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NON-VERBAL SENTENCES IN CHADIC1

1. Introduction

The non-verbal sentences are sentences in which there is no 
explicit aspect marking and no verb. The predicate position of such 
sentences is usually filled by nouns, noun phrases, prepositional 
phrases or adverbials.

The non-verbal sentences constitute one of the main types of 
sentence structures in Chadic languages. The predicate in such 
sentences may be indicated by word order alone, but in a way 
characteristic of a given language, e.g.:

B. danemo kirdi ’he is a pagan’
(he - pagan)

(Lukas, 1939:75)

L. und rxa mala Abdu ’mister Abdu is a nice person’ 
(|person-nice]-[mister-Abdu])

(Wolff, 1983: 217)

Very often the predicate is additionally introduced by some 
special indicators. Syntactically, they represent particles or preposi
tions. Copula, which substitutes the verbal element, belongs to such 
indicators, too. The main subject of this work is to discuss the 
typological features of such "overt markers" in Chadic non-verbal 
sentences. For practical reasons, all of them are captured by the 

1 This paper is supposed to constitute part of a work on particles in Chadic which tends 
to analyze the typological features and function of the independent grammatical 
morphemes in Chadic. The ongoing research^ is based on written materials (mostly 
grammars) of the documented languages. The list of the languages discussed, and their 
abbreviated names, is annexed at the end of this paper.
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name ’particles’. This term is referred to relaters, independent 
grammatical morphemes, non-nominal and non-verbal lexemes, 
and as such is often used in the descriptions of many Chadic 
languages.

The typological data of contemporary Chadic languages may 
be useful for diachronical investigations as well. The Chadic lan
guages which have no historical records in a written form, reflect 
various stages of development in present-day structures. The com
parative analysis of the relevant structures taken from the cognate 
languages may allow us to predict their proto-forms.

2. Semantic differentiation of non-verbal sentences

The non-verbal sentences are basically used to render the 
notions "to be" and "to have", i.e. the ideas which are expressed by 
these two verbs in various languages. Semantically, several different 
aspects of these meanings can be distinguished. The meaning of 
"being" is strongly diversified, the peculiar meanings that are to be 
distinguished are as follows:

a: identification, e.g. ’it is a dog’,
b: identity, e.g. ’John is my father’,
c: description, e.g. ’John is tall’
d: location, e.g. ’John is in school’,
e: existence, e.g. ’There is such a man’,
f: presentation, e.g. ’Here’s my wife’.

(Ceesay, 1990:5)

The linguistic material analyzed here is taken from written 
sources. It is by no means sufficient to make a comparative analysis 
of all the types of such constructions in various Chadic languages. 
The different aspects of the idea "to be" are not always clear without 
the context of its use. In the present work the analysis is primarily 
based on the structure of the sentence which is important in this 
sense that the different meanings seem to be strongly connected 
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with the different types of sentences. It has been assumed, however, 
that the structural basis for expressing the particular meanings may 
be different in various languages.

The non-verbal predicates of the Chadic languages contain 
two syntactical elements which are widespread in the structure of 
Chadic sentences, i.e. existential predicate and copula.

3. Existential predicate

The exponents of existential meaning do not constitute a 
separate lexico-syntactical category in Chadic. To recognize their 
nature and function and to point out the role of particles in 
expressing existcntiality, some general remarks on the other types 
of constructions should be made first.

3.1. Verbal predicates

The non-verbal sentences are not the only means of expressing 
the above mentioned meanings in Chadic languages. As it has been 
stated for the Hausa language (Ceesay, 1990: 7), "both ideas 
-’being’ and ’having’- can be also expressed by means of verbs, but 
the semantic characteristic of those verbs includes also different 
meanings other than 'to be’ and ’to have’, e.g. the verbzama means 
not only ’to be’, but also ’to become’, ’to dwell’, ’to remain’ and the 
verb mdllaka, besides implying possession means ’to rule’". In 
Kanakuru, too, the equational sentences may be formed by using a 
true verb ’to become’ instead of non-verbal construction. Such 
replacement is strongly preferred in the sentences refering to the 
future action (Newman, 1974: 31).

In some Chadic languages there exist verbal constructions 
which are used to render the notion ’to be’. The status and the use 
of such existential verbs is interpreted differently for various lan
guages. In Musgu the verb na ’to be’ represents a special paradigm, 
different from the other verbs (with suppletive alternative forms in 
singular and plural, cf. Meyer-Bahlburg, 1972: 121). In Fyer the 
verb ’to be’ has the following conjugational shapes:
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Singular: 1. ya ’I am’
2m. ha ’you are’
2f. sha ’you are’
3m. ma ’he is’
3f. ta ’she is’

Dual: kwa ’we are’
Plural: l.incl. ka ’we are’
l.excl. ya...nyi ’we are’
2. wa ’you are’
3. min ’they are’ 

(Jungraithmayr, 1970: 71)

Such conjugation is interesting in this sense that it differs from 
the pattern applied to the common verbs which remain unchanged.2

