 

be a free noun, a relational noun, or a verb. The second member is in 

almost all cases a free noun or a relational noun, though one stem 

classified as an adjective is attested in this usage. Regular com

pounds are formed by a special tone rule, and are written with a hyphen 

between the two members. It cannot be too strongly emphasized that 

this use of hyphenation is intended specifically to signal the applica

tion of this tone rule. In a practical orthography, hyphenation should 

be used systematically; decisions as to where to use a hyphen should 

not be made independently for every combination where a hyphen might be 

suggested. Above all, the use of hyphens should under no circumstances 

be determined by the structure of the English equivalents of the forms 

in question (a practice which has actually been followed in some Afri

can languagesl). Hyphenation can be most systematically used if it is 

used only where certain tonal alternations appear. These alternations 

appear only in "regular compounds" (including a verb stem with a suf

fix, which is actually nominal). If the tones of the first member of 

such a compound are high, high-low, low, or miscellaneous (cf. 3.6 a-

bove), those tones are unchanged, but the tones of the second member 

are all low, no matter what tones the stem has independently. If the 

tones of the first member are independently low-high, they become low 

throughout, and the tones of the second member are high-low. Examples 

[ 56 ] 
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of regula r compounds with t h e i r de r i va t i ons a r e : 

j i - s o o 'water ho le , w e l l ' : / j i / ' w a t e r ' , / s o o / ' h o l e ' 

wunu-kag ' p e s t l e ' : /wunu/ ' m o r t a r ' , A an/ ' s t i ck* 

k a o - j u ' u ' n e c k l a c e ' : / kan / ( re l ) ' n e c k ' , / j u ' u / ' r ope ' 

l u Q - f e q ' s o r e ' : / B l u n / ' h u r t ' , / f e V ' t h i n g ' 

b o ' o - l o ' i ( re l ) ' f i n g e r ' : / b o ' o / ( re l ) 'hand, arm' , / l o ' l / 

'young, undeveloped' 

k a v u - j a n d a 'kavh t h a t c h ' : /kavu/ ' r a t t a n (or s imi la r p l a n t , 

s p ) , / j anda / ' (p iassava) tha tch ' 

z i i - m a n j a ' c lan c h i e f : / z i i / ' t r i b e , c l an ' , /manja/ ' c h i e f 

b i ' a - k a l ( re l ) ' f a t h e r - or b ro ther - in - law (of a man)1: 

/ b f a / ( re l ) ' i n - l aw (of a man), A a i / ' man 

b a - l e n ( re l ) 'maternal a u n t ' : / b a / ( re l ) 'mother ' , / le 'q / 

( re l ) ' c h i l d ' 

s a ' a - j a ' a ' long f i sh n e t ' : / s a ' a / ' p u l l , d r a g ' , / j a ' a / 

'hammock' 

b a g - k p c 'p iassava palm w i n e ' : / bag / 'p iassava palm*. A p e / 

' a l coho l i c beverage' 

bo ' o-kuii ' g a r d e n ' : / b o ' o / ' c u l t i v a t e d g r e e n s ' , /kuu/ ' fenced 

enclosure near one ' s house' 

m a a - w u ' u 'angry or suspicious d o g ' : /maa/ ' a n g e r ' , /wu 'u / 

•dog' 

f t - m o o (re l ) ' f o l l o w e r ' : / f c / ( re l ) ' a rea beside*, /mo/ 

'person ' 

g o i w a - k o g 'guava t r e e ' : /goiwa/ ' guava ' , /k5q/ ' t r e e * 

g u m a t c t c - j u ' u 'gumatett: v i n e ' : /gumatete / ' f r u i t (sp) ' , / j u ' u / 

' v i n e ' 

jamba-moo ' h e r b a l i s t * : /jamba/ ' l e a f , /mo/ 'person ' 

k o n - k p o n 'wooden bowl' : /k3n/ ' t r e e ' , Apon / 'bowl' 

k o n - k a i 'wood carver ; master drummer': / kog / ' t r e e , wood, 

s t i c k ' , / k a i / 'man' 

l i f i - k S n ' j a i l ' : / l i f i / ' n i g h t ' , /ke'n/ 'house ' 

k i iQ-kpasa 'head c l o t h ' : A ^ n / ( re l ) ' h e a d ' , /kpasa / ' k e r 

c h i e f 

n V o - k o ' o ( re l ) ' po in t of the e lbow' : /noo/ ( re l ) 'bend of 

the elbow' , / k o ' o / ( re l ) ' a r ea behind' 
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k i ' i - k o ' a 'wrapper (c loth t i ed around waist a s s k i r t ) ' : 

/ R k W / ' t i e ' , /ko 'a ' / ' c l o t h ' 

j i ' i - f S g ' b o i l , a b s c e s s ' : / H j W / ' swel l u p ' , / f e n / ' t h i n g ' 

A very few bases (no more than five ins tances are recorded) a re most 

conveniently included here in s p i t e of the fac t t ha t they are apparent

ly i r r e g u l a r in tone . The tones have been ca re fu l ly checked, and are 

recognized as i r r e g u l a r with no explanat ion. These a r e : 

k p a n d i - l e e ' a 'small house l i z a r d ' : /kpandf/ 'heat* (7?), / l e e ' a / 

' l i z a r d ' (the expected tones are low-low with the 

f i r s t member, and high with the f i r s t vowel of the 

second member) 

k u n d o - k i ' i ' t h i n k i n g ' : /kundV ' i n the head' (a compound of 

/kug/ and / ' :>/) , / k i ' i / 'manner' (?) (low-low i s 

expected in the second member; cf. /kundo-bo 'o / 

' c a p ' : / b o ' o / 'bag ' ) 

t l - n a ( re l ) ' p lace where one i s ' : / t l / 'be a t ' , / n a / 

(bound morpheme or suff ix ind ica t ing p l ace , inhe

ren t tone unknown; cf. / s i i - n a a / ' a p lace to s i t ' : 

/ R s l i / ' s i t ' ) (high-low with double vowel i s ex

pected with the second member) 

t l - m o D ( re l ) 'owner ' : / t i / 'be a t ' (as above ? ) , /mo/ 

'person ' (high-low i s expected with the second 

member) 

s o - f S n - s o - f e n 'domestic l ives tock ; bu i ld ings (a new u s a g e ) ' : 

/ s o / ' s t and , bu i ld , r a i s e ( l i v e s t o c k ) ' , / f e n / 

' t h i n g ' (the two forms a r e given as a l t e r n a n t s , 

both commonly used; only the second, which i s r e 

gular , uses the stem form of the verb) 

One other recorded form may appear to be i r r e g u l a r , but i s not : 

/ f l ' a n d e n - j i / 'converging s t r e ams ' : / f l ' a n d e n / ' t w i n s ' , / j i / ' w a t e r ' . 

In t h i s case , the f i r s t member i s i t s e l f a composite base, of a type 

described in 7.4 below; i t ends with the stem / l e n / ' c h i l d ' , which r e 

t a i n s i t s stem tone. 

A sub-type of regular compounds c o n s i s t s of those whose bases i n 

clude th ree steins. In many of these , the f i r s t member i s a free or r e -
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lational noun followed by the relational noun /'o/ 'inside'. Since 

this is not phonologically a separate word in any case, and is not 

written with a hyphen before it, such forms constitute only a minor ad

dition to the above. Examples are: 

fi'a'o-sue 'wild animal': /fi*a/ 'unused land, the bush', 

/sue/ 'animal' 

ku'u'o-tu'u (rel) 'bone marrow': /ku'u/ (rel) 'bone', /tu'u/ 

'oil' 

la'o-ku'c (rel) 'voice, words': /la*/ (rel) 'mouth', /ku'e/ 

(rel) 'sound, voice' 

There are probably a great many more regular compounds whose bases 

consist of three steins than those noted here (which must be carefully 

distinguished from the composite noun bases described in the following 

section). In the following, the tone rule for compounds applies to 

both the second and the third members. The few recorded examples are: 

tb-ki'a-fe 'gift to one's host when he accompanies a guest part 

way home': /*to/ 'stay, leave (behind)', /ki'a/ 

'path, road*, /fe/ 'area beside' 

mai-lu'u-wo'o 'boasting': /mai/ 'insulting speech or actions', 

/lu'u-wo'o/ 'language' (the final member is not 

attested for its independent tones, but compara

tive evidence suggests /wo*o/) 

sll-lu *u-wb'o 'boasting (based on status)': / sli/ 'sit* (thus 

'be rich'), /lu'u-wo'b/ 'language* (as above) 

jao-lu'u-wb'b 'complaining': / jao/ 'become spoiled', /lu'u-wo'b/ 

'language' (as above) 

7.2. A number of nominalizations of object plus verb have been re

corded, and the formation is productive; as noted below, two nominali

zations of subject plus verb, perhaps non-productive, have been recor

ded. In nominalizations of object plus verb, the stem tones of the 

verb are unchanged if they are independently high or high-low; a verb 

whose stem tones are low-high, however, has an alternant with high-high 

in this construction. Both the tonal behavior and the grammatical re

lationships in these composite bases suggest that it is preferable to 

write the object and verb as separate words. Some examples are: 
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/ / maa ke ' t r a i n i n g ' : /maa/ ( re l ) ' t r a i n i n g , upbr ing ing ' , 

AeV •do' 
so kE 'work, working ' : / s o / 'work, l abor , j o b ' , / ke/ 

•do' 

k o ' a l e e 'weaving' : / k o ' a / ' c l o t h ' , / I C E / 'weave' 

kon t i e ' c u t t i n g down t r e e s ' : /kon/ ' t r e e ' , / t i e / ' c u t ' 

l a ' o k i ' i ' s t u t t e r i n g ' : / l a ' ? o / (rel) ' i n s ide of the mouth', 

AW/ 'tie' 
nyoo ben 'a mee t ing ' : /nyoo/ ' t he other one, one a n o t h e r ' , 

/ ben/ 'meet, assemble' 

/ / ' hono r ' : / b e ' e / ( re l ) 'honor, respec t (due to 

one) , / s x i / ' s i t , s e t ' 

t e ' e b i ' a ' umbre l l a ' : / t e ' ' e / ' s u n ' , / " b l ' a / ' c a t ch ' 

An object-verb nominalization, in which the object is itself a com

pound, may be used in sentences like the following; the productivity of 

the formation should be evident from the fact that the probably unpre

cedented sentence (constructed on the eleventh day of work, before re

membering to learn to say 'yes' and 'no') was accepted without ques

tion, and its intended meaning fully understood: 

mo a lu'u-wo'o'o ka'a 1 13 fa'a sa 'I enjoy analyzing langua

ges' (lit., 'studying the inside of people's languages makes my li

ver lie down': /m5 a lu'u-wo'o'o/ 'person's language-inside', 

/ ka'a/ 'learn, study', /!/ (verbal construction marker), /n fa'a/ 

'my liver*, /Rsa/ 'lie down, lay down') 

The two recorded nominalizations of subject plus verb, both with the 

same subject, can only suggest that, in addition to the verb stem ha

ving high tones, the subject noun may have low tones irrespective of 

its stem tones: 

te'e bo 'sunrise': /te'e/ 'sun, / bo/ 'come out* 

te'e j 1 ' 1 'sunset' : /te'e'/ 'sun, /Rji'i/ 'go down* 

7.3. An object-verb nominalization like those described above may 

be used as the first member of a compound, of which the second member 

is the head noun, though not necessarily the logical subject of the 

verb preceding it. The object-verb nominalization retains its indepen

dent tones (and is written without hyphenation), but the compound for-
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mation with the final noun is regular, as defined in 7.1 above, and 

therefore written with hyphenation. About thirty-five bases of this 

type have been recorded, over half of which are agentives with the noun 

/mo/ 'person'. The formation is productive, and undoubtedly countless 

more combinations are used or could be invented. Some examples are: 

bu ' o bo-bo' 1 'laxative': /bu'b/ (rel) 'abdomen, stomach, /Rbd/ 

*go out, remove', /bo'i/ 'medicine' 

fe'n lon-bo'o (rel) 'right hand': /fe'n/ 'thing', /Rldn/ 'eat', 

/bo»o/ (rel) 'hand, arm' 

f i ' a l on -moo ' h u n t e r ' : / f i ' a / 'unused land, the bush ' , / Ion/ 

' e n t e r ' , /mo/ 'person ' 

kka" ke-moo ' t h i e f : /kaaV ' s t e a l i n g ' , / \ ( / ' d o ' , /m5/ 'pe rson ' 

s e n e ke-moo ' f a rmer ' : / s e n e / 'farm' (and as above) 

k a ' a k e - k e n 'school b u i l d i n g ' : /ka*a/ ' l e a r n i n g , educa t ion ' , 

/ ke / ' d o ' , /ken / 'house, bu i ld ing ' 

k o ' a l e e - f e n ' loom' : A o ' a ' / ' c l o t h ' , / l e e / 'weave ' , / f e n / 

' t h i n g ' 

kd t i e - b k k ' cou r thouse ' : / kd / 'ma t t e r , c a s e ' , / t i c / ' c u t , de 

c i d e ' , / b a a / 'unwalled s h e l t e r ' 

j i f t ma-konde ' f i sh ing b i r d ' : / j i f e / ' w a t e r ' s edge ' , / ma/ ' a c t 

o n ' , /kbnde/ ' b i r d ' 

One form in t h i s category shows i r r e g u l a r tones in the i n i t i a l noun: 

j e ' e l dn -moo 'town c r i e r ' : / j e ' e / ' s h o u t i n g ' , / ldn/ ' e n t e r ' , 

/mo/ 'person ' 

7.4. A few nouns are clearly derived from two stems, but the stems 

are joined in such a way that it is impossible to recognize a boundary 

that can be indicated by space or a hyphen. A still smaller number of 

nouns that could be interpreted as two-word phrases are included here 

by analogy. All of these include an intervocalic nasal-oral sequence, 

voiced throughout, which is indistinguishable from such sequences with

in a stem (cf. 1.5). Most of these are derived from phrases consisting 

of a free noun plus a relational noun. One, however, is apparently de

rived from an unidentified stem which must be a free noun, plus an ad

jective. Two others could be interpreted as regular compounds, and one 

follows the rules for regular compounds except that the second member 
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i s a verb , which i s not t yp i ca l of regular compounds. 

Three of these have a de r iva t ive of / k a ' a / ( re l ) 'back, area behind, 

area under* as t h e i r second member, with i t s i n i t i a l consonant voiced: 

k a n g o ' o ( re l ) ' t h r o a t ' : /kan / ( re l ) 'neck' 

k e n g o ' s ( re l ) ' s o l e of the f o o t ' : / keg / ( re l ) ' foot* 

k e n g o ' o ' u r i n e ' : / k e g / 'house ' ( r e f l ec t ing a common p rac 

t i c e ) ; cf. /kene k o ' o / 'behind the house ') 

Three more of these add (or appear to add; the de r iva t ions are not 

c l ea r in every case) a nasal before the second member, which i s / l e n / 

' c h i l d ' in each one: 

k a ' a n d e n ' s t u d e n t ' : / k a ' a / ' l e a r n i n g , educat ion ' 

f i ' a n d e n ' t w i n s ' : (the f i r s t member i s thought to be r e l a t e d 

to / f e * a / ' t w o ' , in s p i t e of the d i f ference in the 

f i r s t vowel) 

k p i ' a n d e n 'boy-f r iend, g i r l - f r i e n d ' : (the f i r s t member i s not 

identifiable) 

One somewhat similar noun may be a unitary stem, but it is also pos

sible that it is derived from an unidentified noun /fen/ or /fe/ plus 

an adjective stem /kpe/ 'white', the initial consonant of which is 

voiced: 

feggbe 'white shirting, broadcloth' 

Three similar forms follow the rule for regular compounds, and might 

be so written except that, in compounds, nasal-oral sequences at the 

hyphen-marked boundary do not seem to be so consistently identical with 

stem-medial sequences; otherwise, the first of these could even be an 

ordinary phrase consisting of noun plus adjective: 

kando'i 'sapling': /kSn/ * tree', /lo'1/ 'young, undeveloped' 

lendo ' i 'baby': /leg/ 'child', /lo'i/ (as above) 

kundSn 'headache': /kun/ (rel) 'head', /Rlun/ 'hurt' 

Finally, two more forms are included here because of the same nasal-

oral sequences; the first of these clearly is, and the second undoubted

ly was at one time, free noun plus relational noun. These are: 

kenda'a 'doorway': /ken/ 'house', /la/ (rel) 'mouth, open

ing, entrance', /-'a/ (rel, association) 
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/\ kundii (rel) 'hair': /kun/ (rel) 'head'; the second member 

is not used independently, but undoubtedly once re

ferred to hair other than on the head; at present, 

even body hair or animal hair is called /kundii/ 

7.5. In another small group of nouns whose bases consist of two 

stems, the second member has high tones (compare the rule for regular 

compounds, 7.1 above). Somewhat arbitrarily, these few forms are writ

ten without space or hyphen. In two cases there are medial nasal-oral 

sequences which cannot conveniently be divided. In one case, on the 

other hand, this convention results in a word-medial (but not stem-

medial) /l/, which is written as such and cannot be elided; in another 

case, a medial /nk/ appears, which is impossible within a stem. The 

recorded cases are: 

kendo'I (rel) 'toe': /ken/ (rel) 'foot', /lo1!/ 'young, un

developed" (compare the regular compound /bo'o-

lo'i/ 'finger'; strangely, the formations are dis

tinctly different) 

kungbengbe 'month of misty rain' (about June?) : /kun/ (rel) 

'head', /kpe/ 'white' (voiced initially and redu

plicated; beads of misty rain on the hair give a 

whitish appearance) 

bee leg (rel) 'nephew, niece': /bee/ (rel) 'maternal un

cle', /leg/ 'child' (but the phrase /q bee leg/ 

'my cousin (maternal uncle's child)' is a diffe

rent formation) 

kamakpo'o 'kind of medicinal bark (thick like elephant hide)': 

/kama/ 'elephant', /kpo'o/ (rel) 'skin' (compare 

the regular compound /kama-kpo'o/ 'elephant hide' 

and the phrase /kama kpo*o/ 'an elephant's hide 

(of a live elephant)' 

fandekpo'o 'skein of yarn': /fande/ 'cotton, thread', /kpo'o/ 

(rel) 'skin', (free) 'paper' (there is apparently 

no question of a confusion between English 'skein' 

and 'skin') 

wooju'u 'vine (sp)*: /woo/ (unidentified), /ju'u/ 'vine' 

(several other compounds with /ju*u/ are regular) 
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f a n d e k o n 

S O J D I ] 

kpogke 

k o ' l k p e 

' co t ton p l a n t ; s p o o l ' : / f ande / ' c o t t o n ' , A o n / 

' t r e e / p l a n t , wood, s t i c k ' 

•donkey': / s 5 / 'horse* , / j o n / ' s lave* (?) 

'gray monkey': /kpon/ 'monkey', second member un

identified 

'serval (or other species similar to leopard)': 

/ko'i/ 'leopard', second member unidentified 

7.6. About thirty nouns with fully reduplicated stems have been re

corded; in no case does the unreduplicated stem occur by itself. In 

most cases, the tones as well as the consonants and vowels of the two 

parts are identical; six, however, have the tones of regular compounds 

(7.1 above), and two have high tones with the second part (7.5 above). 

In one case, a word-medial /l/ (for some speakers [tf]), which cannot be 

elided, must be written. There is some suggestion of a semantic fea

ture associated with reduplication; several of these nouns, though not 

all of them, refer directly or indirectly to numerous items, or to re

peated actions or motions. Some examples are: 

boniboni 

soisoi 

hfih*t 

n y o i n y o i 

s i k o s i k o 

waawaa 

'gnats* 

'mosquitos ' 

'crow' 

"owl • 

'measles1 

'h iccoughing' 

'whisper ing ' 

g b e n g b e g 

kpokpa 

g a g g a n 

l e e l e e 

gboggbon. 

f o o f o o 

me erne e 

' bass drum' 

'hammer' 

•s t ing ray ' 

• f i sh (ap) ' 

' ok ra ' 

' con t a ine r , load ' 

'mi r ro r , g l a s s ' 

There are also a few reduplicated forms in which the initial voice

less consonant of the first part is reflected in the second part by a 

voiced nasal-oral sequence; e.g.. 

kpengbe bed' kpengbe 'frog' 

7.7. Finally, in Vai as probably in languages in general, there are 

a number of phrases which, while they do not present any special gram

matical problem, may deserve mention as constituting lexical units. 

Phrases of this type are often classified as "idiomatic." A few exam

ples are: 

paa kena ' s p i d e r , "old man sp ide r ' " (/kena/ alone i s a l so 
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' s p i d e r ' ; / paa / does not occur a lone; cf. English 

"daddy long-legs") 

paa n y e n g e s e 'praying mant i s ' 

k p o ' o l e g ' l e t t e r ' : / k p o ' o / ' p a p e r ' , / l e g / ' c h i l d ' 

kpo *o ba 'envelope*: A p o ' o / ' p a p e r ' , / b a / ( re l ) 'mother ' 

keg ku'ndu 'groundhog' (?) ( l i t . , ' s h o r t l e g s ' ) 

sOn kpe 'pu t ty-nose monkey' ( l i t . , 'whi te nose ' ) 



CHAPTER 8 

FREE NOUN PHRASES 

8.1. In the course of defining free nouns as a category distinct 

from relational nouns (6.1-5 above), it was necessary or at least con

venient to include descriptions of possessive constructions, a "speci

fic" suffix, and phrases indicating individuated plurality. Other free 

noun modifiers, in the order in which they occur after the noun, are 

qualificative attributives, numerals, and demonstratives. 

About half of the recorded qualificative attributives are unitary 

stems. Examples of nouns plus such attributives are: 

samba nama 

kpo'o ko*D 

sue ku' a 

ko1a ta'a 

fi'a lo'i 

a new basket' 

an old book' 

raw meat' 

torn cloth* 

young bush' 

kai kundu 

kon. lekpe 

ken. ba 

kai nyama 

ki' a nyama 

'a short man' 

•a flexible stick' 

'a large house' 

'a tall man' 

'a bad road' 

Reduplication or optional reduplication is attested in a few cases: 

ki'a kpusakpusa 'a bumpy road' 

gbeggbe'e jee(jee) 'a rough plank' 

Most other qualificative attributives are derived from verb stems by 

a suffix /-'e/. In these forms, stems whose lexical tones are low-high 

have the alternant tones low-low; stems whose lexical tones are high-

low generally have the alternant tones high-high, but a possible regu

lar exception is recorded in the case of a monosyllabic stem with final 

/n/', and there are two exceptions in stems of presumed non-Vai origin. 

