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Abstract

Africa has long been seen as a continent without any ergative languages, that is languages with a
grammaticalized ergative case system (see e.g. Creissels 2000). In the last 15 years this view has been
revised. Thereis a geographical area stretching from the southern Sudan to south western Ethiopia
where four genetically closely related West Nilotic languages (Nilo-Saharan), namely Anywa, Péri, Jur-
Luwo and Shilluk (all Northern Lwoo) show ergative features to a different degree. Shilluk is the only
pure ergative language with a full-fledged ergaﬁve case system, the remaining languages are split
ergative languages with both an ergative or a marked-nominative system. The latter, a peculiarity
outside of Africa, is the most widespread case type within Africa. Marked-nominative languages (also
called extended ergative) are a mixture of ergative and nominative-accusative languages. All African
ergative languages are areally and genetically surrounded by pure marked-nominative case languages.
In the literature, there is a hot debate on whether these languages have acquired their ergative features
out of a former marked-nominative system, or the other way round. Or whether, with regard to the case
markers involved, the ergative goes back to a former nominative or the other way round.

Outside Africa, there are claims for a development from ergative to marked nominative, as e.g. by Li,
Thompson and Sawyer (1977) for Wappo. Within Nilo-Saharan, Randal (2000) has speculated whether
Proto-Surmic has been ergative in the past.

I will propose a development from a former marked-nominative to an ergative system; or from a
nominative to an ergative case marker, respectively. The source for the ergative marker in Anywa, Péri
and Jur-Luwo is possibly a definiteness marker; in Shilluk it is a preposition, originally used to
introduce agents as peripheral participants e.g. in passive clauses.

Typologically, ergative languages in Africa show some bizarre features since they all have an OVA

word order.
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1. Introduction

For a long time, Africa was believed to be a continent where ergativity didn’t exist. In introductory
books to African languages, Gregersen (1977:63) claims there is no ergativity in Africa; similarly does
Creissels in Heine and Nurse (2000):

But I am aware of no African language with intransitive subject markers identical to the object markers
and different form the transitive subject markers, that is with a system of subject and object markers
following an ergative pattern.” (Creissels 2000:236)

In the World Atlas of African languages, ergativity doesn’t appear in Africa on Comrie’s map 98
showing the alignment of case marking. (Comrie 2005).

The first discovery of ergativity in Africa goes back to Andersen (1988), who claimed that Péri, a West
Nilotic language, is ergative.

One reason for the late discovery of an ergative language may lie in the fact that the ergative marker
was assumed to be a passive marker. This is an idea nursed by Miller and Gilley for Shilluk. The West
Nilotic language Shilluk is the only full-fledged ergative language discovered so far. Shilluk has a fairly
long tradition of documentation (see Westermann 1912:78, Kohnen 1933:136, Tucker and Bryan
1966:424-425; Buth 1981:85-86). In these works one finds a claim to the effect that Shilluk people

“tend to speak in the passive”, as e.g. in the following examples:

Shilluk (Northern Lwoo, West Nilotic, Nilo-Saharan)
a-pwot yi yan.

PAST-strike by me

He has been struck by me. (Kohnen 1933)

bol  4-'cwal! VI cOl.
Bol PAST.E-call TR ERG Col
Col called Bol. (Miller & Gilley 2001:49)

A second reason may lie in the fact that ergative languages were believed to be absent in Africa.
Ergativity, as a grammaticalized case system, appears in a small region of East Africa (Eastern Sudan
and adjacent Ethiopian). The amount of ergative languages is rather small. According to a survey
(Konig 2008) of the roughly 100 case languages, that is languages with a grammaticalized case system,
only five show ergative systems. Among them is only one full-fledged ergative language, namely the
West Nilotic language Shilluk. The other Northern Lwoo languages are split languages with either a
marked nominative or an ergative-absolutive system. The same case marker in certain clause types

works as a nominative but in others as an ergative.

28



General remarks on case in Africa

Before showing some features of ergativity in Africa I will briefly outline my understanding of case, and
some salient features of case systems in Africa, particularly in the area where ergativity appears. Since
ergativity co-occurs with marked-nominative, the latter will also be briefly introduced.