The languages which have the verb ’to be’ in their lexical 
resources also display the feature of ’not independent’ character of 
these words on syntactical level. They are regarded as defective 
verbs and mostly function as auxiliaries in grammatical systems. The 
Lamangxa ’exist’ is a defective verb for verbal existential sentences, 
because its use is restricted to some aspectual forms (i.e. to the 
aorist and the preterite of the aorist, cf. Wolff, 1983: 234). The 
Buduma verb expressing the meaning ’to be’ has some alternative 
forms (phonetical variants), i.e. koi, kul, ko, ku. Its main function 
is to form the continuous aspect (Lukas, 1939:55), similarity to the 
verb /i'3 in Logone (Lukas, 1936: 42). The Ngizim introducer of 
predicate and locative sentences aa does not belong to the class of 
verbs and it is also used as the marker of imperfective aspect, c.g.:

N. maamau aa vbda ’the children are outside’ 
(children-are-outside)

N. maayim aa rawa ’the boy is running’ 
(boy-IMPERF-running)

(Schuh, 1981:1)

2 "Die Konjugation erfolgt nicht am Verbalstamm, der grundsätzlich in allen 10 
Personen unverändert bleibt, sondern nur durch das vorantretende Subjektspräfix" 
(Jungraithmayr, 1970: 65).

3 This verb has also its negative lexical counterpart Sen ’not to be’.
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However, there are also some other verbs which render the 
existential meaning, e.g. kasance in Hausa, bunda in Musgu, nay, 
day, yd in Daffo-Butura. They form a regular conjugational 
paradigm and, as it has been stated for Hausa, they are rather rarely 
used in constructions expressing existentiality (Ceesay, 1990: 25).

3.2. Non-verbal predicates

The language material discussed here is insufficient to draw 
general conclusions concerning the nature of existential construc
tions in Chadic languages, but the data assembled seem to suggest 
that "to be" in existential meaning is expressed by special lexical 
exponents in all of them. Structurally, the exponents of existen
tiality may be situated somewhere on the periphery of the regular 
grammatical systems. If they are not regular (though defective) 
verbs, they represent a special category of semi-verbs, pseudo-verbs 
or verbals. In some grammars they are classified as the particles. 
Such strong differences in terminology reflect not only the different 
grammatical status of these words in contemporary languages but 
also their diversified etymology. They are characterized by the fact 
that they always occur without aspectual marking common to verbs. 
They are used to render the meaning ’there is/there arc’, e.g. in 
Hausa it is non-aspect verbal dkwai (Kraft, Kraft, 1973: 345), in 
Margi ’the pseudo-verb a ’i (Hoffmann, 1963: 227), in Gude td’i 
which is termed the existential predicate of non-verbal sentences 
(Hoskinson, 1983: 62); in Kera it is the existential predicate yat] 
situated on the list of particles (Ebert, 1979: 256). In Pero - it is 
the particle kdm (Frajzyngier, 1989: 205), in Kanakuru yiki which 
is structurally interpreted as the preposition yi ’at/with’ and the 
anaphora marker k(i) (Newman, 1974: 33). The defective verb xa 
of Lamang has a double form xaxa in alternative existential con
structions. Apart from it (and from verbal construction with xa 
’exist’) there is non-verbal means to express existentiality in 
Lamang, i.e. de. In these and the other languages such words 
represent simply the expression of existence which is equivalent to 
the expression ’there is/are’ or more precisely ’there exist(s)’, e.g.
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H. akwai kudi = K. ayim yiki ’there is money’. N. naa beeza ’there 
is salt’ (beeza’salt’), Ke. pepe yat] ’the God exists’. The existential 
predicate in Tera consists, like in some other languages, of the 
marker a, which precedes the particle (tide), e.g. T. guno-ku a nde 
’there are goats’. The marker a is presented as an obligatory 
element, but one has to mention, that in some types of construc
tions it is absent.4

The existential predicates like those mentioned above may be 
negated not only by means of the negative particle characteristic of 
a given language, but also by separate lexemes, e.g.:

There is/are There is/are not

Hausa akwai babu (ba...)

Kera yat] paapa

Gude ta’i pooshi

To stress the typological differences of Chadic existential predi
cates it is worth mentionning that there is no identity in their 
syntactical features. In Margi the subject usually precedes a ’i, but 
with subject pronouns inversion is possible, e.g.:

M. ’imi a’i ’there is water’
M. a’i ja ’he is present’ (in a reply)

(Hoffman, 1963:227-228)

In some languages the difference in word order between the 
verbal and non-verbal sentences is to be noted. The existential 

4 P. Newman states in his grammar of Tera (Newman, 1970, p. 24): "A proper 
explanation of the distribution, function and semantic content (if any) of a will have 
to await further research".
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predicates (particles) may precede their subject noun phrases in 
languages with SVO word order.5 This is to compare:

H.: a) yara sun tafi cikin gida ’the boys went into the house’ 
(boys-thcy PAST-go-/to/ the house)

b) akwai yara cikin gida ’there are boys in the house’ 
(there are-boys-/in/ the house)

3.3. The function of existential predicate

Apart from existential constructions par excellence, the exis
tential predicates are also used in locative sentences with 
indefinite subject,6 e.g.:

G. to’i nwanwu da Gyala ’there is a chief at Gella’ 
(there is-chief-at-Gella)

(Hoskinson, 1983: 71)

H. akwai kofa kusa da taga ’there is a door near 
the window’ 
(there is-door-near-to-window)

The existential predicate may also form the base of poss
essive constructions. In Ngizim it is simply the same naa phrase 
predicate as in existential sentences but with noun phrase subject, 
i.e. naa kwaara ’there is a donkey’, (cf. ci naa kwaara ’you have a 
donkey’). In Hausa a possible way to express possession is the 
existential particle akwai/da and the prepositional phrase (usually 
with ga/gare ’in the presence of), e.g.:

H. akwai kuefi gate shi ’he has money’ 
(there are-money-in the possession of-him)

5 The source material allows to make such a statement for Hausa and, occasionally, for 
Margi; initial position of existential expressions in Lamang and Gude is the same as 
of verbal predicates.