Examples are: 

mo sli'e 'a rich person': / s\(/ 'sit' (a rich person does 

not have to work, but can just sit down) 

] l k i m a ' e 

k o ' a noo*e 

'cold w a t e r ' : / kima/ 'be cold ' 

' d i r t y c l o t h ' : / R noo/ 'be d i r t y ' 

[ 66 ] 



Free Noun Phrases 67 

b o ' i k o n a ' e ' b i t t e r medic ine ' : / kona/ 'be b i t t e r ' 

l u m b o ' o l o ' a ' e a sour o range ' : / l o ' a / 'be sour" 

k a i t o o ' e 'a f a t man ' : / t o o / *be f a t ' 

kbndo k p c e ' e 'hard wood': / kpee/ 'he hard ' (of ' i n s i d e ' ) 

kon. t a n d e 'a s t r a i g h t s t i c k ' : / R t a q / 'be s t ra igh t* 

k b ' a z e n e ' e ' c lean c l o t h ' : / R zene / 'be c lean ' 

k b ' a d h o g b o ' e 'wet c l o t h ' : /Rdhogbo/ ' ge t wet' 

In two recorded cases , a t t r i b u t i v e s are c l e a r l y r e l a t ed to verbs , 

and end in /ma/ , but no regular r u l e can be s t a t ed for the formation in 

other r e s p e c t s : 

k b ' a kpeema 'white c l o t h ' : / kpe/ 'be whi te , l i g h t colored ' 

k b ' a f i i m a 'black c l o t h ' : / R f i n / 'be b lack, dark colored ' 

In a few other cases , a t t r i b u t i v e s a re formed with the suff ix / - ' e / 

as above, but what precedes i s more than a mere verb stem; the fu l l 

s igni f icance of the de r iva t ion i s unc lea r . Examples a r e : 

k i ' a bu k b ' b y a a ' e ' a wide r o a d ' ; cf. / k i ' a a bu k b ' b / ' t he road 

i s wide1 : / k b ' o / 'be l a r g e ' 

k i ' a bu l o o y a a ' e 'a narrow r o a d ' : cf. / k i ' a i bu loo / ' t h e road 

i s ' n a r r o w ' : / l oo / 'be smal l ' ( / k i ' a a bu/ 

•the r o a d ' s width ' ) 

L i t t l e e f fo r t was made to e l i c i t sequences of two or more a t t r i b u 

t i v e s a f t e r a noun. k Such sequences are not commonly used, but the 

following were recorded as samples: 

wu 'u f l i m a k e ' e m a 'a la rge black dog' 

wu 'u k e ' e m a f i i m a 

w u ' u - b a k e ' e m a 'a huge dog' 

cf . : wu 'u f i ima ' ' a black dog* 

wu 'u k e ' e m a 'a la rge dog' 

w u ' u - b a 

8.2. The numeral forms used in counting and as noun modifiers are 

identical. After counting through five, a special form for 'five' is 

used, and the forms for 'one' through 'four * are added to it to express 

'six' through 'nine'. There is then a new unit for 'ten': 
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l o n d o 

f e ' 

9akpa 

n a a n i 

s o o ' u 

' one ' 

' two ' 

' t h r e e ' 

' f o u r ' 

• f ive• 

s8g l o n d o 

s6n fe ' a 

s6g s a k p a 

son. n a a n i 

tag 

s ix* 

seven* 

eight' 

nine' 

ten' 

The above forms for ' one ' through 'nine* a re added d i r e c t l y to / t a n / 

' t e n ' to express ' e l even ' through 'n ine teen*: 

t a n l o n d o 

t a n f e ' a 

t S n s a k p a 

t a n n a a n i 

t a g s o o ' u 

' e l even ' 

' twe lve ' 

' t h i r t e e n ' 

' f ou r t een ' 

' f i f t een* 

t a g son l o n d o 

t a g soi] f e ' a 
. A A * , * 

tag sog sakpa 
. A * ' ' % 
tag sog naani 

'sixteen' 

'seventeen' 

'eighteen' 

'nineteen' 

The expression for ' twenty ' i s /mo bande/ , l i t e r a l l y 'an e n t i r e per 

son ' , presumably (though by no means in any naive , "pr imi t ive" way) r e 

f e r r i ng to the t o t a l number of f ingers and t o e s . The lower numerals 

are then added t o t h i s phrase a f t e r a form / ako / (here wr i t t en as one 

word, though almost su re ly o r i g i n a l l y from / a ko/ ' i t s back, behind i t , 

a f t e r i t ' ) . Twenties a re mul t ip l i ed ( e . g . , /mo sakpa bande/ ' s i x t y ' ) * 

and lower numerals added, through ' n i n e t y - n i n e ' . E . g . : 

mo b a n d e ako l o n d o 

mh bande ako sOg s a k p a 

mo b a n d e ako t&g 

mo b a n d e ako t a g s o o ' u 

m5 f e ' a bande 

fe'a bande ako tag 

fe'a bande ako tag sog fe'a 

sakpa bande ako tag soo'u 

naani bande ako tag sog naani 

'twenty-one' 

'twenty-eight' 

'thirty' 

'thirty-five' 

'forty' 

'fifty' 

'fifty-seven' 

'seventy-five' 

•ninety-nine' 

What was probably originally a system that continued according to 

this pattern through 399 (or perhaps 199) has been simplified by the 

adoption of the English word 'hundred', in the form /hondo/, which 

forms the basis for higher additions and multiplications. E.g., 

hondo londo ako mo bande 

hondo" f e ' a ' 

'one hundred twenty' 

'two hundred' 
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hondo fe'a ako m3 fe'a bande ako tan soo'u 'two hundred 

fifty-five" 

hondS son naani 'nine hundred' 

Similarly, the English word 'thousand' has been adopted in the form 

/tausun/. 

As noted above, these numerals are used after nouns as modifiers. 

If the noun has an attributive modifier, the numeral follows it. E.g.: 

ken fe'a 'two houses' 

kpo'o mo bande ako soo'u 'twenty-five books' 

samba nam a sakpa "three new baskets' 

kai nyama son fe'a 'seven tall men' 

Numerals may be used after the specific form of a noun with a parti

tive meaning. For other combinations of modifiers, see B.6 below. 

E.g., 

kene fe'a 'two of the houses' 

8.3. The monetary system constitutes a set of free noun phrases 

which may conveniently be included at this point. As in all other Li-

berian languages, the monetary system reflects the British system of 

pounds and shillings, from a time when the pound sterling was the equi

valent of four dollars (American or Liberian). The shilling, equiva

lent of twenty cents, is now divided into twenty cents rather than 

twelve pence. There are, however, special terms for five cents, ten 

cents, and fifteen cents, reflecting the British threepence, six pence, 

and nine pence. The Vai monetary units are: 

1 ' * kapa 
- * 
fon 

nei 

'cent' 

'five cents' 

"ten cents' 

eetin 

se 'en 

P3Q 

"fifteen cents' 
1 twenty cents' 

"four dollars' 

A form /pata/ 'dollar' is also sometimes used. The form /eetin/ is 

clearly adopted from English 'eighteen', and originally referred to 

eighteen half-penny pieces, making nine pence. The pattern followed 

in using these terms is illustrated by the following: 
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k a p a l o n d o 14 s e ' e q b n d o e e t i i ] 354 

k a p a f e ' a 24 s e ' » e n f e ' a ' 404 

k a p a n a a n i 44 s e ' e q r e ' a n e i k a p a f e ' a 524 

f o g 54 s e ' e n f e ' a e e t i n 554 

f o g k a p a l o n d o 64 s e ' e q s a k p a 604 

f o n k a p a n a a n i 94 s e ' e n . s a k p a e e t i g 754 

n e i 104 s e ' e g s o o ' u S I . 00 

n e i k a p a f e ' a 124 s e ' e g s 8 n f e ' a n e i $1 .50 

e e ' t l g 154 s e ' e g tan, $2.00 

e e t i n k a p a s a k p a 184 s e ' e n . t an . f e ' a n e i $2.50 

s e ' e n l o n d o 204 s e ' e n . t 3 n sQn f e ' a n e / $3 .50 

s e ' e n . l o n d o k a p a f e ' a 224 s e ' e n . t a n s o n s a k p a 

s e ' e n l o n d o fon. 254 e e t i n . $3.75 

s e ' e n . l o n d o f o n p o n l o n d o $4 .00 

k a p a l o n d o 264 p 3 g l o n d o s e * e g t a g $6 .00 

s e ' ' e n l o n d o n e i 304 p o q f e ' a $9 .00 

8 . 4 . In some r e s p e c t s , t h e grammar of numera ls i s s i m i l a r t o t h a t 

of r e l a t i o n a l nouns . Like r e l a t i o n a l nouns , numera ls immedia te ly f o l 

low a noun stem o r p h r a s e ; i n a d d i t i o n , they may be used a f t e r t h e stem 

form of a p ronoun . Unl ike r e l a t i o n a l nouns , however, t hey may t a k e t h e 

s p e c i f i c s u f f i x w i t h i t s o r d i n a r y semant i c s i g n i f i c a n c e . E . g . , 

mo f e ' a ' two p e o p l e ' a n u f e ' a a ' b o t h of them1 

mo f e ' a a ' t h e two people* a n u s a k p a ' t h r e e of them* 

mu f e ' a ' two of u g ' anu t S q e ' t h e t e n of them' 

In t h e l i g h t of t h e s e u s a g e s , c e r t a i n o t h e r words wi th q u a n t i t a t i v e 

r e f e r e n c e may be t r e a t e d t o g e t h e r w i t h the a c t u a l a r i t h m e t i c numera l s . 

These i n c l u d e t h e f o l l o w i n g : 

b o o ' some ' g b i ' a l l ' 

k u ' u n 'amount , number o f kama 'how many?' 

k u ' u m b a ' a l o t o f ( / k u ' u n / k i ' i 'number o f ( in r e l a -

p l u s / b a / ' l a r g e ' ) t i v e c l a u s e s ) 

Some usages of t h e s e a r e a s f o l l o w s : 

i b o 5 b o n u u ' t a k e some of f ( t h e r e ) ' (commonly, 

' r e d u c e t h e p r i c e ' ) 
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a boo 'some of i t ' 

mo boo nu 'some people ' 

kb ' aa boo 'some of the c l o t h ' 

anu k u ' u n k o ' o ' t h e r e are a l o t of them' ( l i t . , 

' t h e i r number i s l a r g e ' ) 

k b ' b k u ' u n ma k b ' o ' r i c e i s n ' t p l e n t i f u l ' 

m 3 ku 'umba n a ' a 'a l o t of people came' 

a l a g b i s a n d a ' h e ' s going to buy a l l of i t ' 

n w o ' o ' a anu g b i ' a *I want a l l of them* 

mo g b i 'everyone' 

kama nu 'how much i s i t ? ' (of p r ice ) 

kpb*b kama mu a ' a a sag 'how many books did he buy?" 

£ ma a so a ' a samba ' I d o n ' t know how many baskets he 

k i ' i mu san bought1 (/mu/ marks r e l a t i v e s ) 

8 .5 . Ordinal numerals are formed with a suff ix / - n a / . There i s a 

spec ia l form for ' f i r s t 1 , but the suff ix i s added to the forms for 

' two ' through ' f i v e ' , and ' t e n ' (the only ins tances which were r eco r 

ded) . The numeral stems in these forms appear with low tones through

out . Ordinals are usua l ly used with the spec i f i c su f f ix , and are so 

c i t ed in the following examples: 

ken s e n j e n a a ' t h e f i r s t house' 

k i ' a f e ' a n a a ' t h e second road1 

mo s a k p a n a a ' t h e t h i r d person ' 

s ag n a a n i n a a ' t h e fourth year1 

t e ' e s b b ' u n a a ' t h e f i f t h day' 

k a ' o t a n - n a a ' t h e ten th month' 

8 .6 . There are two demonstrative modif iers , /met/ ' t h i s and /menuu/ 

' t h a t * . When used a f t e r a numeral higher than one, i t i s the numeral 

which i n d i c a t e s p l u r a l i t y . E .g . , 

n i l mee ' t h i s cow' 

n\£ sakpa mee 'these three cows' 

ba menuu 'that goat' 

ba naani menuu 'those four goats' 

If there is no other indication of plurality, however, the demon

stratives may be pluralized by the addition of the individuated plural 
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marker /nu/: 

ma mee nu 'these people1 mo menuu nu 'those people' 

Demonstratives and the specific suffix are mutually exclusive; only 

one can be used in a noun phrase. Similarly, the marker /nu/ and nume

rical pluralization are mutually exclusive. It should be noted, how

ever, that a demonstrative follows a numeral but precedes /nu/, as does 

the specific suffix. The following are illustrative of noun phrases 

using as many of the above types of modifiers as possible:1" 

samba nama fe'aX 'the two new baskets' 

samba nama fe'a mee 'these two new baskets1 

samba nam a a nu 'the (various) new baskets' 

samba nama mee nu 'these new baskets' 

6.7. Nouns, and only nouns, may be conjoined by /be/ 'and': 

kaie be musue 'the man and the woman1 

musue be a a len 'the woman and her child' 

lende nama be lende ko's 'a new car and an old car' 

If one or both of the conjoined items is a pronoun, however, quite a 

different construction is used. The first member is a plural pronoun, 

expressing the personal reference and the plurality of the group: /mu/ 

'we', /wo/ 'you1, or /anu/ 'they'. This is followed by /fe'a/, perhaps 

here best equated with 'including'; it is certainly the numeral 'two', 

but phrases of this type often refer to more than two members. The fi

nal member of the phrase is a noun or a pronoun followed by /wa/ (cf. 

6.9 above); if this final member is singular, the total group numbers 

two, but if it is plural the total group numbers more than two. If the 

first member of the group is first person, /mu/, the final member may 

be either second or third person; if the first member is second or 

third person, /wo/ or /anu/, the final member can be only third person. 

The possibilities permitted by this structure are illustrated in the 

following: 

mu fe'a I wa 'you and I' 

mu fe'a a wa 'he/she and I1 

mu fe'a wo wa 'you (pi) and I, you and we' 

mu fe'a anu wa 'they and I, he and we, they and we1 
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wo r e ' a a wa 

wo f e ' a a n u wa 

a n u f e ' a a wa 

a n u f e ' a a n u wa 

mu f e ' a 

mu 

wo 

f e ' a n 

f e ' a 

wo f e ' a 

a n u f e ' a 

f a wa 

f a nu 

f a wa 

f a nu 

wa 

wa 

a n u f e ' a 

a f a wa 

a f a nu wa 

anu f e ' a a n u f a wa 

anu f e ' a a n u f a nu wa 

wo f e ' a j o wa t a a ' a 

' h e / s h e and you ( s g ) ' 

' h e and you ( p i ) , t h ey and you ' 

' h e / s h e and h e / s h e ' 

' h e / s h e and t h e y , t hey and they* 

'my f a t h e r and I ' 

'my f a t h e r and we" 

•you (sg) and your f a t h e r ' 

•you (p i ) and your (sg) f a t h e r ' 

' h e and h i s f a t h e r ' 

' t h e y and h i s f a t h e r ' 

' he and t h e i r f a t h e r ' 

' t h e y and t h e i r f a t h e r ' 

'who (sg) went wi th you ( s g ) 7 ' 

This is the only way in which personal accompaniment can be expressed, 

as reflected in the translation of the last of the above. 

8.8. Disjunction is expressed by the form /oo/, adopted from Eng

lish 'or*. A longer form /oozl/, the last part of which presumably 

comes from Mende, is sometimes used. Apparently no inherited expres

sion of disjunction is in current use. 

Disjunctive expressions appear to be only closed — i.e., to permit 

a choice only between the alternatives named. In a question, open dis

junction is implied by adding /oo mbe/ 'or what?'. The following il

lustrations appear to exhaust the possibilities; in the English equiva

lents, nonstandard punctuation is deliberately used to make the inten

ded English intonations unambiguous: 

'What is it. A sheep? or a goat.' 

'Is it a sheep? or a goat.' 

'Do you want rice? or sweet pota

toes .' 

'Do you want rice? or sweet pota

to mbe. toes? or what.* 

mbe mu. 

baawa mu. 
/ \ . /, \ 
I wo *o ' a 

baawa oa 

OD ba . 

ko'o 'a? 

ba. 

i wo'o* a ko'a 'a? OD jowo? 



CHAPTER 9 

NONVERBAL PREDICATIONS 

manjaa 

nga ta 

j o mu 

mbe mu 

gga ta 

mu 

mu 

man 

9.1. Two types of predications are nonverbal in the sense that the 

predicative words used in them do not enter into the variety of con

structions characteristic of verbs. These are "identificative" and 

"copulative" predications. 

The simplest and most obvious kind of identificative predication 

consists, in the affirmative, of a noun or noun phrase followed by the 

identificative morpheme /mu/ 'it is'. The negative counterpart uses 

/maa/ 'it is not*. E.g., 

ba mu 'it's a goat" 

' i t ' s the c h i e f 

' i t ' s mine' 

'who i s i t ? ' 

'what i s i t ?* 

* i t ' s not mine' 

An i d e n t i f i c a t i v e p red ica t ion may a l so include a reference to tha t 

which i s being i d e n t i f i e d . Such a reference may precede the i d e n t i f i 

ca t ion ; there i s l i t t l e i f any pause, but the in tonat ion appears to 

j u s t i f y the use of a comma. A l t e rna t i ve ly , such a reference may follow 

the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , in which case i t i s followed by the r e l a t i o n a l par 

t i c l e / ' a / . Thus: 

t i c menuu, nga t a mu ' t h a t chicken i s mine* 

n g a t a m u t i c m e n u u ' a 

k o ' a l e e , k a i s a - k e mu *weaving i s a man's job ' 

k a i s s - k e m u k o ' a l e e ' a 

Identificative predication is also used with a number of words with 

qualificative reference. This is, however, by no means the only con

struction used for qualificative description. Qualificatives may be 

[ 74 ] 
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recognized not only as a semantic c l a s s , but a l so as a grammatical 

c l a s s in t h a t they enter in to both p red ica t ive and a t t r i b u t i v e con

s t r u c t i o n s (cf. 8.1 above). Different q u a l i f i c a t i v e s , however, a re 

used in four d i f f e r en t p red ica t ive cons t ruc t i ons . The assignment of 

one q u a l i f i c a t i v e to one cons t ruc t ion , and another to another cons t ruc 

t i o n , appears to be completely a r b i t r a r y . Of those which are used in 

i d e n t i f i c a t i v e cons t ruc t ions , several are un i t a ry stems; a somewhat 

l a rge r number, however, are derived from verb stems by the suff ix / - ' e / . 

For a l l q u a l i f i c a t i v e s in t h i s c l a s s , the a t t r i b u t i v e form i s i d e n t i c a l 

with the form used in p r e d i c a t i o n s . In these p r e d i c a t i o n s , the q u a l i 

f i c a t i v e i s preceded by a noun or noun phrase , or by the stem form of 

a pronoun. Examples a r e : 

l u m b o ' o S b u ' u mu ' t he orange i s unr ipe ' 

samba mee nama mu ' t h i s basket i s new' 

a l o ' i mu 'he i s young' 

a k u ' a mu ' i t i s raw' 

k a i e k l ' a ' e mu ' t h e man i s s i ck ' 

k i ' a a n a m a a ' e mu ' t h e road i s s l ippery* 

k o ' a a d h o g b o ' e mu ' t h e c lo th i s wet' 

a m a ' o ' e mu 'he i s ashamed' 

a k l ' a ' e maa "he i s n ' t s i ck ' 

samba mee nama maa ' t h i s basket i s n ' t new* 

In the af f i rmat ive only, i d e n t i f i c a t i v e p red ica t ion i s a l so the nor

mal form of t o p i c a l i z a t i o n , which wi l l be discussed more fu l ly a t a l a 

t e r po in t ; a few simple examples w i l l serve to i l l u s t r a t e t h i s for the 

p resen t : 

kunu mu a n a ' a ' i t was yesterday t ha t he came' 

samba mee mu n a ' a a s ag ' i t was t h i s basket t h a t I bought 

w o ' e ( i t ) today' 

With reference to pas t t ime, i d e n t i f i c a t i o n may be expressed in the 

same way, with the addi t ion of an adverb. E . g . , 

j 3 mu wi 'who was i t ( jus t now)?* 

j S mu k e ' e m a 'who was i t (some time ago)? ' 

j 3 mu n l 'who was i t (long ago)? ' 

a k i ' a ' e mu wi 'he was sick (not long ago) ' 
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With q u a l i f i c a t i v e s r however, verbal p red ica t ions a re frequently 

used for pas t a s well as o ther non-present r e fe rences . E .g . , 

a k i ' a ' a 'he got sick* 

a m a ' o ' a 'he was ashamed* 

a i m a ' o ' a 'he wi l l be ashamed* 

k o ' a a d h o g b o ' a ' t he c lo th i s going to ge t wet' 

With nouns (which, of course , may be modified by q u a l i f i c a t i v e s ) , 

verbal p red ica t ions using an expression meaning 'become', / t i . . . ko / , 

axe a l so used for o ther than presen t re fe rence : 

a l t i ' a man j a a ko 'he w i l l be(come) the c h i e f 

a l t i ' a mo s i i ' e ko 'he w i l l be(come) a r i ch man* 

9 .2 . Copulative p red ica t ion i s the jo in ing of two cons t ruc t ions by 

a copula, the most important of which i s / b e / in the aff i rmat ive and 

/ b e ' e / in the negat ive . These are used p r imar i ly , though not exclu

s ive ly , in expressions of l oca t ion . The loca t ive cons t i tuen t may be a 

s ing le word with loca t ive re fe rence , but i s very commonly a r e l a t i o n a l 

noun phrase . The copula may be preceded by a noun or noun phrase , or 

by the stem form of a pronoun. Examples a r e : 

anu bE n£e ' they are he re ' 

q fa be D h u k o ' o 'my fa ther i s in Monrovia' 

l o n g o bE kone ma ' t h e r e ' s a chameleon on the t r e e ' 

a bE sSne k o ' D ' i t ' s under the rock' 

a be s e n s k p a a ' o ' i t ' s behind the rock' 

f eo be a ' a 'he has asthma' 

g ba b e ' e nuu 'my mother i s n ' t t h e r e ' 

w u ' u l b e ' e kene fo ' t he dog i s n ' t in the house' 

k o ' o b e ' e q b o ' o ' I d o n ' t have r ice* 

mbe* ko be nuu 'what news i s there the re7 ' (a corn-

quest ion a f t e r greet ing) 

k a s e b e ' e Kamba mal ' t h e r e ' s no blame on God' (answer 

to the above) 

A rather small number of qualificatives are used in copulative pre

dications; there is no indication that these are or ever were locative 

in meaning. All of the qualificatives in this class are unitary stems; 

none is derived from a verb. The attributive forms are identical with 
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the forms used in p r ed i ca t i ons , though a few of them (with a suggestion 

of mul t ip le re fe rence , as 'bumpy') may be redupl ica ted as a t t r i b u t i v e s . 

Examples a r e : 

kone be l e k p e ' t h e s t i c k i s f l e x i b l e ' 

k a i e be kundu ' t he man i s sho r t ' 

a be gba ' i t i s d i f f e r e n t ' 

a be l a a * i t i s l i g h t (in weight) ' 

a be l e f e ' i t i s th in (as sheet m e t a l ) ' 

k5ne b e ' e l e k p e ' t he s t i ck i s n ' t f l e x i b l e ' 

a b e ' e kundu 'he i s n ' t sho r t ' 

Also used in copulat ive p red ica t ions are q u a l i f i c a t i v e ideophones; 

no d e f i n i t i o n of ideophones i s suggested a t t h i s po in t , but the follow

ing are examples: 

k a i raenuu be tamutamu " tha t man i s staggering* 

k i ' a a be c o i c a i ' t he road i s a muddy mess' 

kpondoe be c o k p o c o k p o ' t h e "soup" i s r e a l l y sl imy' 

From one very important po in t of view, expressions r e f e r r i ng to a c 

t ion going on a t present should be considered nonverbal p r ed i ca t i ons , 

s p e c i f i c a l l y copulat ive p red i ca t ions of the l oca t i ve type i l l u s t r a t e d 

above. There i s evidence in any number of Niger-Congo languages, i n 

cluding other Mande languages, t ha t expressions of present ac t ion are 

inheren t ly loca t ive (see Welmers 1973, pp. 312-15, 324). The evidence 

in Vai i s unambiguous. F i r s t , the cons t ruc t ion uses the af f i rmat ive 

copula / b e / or i t 9 negative counterpar t / b o ' c / . Second, the verb stem 

i s followed by a suff ix / - n a / , which i s amply a t t e s t e d in o ther combi

nat ions as l oca t i ve in meaning: e . g . , /bo-na / ' t h e place one comes from 

or has come from'. What i s s p e c i f i c a l l y p red ica t ive about expressions 

for present ac t ion i s not the verb stem, but the copula. Simple exam

ples a r e : 

a be t a a - n a nuu ' h e ' s going t h e r e ' 

anu be n y i e l o n - n a ' t h e y ' r e ea t ing f i s h ' 

a b e ' e n a - n a 'he i s n ' t coming' 

Perhaps in p a r t as a cowardly c a p i t u l a t i o n to t r a d i t i o n a l grammati

cal t rea tments , but a l so in p a r t because the cons t ruc t ion in quest ion 
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involves verb steins and t h e i r tones , ob j ec t s , complements, and other 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of verbal p r e d i c a t i o n s , a f u l l e r t reatment of present 

ac t ion i s included with verbal p red ica t ions in 10 below. 

A few expressions have been recorded t h a t appear to be apocopated 

copula t ive p r e d i c a t i o n s , with nothing following the copula. E .g . , 

Q k p b ' o ' b b e ' e ' I 'm not feel ing we l l ' ( l i t . , ' t h e 

ins ide of my skin i s n ' t ' ) 

With reference t o o ther than the p resen t s i t u a t i o n , r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

l i ke the above are expressed by verbal p r ed i ca t ions , using the verb 

/ R t t / 'be ( a t ) ' . 