6 Structurally, the locative sentences can be analyzed as being of two different types; 
cf. English there is a man at the door and the man is at the door. On semantic ground, 
the sentences with locative predicates and indefinite subjects serve as existential 
expressions, while those with definite subjects are some kinds of equational sentences.
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H. da motä gäre shi ’he has a car’ 
(there is-car-in the possession of-him)

The use of the existential predicate ta’i (and its negative 
equivalent pooshi) in Gude is the only way to express the meaning 
’to have’, ’to possess’ (Hoskinson, 1983: 72), e.g.:

G. ta’i mina nga Kwalii ’Kwalii has a wife’ 
(there is-wife-of-Kwalii)

In Fyer, which has no existential predicate of non-verbal 
character, the verb ’to be’ (see above) (and the preposition ti ’with’) 
is used in possessive constructions, e.g.:

F. yit ta ti ra ’she has a husband’ 
(she-she is-with-husband) 

(Jungraithmayr, 1970: 77)

The existential predicate must not be regarded as a structural 
basis for possessive construction. The Kera language, for which the 
existential particle is also postulated, does not use it in the posses
sive constructions, e.g.:

Ke. ye do beke äbläw ’they have many goods (cattle)’ 
(they-with-cattle-many)

(Ebert, 1979: 214)

In Kanakuru, too, the exponent of possession is quite different 
from that postulated for existentiality (see below). In Margi the 
existential predicate d ’i appears in possessive construction, but only 
in its negative form; in this case it is the initial part of general 
negative marker, e.g.:

M. cede ä’i aräyu mäi ’I don’t have money’ 
(moncy-NEG with me-NEG)

M. mbäy äräjä ’he has cassava’ 
(cassava with him)

(Hoffman, 1963: 241)
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3.4. The etymology of existential predicates

The morphological structure which may reveal the etymology 
of such expressions is not always clear, but in some cases it is 
possible to recognize their complex nature, e. g. the Lamang 'xdxa, 
’there is’ contain the verb xa ’to be, to exist’. The alternative means 
to express existentiality, i.e. de is simply the overt subject marker 
of the 3rd person singular, which is suffixed to the modified stem 
of the predicative noun, e.g. mdkwdde ’there is a girl’ (Wolff, 1983: 
222). A possible construction combines these two means to express 
the notion ’to be’, i.e..xad(e), xdxad(e), e.g.xdxdd...re?. ’is there...?, 
xdxa de ’yes, there is’ (Wolff, 1983: 234). In Logone the existential 
predicate is based on the verb li ’to be’; it has the singular form nd-li 
’there is’ and the plural form la-li ’there are’ (Lukas, 1936: 42). 
Etymologically, the Margi d’i might consist of the preposition a- 
and the noun 7’ /’ground, earth, soil, country’ (Hoffmann, 1963: 
228). The Kanakuru existential construction is formed with the 
preposition yi at’/with’ and the anaphora marker k(i): it is thenyjfci 
(Newman, 1974: 33).

Following the data presented above, the sources for Chadic 
expressions of existence may be established as follows:

- the verb ’to be’,
- the prepositional phrase (with the preposition a),

- anaphora marker,

- personal pronoun.
The language evidence presented up to now is to demonstrate 

that an existential predicate, though typical of the Chadic lan
guages,7 on typological level has less in common in various lan

7 On the ground of this feature the Chadic languages are not to be contrasted with many 
other languages in which this type of predicate occurs, too, e.g. English there is I are.
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guages. The diachronical aspect of typological comparison is that 
the etymology of non-verbal predicate is to be established inde
pendently for each language.

4. Copula

4.1. Typological differentiation of the constructions with copula

Copula is a non-verbal part of sentence which connects a 
subject and the complement. There are two kinds of copulas: the 
first one connects the subject and the predicate which are expressed 
in the surface structure; the second one is met in the clauses with 
indefinite subject. In the latter case the subject is not expressed and 
the copula belongs syntactically to the predicate. Some of the 
copulas of the Chadic languages may occur only in one type of 
clauses, but there are also languages in which the copula is identical 
in both types of clauses.

Not all languages under consideration have the copulas distin
guished independently in their grammatical systems. According to 
the descriptions of these languages (see the Bibliography), the 
copula which is sometimes termed as ’verbal particle’ or ’stabilizer’,8 
exists in Hausa, Lamang, Bidiya, some Ron languages, Bole-Tan- 
gale languages9 and Mupun. The first languages mentioned have 
the forms of their copula ne/ce, -ya and ’a respectively, e.g.:

H. sarkT n<5 ’it is a king’ 
(king-COP)

L. kariya ’it is a dog’ (kare ’dog’)
(dogCOP)

8 The descriptions in French prefer to use the term ’actualisaleur’, the Polish ’łącznik’ 
is etymologically related to ’joining’ function of this morpheme.

9 Copula is not overtly distinguished in the description of Bole-Tangale languages (cf. 
R. Schuh, 1978), but for Gera and Geruma the markera is presented as an exponent 
of identificational sentences (p. 78).
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F. yis-a ’it is him’ 
(he-COP)

In the above examples with indefinite subject, the copula 
occupies post-predicate position of the clause.

However, in the other languages the copula precedes the 
predicate, e.g.:

Ga. a naa ’its me’
(COP-I)

The structure of sentences with the definite subject is not to 
establish for all languages in the same way. In Hausa the copula is 
used in the final position, e.g.:

H. Musa malanu ne ’Musa is a teacher’ 
(Musa-teacher-COP)

In Mupun the copula a occupies the position between the 
subject and the predicate, e.g.:

Mp.: miskoom a naat ’the chief is a white man’ 
(chief-COP-white man)

(Frajzyngier, 1986: 377)

In Bidiya the copula is attested only in such constructions in 
which it occupies the intermediate position between the subject 
and the predicate, but some variant forms are noted:

Bi. rjanda ’a miidd’this is a man’

rjanda ’aka ’ulnydok ’he is beautiful’

What concerns the syntactical features of the copula in par
ticular languages, they have less in common with one another.

In Hausa the copula is a kind of an enclitic particle. The tone 
of its single syllabic is opposite to the tone of the preceding syllable. 
It is also a gender-marked particle. In the clauses consisting of a 
single noun the copula varies according to gender/number of the 
noun. It is ce if the noun is feminine (in singular), ne otherwise, 
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i.e. yard ne ’it is a boy’, akwiya ce ’it is a goat’. In the other type of 
sentences, a subject nominal is followed by a predicate nominal and 
then followed by ne/ce, e.g. Auduyard ne. The choice of the proper 
form of the particle is determined generally by the head noun of 
the subject, but in some cases also by the head noun of the 
predicate.10

In Bidiya, the differentiation between the variant forms of 
copula reflects the gender/number distinction, i.e. ’aka is for sin
gular masculine, ’ata for singular feminine, ’dku for plural. In the 
same way the distinction is marked in the determiners ka, ta, kit.

In Lamang there is a suffixed copula 'ya which varies according 
to the differentiation of the sentence between definite predicate 
noun phrase and indefinite noun phrase. The distinction in terms 
of definiteness is marked by the stem selection for the predicate 
noun: definite predicate nouns take their modified noun stem, i.e. 
the stem ending in l-dl, indefinite predicate nouns take the simple 
stem (Wolff, 1983: 219). Phonetical processes result in the charac
teristic endings of the predicative nouns: -iyd for indefinite nouns 
and -dya, -eya for definite ones, e.g.:

L. kora + ’ya = [kariya] ’it is a dog’
L. mbik-a + ’ya = [mbikeya] ’it is the jackal’

(Wolff, 1983: 88)

In Fyer the copula -’a {-a) is suffixed to nouns or personal 
pronouns with no distinction of gender/number. The variant forms 
such as yin-a/yin-na ’it is me’ andyit-a/yit-ta ’it is she’ are explained 
to be a result of assimilating process while connecting -n or -t with 
-’a (Jungraithmayr, 1970:76). What is interesting, in the other Ron 
language (i.e. Bokkos) a verbal particle (Verbalpartikel) ’d is distin
guished, function of which seems to be similar to ’a of Fyer. It is, 
however, a prefixed, not a suffixed particle, e.g.:

10 The particular motivation for the selection of ne or ce is discussed in F. W. Parsons 
(1963: 166-207) as well as in P. Schachter (1966: 34-37).
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Bo. ’a ’atin ’it is a nose’
(COP ?-nose)

What has been claimed to be a copula in Bolcwa (Frajzyngier, 
1986: 372), occupies the same syntactic position as a preposition. 
Similarity, the data of Logone provide us with an example of the 
preposition in the function of copula, e.g.:

L. pkenehi na lebQnatan ’(your) skin is your clothes’ 
(skin-COP-your clothes)

With nominal phrases, the preposition na is used to render the 
meaning ’on, in, at, from’ (Lukas, 1936: 55).

Pero is supposed not to have a copula, but some of the 
functions of copula are carried by the particle iC- (C is identical 
with the first consonant of the following item) (Frajzyngier, 1989: 
103).

4.2. Quasi-copula and its ’overt’ etymology

In some languages in which there is no copula, the existence 
of ’a quasi-copula’ is postulated to connect subject and predicate. 
It means that what functionally is a copula, structurally is related to 
other grammatical and lexical items. For Margi the personal 
pronoun naja (and the plural nanda) has such function, together 
with i]u, ijJa/ju, jat] which arc related to the demonstrative,11 e.g.:

M. hya ku naja mala ’this dog is a bitch’ 
(dog-this-PRON.3m.sg.-bilch)

M. fati ij ’it is a lie’
(lie~DEM)

M. nanda nu = ndndayj ’it is they’
(they-DEM)

(Hoffmann, 1963:89)

11 It is a reconstructed demonstrative rju (used mostly in its shorter form 7) suffixed to 
nouns or pronouns to indicate that they are used as a predicate. As a demonstrative 
it is found only in a few words, e.g. uwzrj ’here' (Hoffmann, 1963: 88).
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Etymologically demonstrative, but structurally the relative 
pronoun za is the possible means to render the meaning ’to be’ (in 
equational sense) in Tera, c.g. zeman za Dala ’his name (is) / Dala’ 
(Newman, 1970: 63).