Another copula i s / t o n / 'be named, be pr iced a t ' ; there i s no nega

t i v e coun te rpar t . Examples of i t s use a r e : 

i ton, j o 'what ( l i t . 'who') i s your name?' 

g t3n, K o n - k a l 'my name i s Kbq-kai' 

ke t3n, s e ' e g n c i ' t h i s one i s t h i r t y c e n t s ' 

k e f e mee t 3 g s e ' e g f e ' a ' t h i s pineapple i s for ty c e n t s ' 

ko*o p 3 i l o n d o ton, s e ' e n . 'one p in t (= pound) of r i c e i s 

l o n d o fog twenty-five c e n t s ' 



CHAPTER 10 

VERBAL PREDICATIONS 

10.1. Verbal predications, including here the expressions for pre

sent action mentioned in 9.2 above, are predications which use a verb 

stem, as opposed to simply a particle or a copula. Verb stems may be 

formally defined as forms which occur with a particular set of affixes; 

the individual affixes will be identified along with the description of 

different verbal constructions in the following sections. 

Only one verb stem has been found which ever appears in an utterance 

in exactly the form that must be used for purposes of lexical identifi

cation. This is /taa/ 'go', which by itself constitutes a singular im

perative utterance. (For a unique derivation from this stem,see below 

in this section.) Otherwise, every verb stem must be used either with 

a suffix or with low tone replacing its stem tone; this tonal replace

ment is itself considered an affix. It is because of this restriction 

that verb stems are normally cited, in isolation or in minimal utteran

ces, with low tone, which happens to be characteristic of imperatives 

with the exception noted above. Tonal contrasts appear, however, in 

the presence of suffixes. The form used for lexical identification, 

therefore, must include a tone or tone sequence that appears only when 

a suffix is used, but not the suffix itself. It is for this reason 

that, in this study, verb stems with their lexical tones are specially 

indicated by the preposed symbol R: e.g., /Rfaa/ 'die, kill'. Parti

cularly for native speakers of Vai, it is hoped that this convention 

will be a reminder that such forms, though not pronounced as written, 

include essential information about each verb stem. 

The vast majority of verb stems have one or two vowels, in the lat

ter case either with or without an intervocalic consonant. The lexical 

tones, which appear unambiguously before a suffix /-'a/ which is used 

in the future construction, are either low-high, high(-high), or high-

low; roughly the same number of verb stems is recorded with each. No 

t 79 J 
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verb has low{-low) as its stem tone, though as noted above low replaces 

the stem tone of all verbs in certain constructions. Following the 

principle of maximum differentiation, therefore, it is uses like the 

following that establish the forms by which verb stems must be lexical

ly identified: 

R . \ * t i e : a i k o n t i e ' a ' h e ' s going to cut s t i c k s 1 

a l mu k u n e ' a ' h e ' s going to wake us up* 

a l a l E s l ' a "he 's going to catch i t* 

R / / 
kunc 
lcsi 

A few verb steins have three vowels. A majority of these have a dou

ble vowel after the initial consonant, then an intervocalic consonant, 

and a final single vowel, with the stem tones high-high-low. Four of 

the eight recorded stems certainly are, and the rest may be, adopted 

items. These are (with abbreviated glosses in two cases): 

dhoono 'be slow1 luuwu 'inhale steam' 

geende 'drag' paawa pay 

kaama 'stand up' sooko 'push through' 

kpeesi 'remove' tooso 'suffer a sprain* 

Other miscellaneous stems with three vowels are: 

' i n t e r p r e t ' 
R 

m i i n y a 

k o a ' i 

k u m b e ' e 

' f e a r , f r i g h t e n ' 

' t a l k ' 

' r o l l ' 

R _\ / \ 
f a s a i 

R . \ * \ 
j a g g a t a 
l a h i ' l 

'punish phys i ca l l y ' 

l a h i ' i - l a j i ' i ' a d v i s e ' 

A very few verb stems are derived by su f f ixa t ion . One of these i s 

unique: / " t a a y e / 'walk*, from / t a a / ' g o ' ; the high tone of / t a a / i but 

not of the su f f ix , i s re ta ined in the imperative form / t a a y c / . All but 

one of the o the r s i s derived from a small c l a s s of q u a l i f i c a t i v e s (see 

10.8 below) by a suffix / - y a a / . The q u a l i f i c a t i v e r o o t s do not appear 

in any cons t ruc t ion d iagnos t ic for l e x i c a l tone, but the de r iva t ions 

are most simply explained i f the tones of the roots are assumed to be 

low-high. The known cases a r e : 

R j a a y a a 'become spoi led; s p o i l ' (cf. / j a o / ' s p o i l ' ) 

k o ' o y a a 'become l a r g e r ; en large , honor' 

l o o y a a 'become smal ler ' 

k p e ' e y a a 'become harder ' 

j a n j a a 'become longer , t a l l e r ; lengthen ' 
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Finally, there are some reduplicated stems, generally referring to 

extensive or repeated action. For some but not all of these, the unre-

duplicated stems are also attested: 

ki'iki'i 'get tangled up' nlinii 'tickle' 
Rmaamaa 'move around' Rnyenye 'spread out' 

"mu'lmu'l 'turn around and siisil 'pile up' 

around' Ftente'n 'mix with the feet' 
Bncence 'eat slowly and "tiEtie 'cut in pieces' (ob-

appreciatively' ject: /...yo/) 

There are a few instances of nouns related in form and meaning to 

verbs; the noun and the verb stem are usually homophonous, but in one 

instance there is a difference in tone. The noun forms are used as ob-

jects of the verb / ke/, which has the meaning 'do, perform" with a 

number of objects referring to actions; a few of the other nouns used 

with / ke/ have cognates which are verbs in other Mande languages, but 

have no verbal counterparts in Vai. Of the nouns related to verbs, 

some are used with / ke/ to express a general meaning {e.g., 'steal'), 

in contrast with the verb and a specific object (e.g., 'steal a car'). 

The pattern in question here is not sufficiently common to justify a 

generalization to the effect that verbs, or transitive verbs, also have 

nominal usages. At present, it seems preferable to handle the few ca

ses as pairs of separate lexical items. The known instances are the 

following: 

mai 'insulting speech or actions* (cf. / mai/, trans., 'insult'): 

a* a mai ke 'he spoke (or acted) insultingly' 

kaa 'stealing' (cf. / kaa/, trans., 'steal*): 

ai kai ke 'he steals' 

ka'a 'studying, learning' (cf. /Pka*a/, trans., 'study, learn'): 

a be ka'a ke-na 'he's studying' 

gbo'o 'oath' (cf. / gbo'b/, intrans., 'take an oath, swear'; 

trans., 'curse'): a'a gbo'o ke 'he took an oath' 

ki 'sleeping' (cf. /Rki/, intrans., 'sleep'): a'a kl ke 

'he slept'; cf. /Rki/ as a verb: i kl'a bc'cna 'I 

slept well' 

The last of these is also used in an expression referring to state: 
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a be ki *o 'he is asleep* (lit., 'he is in sleep1) 

By analogy with this, a form /so/ 'standing' can also be interpreted as 

a noun, homophonous with the verb / so/ 'stand1; it is similarly used: 

a be so 'o 'he is standing' (i.e.* on his feet, not getting 

to his feet) 

Paralleling the verb / sii/ 'sit', however, there is only a nonhomopho-

nous noun /su/: 

a be su 'o 'he is seated' 

In many related languages, including other Mande languages, expres

sions paralleling the above are best treated as a part of the verbal 

system, as a "stative" construction used with verbs which may refer to 

position. In Vai, however, it is clearly preferable to treat these as 

involving nouns, some of them different from the corresponding verb 

stems. For a different "stative" construction in Vai, see 10.9 below. 

Having thus defined and described verb stems, and having excluded 

certain forms in certain usages from the verbal system as such, it is 

possible to go on to describe the various constructions which function 

as verbal predications. In the following sections, the tern "subject" 

will refer to a noun or noun phrase, or to a pronoun in its stem form 

unless otherwise noted, in most verbal constructions, the subject is 

followed by a "construction marker." A further detail should be obvi

ous by now: the object of a verb precedes the verb. 

10.2. The first verbal construction to be considered will be la

belled "situational." This construction is used only with intransitive 

verbs, many of which are active but some qualificative in meaning. 

With a verb indicating action, the situational refers simply to an ac

tion in the past, with no reference to or implication concerning its 

results or its effect on the present.16 The statement of action merely 

defines the situation at the past time in question. For example, the 

situational predication /g kune'a/ 'I woke up1 is appropriate whether 

or not the speaker went back to sleep; it may refer to waking up once, 

perhaps because of a noise, or (with further information added) to wa

king up repeatedly during the night. By contrast, the "completive" 

predication (see 10.7 below) /na'a kune/ may also be translated 'I woke 
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up'/ but with the implication that the speaker stayed awake after that 

time; it may also be the equivalent of 'I have waked up* or 'I am 

awake1. The distinction is not a full parallel with the English "past" 

and "perfect" distinction; the most that can be said is that the situa

tional never equates with an English "perfect." The exclusion of tran

sitive verbs from the situational construction reflects the fact that 

action upon an object implies a goal or result of the action, which is 

foreign to the concept of the situational. 

With a verb having qualificative reference, on the other hand, the 

situational refers to the present state of affairs; e.g., /ko'a mee 

zcnc'a/ 'this cloth is clean'. A number of qualificatives require this 

construction; they constitute a third class of qualificatives in terms 

of predicative usage (cf. 9.1,2 above). The attributive counterparts 

of qualificatives in this class are in most cases formed with the suf

fix /->£/, but in a few cases with /-ma/ (cf. 8.1 above). 

In the affirmative situational construction, the subject appears im

mediately before the verb, with no construction marker. The verb stem 

has its lexical tones with no alternation, and takes a suffix /-'a/. 

As noted in 5.1 above, a stem-final /n/ combines with the initial /'/ 

of this suffix as an intervocalic /nd/. Examples of the affirmative 

situational are: 

{ kl'a kama 'how did you sleep?' 

i bS'a raia 'where are you from?* 

anu six1 a 'they sat down, they were seated' 

a ma'o'a 'he was ashamed' 

musue mai s a m b a ' a ' the woman trembled, sh ivered ' 

m a n j a a l o n d a k e g c ' b ' the c h i e f entered the house1 

k o ' a a j S ' a ' the c l o t h i s red ' 

k a i menuu t i o ' a ' t h a t man i s f a t ' 

i b a ' o ' a ' I got b e t t e r ' 

l o q - f e g e banda ' the food i s a l l gone' 

l o n d o ' l e k u n e ' a l i f i e ' o ' the baby woke up during the night* 

k o ' a a k p e ' a ' the c l o t h i s white* 

k b ' a a f £ n d a ' the c l o t h i s b lack' 

ko*a& n o a ' a ' the c l o t h i s d i r t y ' 

b a a n a S k o f u ' a ' the bananas began to rot* 
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a kosu'a *he coughed' 

mo? nu lasonda 'the people gathered together" 

bo* IE kona'a 'the medicine is bitter* 

jie kima'a 'the water is cold* 

lumbo'oe lo'a'a 'the orange is sour* 

kon mee tanda 'this stick is straight' 

In the negative, there is no distinction between the situational and 

the completive (10.7 below). The first and second person plural sub

ject pronouns have alternants with low tone, /mu/ and /wo/; there is a 

construction marker /ma/; and all verb stems have low tones replacing 

their stem tones. The following are negative counterparts of some of 

the above: 

g ma kosu 'I didn't cough' 

mu ma ki be'ena 'we didn't sleep well' 

londb'le ma kune 'the baby didn't wake up' 

ba menuu ma too 'that goat isn't fat' 

kb'a mee ma noo 'this cloth isn't dirty' 

kon mee ma tag 'this stick isn't straight* 

10.3. The affirmative "future" construction uses a construction 

marker /!/ after the subject. For convenience rather than on any defi

nable grounds of linguistic structure, this will be joined to a prece

ding pronoun subject without space, but written as a separate word af

ter a noun subject. There is a special alternant with the first person 

singular pronoun; the combination of the pronoun and the construction 

marker is /mbe/ (apparently with an unusual initial consonantal /mb/, 

not a syllabic nasal before a form homophonous with the copula /be/). 

There is some evidence that the construction marker may at one time 

have had alternants /we/ and /ye/, the first of which might explain the 

first person singular combination /mbe/; perhaps reflecting the second, 

after the second person singular pronoun /i/, /e/ has occasionally been 

heard, but the combination / n / is apparently always acceptable. The 

first and second person plural pronouns have low tone, /mu/ and /wo/. 

The verb stem has its lexical tones with no alternation, and takes a 

suffix /-'a/ as in the situational. A commonly used alternative ex

pression for future action is described in 11.1 below. Examples of the 
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aff i rmat ive future a r e : 

mbe a j 1 ' a ' a a n u ' a ' I 'm going to show i t to them' 

mill and* k p a ' o ' a 'we ' re going to look for them' 

a i k a n y a ' a ' h e ' s going to get t i r e d ' 

na musue i t a a ' a Dhuko ' a 'my wife i s going to go to Monrovia' 

a n u i a k a ' i ' a ' t h e y ' r e going to break i t ' 

mbc q fa k e ' e ' a ' I ' l l c a l l my f a t h e r ' 

mui f en l o n d a 'we ' re going to ea t ( t h i n g s ) ' 

k o ' a a 1 d h ^ g b o ' a ' t he c lo thes are going to get wet ' 

a i man jaa s u a ' a ' h e ' s going to g ree t the c h i e f 

mbe a ' :> f a ' a n d a ' I 'm going to change i t ' 

mbe a n y i a ' a ' I ' l l f ix i t ' 

In the negative of the future, the subject is followed by a con

struction marker /we'e/; in the first person singular, the combination 

/n be'e/ ([m be'e]) is sometimes heard as an alternant of /n we'e/. As 

in the affirmative, verb stems have their stem tones and take the suf

fix /-'a/. Examples are: 

Q we'e kon tle'a 'I'm not going to cut sticks* 

a we'e a ko3'a 'he's not going to find it' 

anu we'e 13 fe'e'a 'they're not going to see me' 

13 ba we'e na'a 'my mother's not going to come' 

a '3 we'e fa'anda 'it's not going to change' 

mu we'e a tusa'a 'we're not going to ask him' 

10.4. A "conditional" construction is most conveniently considered 

next, although it never constitutes a complete predication. It belongs 

here, however, because it has a structure comparable to that of the 

other constructions treated in this section. A conditional may be 

translated by an English clause beginning with either 'when' or 'if, 

a6 long as the reference is to the future; there is no implication as 

to the likelihood of the outcome, such as is distinguished by English 

'when' (expected) and 'if (dubious). Affirmative conditions of this 

type can actually be expressed in three different ways. The first con

struction, discussed immediately below, is treated first because of its 

parallelism with a negative counterpart. The second is treated at the 

end of this section. The third is not a primary verbal construction. 
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but a subordinate in its internal structure; this, along with other 

conditional clauses related to it, is treated in 12.1,2 below. 

The first affirmative conditional uses a construction marker /'a/, 

written (again for convenience only) without space after a pronoun but 

with space after a noun subject which ends with a vowel. Combinations 

of pronouns with this construction marker show alternations as noted 

below. Verb steins have their stem tones, except that low-high has the 

regular alternant low-low before the initial high tone of the following 

obligatory suffix. The verbal suffix may have the form /-'ee/ after 

any verb. That form is obligatory after transitive verbs, and also af

ter qualificative intransitive verbs of the class that takes the suffix 

/-'e/ in the identificative predicative construction (9.1 above). Af

ter other intransitive verbs, the suffix of the conditional is optio

nally /-'e/. 

The conditional and the completive (10.7 below) use the same con

struction marker /'a/, which combines with pronouns according to the 

same rules in both constructions. First, with any verb and therefore 

in any conditional or completive construction, a set of forms may be 

used in which /'a/ is overtly present; the singular pronoun forms pre

ceding /'a/ have special alternants characterized by the vowel /a/. 

This set is as follows: 

Is: na'a lpl: mu'fl 

2s: ya'a 2pl: wo'a 

3s: a'a 3pl: anu'a 

Independently of the other alternants to be noted, the third person 

plural pronoun has an alternant combination with /'a/ which may also be 

used with any verb: /anda/. 

Before intransitive verbs only, the singular forms may be used with

out /*a/ being overtly present, but with the same characteristic /a/ as 

above: /na/, /ya/, and /a/ respectively. 

Before transitive verbs only, for the third person singular and the 

first and second persons plural, alternants may be used which differ 

from the above only in that low tone accompanies the first vowel (which 

constitutes a regularity for the third person singular): /a'a/, /mu'a/, 

and /wo'a/ respectively. 

Affirmative conditionals (with conclusions in the future or impera-
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tive to make complete sentences) are illustrated in the following; the 

alternants described above are shown for the first few conditions with 

intransitive verbs, and later for the first few with transitive verbs: 

n a ' a j E 

(- na 

y a ' a t o 

(- ya 

(- a . 

w o ' a t a a 

e ' e , mbE i f c ' c ' a 'when I r e t u r n , I ' l l s ee you' 

. . ; - . . . ^ e ' e ' e e , . . . ) 

e n i c , 1 1 f o n j e ' i f you s t a y h e r e , t e l l me* 

. . ; - . . . t & ' e e . . . ) 

, a i g f a f E ' e ' a ' i f / w h e n he comes, he w i l l s ee my 

. ) f a t h e r ' e e , 

' e W a a k o ' o , wo 'when you (p i ) go to R o b e r t s p o r t , 

k p a a t o o s a g n j e buy a c u t l a s s fo r me1 

k k a k c - m o o menuu ' a ' i f t h a t t h i e f shows u p , c h a s e him 

b o ' a n d e , I I k p a i away' 

k o ' a a ' a d h o g b s ' e e , i I 1 e rj ' i f t h e c l o t h e s g e t we t , hang them 

t a a m a i nea r t h e f i r e ' 

n a ' a a f l ' i ' e e , I I I E S I 'when I throw i t , c a t c h i t ' 

a ' a a a j a - f e n e ' i f he f i n d s h i s money, he w i l l be 

/ \ happy ' 

(- a ' a . . . ) 

m u ' a a l o n d e e , m u i k i ' a ' a ' i f we e a t i t , w e ' l l g e t s i c k ' 

(- mu'a . . . ) 

w o ' a n k u n e ' e e , mu f e ' a wo ' i f you (p i ) wake me u p , I ' l l go 

wa 1 t a a 1 a j i f e m a - n a f i s h i n g w i t h you ' 

(- wo 'a . . . ) 

a n u ' a w u ' i i - l e n e s o m a ' e ' e , ' i f t hey p u t t h e puppy down, h e ' l l 

a i g u ' u ' a run away 

m a n j a S ' a a j a ' i ' e ' e , a f a ' a ' i f t h e c h i e f d e c l a r e s him g u i l t y . 

* . ^ we'e sa'a he won't be pleased* 

The corresponding negative conditional uses the construction marker 

/ma/- The first and second person plural pronouns have low tone, /mu/ 

and /wo/. The same suffix is used as in the affirmative, with the same 

rules for the stem tones of verbs. Examples are: 
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i ma n f e ' e ' e e n u u , i ma "if you d o n ' t see me the re , d o n ' t 

g kono wait for me' 

a ma a k p a ' o ' e e , a w e ' e ' i f he doesn ' t look for i t , he 

a f e ' e ' a won't find i t ' 

mu ma 1 1 ' e n u u , mui t i ' a ' i f we a r e n ' t t h e r e , w e ' l l be a t 

Ic u * u ' o home' 

s o n a ma k e ' e , mbe t a a ' a ' i f i t d o e s n ' t r a i n , I ' l l go to 

D h u k o ' o Monrovia' 

For af f i rmat ive cond i t iona l s only — there i s no negative counter 

p a r t for t h i s cons t ruc t ion — an a l t e r n a t i v e cons t ruc t ion uses a con

s t r u c t i o n marker / k o n i / , and the verb stem has low tone replacing i t s 

stem tone. Al te rna t ive formations corresponding to the f i r s t th ree 

a f f i rmat ive examples above a r e : 

g k o n i j c ' e , mbe l f e ' E ' a 'when I r e t u r n , I ' l l see you* 

i k o n i t o n i E , l i fo n j e i f you s tay here , t e l l me' 

a k o n i n a , a i n fa fe e a ' i f /when he comes, he w i l l see 

my f a the r ' 

For another use of /koni/, see 12.8 below. 

10.5. As noted in 9.2 above, the usual expressions for present ac

tion are, in an important sense, non-verbal predications of the copula

tive, and specifically locative, type. They do show sufficient simila

rity to the constructions described above, which use suffixes after the 

verb stem, to justify being included at this point; yet even the pat

tern of suffixation shows a significant difference, at least in an op

tional usage. An alternative formation noted below, however, using the 

same construction markers as are used in the future, further streng

thens the case for considering a "present" in the context of verbal 

predications. 

After the copulas /be/ and /be'e/, a verb stem takes a suffix /-na/. 

A hyphen is written between the verb stem and the suffix for two rea

sons: first, the suffix is also used with verb stems to form what are 

clearly compound nouns with a locative meaning; second, a stem-final 

/n/ becomes /n/ before this suffix, resulting in a double [nj which 

does not occur anywhere else in intervocalic position. Before this 
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suf f ix , the verb stem tones high(-high) and high-low are unchanged. 

The stem tone low-high, however, may be r ea l i zed in any of th ree ways, 

as i l l u s t r a t e d in the following a l t e r n a t i v e s : 

a be kon t i e - n a j 

a be kon t l e - n a a > ' h e ' s cu t t i ng s t i c k s ' 

a be kon t i e - n a / 

In the f i r s t of these , the stem tone of / t i e / ' c u t ' i s used with no 

a l t e r n a t i o n . The second appears to d i f f e r from the f i r s t only a t the 

l eve l of a phonologic ru le which i s regular in ordinary compound nouns, 

not a t the leve l of a grammatical cons t ruc t ion ; the choice between the 

two may well be i d i o l e c t a l (Fr. Kandakai seems to prefe r the second, 

but recognizes the f i r s t as e n t i r e l y accep tab le ) . The th i rd of the 

above, however, r epresen ts an ins tance of nominalizat ion (cf. 7 .2 ,3 ) / 

which po in t s up the grammatical d i f ference between t h i s cons t ruc t ion 

and the verbal p red ica t ions described in preceding s e c t i o n s . 

In the i l l u s t r a t i o n s below, the second of the above formations w i l l 

be used for verbs with low-high stem tone . This i s s u f f i c i e n t l y d i s 

t i n c t i v e in p r i n t to serve as a reminder t h a t the other two a l t e r n a 

t i v e s are a lso permiss ib le . Examples of the p re sen t , t he re fo re , are as 

follows: 

s o n a a be k e - n a a i t ' s r a in ing 

p i ' i e be b i n d a - n a a ' t he g rass i s burning ' 

w u ' u - l e n e be a ba ' t h e puppy i s looking for i t s 

k p a ' b - n a a mother 

1 be t a a - n a mia 'where are you going?' 

r be t a a - n a kuu ' a ' I 'm going home' 

13 kun be 13 l u n - n a 'my head aches ' ( ' i s hur t ing me') 

a be Ion t a a - n a ' s h e ' s cooking r i c e ' 

a be kene ' o f i ' a - n a ' s h e ' s sweeping the house ( i n s i d e ) ' 

j i e be w u ' i - n a ' t he water i s b o i l i n g ' 

a b e ' e b i n d a - n a a ' i t i s n ' t burning ' 

l e n e nu b e ' e na '-na ' the ch i ldren a r e n ' t coming' 

a. b e ' e k o ' a l e e - n a w o ' e 'he i s n ' t weaving c lo th today' 

Not very f requent ly , and l a rge ly in the context of informal conver

sa t ion , the aff i rmat ive future const ruct ion marker / ! / and i t s negat ive 
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counterpart /we'e/ have been heard instead of the copulas /bz/ and 

/be'e/, reportedly with no difference in meaning. E.g., 

11 taa-na mia 'where are you going?* 

mbe taa-na kuu *o 'I'm going home' 

a we'e na-na 'he isn't coming* 

10.6. The verbal constructions described up to this point include 

all those that use a suffix after the verb stem. The remaining con

structions use low tone replacing the stem tone of the verb. The first 

of these will be labelled "incompletive." The incompletive uses the 

same construction markers as the future: affirmative /i/ and negative 

/we'e/, with the same alternants of pronouns; it differs from the fu

ture only in having low tones with the verb stem instead of a suffix 

after it. More than one aspectual reference is included in the usages 

of the incompletive; in many other languages, two or even three diffe

rent constructions are required to cover the same range. By itself, an 

incompletive predication in Vai is normally interpreted as referring to 

customary action. In an appropriate verbal or situational context, 

however, the affirmative completive has a hortative significance (sug

gesting that something should be done); strikingly, the first person 

hortative ('let's ...') is expressed not by this construction but by an 

imperative (see 10.8 below). For any person, necessity may be ex

pressed by the incompletive with the added adverb /wake/. The negative 

incompletive is more restricted to the customary meaning. While it may 

be used to express a negative hortative, the preferred construction is 

identical with the negative completive and imperative (10.7,8 below). 