The nominal predicate in Musgu is introduced by the subject 
pronoun, e.g.:

Mu. muta mu Alau "I am the God’
(I-PRON Isg.-God)

(Meyer-Bahlburg, 1972: 171)

The personal pronouns may occur in non-verbal sentences in 
the function of copula in some other languages, but mostly in form 
of s.c. person-aspect pronouns which form the conjugational 
prefixes typical of Chadic. They usually vary according to 
gender/number of the subject, e.g.:

H. yard yana cikin gida ’the boy is in the house’ 
(boy-P/A PRON 3 m.sg.-in-house)

H. yara suna cikin gida ’the boys are in the house’ 
(boys-P/A PRON 3 pl.-in-house)

Similarity to Hausa, Kanakuru also makes use of person
aspect pronouns (labelled as tense pronouns or auxiliaries, New
man, 1974:31) to form the non-verbal predicates. A noun (or noun 
phrase) follows immediately such person-aspect pronoun. But dif
ferently to Hausa, in which only the person-aspect pronouns of 
continuative aspect may occur in such constructions, the Kanakuru 
non-verbal clauses make use of the markers of all the tenses, e.g.:

K. mbn duwo-mu anomalomi ’we (habitually) are the teachers’ 
(we-P/A PRON habitual-teachers)

(Newman, 1974:31)

A special type of copula represents the Hausa variant of ne/ce 
(see 4.1.), i.e. ks nan. In its structure an exponent of relative 
continuous aspect (ke) and the demonstrative (nan) is to be 
recognized, e.g. nl ke nan ’it is me’.
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The markers which represent the copula (and its equivalents) 
in various Chadic languages may be presented in the following 
chart:

Language Copula Quasi-copula related to
Demonstr. 
(Relative)

Pronoun Preposi 
tion

Subject 
Marker

BIDIYA ’a 
aka/ata/ 
aku

BOLE-TAN 
GALE Igs 
Gera 
Galambu

a
a

BUDUMA —

BOLEWA a

GUDE na

HAUSA ne/ce 
ke nan

p/a pron. 
(cont.)

KANAKURU — p/a pron.

LAMANG ’ya

LOGONE — na

MARGI — nu. r| naja 
nanda

MUSGU - subject 
pron.

| MUPUN
( )a
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Language Copula Quasi-copula related to
Demonstr. 
(Relative)

Pronoun Preposi 
tion

Subject 
Marker

PERO -/(iC)

RON
1 Bokkos
| Daffo-Butura
[Fyer

’a
-a
-a

|tera (ke) za

4.3. The semantic functions of copula

What concerns the semantic function, the most common type 
of constructions with copula is the clause labelled as ’it is X’, i.e. 
the constructions implying identification. On semantic 
ground, identification is a kind of equational meaning, which is 
expressed by a clause with indefinite subject. In this type of clauses 
the ’true’ copula as well as ’quasi-copula’ is to be met (cf. the 
copulas of Lamang, Fyer and Hausa and the demonstrative of 
Margi).

Other type of constructions with copula has the structure ’X 
is Y’, i.e. the constructions expressing identity. The term 
equational clauses is being applied mostly to this type of 
expressions. There are two kinds of such constructions: nominal 
and adjectival clauses. In both of them the Hausa copula ne/ce is 
usually present in final position, c.g.:

H. Musa malamT ne ’Musa is a teacher’ 
(Musa-teacher-COP)

H. Wannan rana muhimmiya ce ’this day is important’ 
(this-day-important-COP)



21

One has to notice that the copula of identificational meaning 
is not always used in equational clauses. The copula of Lamang is 
supposed to function only in identificational meaning (equality is 
expressed by word order only). What concerns the Fyer language, 
the examples usually given to illustrate the equational meaning of 
copula -a (Jungraithmayr, 1963:76) may be interpreted differently. 
In such sentences the verb ’to be’ is inserted between the subject 
and predicate element. The copula suffixed to the subject seems to 
represent the sentence with focus construction, e.g.:

F. yis-a ma dooho ’he is your father’ 
(hc-COP-he is-your father)

(Jungraithmayr, 1970: 77)

In Margi, the copula of equational sense is based on the 
pronoun, but that of identificational meaning on the demonstra
tive.

Both types of equational constructions seem to have the same 
exponents in the languages analyzed. However, the examples of 
Musgu suggest the possibility of different exponents in nominal and 
adjectival predicate (the case of adjectival predicate with the verb 
’to be’, see below).

The person-aspect pronouns are also used to form the clauses 
of equational meaning. In Hausa and Kanakuru the constructions 
are typologically similar, i.e.:

H. kana shngaba ’you are a leader’ 
(P/A PRON.2m.sg. cont.-leader)

K. Musa shii namalam ’Musa is a teacher’ 
(Musa-P/APRON.3m.sg.cont.-teacher)

One type more of equational copula has been claimed to exist 
in Chadic. It is a locative copula which functions as an 
equivalent of ’to be’ in the clauses of the type ’X is at Y’, e.g.:

F. yis-a-a-taa ’he is there’
(he-COP-in-there)
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Bo. koun a ga ama ’a buffalo is in the water’ 
(buffalo-COP-in-water)

The problem of existence of locative copula in Chadic still 
seems to be under discussion. The majority of languages do not 
have a locative copula. It is postulated for Fyer and1" Bolewa . The 
examples as presented above are to confirm it. The syntactically 
independent status of locative copula should be testified by the 
analysis of the whole grammatical system of these languages. The 
language data that are possible to obtain up to now allow to 
distinguish such a type of copula in Chadic. Two structurally similar 
examples of Fyer containing the verb ’to be’ (ma/taa/miri) on the 
one hand, and copula on the other, speak in favour of the above 
proposal:

F. ma-a-na ’he is here’ 
(he is-in-here)

F. yis-a-a-taa ’he is there’ 
(he-COP-in-there)

(Jungraithmayr, 1963:78)

The locative meaning of the constructions discussed here may 
be expressed by the use of person-aspect pronouns. The examples 
come from Hausa and Kanakuru, the very closely related languages. 
In Hausa the person-aspect pronouns of the continuous are fol
lowed by a locative complement, just like in Kanakuru; but unlike 
in Hausa, Kanakuru makes use of all the tense pronouns, e.g.:

H. yard yana gida ’the boy is in the house’ 
(boy-P/A PRON cont.-house)

K. Ngoje shii mana ’Ngoje is at home’ 
(Ngoje-P/A PRON cont.-home) 1213

(Newman, 1974: 33)

12 Cf. Z. Frajzyngier, From Preposition to Copula, Berkeley Linguistic Society, 12,1986, 
pp. 371-386.

13 In Kanakuru, the locative construction requires the deletion of the continuous tense 
prononuns with inanimate subjects (Newman, 1974: 33).
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This type of locative clauses is semantically related to equa- 
tional constructions with the definite subject.

The language material presented up to now allows to regard 
the equational meaning as the main semantic function of the copula 
in Chadic. On syntactical level, there is also another type of 
construction typical of Chadic which makes use of copula. It is a 
focus construction. The base for its structure is the 
copula in identificational meaning, e.g.:

H. yard ne ’it is a boy’
(boy-COP)

H. yard ne ya zd ’it is the boy who came’ 
(boy-FOC-hc came)

The copula of Lamang is rather difficult to recognize in focus 
construction. But according to E. Wolff (1983) it is found in the 
structures analyzed in diachronical terms. The suffix of the focused 
nouns -e (a high tone stressed vowel) is morphologically defined 
as originating from a "definite" copula construction in which the 
noun takes the form of the modified stem which is followed by the 
suffixed copula - ’ya. The emergence of the final -e is explainable 
through systematic contraction of the final and prefinal syllables, 
or by deletion of the final vowel of the suffix, i.e.:

L. makw-a 4- ’ya> *makway > [makwe(e)] ’it is the girl’ 
(Wolff, 1983: 96)

The contrastive focus construction in Margi is formed with a 
demonstrative pronoun and in this function it is similar to the 
construction of identificational meaning, e.g.:

M. ni atsiianyi ’I am the one who killed him, I killed him’ 
(I-DEM-I killed him)

(Hoffman, 1963:89)

The exponents of equality discussed here are also used to form 
the possessive constructions. It is characteristic of them that 
the ’true’ copulas are not used in such type of expressions. In Hausa 
and Kanakuru they are formed with the person-aspect pronouns of 
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the continuous followed by a prepositional phrase (which has a 
preposition ’with’), e.g.:

H. yard yana da doki ’the boy has a horse’ 
(boy-P/A PRON.3m.sg.cont.-with-horse)

K. Ngoje shii gon dok ’Ngoje has a horse’ 
(Ngoje-P/APRON.3m.sg.cont.-with-horse) 

(Newman, 1974:32)

4.4. Etymology of copula

The linguistic data discussed here show that the Chadic copula 
may be understood in two ways: a) as a ’true’ copula with structural
ly and functionally independent marker, and b) as a ’quasi-copula’ 
which is based on some other elements of syntactic structure of a 
given language.

What concerns the copula distinguished as an independent 
morpheme, its development may be related to the demonstratives 
in some languages, the clear examples provide Bidiya and Hausa. 
The morpheme a is attested in the function of copula for many 
other languages and one is tempted by this fact to reconstruct the 
copula in this form for Proto-Chadic. But this a is structurally 
different even in closely related languages. For some of them it is 
reconstructed as an a of prepositional function. It seems, that a may 
be regarded simply as stabilizer not on structural but on phonetical 
level of the utterance. In a fixed form it is recognized as a separate 
morpheme. For the Lamang - ’ya and Hausa ke (nan), hovever, no 
etymology of this kind can be adopted.

The sources of ’quasi-copula’ markers may be summarized as 
follows:

- personal pronouns,
- demonstratives,
- relative markers,

- person-aspect markers,
- prepositions.
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In contemporary languages, the above devices used in function 
of copula may reveal structural independence in the relation to 
their ’original’ function what is supported by phonetical differences 
between them. The basic element may not be used now, e.g. the 
demonstrative tju of Margi, reconstructed only in this form, as such 
found in a few words.

Such elements submit the etymology of the copula. The ’true’ 
copula and the ’quasi-copula’ seem to represent the different stages 
of the process of grammaticalization in various languages. 
Typologically, the copula in identificational meaning has much in 
common with the demonstrative, the equational copula with the 
pronouns, and the locative copula with the preposition.