Other uses of the incompletive are treated in 11.4,5 below. The fol

lowing are illustrations of the incompletive; for each, the verb stem 

used is also shown with its lexical tone: 

log : mui Ion ku'umba log 'we eat lots of (cooked) rice* 

ma : al wunde ma mu ye 'he cooks (does cooking) for us' 

ke : i nyomo 1 so ke "my brother works in Robertsport* 

Waa-ko'3 

tie : anui k3q tic kpaatoo 'they cut sticks with cutlasses' 

'a 

ke : a we'e so ke nie 'he doesn't work here' 



Verbal Predications 91 

mi : £ we'e kpe mi 'I don't drink (booze)' 

gu'u : g fS we*e luma-lEnde 'my father doesn't drive (a land 

gu 'u vehicle, car)' 

sag : a taa*e Dhuka'o, ai 'when/if he goes to Monrovia, he 

ka'i sag should buy a hoe' 

taa : ai taa Dhuko'o sina 'he should go to Monrovia tomorrow' 

fi'a : Kama i kene 'o fl'a 'Nama should sweep the house today* 

wo1 e 

kono : n ma ti'ee nuu, 'if I'm not there, they should wait 

anui Q kono for me' 

taa : mui taa wake we have to go' 

taa : mu ma taa sina 'let's not go tomorrow' 

ke * a ma so ke sina 'he shouldn't work tomorrow' 

10.7. The "completive" construction uses the same construction mar

kers as the conditional, affirmative /'a/ and negative /ma/, but takes 

low tones with the verb stem instead of a suffix. In the affirmative, 

combinations of pronouns with the construction marker also have the 

same alternants as in the conditional, depending on whether the verb is 

transitive or intransitive; these are fully described in 10.4 above. 

In the negative, the first and second person plural pronouns again have 

low tone. It was noted in 10.2 above that the affirmative situational 

construction is used only with intransitive verbs, and that with verbs 

referring to action it indicates simply an action in the past, with no 

implication concerning subsequent results. For intransitive verbs, ac

cordingly, the completive sometimes has a reference like that of the 

English "perfect"; it may, for example, express the fact that someone 

'has gone' somewhere and is still away. The parallelism is by no means 

complete, however; the completive may also be used to say that someone 

'went' somewhere yesterday or at some other time, as long as he has not 

yet returned. With transitive verbs, the choice between an English 

"perfect" and "past" in translation is unambiguous only if an appropri

ate adverb or other information makes the reference clear. Examples of 

the affirmative completive, with arbitrary choices of translation in 

some cases, are as follows: 

taa : a* a taa Dhuko'o 'he has gone to Monrovia' 

(- a taa ...) 
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B. ' ' t a a : a 1 a t a a D h u k o ' o 'he went to Monrovia yesterday (and 

kunu (- a t aa . . . ) i s s t i l l gone) ' 

j o n d o : a ' a a j o n d o 'he pushed i t * 

(" a ' a a jondo) 
R t l c : a n u ' a kon ku 'umba ' they (have) cu t a l o t of s t i c k s 

t i c wo ' E today* 

fe £ s n a ' a k o ' a l t e - f e q I saw a loom in town' 

fe *c s a n j a a ' 3 

koo : k a i kenuu ' a a koo ' t h e other man denied i t ' 
B s u n d a : g fa ' a q s i inda 'my fa ther sent me' 

so : mu * a ken so G 'we b u i l t a house in Gbai' 
R l e e s 13 fa ' a k b ' a met 'my fa ther wove t h i s cloth* 

l e e 
R l u n : a n u ' a a t e l u g ' they divided i t ' 

As noted in 10.2 above, the s i t u a t i o n a l uses the same negat ive con

s t r u c t i o n as the completive. This negat ive , with a l l verb stems having 

low tones replac ing t h e i r stem tones , i s obviously more c lose ly r e l a t ed 

to the a f f i rmat ive completive than to the af f i rmat ive s i t u a t i o n a l . As 

wi l l be noted in 10.8 below, the negative imperat ive , r a the r s u r p r i 

s ing ly , i s a l so the same. Negatives of i n t r a n s i t i v e verbs and some 

q u a l i f i c a t i v e s , corresponding to af f i rmat ive s i t u a t i o n a l s , a re i l l u s 

t ra ted in 10.2 above. The following are negat ives of t r a n s i t i v e verbs , 

including some i l l u s t r a t i o n s of negat ives with adverbial modif iers 

which specify aspec t s more e x p l i c i t l y : 

R k W : a ma a k i ' i b e ' c n a "he d i d n ' t t i e i t we l l ' 
R k p a ' o : 13 ma nyie ' k p a ' b *I d i d n ' t look for fish* 

ka : a ma aa k o ' o ka we 'he h a s n ' t sold h i s r i c e y e t ' 

g b a i : k a i e ma t u s a kee ' t h e man d i d n ' t answer the ques t ion ' 

g b a i 

* n y i a : k b ' a s o ' o - m b o e ma ' t h e t a i l o r d i d n ' t f ix i t we l l ' 

k e ' e : Q nyomo ma q k e ' e 'my brother d i d n ' t c a l l me' 
/ v 

LIE m 
g b a i 

i ' a s 

a n y l a be ena 

kune : a ma kune we 'he h a s n ' t waked up y e t ' 

I on : mu ma g b a s a Ion 'we've never eaten cassava ' 

we n i (gba) 
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10.8. The "imperative" uses no construction marker before the verb 

in the affirmative, but has low tones replacing the stem tones of all 

verbs except as noted below. The second person singular pronoun /i/ is 

optional in most combinations if singular reference is intended. If 

there is a third person singular object pronoun, however, the second 

person singular subject pronoun is required. The third person singular 

object pronoun has the special alternant /!/ (rather than the usual 

/a/) in the affirmative imperative. The subject pronoun /wo/ is re

quired for plural reference. In addition, the first person plural pro

noun /mu/ is used to form what is structurally another imperative, but 

with the hortative meaning 'let's . ..*. 

The one verb / taa/ 'go', and the same root, but not the final syl

lable, in the derived verb stem / taayc/ 'walk', retains its high tones 

in the imperative. The singular pronoun in /i taa/ is regular, but the 

plural pronouns are low: /wo taa/ 'go (pi)', and /mu taa/ 'let's go*. 

Examples of affirmative imperatives are: 

san : (i) nyie mee san 'buy this fish' 

na : (l) na m e 'come here 

"fi'a : (1) kene * o fi'a 'sweep the house (inside)' 

ma : l l ma wo'e do it today' 
Rkpa'd: i I kpa'o 'look for it/him/her' 

"ke'e : i 1 ke' e 'call him/her' 

M E : wd kSn tie 'cut (pi) sticks' 

gbtse : wd gbese 'get out of the way (pi)' 
Rsl{ : mu sii 'let's sit down' 

sum a : mu i sum a 'let's measure/weigh it* 

konD : mu i nyomo kono 'let's wait for your brother' 

taa : mu taa nuu sina 'let's go there tomorrow* 

For the negative imperative, the construction marker is /ma/ (with 

the first and second person plural pronouns having low tone), and all 

verb stems take low tone. The second person singular pronoun may not 

be omitted. With a subject other than second person, the same con

struction has a negative hortative meaning (cf. the incompletive, 10.6 

above). The negative imperative is thus identical in form with the ne

gative completive (10.7 above). Even a distinctive verbal context to 

resolve the ambiguity does not appear to be a common device. Apparent-
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ly the s i t u a t i o n a l context — merely whether the hearer for one reason 

or another expects to hear a statement or a command — i s more impor

t a n t . Examples of negat ive impera t ives , with t h e i r extension to the 

negat ive h o r t a t i v e usage, a re as fol lows: 

t a a : 1 ma t a a nuu ' d o n ' t (/you d i d n ' t ) go t h e r e ' 

s ag : i ma k o ' a menuu san ' d o n ' t buy t h a t c l o t h ' 

" k e ' e : 1 ma anu k e ' e ' d o n ' t c a l l them' 
R k e ' e : wo ma wo fa k e ' e ' d o n ' t (pi) c a l l your f a the r ' 
Rma : wo ma a ma ' d o n ' t (pi) do i t ' 
Rna : mu ma na n i e s i n a ' l e t ' s not come here tomorrow* 
R l o n : mu ma Ion kene ' o ' l e t ' s not go in the house' 

"kono : anu ma q kono ' they shou ldn ' t wait for me* 
Rkc : a ma so kc s i n k 'he shouldn ' t work tomorrow' 
Rpaawa : a ma so k e ' e e b e * e - ' i f he doesn ' t work wel l , they 

n a , anu ma a pa aw a ' s h o u l d n ' t pay him' 
R j l ' a : q ma a j i ' a a ' a ? ' s h o u l d n ' t I show i t to him?' 

" S D ' D : k b ' a s o ' o - m o o e ma ' t h e t a i l o r shouldn ' t sew i t with 

a SD*O f a n d e tha t th read ' 

menuu ' a 

k p a s i : l e n e nu ma w u ' u c ' t h e ch i ldren shouldn ' t beat the 

k p a s i dog' 

10.9 . Two known verbs which requ i re verbal complements (described 

in 11 below), and a small number of q u a l i f i c a t i v e s , are used in a " s t a 

t i v e " cons t ruc t ion . Like the imperat ive , the a f f i rmat ive s t a t i v e has 

no cons t ruc t ion marker, and has low tones with a l l verb stems. I t dif

fe r s from the imperat ive , however, in t ha t the subject i s not r e s t r i c 

ted to one of three pronouns. Nor can the subjec t be to r tuous ly i n t e r 

preted as the ob jec t of an imperat ive, s ince i t cannot be preceded by a 

pronoun l i k e the subject pronoun of an imperat ive. The q u a l i f i c a t i v e s 

used in the s t a t i v e cons t ruc t ion c o n s t i t u t e a fourth c l a s s in terms of 

p red ica t ive usages; for the o t h e r s , see 9.1,2 and 10.2 above. In add i 

t ion to f ive recorded cases t ha t are e n t i r e l y r egu la r , there a re three 

which are included here although t h e i r tones a re not low throughout; 

a l t e r n a t i v e usages are a t t e s t e d for a l l t h r e e , and these may perhaps be 

apocopated cons t ruc t i ons . The a t t r i b u t i v e s corresponding to some of 

these are completely un re l a t ed . 
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The negat ive s t a t i v e , l i ke the negative s i t u a t i o n a l and imperat ive , 

i s i d e n t i c a l with the negative completive (cf. 10 .2 ,7 ,8 above). 

The verbs used in the f i r s t two examples below d i f f e r in meaning in 

t h a t / kosa/ r e f e r s to learned or acquired a b i l i t y , while / kun/ im

p l i e s na t ive a b i l i t y and often oppor tuni ty . The l e x i c a l tones of many 

of the q u a l i f i c a t i v e s cannot be determined; they have been recorded 

only in t h i s cons t ruc t ion , and perhaps do not occur in other cons t ruc

t i o n s in which t h e i r l e x i c a l tones would be expected to occur. All 

forms recorded in the s t a t i v e are included in the following: 

a k o s a wunde m a ' a 'he can cook' ('do cooking1) 

0 kun na k o ' o e g b i k a ' a ' I can s e l l a l l my r i c e ' 

kenE k b ' b ' t h e house i s l a r g e ' 

(cf. : k e n - b a ' a l a rge house1) 

k i ' a a bu k b ' b ' t h e road i s wide' 

(cf. : k i ' a bu k b ' b y a a ' e ' a wide road ' ) 

kene l o o ' t h e house i s small ' 

(cf. : k e n - l e n 'a small house ') 

k i ' a a bu l b b ' t h e road i s narrow' 

(cf . : k i ' a bu l b b y a a ' e 'a narrow road1) 

k a i e j a n ' t h e man i s t a l l * 

(cf. : k a i nyama 'a t a l l man') 

kone ' b k p e ' c ' t he wood i s hard ' 

(cf. : kondb k p e ' e ' e 'hard wood') 

kene n y i ' t h e house i s f i n e ' 

(cf . : ken n y i a ' e , keg b e ' e n a "a f ine house1) 

k f ' a a j a b - k i ' a a j a o ' e mu * the road i s bad' 

(cf. : k i ' a nyama 'a bad road ' ) 

k i ' a a namaa - k i ' a a n a m a a ' e mu ' t h e road i s sl ippery* 

(cf. : k i ' a n a m a a ' e 'a s l ippery road ' ) 

a f a n y a - a f a n y a a ' e mu ' i t i s heavy' 

(cf . : kaa f a n y a a ' e ' a heavy box') 

Q fa ma k o e a l e n d c g u ' u ' a 'my father c a n ' t drive* 

kene ma k b ' b ' t h e house i s n ' t l a r g e ' 

kone ' b ma k p e ' e ' t he wood i s n ' t hard* 

10.10. The verbal p red i ca t ions described above a re summarized in 

the cha r t below, which p resen t s them in a d i f f e r e n t order but r evea l s 
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more of the degree of symmetry in the system. In the chart, "S" stands 

for "subject"; subscript numerals refer to alternant forms of pronouns 

described in the appropriate sections above. "0" stands for "object," 

which is not permitted with some verbs, is required with others, and is 

optional with some (i.e., such verbs may be used either intransitively 

or transitively); the "0" is therefore parenthesized. "VS" is "verb 

stem." "0" stands for the absence of a construction marker, or "zero." 

"L", written as if it were a suffix, stands for low tones replacing the 

stem tones of any verb. Otherwise, construction markers and verbal 

suffixes appear in their actual forms. The special optional tonal al

ternation for low-high stems in the present (10.5 above) is not noted 

in the chart. 

Situational: 

Stative: 

Imperative: 

Future: 

Incompletive: 

Conditional: 

Affirmative 

s 

5 

5 

Si 

Si 

s2 

0 — 

0 — 

0 (0) 

1 <0) 

1 (0) 

'a (0) 

VS-'a 

VS-L 

VS-L 

VS-'a 

VS-L 

VS-'e'; 

Completive: 

Present: 

(or: S koni (0) VS-L 

S2 'a (0) VS-L 

S be (0) VS-na 

Negative 

(- Completive) 

(= Completive) 

(~ Completive) 

S we^e (O) VS-'a 

S we'e (0) VS-L 

Si ma (0) vs-'e'e 

Si ma (0) VS-L 

S be''e (0) VS-na 



CHAPTER 11 

VERB AND SENTENCE COMPLEMENTS 

1 1 . 1 . A number of verbs permit or r equ i re the use of a complement 

(an objec t in a few cases , but pr imar i ly a pos t -verba l cons t ruc t ion) 

which includes another verb . One of the commonest combinations i s an 

a l t e r n a t i v e expression for future ac t ion . The present of the verb 

/ R n a / 'come' i s used, followed by another verb which a l so takes the 

suff ix / - n a / and which may be in a nominalized form (cf. 10.5 above). 

There i s no impl icat ion of ac tua l motion toward the speaker, any more 

than English ' h e ' s going to do i t* implies motion away from the spea

ker . Examples of t h i s a l t e r n a t i v e future a r e : 

n. be n a - n a t a a - n a ' I 'm going to go' 

a be n a - n a ken s o - n a ' h e ' s going to bui ld a house' 

0 ba be n a - n a k o ' a me e 'my mother i s going to wring out 

b o t i - n a these c l o t h e s ' 

anu be n a - n a a k i ' i - n a a ' t h e y ' r e going to t i e i t ' 

The same cons t ruc t ion i s used a f t e r the verb / R t a a / ' go ' in senten

ces l i k e the following, but in t h i s case with the impl ica t ion of motion 

away from the speaker, and to express purpose. The present ajid s i t u a -

t iona l of / t a a / a re used here; with o ther cons t ruc t ions , purpose i s 

expressed by the incompletive (see 11.5 below). 

q be t a a - n a j i fe ma-na ' I 'm going ( i . e . , I'm on my way) to 

go f i s h i n g ' 

a t a a ' a kuu *o Ion t a a - n a ' she went home to cook r i c e ' 

Another usage of t h i s complement cons t ruc t ion i s a f t e r the verb 

/ t o / ' s t a y , c o n t i n u e ' , p r imar i ly i f not exc lus ive ly in the s i t u a t i o n a l 

and future cons t ruc t ions : 

s b n a a t o ' a k e - n a a l l f i g b u ' u ' i t kept on ra in ing a l l n igh t ' 

son a a 1 t o * a k e - n a a t e ' e ' i t ' s going to keep on ra in ing 

k p e ' e n a l l day' 

[ 97 ] 
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F i n a l l y , such complements are used a f t e r the verbs / f e ' e / ' s e e ' , 

/ je'mbe/ 'wa tch ' , and / Ian/ ' h e a r ' . The subject of the ac t ion r e -

fer red to in the complement i s expressed by an object of / f e ' e / or 

/ je'mbe/, but by the possessor of the ob l iga to ry r e l a t i o n a l noun objec t 

/ k u ' c / ' vo i ce , sound' with / l a g / . (For another usage with / l a g / , see 

11.3 below.) Examples a r e : 

n a ' a anu f e ' e so k e - n a ' I saw them working' 

a ' a Nama f e ' e n a - n a 'he saw Nama coming* 

wbl g f e ' e ' a n a - n a 'you (pi) w i l l see me coming' 

m u ' a anu jcmbe a ma-na 'we watched them do(ing) i t ' 

mbe a j e m b e ' a k b ' a l e e - n a ' I 'm going to watch him weave* 

n a ' a anu k u ' e l a g l o g b o - n a ' I heard them s inging ' 

11.2 . After the verbs / kug/ 'be a b l e ' , / kbsa/ 'have the a b i l i t y ' , 

/ bflg/ ' s t a r t ' , / k o ' o / ' s t o p ' , / bag/ ' f i n i s h ' , and perhaps some 

o thers (but see 11.3 below for another expression meaning ' s t a r t ' ) , the 

verbal complement i s a verb stem with the suff ix / - ' a / . The f i r s t two 

of these verbs have been i l l u s t r a t e d in the s t a t i v e (10.9 above); they 

a re a l s o used in o ther cons t ruc t ions as appropr ia te . E .g . , 

g kug a m a ' a i ye ' I can do i t for you' 

a l kunda a ma* a s i n a ' h e ' l l be able to do i t tomorrow1 

Musa kunda kaa ke' -mooe 'Musa was able to catch the t h i e f 

b i ' a ' a 

g kunda k l a f a n y a a ' e b i ' a ' I used to be able to pick up 

heavy boxes' 

a k b s a kbbwa n y i a ' e n y i a ' a 'he can make f ine shoes ' 

g ma k b s a l e n d e mee g u ' u ' a ' I c a n ' t d r ive t h i s c a r ' 

s b n a a bQnda k £ ' a l i f i ' b ' i t s t a r t e d to r a in during the 

n igh t ' 

a l bug so nee k e ' a s i n a 'he should s t a r t doing t h i s work 

tomorrow' 

a ' a k o ' o so k e ' a 'he stopped working' 

i ma k b ' b a k p a ' o ' a ' d o n ' t s top looking for i t ' 

a ' a bag so menuu k e ' a 'he f inished doing tha t j ob ' 

y a ' a b a n d e e s o o e s e n d a , 'when you f in i sh digging the ho le , 

I i fo n j e t e l l me' 
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mbe banda a ma'a sina 'I'll finish doing it tomorrow' 

a kunda banda aa so ke'a 'he was able to finish (doing) his 

kunu work yesterday' 

11.3. A few verbs may be used with objects which are relational 

nouns, the "possessor" of which may be a nominalized verbal expression. 

For example, the combination of the relational noun /ku'u/ 'bottom, 

base' and the verb / bi/ 'pick up' means 'start' (cf. / bun/ in 11.2 

above). The verb / Ian/ 'hear' requires the relational noun /ku'e/ 

'voice, sound1 as its object. The next-to-last example below is an al

ternative for the last example in 11.1 above, in which 'them' is the 

immediate source of the sound; the last example below, however, can be 

expressed only in this way, since the source of the sound is the in

strument, not the person. Preceding the relational noun in each of the 

following is a nominalized verb, which itself may have an object: 

a1 a wo 1 a ku'u bi 'he started to undress' 

a* a so me e ke ku'u bl kunu 'he started doing this work yes

terday ' 

ai so mee k£ ku'u bi'a sina 'he's going to start doing this 

work tomorrow' 

na'a anua Ion bo ku ' e Ian 'I heard them singing1 

q wo' o' a mbe aa koningai 'I want to hear him play his 

sen ku'e lar framed lute' 

11.4. A number of verbs (of which / wo'o/ 'want' in the last illus

tration above is an example) are followed by sentence complements con

sisting of an incompletive construction. After a negated verb, the in-

completive requires the morpheme /to/ after the construction marker; 

alternatively, /to/ is sometimes used in place of the normal construc

tion marker. In most of these combinations, the incompletive comple

ment has something of a hortative or purposive significance, which is, 

as noted in 10-6 above, a possible meaning of the incompletive con

struction alone. 

The verbs that take incompletive complements may be divided into 

groups in terms of other characteristics of their usage. The first 

group consists of three intransitive verbs: /Fwo*o/ 'want', / lao/ 

'agree, permit', and / ganga/ 'refuse, forbid'. It may seem surprising 
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tha t a verb with a meaning such as 'want' would be i n t r a n s i t i v e ; even 

in other Mande languages, verbs with a comparable meaning are usual ly 

t r a n s i t i v e - In Vai, however, / wo'o/ has more of the sense of 'have a 

d e s i r e ' ; even a phys ica l objec t which i s wanted i s expressed by a noun 

phrase complement using the r e l a t i o n a l p a r t i c l e / ' a / , as in /n wo'o 'a 

nyie ' a / ' I want f i sh .* In the s i t u a t i o n a l cons t ruc t ion , / wo'o/ r e 

fe rs to the present time unless the complement includes a reference to 

pas t time; the pas t may a lso be expressed by the adverb / w i / . I t i s 

useful to compare the sentence complements in quest ion here with those 

in other Niger-Congo languages. In languages which have a grammatical 

i n f i n i t i v e , i t i s the i n f i n i t i v e which i s used i f the subject of the 

complement verb i s the same as the subject of the main verb, as in 

equiva lents of sentences l ike ' I want to do i t . " If the subjects are 

d i f f e r e n t , however, a ho r t a t i ve const ruct ion i s used i n the complement, 

as "I want he should do i t . ' In Vai, however, as in many r e l a t ed l an 

guages, there i s no grammatical i n f i n i t i v e . Accordingly, a l l such sen

tence complements are h o r t a t i v e , including "I want I should do i t . ' In 

most i f not a l l of the following examples, a conjunction /kemu/ ' t h a t , 

in order t h a t ' i s permiss ible before the complement, but not requi red; 

i t appears to be more commonly used in f a i r l y long sentences . Examples 

of incompletive complements with the three verbs under cons idera t ion 

here are as follows: 

a w o ' o ' a a i t a a kuu ' b 'he wants to go home' 

a w o ' o ' a wi a i t a a kuu ' a 'he wanted to go home' 

g ma w o ' o mbe t o so mee ke ' I d o n ' t want to do t h i s work' 

(- g ma w o ' o g t o so mee kc) 

a n u i w o ' o ' a a n u i a g b i Ion. ' t h e y ' l l want to ea t i t a l l ' 

g w o ' o ' a 11 na k b ' o e sag ' I want you to buy my r i c e ' 

n. w o ' o ' a 11 t a a kunu ' I wanted you to go yes terday ' 

a w o ' o ' a a n u i a paawa 'he wants them to pay him1 

anu fa ma wo' b (kemu) a n u i ' t h e i r fa ther doesn ' t want them 

t o t a a k a ' a k a ' o to go to school ' 

a l a o ' a a i a m a 'he agreed to do i t 

a ma l a b (kemu) a i t o aa 'he d i d n ' t agree to s e l l h i s r i c e 

k o ' o e s a n m u b a ' a to us ' 

a ma l a b (kemu) mui t o aa 'he d i d n ' t allow us to buy h i s 
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k o ' a e s a g r i c e ' 

a i l a o aa l e g e nu 1 na n i t he l e t s h i s chi ldren come here 

t e ' e ' D during the day* 

a w e ' e l a o aa l e g e nu i t o 'he d o e s n ' t l e t h i s chi ldren come 

na nCk he re ' 

a g a g g a ' a a l a ma 'he refused to do i t* 

s i g a g g a ' a a i a ma ' h e ' l l refuse to do i t ' 

g ma gagga mbe t o a ma ' I d i d n ' t refuse to do i t ' 

a i gagga (kemu) aa l e g e nu 'he forbids (/should forbid) h i s 

1 t a a nuu ch i ldren t o go t h e r e ' 

a g a g g a ' a (kemu) mui aa 'he refused to l e t us buy h i s car* 

l u m a - l e n d e s ag 

1 ma gagga a n u i t o na ' d o n ' t forbid them to come' 

R ' * 

Secondly, incompletive complements are used after the verbs / bhos/ 

'beg* and /Hlahi'i/ (or /Rlaji'i/) 'advise'. These, however, also re

quire a personal object, with the same reference as the subject of the 
/ ft / / 

complement. A s imi la r case i s the phrase / t u sa / ' a s k ' , in which / t u / 

i s a r e l a t i o n a l noun which r equ i r e s a personal possessor . The form 

/ " l a h i ' i / i s a l so used as a noun in the phrase / l a h i ' i Rbf/ ' make a 

promise, p romise ' , which may a l so take an incompletive complement. Ex

amples of these a r e : 

a ' a g bhoo mbe a ma 'he begged me to do i t ' 

a ' a g bhoo m ma' a ma 'he begged roe not to do i t ' 

mbe a b h o o ' a a i na ' I 'm going to beg him to come' 

b d ' i - z o b e ' a a l a h i ' i ' t he doctor advised him to ea t 

(kemu) a i sue ku 'umba l o g a l o t of meat 

m u ' a anu l a h i ' i (kemu) 'we advised them to go to a doc tor ' 

a n u i t a a b o ' i - z o o b a ' a 

manjaS ' a g t u s a mbe na ' t h e chief asked me to come' 

1 i t u sa a i 1 b a s a 'ask him to help you' 

g ma a t u sa a i t o a s a g ' I d i d n ' t ask him to buy i t ' 

a ' a l a h i ' i b i a i t a a s i n a 'he promised to go tomorrow' 

mbe l a h i ' i b i ' a mbe a ma ' I (wil l) promise to do i t* 

A t h i r d group of verbs a f t e r which incompletive complements are p e r 

mi t ted , though not requ i red , take a t h i rd person s ingular pronoun ob-



102 A Grammar of Vai 

j e c t i n t e rp re t ed as impersonal, ' i t ' , a n t i c i p a t i n g the sentence comple

ment. The t r a n s i t i v e verb / suma/ o rd ina r i l y means 'measure, weigh' ; 

with the r e l a t i o n a l noun object / ' o / ' i n s i d e ' i t means ' t e s t , t r y ' (the 

possessor of / ' o / ) . With e i t h e r a t h i rd person pronoun alone or with 

/ a ' D / ' i t s i n s i d e ' as ob jec t , and with an incompletive complement, i t 

means ' t r y , attempt ( to )* . S imi la r ly , with only an object the verb 

/ l i a / means ' l i k e , enjoy, love 1 ; used in the fu ture , with the object 

/ a / and an incompletive complement, i t has the force of 'would l i k e 

t o ' . The verb / ma/ i s the common verb meaning ' d o ' ; with the object 

/ a / and an incompletive complement, i t means ' f o r ce , compel ' . Examples 

of these three verbs with incompletive complements a r e : 

mbe a s u m a ' a mbe a ma ' I ' l l t r y to do i t ' 

i 1 suma n a n y i a w o ' e ' t r y to f ix i t today' 

l I suma £\ na s e ' e n , t a n d a ' t r y to bring two d o l l a r s ' 

mbe a l i a ' a a i so ke n j e ' I ' d l i ke him to work for me' 

q nyomo 1 a l i a ' a a i t a a 'my brother would l i k e to go to 

ka*a k o ' o school ' 

a ' a a ma mui aa f o o f o o e b i he made us car ry h i s loads ' 

l ma a ma mbe t o a ma ' d o n ' t make me do i t ' 

£ w e ' e a ma* a 11 t o t a a nuu ' I won't make you go there* 

R * 

F i n a l l y , the verb / f o / ' s a y ' i s commonly used with an incompletive 

complement. I t a l so r equ i res an a n t i c i p a t o r y objec t ' i t ' , and in addi 

t ion may have a complement with the r e l a t i o n a l p a r t i c l e / y e / , i nd i ca 

t ing the person addressed. Thus: 

a ' a a f o m u i n a 'he said we should come' 

a ' a a fo mu ye mui na he to ld us to come 

i i fo a ye a i na bhue n y i a ' t e l l him to fix my gun' 

a i a fo anu ye anu ma a ' o 'he should t e l l them not to change 

f a ' a g i f 

ka*amooc ' a a fo n j e ' t he teacher to ld me tha t the 
l e g e nu l na s i n a chi ldren should come tomorrow' 

11 .5 . In a much l e s s r e s t r i c t e d way, the incompletive cons t ruc t ion , 

with more of i t s ho r t a t i ve than i t s customary s ign i f i cance , may be used 

a f t e r a wide v a r i e t y of verbal p r e d i c a t i o n s . This i s the usual way of 

expressing purpose; a f t e r an incompletive, a fu ture , or an imperat ive , 



Verb and Sentence Complements 103 

however, there is no very sharp line of demarcation between purpose and 

what is merely a potential subsequent action. Purpose can be unambigu

ously expressed by using the conjunction /kemu/. These usages are ne

vertheless included here, rather than under the heading of subordinate 

clauses (12 below), because the incompletive often follows another verb 

without a conjunction, and even without a pause (which would be indica

ted by a comma, representing pause intonation). In this respect, the 

incompletive constructions in the following examples are more like sen

tence complements, or even like coordinate clauses similar to "consecu

tive" constructions in many other languages. Thus: 

a*a tka aa sense ' o 'he went to his farm to work* 

ai so kc 

na'a na nit (kemu) 'I came here to see you' 

mbe i fe'e 

mbe ta'a'a kuu ' o mbe 'I'm going to go home and (/to) 

kpo * o nyei write a letter' 

ai i basa 11 a ma 'he should help you do it' 

i i basa ai a ma 'help him do it' 

a be so ke-na (kemu) 'he's working in order to go to 

ai taa ka'a ko'o school' 

ai na nie saama 'a 'he comes here in the morning and 

ai so ke mu ye works (/to work) for us' 

11.6. There is one recorded instance of a completive construction 

functioning like a sentence complement; this is after the verb / basa/ 

'help' when it also appears in the completive. This is somewhat simi

lar to some of the above examples, which can be interpreted as paratac-

tic and coordinate. Other coordinate clauses which may be paratacti-

cally joined, however, may alternatively be joined by a coordinating 

conjunction; these are discussed in 14 below. An example of a comple

ment-like completive is the following: 

a1 a Q basa na'a a ma 'he helped me do it1 (lit., 'he 

helped me I did it') 

11.7. It is highly unlikely that the foregoing discussion of verb 

and sentence complements (particularly 11.1-4, 6) has included an ex

haustive list of the Vai verbs that take such complements. What is 
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likely, however, is that there are no other types of complements used 

with other verbs. It may further be added that Vai equivalents of a 

few other English verbs that one might expect to be included here pro

vide no new information. For example, the common expressions for 'suc

ceed' and 'fail' are merely the appropriate affirmative and negative 

constructions with the verb / kun/ 'be able' (see 11.2 above). 



CHAPTER 12 

SUBORDINATE CLAUSES 

12.1. An affirmative and a negative conditional construction, and 

an alternative for the affirmative* were described in 10.4 above. 

These share the general characteristics of independent verbal predica

tions, but do not constitute complete sentences; they are by defini

tion a type of subordinate clause- As noted there, such conditionals 

may correspond to English clauses beginning with either 'when' or 'if*; 

there is no implication as to whether the action or situation referred 

to is expected or in doubt. Conditions implying doubt ('if') are al

ternatively expressed, however, by clauses beginning with a conjunction 

/nil/, which appears to have been adopted from Mende; such clauses also 

permit a wider variety of aspectual reference. In the clauses which 

parallel the conditional construction most closely in meaning, the re

ference is to something that has not as yet taken place; yet these 

clauses use the situational construction with intransitive verbs, and 

the completive with transitive verbs Ccf. 10.2,7 above). Other predi

cations, both nonverbal and verbal, may also be used after /nil/ with 

the aspectual implications peculiar to them (e.g., customary, future, 

stative). E.g., 

h u a t a a ' a n u u , 'if he goes there, he won't come 

a we'e j e ' e * a back' 

hii 1 bo'o ma wanye'a, 'if your arm (surface) itches, 

l ma a wonye don't scratch it' 

hif a bu'o bo'a, 'if he gets diarrhoea (lit. 'if his 

ai bo*i mere mi stomach comes out*), he should 

take (lit. 'drink') this medicine' 

nil a bu'o be bo-na, 'if he has diarrhoea, he should 

ai bo * i mee mi take this medicine' (/hii/ with 

present) 

[ 105 ] 
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h H a 1 a aa k o ' a ? k a , ' i f he s e l l s h i s r i c e , he wi l l have 

a i j a - f e n f e ' e ' a ( l i t . ' s e e ' ) money' 

h i i n a ' a ya l e n e nu f e ' e , ' i f I see your ch i ld ren , I ' l l t e l l 

mbe a f o ' a anu ye a n u i na them to come 

n i l 1 ba ' a a t a a , ' i f your mother cooks i t , I ' l l ea t 

mbe a l o n d a i t ' 

n i l anu be n a - n a jowo s a n - ' i f t h e y ' r e going to buy sweet po-

n a a , 1 1 fo anu ye a n u i t a t o e s , t e l l them to buy some for 

b o o s a n q p e ' e n j e me too ' 

h i i t o o n y a a mu, l ma a kbo ' i f i t ' s t r u e , d o n ' t deny i t* 

h i i q kun banda k p o ' o n e e ' i f I can f in i sh wr i t ing t h i s book, 

n y c i ' a , n f a T a l s a ' a I ' l l be happy' 

h i i anu ma t a a w o ' e , ' i f they d o n ' t go today, t h e y ' l l go 

a n u i t a a ' a s i n a tomorrow' 

h i i 13 ma k i ' a , ' i f I d o n ' t get s i ck , I ' l l come 

mbe n a ' a n i e s i n a here tomorrow' 

h i i a ma aa k o ' s e k a , ' i f he doesn ' t s e l l h i s r i c e , he 

a w e ' e j a - f e i j f E ' z ' a won't have money 

h i i 1 ma a suma 11 a ma, ' i f you don ' t t r y to do i t , I won't 

n. w e ' e 1 b a s a ' a help you' 

hii a ma na saana, 'if he doesn't come soon, I'm not 

£ we'e a kono'a going to wait for him' 

hi: toonyaa maa, 1 1 fo nje if it isn t true, tell me 

12.2. Hypothetical conditions are also introduced by the conjunc

tion /hii/, but in addition require the adverb /wl/. If the condition 

refers to the future ('if it should happen'), /wi/ follows /hii/ di

rectly, and the verbal construction in the conditional clause is a fu

ture. If the condition refers to the present or past (i.e., as contra

ry to fact, 'if it were true,' 'if it had happened'), /wl/ follows the 

verb or copula or identifier, and any appropriate construction can be 

used in the condition with its own aspectual reference. After all such 

conditional clauses, the conclusion uses a future construction, even if 



Subordinate Clauses 107 

the condi t ion r equ i r e s a reference to pas t t ime. Examples of such hy

p o t h e t i c a l condi t ions a r e : 

h i t wl 11 t a a ' a J o n d u , ' i f you should go to Jondu, 

11 n fa f e ' c ' a you would meet my f a t h e r ' 

h i i wi k a i menuu 1 aa so ' i f t ha t man would do h i s work. 

I c e ' a , a l j a - f@n f e ' e ' a he 'd have money' 

h i i l t a a ' a wl J o n d u , *if you had gone to Jondu, 

l l n fa f e ' e ' a you'd have met my f a t h e r ' 

h i i I t l ' a wl n i e , ' i f you had been here , my brother 

ij nyomo w e ' e f a a ' a would not have d ied ' 

h i i n a ' a anu f e ' e w l , ' i f I had seen them, 

mbe a f o ' a l ye I ' d have told you' 

h i i i] ma a k e ' e w l , ' i f I hadn ' t ca l led him, 

a we ' e n a ' a he wouldn't have come' 

h i i a be wl so k e - n a w o ' e , ' i f he were working today, 

mbe kunda a k e ' e ' a I could c a l l him' 

e ' e wi so k e - n a , mui ' i f he weren ' t working, we 

kunda t a a ' a 31 fe ma-na could go f i sh ing ' 

h i i a ma t i wi so k e - n a , ' i f he hadn ' t been working. 

m 111 kunda t a a ' a j i fe ma-na we could have gone f i sh ing 1 

h i i t o o n y a a maa w l , ' i f i t weren ' t t r u e , I would t e l l 

mbe a f o ' a wo ye (/have to ld) you (pi) ' 

12 .3 . Proposi t ions a f t e r the equivalents of English verbs such as 

' s a y ' , ' t h i n k ' , 'know', e t c . ( i . e . , c lauses of i n d i r e c t discourse) are 

ordinary p red ica t ions introduced by the conjunction / k g / ' t h a t ' (which 

i s q u i t e poss ib ly a l so the f i r s t p a r t of the conjunction /kemu/ ' i n or

der t h a t ' ) . Some of the common expressions introducing such c l auses , 

however, deserve explanatory no te s . Only the l a s t of the following i s 

an ordinary i n t r a n s i t i v e verb: 

a ' a a fo ke . . . 'he said ( i t ) t ha t . . . " 

a'a a so ke ... 'he knows (/knew) (it) that ...' 

a'a a fe'e ke . . - 'he saw (/learned) (it) that ...* 
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t . s a j 1 ' I be ke 

/ * N 
a ' a j i i s n a ma kc 

a ' a n y i n a ke . . . 

•he th inks (/thought) tha t . . . ' 

( l i t . ' h i s mind i s - a t t ha t . . . ' ) 

'he remembered t ha t . . . ' ( l i t . 'he 

se t mind on i t t ha t . . . ' ) 

'he forgot (/has forgotten) 

t ha t . . . ' 

Examples of these with p red ica t ions a f t e r them a r e : 

a ' a a fo ke a be n a - n a 

a ma-na s i n a 

'v 
anu'a a fo n]e ke m: boo 

be kerje la 

lene nu ba *a a so ke anu 

be kenE 'o 

lene nu ba 'a a so ke anu 

tl'a ke'ne 'a 

na'a a so ke toonyaa mu 

ii a fc'e'a ke toonyaa mu 

na'a a E E ' C kunu ke I liamo 

l na'a 

q ]i'i be ke ko'o pai londo 

t3n se'eq fon 

/ . v g ji'i ti'a ke so ke m£e 

kpE ' e 

/« > a ma ji'i six a ma ke na'a 

a paawa 

anu we'e ji'i s n a ma ke 

n ko'o ma kpe ' e 

na'a nyina ke a be nie 

Q ma kun n y m a ' a ke wo'a 

g basa Q taa'a ka'a ko'o 

'he said that he's going to 

(/would) do it tomorrow' 

'they told me that someone is 

(/was) at the door' 

'the children's mother knew that 

they were (/ knows that they are) 

in the house' 

'the children's mother know that 

they had been in the house' 

'I know it's true' 

'you'll learn that it's true' 

'I learned yesterday that your 

friend was (/is) going to come' 

'I think that rice is twenty-five 

cents a pint' 

'I used to think that this work was 

hard* 

'he didn't remember that I had paid 

him' 

'they don't remember that my back 

isn't strong' 

'I forgot that he was here' 

'I can't forget that you (pi) 

helped me to go to school' 
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12.4. Subordinate clauses expressing cause are introduced by one of 

two conjunctive phrases, /kpanda maa/ and /bei maa/. The word /kpanda/ 

by itself means 'for nothing, in vain, with nothing added'; it is a 

qualificative used predicatively in the identificative construction 

(see 9.1 above). The phrase /kpanda maa/ thus has the basic meaning of 

'it is not without reason'; it functions as a complete clause or per

haps even as an independent sentence, rather than as what is typically 

thought of as a conjunction. The phrase /bei maa/ is probably similar 

in its etymology, though /bei/ by itself has not been identified; it is 

at least similar in its grammatical function. It is worth noting that 

some other Mande languages have conjunctive expressions with comparable 

etymologies and functions. Examples of these, incorporating a sugges

tion that they be written at least with a comma preceding and following 

them to show that they are independent predications in themselves, are 

as follows: 

g be so ke-na, kpanda maa, 'I'm working because I want to go 

q wo'o'a mbe taa ka'a ko'o to school' 

na'a na l ba'a kemu mbe I tu 'I've come to you to ask you to 

sa n g basa, bei maa, na help me, because my child is 

lege ki'a'e mu sick' 

anu fa1 a *a sa, kpanda maa, 'they're happy because rice is 

ka'o ku'un ko'o sag me e 'a plentiful this year' 

n fa'a 'a sa, bei maa, n 'I'm happy because I was able to 

kunda j e ' e a nie sag mee 'a. come back here this year* 

In each of the above, only one of the expressions for 'because' is 

used; the other can be substituted in every case, with no apparent 

shade of difference in meaning. 

12.5. Vai expressions comparable to English clauses introduced by 

'before', 'until', and 'unless' are of four types, three of them par

tially similar to each other, but none of them corresponding fully to 

any one of the English subordinates. The semantic characteristics of 

each must be defined apart from their English equivalents. Further, 

as noted below, 'after' is sijnply the inverse of 'before'. 

In the first- type of expression, the main clause (always the first 



110 A Grammar of Vai 

clause in Vai) refers to a single action or event. The subordinate 

clause corresponds to an English clause introduced by 'before' follow

ing an affirmative predication only. In Vai, such clauses are common

ly introduced by one of the conjunctions /pen/ or /peenee/. Such a 

conjunction is not, however, essential to the construction; it may be 

omitted, and what follows conveys the meaning by itself. The conjunc

tions themselves seem to be relatively recent innovations in Vai, since 

they have initial /p/ (see 1.2 above). The clauses in question could 

be classified as a type of sentence complement (cf. 11.5 above in par

ticular) , but are included here because the conjunctions are so common

ly used. An incompletive construction is used in the subordinate 

clause, with the morpheme /to/ following the construction marker (cf. 

11.4 above). In this case, /to/ is quite clearly a form of the verb 

R If 

/ to/ 'stay, continue'. The following verb, however, is apparently 

not a complement of /to/, since it also has the low tones characteris

tic of the incompletive, and there are no other verbal complements with 

low tone. The form /to/ may be considered to have an adverbial func

tion, with the meaning 'still*. In these clauses, the incompletive has 

a consecutive rather than a hortative or customary implication. Exam

ples of sentences with these subordinate clauses are: 

mui ke'a nuu (pen) sonaa 'we'll get there before it starts 

1 to ke to rain1 (i.e., 'and the rain 

is still coming') 

anu ko'o'a so k e * a (pen) ' they stopped working before the 

te'ee l to ji'i sun set' 

na ja-fene 'a (pen) mbe to 'bring the money before I go to 

taa Dhuko ' o Monrovia' 

a1a ban. a ma'a (pen) anui 'he finished doing it before they 

tb na came' / 'they came after he fi

nished doing it' 

All efforts to elicit subordinates of the 'after' type resulted in 

inversions like the last of the above. 

12.6. In the second type of sentence under consideration, the main 

clause refers to a continuing action or state; further, the reference 
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is to the past. In this case, the subordinate clause corresponds to an 

English 'before' or 'until' clause following a negative predication, or 

to an 'until' clause following an affirmative predication. It will 

probably be easier to follow the description and alternative possibili

ties for these if examples are given first: 

g ma a fe'E, a to1a (a 'a) 'I didn't see him before (/until) 

na'a nu to I left there' 

anil to'a so ke-na, a to'a 'they kept on working until the 

(a 'o) te'ee ji'i'a sun set' 

n to'a na ja-fene kpa'o- 'I kept on looking for my money 

na'a, a t5'a (a * o) na'a until I found it' 

a fe'e 

In the first (main) clause of the second and third of the above ex

amples, it is also possible to use a simple completive construction: 

/anu'a so ke/ 'they worked', /na'a na ja-f§ne kpa'o/ 'I looked for my 

money'. The use of the verb /Hto/ 'stay, continue' (in the situatio

nal) with a complement in which the verb has the suffix /-na/ (cf. 11.1 

above) emphasizes the continuing nature of the action. In the subordi

nate clauses of all three of the above, the introductory phrase /a 

to'a/ is again a situational construction with the same verb / to/; 

this is optionally followed by /a 'o/, lit. 'its inside*, so that the 

entire introductory phrase means 'it continued (in it)'. The substance 

of the clause is then expressed by a situational construction if the 

verb is intransitive, or a completive construction if the verb is tran

sitive. These are not interpreted as sentence complements, since they 

could be used as complete sentences by themselves. They are rather in 

a paratactic relationship with what precedes: 'it continued (in it), I 

left there', etc.. Optionally, however, the final clause may be ex

pressed by an incompletive, with a consecutive significance: /mbe nu 

to/, /te'ee 1 ji'i/, /mbe a fE*e/. While these could also be complete 

sentences, they would not by themselves have a past reference; it is 

the nature of a consecutive that it has the temporal or aspectual refe

rence of the preceding verbal construction. 

12.7. In the third type of sentence under consideration, the main 

clause again refers to a continuing action or state, but the reference 
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of the subordinate clause is to the future; further, the anticipated 

event is viewed as inevitable, or at least firmly intended. The subor

dinate clauses in this type of sentence correspond to 'until' clauses 

in English. E.g., 

wo to so ke-na, ai to 'keep on working until the sun 

(a '3] te'ee 1 ]i'i sets' 

mbe to'a a kpa'b-naa, "I'm going to keep on looking for 

ai to (a »=>) mbe a fe»e it until I find it' 

q be'e taa'a, ai to (a *o) 'I'm not going to go until the 

te'ee 1 bo sun rises' 

In these, the subordinate 'until' clause is introduced by an incom-

pletive (consecutive) construction, /ai to (a 'o)/ '... and it will 

continue (in it)', similar to the completive used for past reference in 

the sentences described in the preceding section. The substance of the 

clause, as is optional with reference to the past, is obligatorily in-

completive with reference to the future, and again has a consecutive 

significance. 

12.B. The fourth type of sentence under consideration differs from 

the third only in that the anticipated event is viewed not as inevita

ble, but only as possible. After a negative main clause, the Vai sub

ordinate clause corresponds to an English clause introduced by 'before1, 

'until', or 'unless*. After an affirmative main clause, an English 

clause introduced by 'until' is the only possible alternative. In this 

type of expression, the subordinate clause is introduced by one of two 

conjunctions, /kcncjee/ or /ke'oo/, and the remainder of the clause is a 

conditional construction with the construction marker /koni/ (cf. 10.4 

above). In each of the following examples, /ke'ao/ may be substituted 

for /kengee/: 

l ma taa kengee q koni "don't go until (/before, unless) 

l sun da I send you' 

a we'e a ma'a kengee 'he won't do it until (/before, 

i koni a fo a ye unless) you tell him' 

a 'o we'e fa'anda kengee 'it won't change until (/unless) 

mu koni a *o fa'ag we change it' 
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t o n i e k e n g e e a k o n i a f a ' s t a y here u n t i l he t e l l s you to 

ye 11 t a a go ' 

The forms /kengee/ and /ke*3o/ may a l s o be used in expressions l i ke 

the following, in which what follows i s not p red ica t ive a t a l l : 

I ma t a a k e n g e e s i n a ' d o n ' t go u n t i l tomorrow' 

n w e ' e a ma*a k e n g e e s i n a ' I won't do i t u n t i l tomorrow* 

a ma a ma k e n g e e s i n a 'he shouldn ' t do i t u n t i l tomorrow' 

Apocopated expressions l i ke the following are a l so in common use , in 

response to an ac tua l or implied r eques t : 

k e n g e e s i n a ' i t ' l l have to be tomorrow', ' no t u n t i l tomorrow' 

12 .9 . Subordinate c lauses r e f e r r i ng to known t ime, p a r a l l e l i n g Eng

l i s h c lauses introduced by 'when' (with reference to the pas t ) or 

' w h i l e ' , a re a type of r e l a t i v e c l ause , and w i l l be t r ea t ed along with 

o ther r e l a t i v e s in 13 below. 