4.5. Equational sentences with the exponents of presentation

Presentation means identifying a given object and in this sense 
it covers the meaning similar to the existence. Its peculiarity lies in 
the fact that the identifying is usually accompanied by either 
showing the object or pointing to it (Cecsay, 1990: 20). Such 
meaning may be translated as ’here it is’, ’there it is’, ’this is’. The 
descriptions of the languages discussed give rather poor ex
emplification of the constructions expressing presentation, but the 
available data allow to conclude that such constructions contain a 
special exponent which is etymologically related to other words, e.g. 
in Kera the constructions kana tö ’here he is’, kayda kel katdn ’this 
is my story’ (Ebert, 1979: 216) are based on demonstratives (kana 
’here’, kayda ’this’) and have no other "overt" markers of the 
existential meaning. The demonstratives nu (ij) constitute also a 
basis for deictic sentences in Margi which are marked byjänü (jät]). 
In Kulere (the Ron language) three different exponents (pointing 
to the gender/number distinction) represent the same type of 
constructions, i.e. md-no (m.sg.), mu-no (f. sg.), mi-nyo (pl.). They 
are also related to the demonstratives (mana, munu, mini respec
tively), e.g. ’aydt] mdno ’this is a hole’, köd mund ’this is a hen’, 
aydr/egy minyo ’these are holes’ (Jungraithmayr, 1970: 321).
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Demonstratives are classified within the nominal class of 
words in Chadic. Various types of sentences which express the 
presentation are structurally identical with the equational senten
ces and the exponents of presentation fill either the predicate or 
the subject position of the sentence.

Some kind of different exponent of presentation exists in 
Hausa. It is ga which probably has etymological reference to the 
verb ganl ’to see’, e.g. ga ruwa ’here is water’.

5. Historical implications of present-day evidences

5.1. Typological data

It becomes evident from the data presented here that the 
structural basis of the expressions denoting ’to be’ in Chadic is 
different in various languages. On the other hand, the same (from 
typological point of view) devices are used to render the different 
meanings. The structure of these relationships may be presented 
in the following way:

Exponent Meaning

Existential particle:
existentiaiity 
location 
possession

Copula:
identification
focus construction
equality (identity and des
cription)
location (?)

Demonstrative:
identification 
focus construction 
presentation
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Exponent Meaning
Personal pronoun: equality

Person-aspect pronoun:
equality 
location 
possession

Preposition: equality 
location

Thus, the means to express various aspects of the notion ’to 
be’ as well as ’to have’ in Chadic may be typologically defined as 
follows:

Meaning Exponent

Equality:
copula
personal pronoun 
person-aspect pronoun 
preposition
verb ’to be’

Identification: copula 
demonstrative

Focus construction: copula 
demonstrative

Existentiality: verb ’to be’ 
existential particle

Location:
existential particle 
person-aspect pronoun 
preposition
copula (?)
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Meaning Exponent

Possession: existential particle 
person-aspect pronoun

Presentation: demonstrative 
deverbal particles

The typologically distinctive features, which are to be noticed 
now, first of all concern the existential particle and the demonstra
tive. Both of these exponents represent the ways to express the 
notion ’to be’ but not in an equational meaning. On the other hand, 
the copula (at least in the languages discussed) is not used to 
express existentiality.

What concerns the different aspects of the meaning labelled 
as ’to be’, it is to note the typological similarity (with regard to the 
exponents) of the constructions expressing identification and the 
focus marker.

The possessive and locative expressions seem not to have their 
original exponents in Chadic. They arc of derivational character 
and make use of the devices expressing existentiality and equality. 
Presentation is semantically and structurally based on deictic ex
pressions.

The typological data allow to distinguish three basically dif
ferent constructions which represent the structural differentiation 
of non-verbal clauses common to Chadic. They are existential, 
equational and identificational (focus) constructions. It is to men
tion, that the equational expressions may be constituted without 
any of the overt markers of equational meaning. The equality 
(identity or description) is then expressed simply by word order. It 
is characteristic of all the languages analyzed that they have such a 
possibility, used either exclusively or alternatively with the ex
ponents mentioned earlier. For example, in Buduma it is the only 
way to express various aspects of equational meaning, e.g.:
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B. danemo kirdi ’he is a pagan’
(he-pagan)

(Lukas, 1939: 75)

For Musgu it is defined as one possible way to mark the 
nominal predicate (the subject pronouns and the verb ’to be’ 
represent the other ways), e.g.:

Mu. atarj Tupuri ’he is a Tupuri’
(he-Tupuri)

cf. Mu. muta mu Alau ’I am the God’
(I-PRON Isg.-God)

Mu. mu na meeferj ’I am not well’
(I-am-ill)

(Meyer-Bahlburg, 1972:170-171)

6. Proposals for reconstruction of non-verbal expressions

The typological data discussed here suggest the importance of 
some types of constructions in historical perspective. The language 
material presented above allows to divide the means of expressing 
the meaning ’to be’ and ’to have’ into two groups:

a) the constructions which may be regarded as ’basic’ ones.
b) the periphrastic constructions based on some other basic 

expressions (grammatical devices),
The ’basic’ types of constructions have been distinguished as 

those expressing existentiality, equality and identity. The examples 
of the languages included into the present analysis show that the 
non-verbal exponents of the notion ’to be’ (as well as ’to have’) are 
not to be assigned to the proto-Chadic system. They have 
developed in the Chadic languages on the basis of other grammati
cal and lexical devices. They may be defined as follows:

- demonstrative,

- personal pronoun,
- person-aspect pronoun,
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- anaphora marker,
- preposition,
- prepositional phrase.