CHAPTER 13 

TOPICALIZATION, QUESTION WORDS, 
RELATIVIZATION 

13.1. The meaning of the term "topicalization" as used here should 

be unmistakably clear from the examples cited and their English equiva

lents.19 Since question words in Vai are typically topicalized, they 

must be treated along with topicalization in general. Although rela-

tivizatlon is clearly related to topicalization in some languages of 

the world, and although such a relationship is apparently thought by 

some to be universal, it is not for that reason that relativization is 

here considered under the same heading. On the contrary, it is cruci

ally important in the case of Vai (and almost all other Niger-Congo 

languages; cf. Welmers 1973, pp. 416-45) to recognize a fundamental 

difference between topicalization (as in question-word questions) and 

relativization (as in "indirect questions"); the two are treated toge

ther here precisely to point out how different they are. 

Any constituent of a Vai sentence may be topicalized with the excep

tion of the predicator (verb, identificative particle, or copula). To 

put it more positively, a subject, object, or adverbial complement may 

be topicalized. These three topicalizations must be treated separately. 

Subject topicalization is expressed by /wa/ after a noun or noun 

phrase subject; after a pronoun, /wa nga wa/ is used (or perhaps bet

ter, noun phrases topicalized by /wa/ include phrases consisting of a 

pronoun plus /wa nga/, which function as independent pronouns). These 

expressions are discussed in 6.9 above, where /wa/ and /nga/ are inter

preted as relational nouns, and are described as expressing emphasis or 

as having an intensive use. That is not in conflict with now referring 

to the same forms used after a subject as constituting topicalization. 

Topicalization implies singling out one item in contrast with all other 

possible items; it has sometimes been called "contrastive emphasis." 

In Vai, the idea of emphasis seems to be more fundamental than the idea 

of contrast in /wa/; when /wa/ is used after a subject, however, con-

[ H4 ] 
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t r a s t appears to be imp l i c i t in emphasis. At l e a s t , no Other cons t ruc 

t ion has been found which more e x p l i c i t l y expresses c o n t r a s t . Topica-

l i zed subjec t s are thus i l l u s t r a t e d in the following; compare the exam

p le s and the English equiva len ts in 6.9 above: 

q fa wa n a ' a ' i t was my fa ther who came1 

kima wa be b e ' a - n a a ' i t ' s ha i l t h a t ' s f a l l i n g ' 

k a i menuu wa ' a a n y i a ' i t ' s t ha t man who fixed i t ' 

k a i menuu wa 1 a n y i a ' i t ' s t h a t man who should f ix i t* 

k a i menuu wa be a n y i a - n a ' i t ' s t ha t man who's f ixing i t ' 

a w a g g a w a n a ' a ' h e ' s the one who came* 

a wa qga wa ' a a ma ' h e ' s the one who did i t* 

qga n,ga* wa n a ' a ' i t was I who came' 

qga ngS wa ' a a ma ' I 'm the one who did i t ' 

Qga* nga wa be a ma-na ' I 'm the one who's doing i t ' 

mu wa nga wa be a ma-na ' i t ' s we who are doing i t ' 

manjaS wa be n i e ' i t ' s the chief who i s here* 

t u ' u j a a ' e wa be Q b o ' O ' i t ' s palm o i l t h a t I have' 

na miee wa be l b o ' o ' i t ' s my knife tha t you have* 

(The fact t h a t English sentences in the p rec i se form given above are 

not very common and may seem awkward must by no means be in t e rp re t ed as 

suggesting t h a t t o p i c a l i z a t i o n i s l e s s common in English than in many 

other languages. Topica l iza t ion in English i s more frequent ly s i g 

nal led by c o n t r a s t i v e s t r e s s , which i s not normally represented in 

wr i t t en English. The f i r s t two of the above might be rephrased as 'My 

father camel' and ' I t ' s hailing!* , and s imi l a r ly for the r e s t . ) 

There i s no p a r a l l e l cons t ruc t ion for negative subject t o p i c a l i z a 

t i o n . A circumlocution i s used, as i l l u s t r a t e d in the following: 

mo mu *a n a ' a , q fa maa ' i t wasn ' t my fa ther who came* 

( l i t . , ' t he person who came, 

i t i s not my f a t h e r ' ) 

fen mu be q bo • o T ' i t i s n ' t palm o i l t h a t I have' 

t u ' u j a a ' e maa ( l i t . , ' t he thing t ha t I have, 

i t i s n ' t palm o i l ' 

mo mu 'a a ma, a wa maa it wasn t he who did it 

13.2. An object (of an affirmative sentence only) is topicalized by 
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being placed in s e n t e n c e - i n i t i a l pos i t i on and followed by the i d e n t i 

f i e r /mu/. What follows must, however, be a complete sentence in i t 

s e l f . A pronoun must be used in the usual object pos i t i on , r e c a p i t u l a 

t i ng the d isp laced ob jec t . If the top ica l i zed object i s a noun or noun 

phrase , and i f i t s reference i s e x p l i c i t l y s ingular or i f number i s i r 

r e l evan t , the r e c a p i t u l a t i n g pronoun i s the t h i rd person s ingu la r , / a / . 

If the reference of the objec t i s e x p l i c i t l y p l u r a l , the r e c a p i t u l a t i n g 

pronoun i s the t h i r d person p l u r a l , / a n u / . If the top ica l ized object 

i s a pronoun, i t i s followed by /wa/ , with a l t e r n a n t s as described in 

6.9 above, and t h i s e n t i r e phrase i s followed by /mu/; the r e c a p i t u l a 

t i ng pronoun in the following sentence i s then the same in person and 

number. The r e c a p i t u l a t i n g pronouns are r e f l ec t ed in the English equ i 

va len t s of the following examples by the appropr ia te pronoun in paren

t h e s e s : 

man jaa mu n a ' a a f c ' E ' i t was the chief t h a t I saw (him)' 

t u ' u j a a ' e mu mu 'a a s ag ' i t was palm o i l t ha t we bought 

l o S yD ( i t ) in the market ' 

kon mu a n u ' a a t i e ' i t was s t i c k s tha t they cut ( i t ) * 

kpe' mu anu be a m i - n a a ' i t ' s wine t h a t t hey ' r e dr inking 

( i t ) ' 

l e n d e menuu mu n fa w o ' o ' a ' i t ' s t ha t car t ha t my fa ther wants 

a l a s ag to buy ( i t ) ' 

mo menuu nu mu m u ' a anu ' i t was those people t ha t we saw 

f e ' e kunu (them) yes te rday ' 

nga mu y a ' a n f e ' e ' i t was me t ha t you saw (me)' 

x wa mu na ' a 1 k e ' e ' i t was you tha t I ca l l ed (you)' 

muanu wa mu a* a mu mai ' i t was us tha t he in su l t ed (us ) ' 

anuanu wa mu manjaa' ' a anu ' i t was them tha t the chief forced 

ma a n u i so ke (them) to work' 

In negative sentences , the only form of t o p i c a l i z a t i o n i s the use of 

the emphatic marker /wa/ a f t e r the objec t in the usual object p o s i t i o n : 

13 ma manjaa" wa f e ' e ' i t wasn' t the chief tha t I saw' 

anu b e ' e kpe wa m i - n a a ' i t i s n ' t wine t ha t t h e y ' r e 

d r ink ing ' 

i] ma 1 wa k e ' e ' i t i s n ' t you tha t I c a l l e d ' 
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13.3. Again in affirmative sentences only, an entire adverbial com

plement may be topicalized by being placed in sentence-initial position 

followed by /mu/, with a restriction noted below. Such a topicalized 

complement is not recapitulated in the following sentence, which is 

complete by itself in any case.20 Many adverbial complements, however, 

are relational noun phrases, which are described in 6.7 above. Such a 

complement may be topicalized in its entirety, but it is also possible 

to topicalize only the "possessor"; in such a case, there must be a re

capitulating pronoun before the relational noun in its usual complement 

position. Still other adverbial complements have a relational parti

cle, as distinguished from a relational noun, in final position; the 

status of relational particles is also discussed in 6.7 above. Such 

complements cannot be topicalized in their entirety. Only the "posses

sor" can be topicalized, and a recapitulating pronoun with the relatio

nal particle is obligatory in the usual complement position in the fol

lowing sentence. The instances of recapitulation by pronouns in the 

following examples are identifiable by parenthesized pronouns in the 

English equivalents: 

kunu mu q na'a m e 'it was yesterday that I came here' 

x\ i \ mu q na'a kunu 'it was here that 1 came yesterday' 

W D ' C mu na'a mie mee san 'it was today that I bought this 

knife' 

nuu mu na'a a fc'c 'it was there that I saw him' 

Jondu mu na'a manjaS fe'e 'it was in Jondu that I saw the 

chief' 

sanjaa 'o mu na'a a fe'e 'it was in town that I saw him' 

sanjaa 'o mu Q be taa-na 'it's into town that I'm going' 

kundaa ' o mu a'a log taa 'it was in an iron pot that she 

cooked rice" 

kundaa mu a'a Ion taa a 'o 'it was an iron pot that she cooked 

rice in (it)' 

ko'o mu a na'a a ' a 'it was rice that he brought (it)' 

(cf.: a na'a ka'o 'a, lit. 'he came rice + associative rel. 

part.', i.e., 'he came with rice') 

na bhu mu a'a ko'ie faa 'it was my gun that he killed the 

a *a leopard with (it)' 
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muanu mu a be s o k e ' - n a ' i t ' s u s t h a t h e ' s working for 

rau y e ( u s ) ' 

i fS mu Q w o ' o ' a mbc a f o ' i t ' s your f a t h e r t h a t I want t o 

a y e t e l l i t t o (h im) ' 

man j a a mu a n u t a a ' a a b a ' a ' i t was t h e c h i e f t h a t they went 

t o (h im) ' 

man jaX mu a n u k o a i ' a a b a ' a ' i t was t h e c h i e f t h a t they spoke 

to (h im) ' 

g g a mu a s o ' a g ma i ' i t was me t h a t he s tood b e s i d e 

(me) ' 

13.4. There are three types of interrogative subjects. First, the 

question words /jo/ 'who?' and /mbe/ 'what?' may be used as subjects by 

themselves. Second /jo/ may be used as the possessor of a noun to form 

an interrogative phrase; it is followed by /wa/ in this case. Third, a 

noun may be followed by an interrogative modifier: Aama/ 'how many?', 

/mia(na)/ 'which?', or /le'lc mia(na)/ 'what kind of?'. (The third of 

these is, of course, only a special instance of the second; /le'i/ is a 

relational noun meaning 'kind'.) Any of these interrogative subjects 

may be used before the identifier /mu/ to form a complete question. 

They may also be topicalized according to the pattern outlined in 13.1 

above, by adding /wa/ after them. Examples of such interrogative sub

jects are: 

jo rou 'who is it?' 

j 3 wa na'a 'who came?' 

j3 wa 'a a ma 'who did it?' 

jo wa 1 a fo'a a ye 'who's going to tell (it to) him?' 

mbe" mu 'what is it?' 

mbe* wa raa'a 'what happened? ' 

mbe wa 1 m a ' a ' w h a t ' s going to happen? 1 

mb§ wa ' a l m i l n y a 'what f r i g h t e n e d you? 

j o wa t a mu 'whose i s i t ? ' 

j 3 wa a j a - f e n mu 'whose money i s i t ? ' 

j 3 wa f a wa n a ' a 'whose f a t h e r came?' 

j o wa a w u ' u wa ' a I m i i n y a 'whose dog f r i g h t e n e d you? 

j S wa a l e n c wa ' a a ma 'whose c h i l d d i d i t ? ' 
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mo kama wa na'a "how many people came?' 

mo kama wa 'a mu fe'e 'how many people saw us?' 

wu'u miana wa ' a i milnya 'which dog frightened you?1 

wu'u le'il* mfana wa 'a 'what kind of dog was it that 

1 miinya frightened you?' 

13.5. The same question words and phrases may be used as objects. 

As such, at least in short questions, they may appear in the usual ob

ject position, usually followed by /wa/. Very commonly, however, they 

are topicalized, following the pattern outlined in 13.2 above. Exam

ples of interrogative objects, with the topicalization construction ap

pearing first in each of the following pairs, are: 

jo mu ya'a a fe'e 'who did you see (him)?* 

- ya'a jo wa fe'e 'you saw who?' 

mbe mu a'a a ma 'what did he do (it)?' 

- a'a mbe wa ma 'he did what?" 

mie kama mu a*a a san 'how many knives did he buy (it)?' 

- a'a mie kama wa san 'he bought how many knives?' 

mle'e miana mu a'a a san 'which knife did he buy (it)?' 

- a'a ml E E nfana wa san 'he bought which knife?' 

mie le'ie miana mu a'a 'what kind of a knife did he buy 

a sag (it)?' 

- a'a mie lc'lc miana 'he bought what kind of a knife?' 

wa san 

13.6. Four interrogative complements have been recorded. The first 

is a simple question word, /mfa/ 'where?', which may be topicalized 

following the pattern outlined in 13.3 above, or which may appear in 

the usual complement position, optionally followed by /wa/. The second 

is a phrase, /mia banda/ 'when?1, the first word of which is clearly 

the same as the question word meaning 'where?'; this has been recorded 

only as topicalized. The third is a possessive phrase, /mbe wa ko/ 

'why?' (lit., 'the matter of what?'); this also has been recorded only 

as topicalized. Compare possessive phrases with /j3/ 'who?1 in 13.4 

above. The fourth interrogative complement, /kama wa'a/ 'how?', has 

been recorded only in complement position, not topicalized. My notes 
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do not explicitly exclude the possibility of a topicalized construc

tion, but I have been so conscious of the fact that expressions for 

'how?' function differently from all other interrogative expressions 

throughout the Niger-Congo languages (cf. Welmers 1973, p. 417 ff.) 

that I am confident that I checked and found the illustration below to 

be the only possibility. Interrogative complements are thus illustra

ted by the following: 

mia mu a taa'a 'where did he go7' 

~ a t a a ' a m i a ( w a ) 'he went where 7' 

mia mu a* a ko'o mcnuu san 'where did he buy that rice?' 

mi a banda mu a na'a 'when did he come?' 

mfa banda mu ll na lendee 'when are you going to fix my car?' 

nyia'a 

mbe wa ko mu a 'a a ma 'why did he do it?' 

a'a a ma kama wa'a 'how did he do it?' 

13.7. In indirect questions (such as 'I don't know who came'), none 

of the above question words or phrases is used. Each must be replaced 

by a noun in a relative construction. It should be noted that the 

phraseology "a noun plus a relative clause" is carefully avoided here, 

for reasons that will become clear in the development of this descrip

tion. Relativization will first be introduced in this restricted con

text of indirect questions, but generalizations of the pattern, and 

complications in constituent order, will be treated in 13.10-12 below. 

The essential ingredient in all relative constructions is the use of 

the relative marker /mu/ after the head noun. It will not be demon

strable from the data in this section, but will become clear in the 

following sections, that this /mu/ is not a "relative pronoun"; it 

serves only to signal the presence of a relative construction, of which 

the preceding noun is the head. The term "antecedent" does not seem 

appropriate. 

Two variables must be taken into account for any relative construc

tion. The first is internal: the function of the head noun within the 

relative construction itself; it may be subject, possessor, object, or 

complement. The second is external: the function of the entire rela

tive construction in the sentence as a whole. In indirect questions 

such as those treated in this and the following two sections, the rela-
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t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s n e i t h e r t h e s u b j e c t , o b j e c t , nor complement of t h e 

e n t i r e s e n t e n c e . I t i s r a t h e r an appended comment, e x p l a n a t o r y of an 

o b j e c t pronoun i n t h e p r e c e d i n g f u l l s e n t e n c e . Each of t h e examples 

below b e g i n s w i t h / q ma a s b / ' I d o n ' t know i t * , and t h e appended r e l a 

t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n s p e c i f i e s what i s no t known. 

F i r s t , i n d i r e c t q u e s t i o n s w i l l be t r e a t e d i n which t h e head noun i s 

t h e s u b j e c t of t h e r e l a t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n , o r t h e p o s s e s s o r of t h e s u b 

j e c t . The q u e s t i o n words used i n p a r a l l e l q u e s t i o n s (13.4 a b o v e ) , and 

t h e c o r r e s p o n d i n g nouns used i n i n d i r e c t q u e s t i o n s , a r e a s f o l l o w s : 

j S 

mbe* 

kama 

mfa ( n a ) 

•who?1 

' w h a t ? ' 

'how many?' 

•which? ' 

mo 

k^ 

f e n 

k i W 

ke 

' p e r s o n ' 

' t h i n g ( a b s t r a c t ) * 

* t h i n g ( m a t e r i a l ) ' 
1 number' 

' t h e one* (or zero) 

In the r e l a t i v e cons t ruc t ions in the following i n d i r e c t ques t ions , 

the appropr ia te noun followed by /mu/ functions exact ly l i ke a noun by 

i t s e l f in a non- re l a t ive cons t ruc t ion . These i n d i r e c t ques t ions should 

be compared with the d i r e c t ques t ions in 13.4 above: 

13 ma a so mo mu mu ' I d o n ' t know who i t i s ' 

g ma a so mo mu n a ' a ' I d o n ' t know who came' 

Q ma a so mo mu ' a a ma ' I d o n ' t know who did i t ' 

Q m a a s o k o m u m a ' a ' I d o n ' t know what happened* 

g ma a so ko mu 1 m a ' a ' I d o n ' t know what '11 happen' 

0 ma a so fen mu ' a a k a * l ' I d o n ' t know what broke i t ' 

n ma a so mo mu t a mu ' I d o n ' t know whose i t i s 1 

n ma a so mo mu a j a - f e n mu ' I d o n ' t know whose money i t i s* 

q ma a so mb mu fa wa n a ' a ' I d o n ' t know whose fa ther came' 

n ma a so mo mu a wu 'u wa ' I d o n ' t know whose dog frightened 

' a a m u n y a him' 

n ma a s o mo k i ' i mu ' a mu *I d o n ' t know how many people saw 

fE T £ us' 

tf ma* a sb wu'u* (- w u ' u ? ke) ' I d o n ' t know which dog frightened 

mu ' a a m i i n y a him' 

q ma a so wu 'u I E ' I mu ' a ' I d o n ' t know what kind of a dog 

a m i i n y a fr ightened him' 
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13.8. Second, indirect questions will be treated in which the head 

noun is the object in the relative construction. In these appended re

lative constructions, the object noun followed by /mu/ appears in the 

usual object position, not preposed. This illustrates the inappropri-

ateness of the term "antecedent." The relative marker /mu/ is incor

porated in the relative construction, so that the noun plus /mu/ func

tions exactly like an object noun by itself in a non-relative construc

tion. The nouns used are the same as those listed in the preceding 

section, paralleling the same question words. The following indirect 

questions should be compared with the direct questions in 13.5 above: 

Q ma a so a'a mo mu fe*e 'I don't know who he saw' 

n m a a s s a ' a k o m u m a ' I d o n ' t know what he d i d ' 

£ ma a s o a* a f e n mu f c ' c ' I d o n ' t know what he saw' 

q ma a s o a ' a mi e k i ' l itiu ' I d o n ' t know how many k n i v e s he 

s a n b o u g h t ' 

q ma a s o a ' a m i e ( - m l e e ' I d o n ' t know which k n i f e he 

k e ) mu s a n b o u g h t ' 

13 ma a s o a ' a m ie l e ' i mu *I d o n ' t know what kind of a k n i f e 

s a n he bough t ' 

If the head noun is the possessor of another noun, the entire noun 

phrase may be followed by /wa/ in the usual object position, or it may 

be topicalized as outlined in 13.2 above: 

n ma a so a1 a mo mu a wu ' u 'I don't know whose dog he saw* 

wa fc'c (I neg. it know he person rel.'s 

dog. emph. saw) 

Q ma a so mo mu a wu ' u mu (same: I neg. it know person 

a* a a fe'e rel.'s dog it-is he it saw) 

13.9. Third, indirect questions will be considered in which the 

head noun functions as the complement in the relative construction. 

The relevant nouns, with corresponding question words and phrases, are: 

m i a 

kama w a ' a 

mia banda 

mbe wa ko 

'where?' 

'how?' 

'when?' 
1why?' 

k a a 

k i ' i 

kaa . . 

ko . . . 

. banda 

wa ko 

' p l a c e ' 

'manner' 

' t ime' 

'reason' 
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I t should be no ted t h a t t h e noun / k i ' i / r e f e r s t o 'number* when used 

a s s u b j e c t o r o b j e c t , b u t t o 'manner ' when used a s a complement; t h e 

p a r a l l e l q u e s t i o n forms a r e a l s o c l e a r l y r e l a t e d . In t h e l a s t two of 

t h e above , t h e words / b a n d a / and / k o / a r e , o r f u n c t i o n a s , r e l a t i o n a l 

nouns . There i s c l e a r l y a r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e e x p r e s s i o n s r e f e r 

r i n g t o p l a c e and t i m e , bu t t h e semant i c n a t u r e of i t has n o t been f u l 

l y d e t e r m i n e d . There i s o t h e r ev idence for / b a n d a / meaning ' t i m e ' by 

i t s e l f ; / k o / i s amply a t t e s t e d i n t h e meaning ' t h i n g ( a b s t r a c t ) ' , from 

which t h e i d e a of ' r e a s o n ' i s an easy s t e p . 

In d i r e c t q u e s t i o n s , a s noted i n 13 .6 above , / m i a / ' w h e r e ? ' may be 

t o p i c a l i z e d , b u t /kama w a ' a / 'how?' i s a t t e s t e d o n l y in complement p o 

s i t i o n . In i n d i r e c t q u e s t i o n s , t h e nouns i n t h e p a r a l l e l r e l a t i v e con 

s t r u c t i o n s , fo l lowed by / m u / , appear i n complement p o s i t i o n i n bo th c a 

s e s . In t h e r e l a t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n s r e f e r r i n g t o t ime and r e a s o n , which 

d i f f e r from the above i n t h a t t h e noun fol lowed by /mu/ i s t h e p o s s e s 

so r of a fo l lowing noun, t o p i c a l i z a t i o n i s found. The fo l lowing should 

be compared wi th t h e d i r e c t q u e s t i o n s i n 13 .6 above : 

n ma a s o a t a a ' a k a a mu ' I d o n ' t know where he wen t ' 

13 ma a s o a ' a k o ' o menuu ' I d o n ' t know where he bought t h a t 

s a g k a a mu r i c e ' 

q ma a S3 a ' a a ma k i ' i mu ' I d o n ' t know how he d i d i t ' 

n ma a s o k a a mu b a n d a mu ' I d o n ' t know when he came' 

a n a ' a 

n ma a so k a a mu b a n d a mu ' I d o n ' t know when h e ' s going t o 

a i l c n d e c n y i a ' a f i x t h e c a r ' 

n ma a so ko mu wa k o mu ' I d o n ' t know why he d i d i t * 

a ' a a ma 

13.10. All of the relative constructions illustrated up to this 

point have been appended comments, independent of the structure of the 

main part of the sentence. Such relative constructions may also func-
2 1 

tion as the subject, object, or complement within a sentence. If a 

relative construction functions as subject, the entire construction is 

followed by a pause, and what follows is itself a complete sentence. 

If what follows is a copulative or verbal predication, it begins with 

the appropriate subject pronoun. The relative construction in these 
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cases is a "suspended topic,"22 which is then recapitulated by a sub

ject pronoun. One may also include here identificative constructions 

of a type already described in 9.1 above. 

Internally, if the head noun functions as the subject of the rela

tive construction, it is followed by /mu/ in subject position, and the 

remainder of the construction follows. E.g., 

kal mu 'a a ma, a be nie 'the man who did it is here' 

rousu mu wo'o'a ka'o menuu 'the woman who gave birth last 

'a, a faa'a kunu month died yesterday' 

kai mu na'a W O ' E , Q fa rau 'the man who came today is my 

father' 

If the head noun functions as the object of the relative construc

tion, there are two possibilities. First, the noun followed by /mu/ 

may appear in the usual object position, as in the appended comments 

described in 13.8 above. (This illustrates the unusual pattern of re-

lativization found in other Northern Mande languages also.) Alterna

tively, the head noun may be preposed, and recapitulated in the usual 

object position by a pronoun. This is superficially similar to object 

topicalization (13.2 above), but the preposing of the object in this 

case serves a different purpose: to place the noun which is the subject 

of the entire sentence in initial position. E.g., 

anu'a mo mu fe'e sanja5 'o, 'the person they saw in town is 

a be nic here' (they person rel. saw the-

town's inside, he is here) 

mo mu anu'a a fe'e sanjaa (same: person rel. they him saw 

•o, a be nie the town's inside, he is here) 

mu'a nyic mu saq, a to'i'a 'the fish we bought has spoiled' 

(we fish rel. bought, it is-

spoiled) 

nyie mu mu * a a sag, a to'i'a (same: fish rel. we it bought, ...) 

If the head noun functions as the complement of the relative con

struction, it is preposed in all of the cases recorded. A relational 

noun in such a complement appears after /mu/. There is no recapitula

tion. A relational particle, however, appears in the usual complement 
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p o s i t i o n , preceded by a pronoun r e c a p i t u l a t i n g the noun. E .g . , 

n i l 1 b o ' a D h u k o ' o , s a n j a *if you s t a r t from Monrovia, the 

s e n j e n a mu 11 k e ' a Wako 'o f i r s t town ( r e l . ) you w i l l a r r i v e 

gbu ' : , a t 3 n Gbaa a t in Cape Mount Co. (, i t ) i s 

ca l l ed Gbaa' 

sanja mii * o na'a a fe'e, 'the town in which I saw him is 

a ton Jondu called Jondu' 

wu'u mu a na'a a 'a, a*a 'the dog he brought (came with it) 

Q bd'o kin bit my hand' 

13.11. If a relative construction functions as the object of an en

tire sentence, it too is preposed in full as a suspended topic, and is 

recapitulated in the usual object position by the appropriate object 

pronoun. If the relative construction were to appear in object posi

tion, many sentences would end with an impermissible sequence of two 

verbs. They would also begin with two subjects, each followed by a 

construction marker in most cases. 

In the following, the entire relative construction is an object, but 

internally the head noun is the subject of the relative construction: 

mo mu *a na mice kaa, 'the person who stole my knife, 

anu'a a bi • a they caught him' 

In the following* the head noun is the object of the relative con

struction. From the viewpoint of English and many other languages, it 

is unusual not to find the head noun either in the object position of 

the entire sentence or initially: 

na'a mis mu san kunu, 'he stole the knife that I bought 

a1a a kaa yesterday' (I knife rel. bought 

yesterday, he it stole) 

n a ' a k o o s i i m u b i ' a , 'I measured the barracuda that I 

na'a a suma caught* (I barracuda rel. caught, 

I it measured)23 

One might expect that the head noun in an object relative construc

tion might appear in the usual object position, followed by /mu/, with 

the rest of the relative construction following the verb. Actually, 

the following is a legitimate sentence: 
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anu'a mo mu bi'a, aTa na mice kaa. 

(they person rel. caught, he my knife stole) 

It does not, however* mean 'they caught the person who stole my knife,* 

but rather 'the person whom they caught stole my knife.* This very de

vice may be used for an object relative, however, if another noun fol

lowed by /mu/ precedes it in a double relative. In the following, the 

double relative functions as the object in the full sentence, but it 

could also function as a subject: 

mo mu *a mit mu kaa na'a a 'the person who stole the knife 

san, kunu , anu * a a bi'a that I bought yesterday, they 

caught him' 

(person rel. CM knife rel. stole I it bought yesterday, ...) 

13.12. if a relative construction functions as the complement of an 

entire sentence, it appears in the usual complement position in all re

corded cases, except for some temporal complements as noted below. 

Within the relative construction, the head noun is preposed and fol

lowed by /mu/. If the head noun is the subject of the relative con

struction, and if a relational noun or particle follows /mu/, the head 

noun is recapitulated by a subject pronoun. E.g., 

anuanu wa mu na'a wu'u mu 'it was they who brought (came 

•a a* a g bo'o kin with) the dog that (it) bit my 

hand' 

If the head noun of the relative construction functions as its ob

ject, it is recapitulated by an object pronoun. E.g., 

a* a Ion. taa kundaa mu ' o 'she cooked rice in the pot that 

na'a a san I bought (it)' 

If the head noun of the relative construction functions as its com

plement t and if in the usual complement position the noun would be fol

lowed by a relational particle, the particle appears in the usual com

plement position in the relative construction, preceded by a pronoun 

recapitulating the noun (cf. 13.10 above). E.g., 

a'a Ion taa kundaa mu ' o 'she cooked rice in the pot that 

Q na'a a 'a I brought (came with it)' 
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Such complement relative constructions are the usual equivalents of 

English subordinate clauses referring to known time in the past or pre

sent, the treatment of which was delayed until this point as indicated 

in 12.9 above. In the following, the noun /banda/ 'time' is used in 

the relative construction (cf. 13.9 above); unlike the examples above, 

the entire relative construction is preposed in the sentence in the 

following, and the head noun of the relative is not preposed in the re' 

lative construction itself. It seems likely that this pattern is re

stricted to relative complements referring to known time. Thus: 

a na'a banda mu 'a, Q be 'when he came, I was asleep1 

kl 'o 

na'a a fe'e banda mu 'a, 'when I saw him, he was sick' 

a ki'a'e mu 

In an answer to a question such as 'When did you see him?', /banda/ 

has also been recorded as a relational noun, possessed and preposed, in 

the following: 

a banda mu n. na'a 'when I came' (its time rel. I came) 

In other complement relatives, the nominal expression for 'time' de

scribed in 13.9 above, /kaa ... banda/, is commonly used. The free 

noun /wati/ (ultimately of Arabic origin) may also be used. Once more, 

the relative construction appears in the usual complement position in 

the entire sentence, and its head noun is preposed: 

na a a fe'e kaa mu banda I saw him when I came 

Q na'a 

a na'a kaa mu banda g be 'he came while I was working* 

so ke-na 

(- a na ' a wati mu q be so ke-na) 

ai a ma'a kaa mu banda mu 'he ' l l do i t while we're eating' 

be fen. lon-na 

Similar relationships between actions or events are also frequently 

expressed by sentence parataxis, which will be treated in 14 below. 



CHAPTER 14 

SENTENCE CONJUNCTION 

14.1. In the limited time available for work on Vai, no systematic 

effort was made to discover a variety of ways in which a transition 

might be made from one sentence to another in connected discourse. No 

texts were recorded, and little more than the simplest question-answer 

conversational exchanges. Nevertheless, some significant information 

came to light in the course of investigating the equivalents of English 

subordinate clauses in particular. It seems quite possible that what 

could be added to the patterns described here would consist largely of 

a list of additional transitional words and phrases, with little by way 

of unexpected or unusual structural features. A more extensive treat

ment of discourse is, of course, to be desired. No apology is needed, 

however, for considering such a treatment beyond the scope of the pre

sent grammar. 

Perhaps the most significant feature found in sequences of sentences 

is the extent of the use of simple sentence parataxis. Several instan

ces of this were recorded in the process of eliciting equivalents of 

English subordinate clauses. As noted in preceding portions of this 

grammar, Vai has special constructions for a variety of subordinations; 

in several cases, however, alternate equivalents were offered in which 

sentence parataxis is used. These include, but are not restricted to, 

uses of the incompletive construction in the second sentence as a "con

secutive" (cf. 11.5 above, where the incompletive can also be interpre

ted as a sentence complement expressing purpose). 

In 12.4 above, equivalents of causal subordinates are described, 

using the phrases /kpanda maa/ and /bei maa/ 'because' (lit., 'it is 

not without reason'). These are themselves essentially paratactic con

structions, though they make use of a special conjunctive predication. 

The same idea can be expressed by simple parataxis in instances like 

the following; 'because' was used in the English sentence for which 

[ 128 ] 
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this was given as an equivalent: 

Q wo'o'a mbe taa kiiu ' o; 'I want to go home; my head aches 

g kune be q lun-na (is hurting me) ' 

The first of the following was offered as a simple and common alter

native of the second: 

g be S3 ke-na; a na'a 'I was (/am) working; he came' 

a na'a wati mu q be so ke-na 'he came while I was working* 

Similarly, the following were offered as alternatives; the first il

lustrates the consecutive use of the incompletive: 

1 n kono, mbe ban fen londa 'wait for me, and I (will) finish 

eating1 

1 g kono, al to (a *o) mbe 'wait for me until I finish eating' 

ban fen londa (cf. 12.7 above) 

Parataxis is also used to express comparison, as in the following: 

ken DICE kb'o; a be * a kenu 'a 'this house is large; it surpasses 

the other one' (i.e., 'this house 

is larger than that one') 

The significance of the foregoing lies in the fact that even the 

little data recorded, along with other similar alternatives that were 

heard but not transcribed, are sufficient to show that Vai makes use of 

sentence parataxis considerably more than most other languages, inclu

ding other Nande languages, with which I have worked. In many other 

languages, consecutivization (at best a special type of parataxis) is 

commonly used where Vai simply strings repeated instances of the same 

construction one after another. This will become even more evident in 

the following section. 

14.2. As is almost universally true in Niger-Congo languages, a 

conjunction which joins nouns (/be/ in the case of Vai) cannot be used 

to join verbs or sentences. Vai does, however, have a sentence conjunc

tion, /amu/, which seems primarily to convey the idea of 'and then, and 

so'. It is likely that this is a form of, or is derived from, the iden-

tificative predication /a wa mu/ 'it is it' (referring to the previous 

predication) (also 'it is he, it is she* in other contexts, but personal 
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reference is excluded in this case).24 If so, its very use constitutes 

parataxis at least in the underlying structure. In many instances com

parable to those illustrated below, /amu/ was explicitly said to be op

tional. After a future, an incompletive construction is used, which 

suggests consecutivization. Examples of the largely optional use of 

/amu/ are as follows: 

mil taa'a kuu ' o; (amu) 'we went home and cooked rice' 

mu'a Ion taa 

mbe taa'a kuu fo; (amu) 'I'm going to go home and (in due 

mbe Ion taa course) cook rice' (without /amu/, 

this would more likely be inter

preted as expressing purpose) 

na gbooe 'a kpa'a wi kinei; 'my farm had just gotten dry, and 

amu sonaa ke'a the rain came' 

The appropriateness of simple parataxis, and the optionality of the 

conjunctive /amu/, are vividly demonstrated by a conversation (in Eng

lish) with Fr. Kandakai after we had heard a little of a Vai news 

broadcast on a car radio. He mentioned that the particular announcer 

we had been listening to was well known for his sprinkling /amu, amu, 

amu/ liberally through his news reports, when in most cases it was un

necessary; the effect was clearly considered rather amusing. Apparent

ly /amu/ functions for some people as a sort of hesitation form, though 

there are undoubtedly some cases in which it is meaningful and stylis

tically desirable. 

14.3. A sentence giving contradictory information, or expressing a 

reservation, is introduced by /ke'e/ 'but'. E.g., 

n wo*o?a mbe taa kuu 'o, 'I want to go home, but he begged 
1 * * * * 1 * * ! _ ! _ * * 1 * . * / * ._ ._ 1_ I 

ke'e a*a n bhoo mbe to nie me to stay here' 

n f5 taa* a kuu 'o, ke*e 'my father went home, but I stayed 

nga to'a nie here 

14.4. A change of subject may be marked by the form /pe'e/ (see 

6.10 above) after the expression for the new subject. Since /pe*e/ 

in other uses means 'also', the basic idea conveyed seems to be that of 

new information. English equivalents may include 'and', 'but', 'in 
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turn', 'however', 'on the other hand'. There may well be another form 

with a similar usage, but this is the only one recorded (with no spe

cial effort to elicit anything of the sort). E.g., 

Q ngoo, ko'a lee-moo mu. 'My older brother is a weaver. 

n. nyomo pc'e, ko'a so'a- My younger brother, on the other 

moo mu. hand, is a tailor.' 

14.5- The relational noun phrase /a kaggo'o/ 'after it, afterwards' 

(which also, strangely, means 'his throat') may be used to introduce a 

sentence referring to a later event, in the past or future. E.g., 

q taa'a ka'a ko'a san tan 'I attended school for twelve 

fe'a. a kango'o, q na*a years. After that, I came to 

Dhuko'o mbe so ke. Monrovia to work.' 

13 wo'o'a mbe bag so mee ke 'I want to finish this job tomor-

sina. a kaggo'o, mbe ya row. After that, I'll fix your 

lendee nyia'a. car. 

There are undoubtedly other conjunctive phrases, as suggested in 

14.1 above, that are used in a similar way to'express ideas like 'there

fore', 'at the same time', 'in that way', possibly 'in spite of that', 

and so on. Although such expressions are likely to be phrases rather 

than single words, they may well be more appropriate to a lexicon than 

to a grammar, as indeed /a kaqgo'o/ would appear to be. They also im

pinge on the category of adverbs, treated in 15 below. 



CHAPTER 15 

ADVERBIALS AND IDEOPHONES 

15.1. A number of words and phrases with an adverbial function have 

appeared throughout this grammar, but for the most part they have not 

been systematically treated. Nor is there any particular reason why 

special attention should have been given to them before this. Except 

for what has already been noted about them (especially in 6.7,8 above 

and in the discussion of topicalization and relativization, 13), they 

present no special syntactic problem, and can pretty much be taken for 

granted. At the same time, they constitute a basic constituent in Vai 

sentences, and as such deserve to be separately recognized and de

scribed. In a very few cases, the grammatical classification of a word 

is problematic apart from an effort to define adverbs. 

It would appear that adverbials, including single words and nominal 

phrases, can be satisfactorily defined as anything that may appear af

ter the verb in a sentence. Some such words and phrases may also have 

a non-adverbial function elsewhere in a sentence, and may even be topi-

calized as adverbials. The possibility of appearing in post-verbal 

position, however, seems to be diagnostic for identifying a word or 

phrase as adverbial. 

In connection with identifying certain morphemes as relational nouns 

or relational particles, 6.7,6 above, an exceedingly common type of ad

verbial complement was described and illustrated. It is appropriate to 

review those here from the viewpoint of their meaning and function, ra

ther than from the viewpoint of their internal composition. First, a 

great many of them are locative, of which the following are a few il

lustrations: 

a s i i ' a s e q e m a 'he sat down on the rock' 

a*a kpo'oe s n kaa kuma 'he put the book on the box' 

anu be fe*g londa kene ' o 'they're eating in the house' 

[ 132 ] 
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a s a ' a anu t e 'he stood up between them' 

a n u u ' a kone k p a a ' o 'he hid behind the t r e e ' 

k a ' a a be s e n e k o ' o ' the snake i s under the rock1 

a s i i ' a q j a ' a 'he s a t down i n front of me' 

anu t a a * a m a n j a a b a ' a ' they went to the c h i e f 

s o 13 mai "stand bes ide me' 

The meaning of the r e l a t i o n a l p a r t i c l e / y e / i s a t b e s t only margi

n a l l y l o c a t i v e . I t has an a p p l i c a t i v e meaning, i n d i c a t i n g the person 

to whom something i s sa id or for whom something i s done. E . g . , 

a 1 a a f o mu y e 'he to ld ( i t to) u s ' 

a be s o k e - n a mu y e ' h e ' s working for u s ' 

Phrases with the r e l a t i o n a l p a r t i c l e / ' a / express a v a r i e t y of r e l a 

t i o n s h i p s t o the preceding verb, which may be subsumed under the head

ing " a s s o c i a t i o n . " These inc lude instrument, accompaniment, m a t e r i a l , 

and personal involvement (as with a d i s e a s e or d i s a b i l i t y ) . Also i n 

cluded here , and not mentioned i n 6.7 above, are phrases with nouns 

which express a manner of doing something; there are undoubtedly many 

more than the two included i n the fo l lowing i l l u s t r a t i o n s : 

a ' a s u c e t i e mle *a 'he cut the meat with a knife* 

a n a ' a k s ' o ' a 'he brought (came with) r i c e ' 

a ' a a n y i a kon ' a 'he made i t out of wood' 

borabo be a* a 'he has smallpox' 

a ' a s o ke g a n a a ' a 'he worked with a l l h i s s t r e n g t h ' 

a ' a a ma s e n b e 'a 'he did i t w e l l ' 

To these may now be added some adverbia l complement phrases with 

temporal meaning, but with the same s t r u c t u r e . The r e l a t i o n a l noun 

/ ' o / ' i n s i d e ' and the r e l a t i o n a l p a r t i c l e / ' a / express ing a s s o c i a t i o n 

are a t t e s t e d i n such phrases . E . g . , 

a n a ' a l l f i ' o 'he came during the n igh t ' 

a i s D k e t e ' e ' o 'he works during the day' 

mbe a ma* a saama ' a ' I ' l l do i t in the morning* 

n a ' a a f e ' e j e ' i m a a ' a I saw him t h i s evening' 

mbe t a a * a nuu k a ' o menuu ' a 'I'm going to go there next month' 

Q n a ' a n i e k a ' o menuu ' a I came here l a s t month 
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In the fourth of the above examples, the definite suffix in the form 

/je'imaa/ suggests 'this'; the time is the cool of the day, from about 

4 P.M. until dark. In the last two examples, the phrase /ka'o menuu/ 

is literally 'that month'; it refers to the month adjacent to 'this 

month*, which may be either 'next month' or 'last month' depending on 

the temporal reference of the rest of the sentence. 

15.2. A number of single words, or phrases of other types, axe also 

used as adverbials, both locative and temporal. Some of these function 

also as nouns, though usages of them as subject or object may be rare; 

they may, however, be topicalized. The first category of these that 

may be mentioned is place names, such as /Dhuko'o/ 'Monrovia1, /Wako'o/ 

'Robertsport', /Senko'o/ 'Sinkor' ('behind the rock', a suburb of Mon

rovia), /Jondu/, /Gbaa/. Further illustrations of the use of these do 

not seem necessary. 

The locative words /nil/ 'here' and /nuu/ 'there' seem to be similar 

to place names in their usage. The latter of these has, however, been 

recorded in some usages with a short vowel, /mi/. Fr. Kandakai recog

nizes the distinction in vowel length, but the conditions under which 

the alternate forms are used have not been isolated. In at least some 

cases, apparently either form is acceptable. 

The word /po'og/ 'far away1 has been recorded only as an adverbial, 

in /a taa'a po*on/ 'he has gone far away.1 Perhaps too hastily, it was 

listed as an equivalent of /kpon/; the latter, however, was recorded 

only as an attributive in the phrase /kan kpog/ 'a distant place*. In 

any case, apparently neither can be used as a noun, or topicalized. 

15.3. A number of single words and regular compounds function as 

temporal adverbials. At least the following may also function as nouns 

and may be topicalized: 

wo * c 'today' sin a 'tomorrow' 

kunu 'yesterday' ko-sag 'last year' 

kunu-ko'o 'day before yesterday' 

Any of the foregoing, and also the following, may be used in sen

tence-initial position as a suspended topic. The following, however, 

are not used as nouns and are not topicalized: 
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s a a n a 'soon' 

S33 boo some day, some time 

S3 boo 'perhaps ' 

The last two of the above are of particular interest in the light of 

some other Liberian languages and of many forms of tribal English. 

Some languages use a single phrase, literally meaning 'some day1, to 

express both 'sometime' and 'perhaps'. It is common to hear, in Eng

lish, 'sometimes' with the same two meanings. The two expressions 

above are presumably related, but are distinguished in pronunciation. 

In still a different category are a few adverbs that may be used 

only in post-verbal position. Sequences of some of these are also 

found. First, /we/ 'now, right away' has been recorded only by itself: 

i 1 ma we 'do it right away' 

Second, /wi/, referring to prior action, has been recorded by itself 

and also followed by another adverb, /"kinii/, which seems to emphasize 

the immediacy of the prior action: 

na gbooE 'a kpa'a wi 'my farm had (already) gotten dry' 

na gbooe 'a kpa*a wi kine'i 'my farm had just gotten dry' 

Third, /we/ 'yet' (after a negative) or /nl/ 'long ago' may be used 

alone. The sequence /we ni/ means 'ever' after a negative. Another 

morpheme, /gba/, may perhaps be used by itself with some similar mean

ing, but it has been recorded only after /we/ and /we ni/. These are 

illustrated in the following: 

a m a k u n e w e 'he hasn't waked up yet' 

a taa'a ni nuu 'he went there long ago' 

Q ma a ma we gba 'I haven't done it yet* 

(with the implication 'since the current opportunity arose1, 

though I may have done it on earlier occasions) 

q ma a ma we ni (gba) 'I haven't ever done it* 

The above expressions were recorded, for the most part, incidentally 

to other aspects of elicitation, and were reviewed only briefly. It is 

most likely that the above description could be profitably expanded and 

refined, but there do not appear to be any unusual complications lurk

ing in the shadows. 



136 A Grammar of Vai 

15.4 . Duration of time i s expressed by an appropr ia te phrase r e f e r 

r ing to a length of time or a number of per iods of t ime, in adverbial 

p o s i t i o n . E .g . , the f ina l two-word phrase in each of the following: 

s o n a a t o ' a k e - n a a *i t kept on ra in ing a l l n igh t ' 

l i f i g b u ' u 

a ' a s a ke t e ' e k p e ' e n *he worked a l l day1 

a t o ' a nuu k a ' o s a k p a 'he stayed there for three months' 

The d i f f e r e n t modifiers meaning ' a l l ' for ' n i g h t ' and 'day ' appear to 

be unique to these phrases . 

15 .5 . Numerical f requenta t ives { 'once' , ' t w i c e ' , e t c . ) cons i s t of a 

numeral by i t s e l f in adverbia l p o s i t i o n . Two other adverbs may be i n 

cluded here : / ' o / ' aga in , (not) a n y m o r e ' , and /kpon/ ' o f t e n ' . E .g . , 

a ' a a m a l o n d o 'he did i t once* 

na ' a a f c ' c f e • a wo1 £ ' I saw him twice today' 

i 1 ma *o 'do i t again ' 

i ma a ma yo 'don't do it again, don't do it 

any more* 

a we'e a ma ' o 'he doesn't do it any more' 

a'a a ma kpon 'he did it often' 

15.6. Adverbs of manner and ideophones can most conveniently be 

treated together, although the categories are not coextensive. By way 

of introduction to these forms, it should be noted that, in the rather 

artificial process of learning as much as one can about a language 

within a few weeks or months, it is virtually impossible to accumulate 

a large amount of data in the relevant semantic areas. Even seemingly 

elementary distinctions in the manner in which an action is performed 

may be rather subtle, and do not lend themselves to elicitation. Is 

something done, for example, merely 'quickly', or 'suddenly' (which 

adds the element of unexpectedness)?2 Probably in most languages of 

the world, and certainly in most languages of Africa, expressions of 

manner tend to be worded rather prosaically in the context of elicita

tion and language learning; but in the drama of everyday conversation, 

narrative, or argument, subtle distinctions and vivid ideophonic ex

pressions are commonplace. In spite of the restricted Vai data availa

ble, however, the outlines of some patterns seem to be visible, and are 
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very much worth pointing out. 

First, some forms used as descriptive adverbs can safely be classed 

as ideophones on phonologic grounds. These are forms which consist of 

a consonant followed by a vowel which is, at least optionally, abnor

mally prolonged, with low tone. Such prolongation is indicated here by 

triple writing of the vowel symbol (cf. 2.2 above). One such ideopho-

nic adverb was not actually recorded in a sentence, but came into a 

conversation in connection with the word for 'gun', /bhu/; the sound of 

a gun or a cannon is represented by the form /dhuuu/, which is undoub

tedly used in sentences like other comparable forms. The forms recor

ded in sentences are: 

C O D O : descriptive of liquid pouring in a single stream 

waaa : descriptive of rain falling in a brief shower 

wuuu : descriptive of movement in mass or in confusion 

These are illustrated in the following: 

a be se'i ke-na cooo 'he rs urinating, "CODO"' 

sona *a ke waaa 'there was a brief shower' 

anu na'a wuuu 'they came in droves* 

a londa wuuu 'he rushed in precipitously' 

Two other recorded forms seem rather similar, though they were not 

transcribed with abnormally long vowels. One is /bbii/ 'slowly and 

carefully, which was heard after a predication of the type /a be taaVe-

na/ 'he is walking'. The other, cited in a sentence that was otherwise 

English, ia /vaai/ (which I believe I recall hearing as /vaaai/, de

scriptive of (at least among other things) soldiers advancing fearless

ly and inexorably. (This form has been cited as just possibly being 

the origin of the name /vai/, with reference to the original movement 

of the ancestors of the present Vai people to the coast. The two 

words, of course, differ in both vowel length and tone; if they happen 

to be written the same in the syllabic writing system, that fact is of 

course irrelevant.) 