What concerns the copula and the existential particle, it seems 
that they are also of derivative nature and may not be reconstructed 
as syntactically independent units in proto-Chadic. In contem
porary languages they represent some different stages of gram- 
maticalization processes. A typological feature of the variety of 
their structure and etymology may support the statement that they 
have developed independently in the Chadic languages. Some 
language data speak in favour of the existence of the verb ’to be’ 
in Chadic language heritage.

7. Archaic and non-productive forms

As it has been stated earlier, some exponents of non-verbal 
sentences are still the meaningful items or are undoubtedly related 
to them. What concerns the copula used in identificational mean
ing, the available data show that the demonstrative may serve as 
such a counterpart.14 The languages which have such means of 
expression preserve such archaism (in Margi, as in the example 
presented on p. 17, the different functions of the demonstrative are 
reflected in its phonetical variants). The copula of equational 
meaning and the locative copula seem to be an innovation based 
either on the analogy with the identificational constructions or on 
the other sources. All the languages taken into consideration may 
express the equality with nominal predicate simply by juxtaposition 
of two basic elements. Such expressions may represent the archaic 
type of nominal sentences. In Hausa, which developed at least three 
different exponents of equality (copula nelce and ke nan, person-

14 The question of what is the source and what is its derivational product does not exist 
while discussing the copula and its counterparts in various contemporary languages. 
The problem arises in establishing the relation between the copula and the focus 
marker (see Frajzyngier, 1986: 383).
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aspect pronouns), the juxtaposition occurs in specific kinds of texts 
(proverbs, maxims, etc.):

H. haifuwa maganin mutuwS 
(birth-medicine of-death) 
’the birth (is) a medicine for the death’

Kanakuru equational sentences (with nominal as well as with 
locative predicates) are formed in the same way, but only in the 
case when the subject is inanimate. In terms of the transformational 
grammar it is interpreted as the deletion of the tense pronouns 
(since the other equational construtions make use of them, cf. 
Newman, 1974: 33), but from the diachronical point of view they 
probably represent the old type of construction, e.g.:

K. takini goro panda ’the shoes are under the mat’ 
(shoes-under-mat)

cf. K. tirjai shee nemna gon kurnje
(ewe-she is-close-with-baobab) 
’the ewe is close to the baobab’

The possessive constructions, for which the existential or 
equational exponents serve usually as a source, have no the overt 
predicative marker in some languages. It seems that such non-ver
bal expressions which make use of the prepositions only (mostly 
'with’) may be regarded as the common Chadic archaism, e.g.:

Ke. ye do beke ablaw ’they have many goods (cattle)’ 
(they-with-cattle-many)

(Ebert, 1979:214)

Kanakuru has two kinds of expressions: those with and without 
the tense pronouns. However, those two constructions have quite 
different meaning, e.g.:

K. Ngoje shii gan dok ’Ngoje has a horse’ 
(Ngoje-he is-with-horse)

K. Ngoje gan dok ’Ngoje and the horse’ 
(Ngoje-with-horse)

(Newman, 1974: 32)
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The personal pronoun with the function of possessive ex
ponent seems to be innovation not only in Kanakuru but in some 
other Chadic languages.

The archaisms in Chadic non-verbal sentences support the 
investigations concerning the nature and development of gram
matical morphemes in many world languages. The archaisms in 
terms of Chadic structural exceptions seem to be represented by 
the existence of the verb ’to be’. In languages for which it is attested, 
either it reveals the feature of irregularity or has an ambiguous 
status within the grammatical system. Because of verbal inflexion 
in its paradigm (the case of Fyer, also of Musgu), it may represent 
the old type of Chadic existential construction.15

8. Final remarks

Verbal exponents expressing the notions ’to be’ and ’to have’ 
in Chadic need further research as the new Chadic languages are 
being discovered and documented. The present analysis was con
centrated on non-verbal exponents of a representative group of 
languages. A thorough investigation of the language data seems to 
indicate that all non-verbal clauses in Chadic can be considered as 
innovations.

15 Interesting examples are to be found in Musgu in which the verb ’to be, to exist’ is used
in equationai sentences but not with the nominal predicate, e.g.: M. mu nd mteffyj ’1 
am not well’ (lit. I-am-ill), M. mu Mujuk ’I am Musgu (man)’ (lit. I-Musgu man), M. 
mil nd d mdgij pits ’I am on the horse’ (lit. l am-on-head of-horse). The question is 
whether the verb nd "(I) am’’ in Musgu belongs to s.c. quality verbs, widely represented 
in West African languages (cf. Ceesay, 1990: 6). Poor exemplification of this feature 
in the language evidence analysed does not allow to support such a statement for 
Musgu and for other Chadic languages.
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ABBREVIATIONS USED FOR NAMES OF LANGUAGES

B. Buduma 
Bi. Bidiya 
Bo. Bolewa 
F. Fyer 
G. Gude 
Ga. Galambu 
H. Hausa 
K. Kanakuru 
Ke. Kera

L. Lamang 
Lo. Logone
M. Margi 
Mp. Mupun 
Mu. Musgu 
N. Ngizim 
P. Pero 
T. Tera
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