Another category of forms that may be classed as ideophones are ap

parently not used as adverbs. They are rather qualificatives, recorded 

only predicatively in copulative predications (see 9.2 above, where 

these are illustrated). These forms are reduplications, with each half 



136 A Grammar of Vai 

of the word having two vowels, and with all low tones. There are also 

some nouns with similar forms (cf. 7.6 above); it might be possible to 

classify all such reduplicated nouns, irrespective of their tones, as 

ideophonic nouns. The recorded qualificatives in question are: 

cabocobo - coicol : descriptive of the ground or a road in a hope

lessly muddy condition 

cokpocokpo : descriptive of the sliminess of "soup" 

tamutamu : descriptive of unsteady walking or staggering 

It may also be possible to classify as ideophones, irrespective of 

their phonologic shape, some forms which are used adverbially after a 

very small set of verbs, or even after only one verb. Perhaps the best 

recorded candidate for such a classification, the usage of which also 

provides a striking example of the inherent impossibility of eliciting 

ideophones systematically, is the form /sa/, descriptive of skill in 

catching something; the following examples were volunteered: 

a ' a a l e s l sa 'he caught i t , "sa"1 

a ' a a b i ' a s a 

Sports broadcasts, including play-by-play accounts of basketball games, 

are now known in Liberia. Fr. Kandakai suggested that an excited an

nouncer in the heat of a game, if he were broadcasting in Vai, might 

very well use one of the above expressions; many an American announcer 

would probably say, "What a fantastic catchl" You don't go around eli

citing that sort of thing. 

Another instance of the same type may be /sasa/ 'faster1, recorded 

in /mii 1 bl sasa/ 'let's move faster', for which the context may be 

walking, singing, working, or other activity. The sentence /mu I bi/ 

means literally 'let's pick it up*. 

Ideophones in various languages have often been described rather im-

pressionistically and subjectively. A formal definition or set of de

finitions, such as attempted in the foregoing, is certainly preferable. 

At the same time, ideophones do tend to have distinctive semantic cha

racteristics, difficult as they may be to define precisely. Most of the 

other Vai forms recorded as adverbs of manner seem to share something 

of the vivid connotative force of ideophones. Not enough forms have 

been recorded, however, to make it possible to define criteria for such 
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a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n . Cer ta in ly the form /wee/ , p ro sa i ca l l y defined as 

'with de te rmina t ion ' , i s much more graphic than t h a t t r a n s l a t i o n sug

ges t s when used a f t e r an imperative cons t ruc t ion such as / i 1 ma/ 'do 

i t ' ; / i 1 ma wee/ corresponds more c lose ly to 'Give i t a l l you've got I1 

Other forms, a l l recorded in the context of 'wa lk ' , a r e : 

e e - l e e l e e q u i e t l y 

t o o k e e q u i e t l y 

t a a m a a 'slowly and q u i e t l y ' 

One form i s recorded both as a q u a l i f i c a t i v e in a copula t ive p r e d i 

ca t ion , and adverb ia l ly . This i s /gba / ' d i f f e r e n t , in a d i f f e r en t or 

s trange way1. In add i t ion , one form i s recorded as a q u a l i f i c a t i v e a t 

t r i b u t i v e and a l so adve rb ia l ly : / b e ' e n a / 'good, w e l l 1 . 

15 .7 . A handful of adverbs was recorded which do not appear to f a l l 

in to any of the ca t egor i e s described above, and which a re here l i s t e d 

as miscel lany. These a r e : 

k i n e i : ' j u s t , ba re ly ' ( i l l u s t r a t e d i n another context in 15.3) 

lfen - l e n - l e n : ' a l i t t l e b i t , for a l i t t l e wh i l e 1 : 

l q kono l e g ( - l e n ) 'wa i t for me j u s t a moment' 

gboq ; 'very much': 

a k e ' e be nda gbog ' I want i t very badly ' 

wake : ' n e c e s s a r i l y ' : 

mui t a a wake 'we simply have to go1 

Three forms with meanings in the general range of ' on ly ' are r ecor 

ded only a f t e r nouns. They do no t , however, appear to be noun modifi

e r s l i k e q u a l i f i c a t i v e a t t r i b u t i v e s or numerals, because a noun with 

low-high tones before one of these does not have the tonal a l t e r n a n t 

low-low. I t a l so seems l i k e l y t ha t these forms have other uses , and 

they are therefore included here : 

b a b a i : aa mo b a b a i me ' t he se are a l l (only, nothing but) 

h i s peop le ' 

' o : s e ' e n t S n f o be Q b o ' o *I have only two d o l l a r s ' 

' o b e n d o : a ' a k o ' o ' a b e n d s 'he bought nothing but r i c e ' 

s an 
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The last two of these forms are clearly related; /'obendo/ is said to 

be simply more emphatic than /'o/ by itself. 

15.6. Three other forms may be described here, which are adverbial 

in a sense, but which may perhaps better be called sentence-final par

ticles. The first of these is /woe/ ([wee]), which expresses courtesy, 

concern, urgency, or warning, all of which find their expression in in

tonation in English. E.g., 

j e ' Iraa woe 'Goodnight!' 

i ko'o woe I'm so sorry!' 

mu be na-na woe 'We're coming!' 

The second of the above is typical of languages of Liberia and neigh

boring areas. The imperative /£ ko'o/ literally means 'Stop!'; the en

tire expression is a tender exhortation to stop one's wincing, crying, 

or grieving. It may be used in any circumstance from one's stubbing a 

toe to one's losing a loved one by death. Unfortunately, the prevalent 

English expression corresponding to such genuinely concerned expres

sions in Liberian languages often sounds brutally callous to a newco

mer: "Never mind, yah?" 

A second particle with very much the same range of meaning is less 

common, perhaps archaic, but perhaps also more emphatic in some con

texts. It is /hee/, recorded in: 

I 1 ma we hee 'Do it right nowl ' 

This form also appears very commonly in archaic writings using the Vai 

syllabary, preceding the word /dha/ 'friend'. Toward the beginning of 

a letter, practically every expression of greeting, well-wishing, and 

tidbits of news may be followed by /hee dha/. 

A third sentence-final particle is particularly common after the ex

pression /i see/ (pi. /wo see/), which includes among other meanings 

the ideas 'Congratulations!' and 'Thank youl' (see 16 below). The par

ticle is the syllable /ka/ repeated from two to four or more times. In 

the appropriate context, the translation given here would be proper: 

i see kakakaka 'Thank you so very muoh! ' 



CHAPTER 16 

SOME GREETINGS AND AMENITIES 

16.1. The material included here has relatively little to do with 

the linguistic structure of Vai from a narrowly scientific point of 

view. It is significant, however, in that it illustrates, perhaps more 

adequately than almost any of the data included in earlier portions of 

this grammar, the relationship between language and real life in the 

Vai community. In addition, many of the expressions cited here have 

close parallels in neighboring languages, including languages only very 

distantly related to Vai; some expressions are typical of languages 

throughout West Africa. Perhaps the inclusion of this material will 

make some of the seemingly sterile allusions earlier in this grammar to 

buying rice, stealing knives, and seeing someone in Jondu appear a bit 

more realistic. 

The following is a typical exchange of greetings in the morning, be

tween two people who know each other. The second participant (B) ad

dresses the first (A) by name. The English equivalents are or include 

as literal translations as possible. 

A. ya kune ee? 'Have you awakened?' 

B. t£. Koq-kal, ya kune ee? 'Yes. Kon-kal, have you awakened?1 

A. E E . 'Yes .* 

B. 1 k i ' a kama. 'How did you s l eep? ' 

A. k a s e b e ' e Kamba m a i . 'There ' s no f a u l t with God. 

n k i ' a b e ' e n a . I s l e p t w e l l . ' 

The following i s a t y p i c a l exchange l a t e r in the day; A has a r r ived 

from somewhere e l se a t B's home, farm, or p lace of work. 

A. i be nu? 'Are you t h e r e ? ' 

B . E E . M D I H ^ ' U , y a n a ? 'Yes . Mamo'u, have you come?' 

A . e e . ' Y e s . ' 

B. mbe-ko be n i e ? 'What news i s there here? ' 

[ 141 ] 
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k a s e b e ' e Kamba m a i . 

ya musu be nu? 

* * . be nu . 

B. a k p o ' o ' o (be Kama) 

A. k a s e b e ' e Kamba n a i . 

'There ' s no fau l t with God.' 

' I s your wife t he re? ' 
1 Yes, s h e ' s t h e r e . ' 

'The inside of her skin (is how?) 

(i.e., 'how is she?') 

'There's no fault with God.' 

Asking merely whether someone is 'there* is a genuine expression of 

concern, comparable to our asking 'How are you?' or 'How's your wife?'. 

This may be followed by an inquiry as to how one is, but to make such 

an inquiry as the first reference to a person is not very courteous; it 

has something of the implication that the inquirer expects the other 

person to be sick. 

Asking about 'news' always implies bad news. The Vai response sug

gests that if there is any bad news, it is not God's fault. (In many 

other languages, the response is 'there is no news here1, even though 

there may be a lot of good news, or 'there is no bad news here'. Ab

solving God of blame is, however, a more widespread response to a ques

tion about one's health.) Instead of the Vai question /mbe'-ko be nie/ 

cited above, one may ask /mbe-ko te'e'a nie/ 'What has transpired here?' 

With a personal subject, the verb / te'e/ means 'spend the day'. The 

noun /ko/ in the compound /mbe-ko/ is not specifically 'news', but 

'thing (immaterial)', something that can happen. 

16.2. If a speaker does not know the name of someone who greets 

him, or if he feels it inappropriate to use the personal name (as might 

be true in speaking to an elder), terms of address like the following 

are available: 

'my father' (to an older man) 

'my mother' (to an older woman) 

'my child' (to someone considerably younger' 

'my friend' (to a peer or someone somewhat younger) 

'my good friend' (to a peer or someone somewhat younger, 

somewhat more intimate than the preceding, and used 

mostly by older people) 

Similarly, of course, one may inquire about any member of someone's 

family, or about someone else by name. Some of the terms that may be 

n fa 

Q ba 

na leg 

n. liamo 

i dha 
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ya kai 

1 fa 

i h% 

'your 

'your 

•your 

husband' 

father' 

mother* 

substituted for /ya musu/ 'your wife' in exchanges such as that given 

above are: 

ya len "your child' 

ya len nu 'your children' 

i nyomo 'your brother/sister* 

16.3. An expression of leave-taking, addressed to one person, is 

/i kafai/ 'Excuse me'; to more than person, the corresponding expres

sion is /wo kafai/. Another expression that may be used is /na'a taa/, 

literally 'I have gone.' To any of these, the response is /ee/. 

An evening farewell exchange may be as follows: 

A. je ' lma w6*e. - i je'lma. ' (Good) evening. ' 

B. e e . i j e m i m a . 'Yes , good evening t o y o u . ' 

A. Kamba \ mu k i b e ' e . 'May God l e t us s l e e p w e l l . ' 

B . e e . ' Y e s . ' 

The causative transitive usage of the verb / ki/ 'sleep' in the 

above is unusual. 

16.4. A few other amenities are worthy of note. If someone acci

dentally bumps into another person, or otherwise causes him minor dis

comfort or inconvenience, the offender says /l li mu/. We might say 

'it was my fault1 in English; the Vai expression means essentially 'it 

is your innocence.' A common equivalent would, of course, be 'Sorry!' 

An expression of condolence which might also be translated as 

'Sorryl*, however, is /i ko'b woe/,- see 15.8 above. 

The expression /{ see/ (also noted in 15.8 above; it is /wo see/ to 

more than one person) is paralleled by phonetically similar expressions 

in many other Liberian languages. The standard equivalent in Liberian 

tribal English is "Thank you!' This has given rise to unfortunate mis

understandings among expatriates, who often get the impression at first 

that they are being thanked for coming to a place, for working, when a 

child is born, and on other occasions. Actually, the range of meaning 

can perhaps best be summed up by the colloquial English 'Nice going!1 

The expression is used for welcome and congratulations, and in the case 

of Vai only marginally to express gratitude. The response is /ee/. 

Gratitude is more explicitly expressed by /i ba'ika/ to one person, 
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or /wo ba'ika/ to more than one. The pronoun may optionally be omit

ted, and /ba'ika/ may then be repeated, usually only once: /ba'ika, 

ba'ika/. (The form is ultimately of Arabic origin, and has spread into 

a great many West African languages.) Again the response is /EE/, 

which is not so much specifically 'yes' as merely an acknowledgement of 

something pleasant that has been said. 

In conclusion: 

g kun Vai-wo*o fo'a len-len 'I can speak Vai just a little* 



NOTES 

P. E. H. Hair (196B) cites the 1963 Sierra Leone census for the fi

gure "about 8,000." His estimate of "probably about 50,000 in Liberia" 

is hardly to be preferred over the 1962 Liberian census figure, 28,898 

(Bureau of Statistics, Office of National Planning, 1964). 

2Since the beginning of its history as a separate language, Vai ap

pears to have undergone a remarkable modification of its consonant sys

tem as a result of acquiring foreign lexical items. Neither the nature 

nor the amount of this acquisition is particularly unusual, but only 

the extent to which foreign sounds were recognized and retained. Vai 

cannot otherwise be said to have been strongly "influenced" or in any 

sense "hybridized" by other languages; even the phonological modifica

tion is relatively superficial and, of course, does not make Vai any 

less a Northern Mande language. Although innovations in the Vai conso

nant phonology appear in general to post-date the separation of Vai and 

Kono, there must surely have been earlier shared lexical acquisitions. 

My estimate of the time depth of the separation of Vai-Kono from Hande-

kan is not in the order of 500 years, a figure erroneously and mysteri

ously attributed to me by Hair (1968), but more like 1700 years. 

3Klingenheben left a file of some 3,500 vocabulary cards, about 

1,500 Vai-German and 2,000 German-Vai, which are said to include tone 

marking. Desirable as it might be to examine and possibly to publish 

an edited version of that file, it has proven simpler, in the course of 

the present study, to compile a Vai-English file of comparable dimen

sions which, with an English-Vai counterpart, is being prepared for se

parate publication. 

"in his High School days in the early 1930's, Fr. Kandakai was a 

student of the late Richard W. Heydorn, whom he remembers rather fond

ly. His judgment of Heydorn's Vai pronunciation at the time is less 

than favorable, but he recalls Heydorn's delight and persistence in 

ferreting out obscure lexical items. 

I 145 ] 
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5Verb stems such as / wu'i/ are not actual citation forms, but are 

the appropriate forms for lexical entries; n " may be thought of as re

ferring to "root." Most verb stems tend to be cited with low tone 

throughout* reflecting the grammatical tone of the imperative. Con-

trastive lexical tones with verb stems appear regularly only before 

certain suffixes, as in the future. Writing these lexical tones but 

preposing the " " thus provides the tonal information that is needed, 

yet serves as a consistent reminder that such forms may be cited with 

other tones by applying regular rules. In the forms cited here and 

throughout this study, an intervocalic apostrophe indicates the optio

nal inclusion or omission of an intervocalic [1], discussed in 1.8. 

6Evidence from Vai syllabic writing (provided by Mrs. Gail Stewart, 

personal communication) tends to confirm the conclusions drawn here. 

Prior to 1900, nasal-oral sequences were not distinguished from oral 

stops in the syllabary. There are now special symbols for nasal-oral 

sequences followed by vowels: /mba, mbe, nda, gge/ etc.; but there is 

considerable inconsistency in the transcription of these sequences. 

A form such as /baggu'u/, cited above, may be written alternatively 

with the symbols for ba-j^gu-lu, 2>a-n-gu-iu, 2>a-n-n9U-Iu. There is 

no consistent correlation with the identification of a particular form 

as a single morpheme or a compound. 

7This may actually go to the ludicrous extreme represented by the 

following entirely conceivable exchange between a learner and a native 

speaker of Vai (assuming that the learner imitates accurately, and with 

no reflection on the attentiveness or integrity of the language helper): 

Learner: What do you call a 'road'? 

Helper: [kia]. 

Learner: [kia]. Is that right? 

Helper: That's right: [kila]. 

Learner: Oh, I didn't notice that [1]. It's [kila]. 

Helper: That's right: [kia]. 

In principle, there is nothing particularly unusual about this, but it 

is admittedly much more conspicuous in Vai than it appears to be in 

most other languages. 
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BI am deeply indebted to Mrs. Gail Stewart, the outstanding authori

ty on the Vai syllabary, for her having pointed out to me this most 

significant detail in the phonology of Vai. Since Fr. Kandakai common

ly uses [1] for initial /l/, I would not otherwise have been aware of 

the potential contrast. This highly restricted occurrence of morpheme-

initial [1] contrasting with what is here interpreted as /l/ may seem 

unusual, but it is fully confirmed in Kono, in which the inherited PNM 

*1 has completely (and apparently quite independently) disappeared, so 

that cognates of two of the most common Vai morphemes in question ap

pear as mere vowels, /o/ 'inside1 and /a/ (associative). 

9The rationale for Koelle's use of r is not entirely clear. If the 

sound was indeed a lateral resonant in his day, his presumably German-

accented English (for which there are other evidences) hardly seems to 

justify a transcription other than 1. Perhaps over-eagerly, Fr. Kanda

kai reports recalling old people, in his childhood, pronouncing such 

words with an alveolar tap; his competence in this respect is not in 

question, since he is acquainted with "Mandingo" (i.e., Mandekan, and 

especially Maninka) pronunciations of Vai, which would understandably 

use [r] for [1]. On the other hand, other early transcriptions of some 

Vai vocabulary use I. In any case, the sound was apparently [1] by the 

time it began to disappear. And one can hardly resist citing, in con

nection with the fate of the Vai intervocalic lateral, the words of 

Edna St. Vincent Millay after her beloved mother's death (and called to 

my attention by Mrs. Gail Stewart), "The presence of that absence is 

everywhere 1" 

10As noted previously, the Vai syllabary had no special symbols for 

nasal-oral sequences followed by vowels until 1900. The relevant pho

nemic contrasts, however restricted, had probably arisen well before 

that time, and (typically) were recognized a little belatedly. It may 

also be noted that Klingenheben (1926?) includes not only the symbols 

for such sequences, but also symbols that had apparently been invented 

solely for the transcription of English words with initial consonants 

such as [§] and [0], which I have not recorded even in recently ac

quired Vai words. The fact remains that developments in the syllabary 

reflect some valid native reactions to historical developments in Vai 

phonology. 
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In very recent years, it seems that the majority of African lan

guages that have been investigated for the first time happen to have 

terraced-level tone systems. One may, indeed, get the impression that 

earlier investigators frequently overlooked "downdrift," to say nothing 

of "downstep" (cf. Welmers 1973, p. 93). Actually, it is only an acci

dent of history that many of the languages for which earlier responsi

ble tonal analyses are available happened to have discrete-level sys

tems, while many of those more recently studied happen to have terraced-

level systems. The pitch sequences in the illustrative sentences in 

this chapter are in stunning contrast with comparable sentences in a 

terraced-level language. Less than two weeks before these sentences 

were transcribed, some sentences were heard and transcribed in Kisi, 

with about the same number of low tones preceding high tones. In Kisi, 

each high tone after a low was at least one musical step lower than the 

last high tone before it. The tones of Vai are a reminder that one 

should not assume that downdrift is the norm in tone languages. It is 

not likely, to be sure, that anyone speaks in such a mechanical way 

that every high tone in a sentence has precisely the same frequency; 

the phrase applied to Vai here, no appreciable downdrift,' was delibe

rately so worded. The fact remains that the pitches of alternating low 

and high tones in Vai are vastly different from those in actual ter

raced-level languages such as Kisi, Igbo, or ECik — or, as discovered 

more recently, Konol 

12The Vai syllabary has a single symbol for this syllabic nasal and 

for the word-final nasal, irrespective of its phonetic realization. In 

his efforts to write in an alphabetic transcription, F. Kandakai, who 

has had some training in phonetics, very commonly wrote Q irrespective 

of the following consonant, before this orthographic convention was de

cided on. While this may in part reflect his acquaintance with the 

syllabary, it is also true that, for speakers of Vai who are literate 

in English, g is a "new" or "unusual" symbol, and is admirably suited 

to being used for a syllabic nasal unspecified as to articulatory posi

tion. In fact, even word-final /n/ is obligatorily specified as velar 

only if no consonant follows. 

It must not be taken for granted that citation forms have declara

tive intonation. In some other Mande languages (Mano, for example). 
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citation forms are normally given in interrogative intonation. 

ll,It did not seem particularly meritorious to devote time in Libe

ria! or space here* to the equivalents of such improbable curiosities 

as 'those two big old white broken-down wooden houses of theirs.' 

15The word "soup" as commonly used in Liberia, as the equivalent of 

some word in every indigenous language, refers to any preparation 

served on or with rice, most commonly using palm oil. The Vai people 

seem to have a particular fondness for "slimy" preparations containing 

okra, sweet potato greens, the scrapings of the inside of cocoa pods, 

or other ingredients giving the same effect. Americans may dislike the 

consistency, but de gustibus non disputandum est. 

l6This usage comes as close as anything in Vai to warrant the use 

of the term "aorist." Heydorn (1971 [1934]) applies the term to this 

construction, but unfortunately also to identificative and copulative 

predications which are not verbal at all (cf. 9 above); he further 

compounds the confusion by referring to the identificative particle and 

the copula in terms of "the verb 'to be.'" 

17A closely similar construction is used in Kpelle, in which the 

verb meaning 'stay, continue' is even more obviously involved. 

18I am quite aware that a number of linguists are currently using 

the word "focus" for what has often been, and is here, called "topica-

lization," and apply the latter term to a somewhat different grammati

cal phenomenon. I prefer to reserve the word "focus" for a still dif

ferent phenomenon found in the syntax of Malayo-Polynesian languages, 

for which I believe I was the first to suggest the term (which has been 

used in publications) in an oral discussion of Ilocano syntax about 

1952. 

Perhaps this is a good place to register a personal protest 

against the linguistic chauvinism of the ridiculous label nWH ques

tions." The term is, of course, based on the spelling of most question 

words in English orthography, although most of them are pronounced with 

initial /hw/ or /w/, depending on one's dialect, and some with initial 

/h/. I consider completely unjustifiable and utterly reprehensible the 

implicit assumption that linguistics can be discussed only in English. 
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In spoken English, moreover, "WH" takes longer to say than "question 

word!" The abbreviation fad could be promoted even better by acknow

ledging the existence of at least a few other languages and using "Q." 

20This is somewhat different from the situation in Kpelle (a South

western Mande language), in which all topicalized complements are re

capitulated by an appropriate form with a neutral meaning (see Welmers 

1973, pp. 318-21). 

21It is possible that a relative construction may also function as a 

possessor, but no effort was made to elicit equivalents of expressions 

like 'the dog belonging to the man who came' (the man who came's 

dog1?). 

22This, roughly the equivalent of something like 'as for the man who 

did it, ...', is what is sometimes referred to as topicalization. Ha

ving reserved the term "focus" for a Malayo-Polynesian phenomenon (note 

18 above), and having used "topicalization" as described in 13.1-3, I 

clearly need another term here, and find "suspended topic" adequate. 

23The verb / suma/ might also be translated 'weigh', but that mea

ning would be inappropriate in this case, since no scale was available. 

The finny (and toothy) friend was 46" long, and delicious. 

An exactly comparable phrase in Kpelle, /nya be/, the third person 

singular independent pronoun followed by the identifier, has the same 

function. 

25A fried chicken emporium in Monrovia displays the delightful, if 

improbable, motto: "SUDDEN SERVICE!" 
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