My definition of case is as follows:

A case system is an inflexional system of marking nouns or noun phrases for the type of
relationship they bear to their heads. Inflexional systems are expressed by affixes, tone,
accent shift, or root reduction; adpositional systems are included only in so far as they

encode core participants such as S [the intransitive subject], A [the transitive subject], and
O [the object]. (Konig 2008)

According to Kénig (2008), grammaticalized case shows the following distribution in Africa: Of the
1000 to 2000 different languages, roughly 100 are case languages, only five are ergative, among them
only one being a pure ergative language. Two third of all case languages, that is 64, belong to the
marked nominative type. Nominative-accusative languages are the second frequent, with thirty
languages. Marked nominative is a mixture of the two basic types nominative-accusative and ergative-
absolutive. It shares the alignment pattern with the nominative-accusative case type in that A is treated
like S and simultaneously different than O. And it shares with an ergative-absolutive system that the
functionally marked form of the case system is the one covering A. "Functionally marked" is the case
which is morphologically marked, if any is derived then it is the functionally marked one. The
functionally marked case is not the one used for citation, it occurs in a smaller range of functions as
opposed to the functionally unmarked one. Marked-nominative languages are a salient feature of Africa,
they hardly occur outside of Africa but they are the most spread within Africa. Tone as an exclusive
marker for case is perhaps the most striking feature of African case languages: It is not found elsewhere
in the world, and it appears in marked nominative systems only. The following prediction can be made:
If a language uses exclusively tone to express case then it is a marked nominative language of Africa.
Among the 64 marked nominative languages there are 25 which use tone as a marker of case, 18 of

them exclusively; neither any accusative nor any ergative language uses tone exclusively to mark case.

Theoretical remarks

The database for the following discussion is taken from published materials, but I analyze some of the
data in a different way than the respective authors. The following observations are part of the result of
looking into case phenomena in Africa from a typological viewpoint (see Konig 2008). Due to space
limitation, I will not be able to offer a detailed analysis in all respects but rather have to concentrate on
the results and historical interpretation instead. For a detailed analysis, the reader may consult Kénig
(2008). There are two obvious limitations when it comes to statements about historical developments in

Africa. Africa in general, and the languages being presented here in particular, are spoken languages,
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meaning that there are no historical data in support of the claims being made. The second limitation
consists in the fact that unfortunately the data base is not always sufficient.

Claims about historic change are based on general principles which are observed elsewhere in the
world. The theory of grammaticalization has provided some general principles which are unidirectional.
On the ground of these findings, it is possible to make claims even if there is a lack of direct historical
documents. Synchronic variation in neighboring languages, for example, may shed light on different
historical phases, and it can give clues about historical developments as well. Therefore, it is helpful to
interpret the data in a given language on the background of areal and genetic knowledge of the

surrounding languages.

2. Case studies
Piri
I would like to exemplify the ergative system of Pari, one of the three split ergative languages. All three,
Piri, Anywa and Jur-Luwo are closely related West Nilotic languages, belonging to the Northern Lwoo
subbranch of West Nilotic.

The ergative case marker is expressed by a suffix — with the allomorphs -7, -1, -i, or ¢, -e (Andersen
1988:294).

Absolutive/Accusative Ergative/Marked-nominative Meaning
ubtir uburr-i Ubur
mAAn ' mAAn-i woman
31 tSnn-i spear
23an1 ?4an - I

Table 1. Case inflexion in Péri. (Andersen 1988:294, 297)

The syntax of Piri, as in the neighboring Northern Lwoo languages, is divided into two patterns, one
runs under the label ‘NP-initial’ clauses, the other one under the label ‘VP-initial’ clauses. Clauses
which are subsumed under the NP-initial type differ from the VP-initial type in various respects, among
them being case marking, cross reference of pronouns on the verb, and word order. Relevant for our
purpose here is the fact that NP-initial clauses show an ergative system, as examples 1 to 3 may
illustrate, whereas VP-initial clauses show a marked nominative system (see examples 6 and 7). The
same case marker functions in NP-initial clauses as an ergative case encoding A, whereas in VP-initial
clauses, it functions as a nominative, encoding S and A. Note that in the glosses the case suffix —i is

consistently glossed as ERG, whether it serves as an ergative or a nominative.
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Pari (Northern Lwoo, West Nilotic, Nilo-Saharan) NP-initial clauses — ergative system
1 ibir 4-tiuk’. sV

Ubur COMP-play

Ubur played. (Andersen 1988:292)

2 joobi  a-keel uburr-i. O V A-ERG
buffalo COMP-shoot Ubur-ERG
Ubur shot the buffalo. (Andersen 1988:293)

The only participant which gets a case inflexion is A, while S and O are left unmarked. The absolutive is
morphologically zero. As soon as A is placed before the verb, the ergative marker is no longer used, and
instead A appears in the absolutive form, see 3. This neutralization of core case encoding is a general
behavior of case languages in East Africa. It applies to ergative and to marked nominative languages, to
languages with verb initial, and verb medial word order, to East Africa and beyond. The only exceptions,
for obvious reasons, are verb final languages. This phenomenon runs under the label: “No case before
the verb”, meaning that the case inflexions are neutralized before the verb. This split condition for case
languages in Africa may have come into existence by the reinterpretation of former topicalized or
focused constructions, whereby a bi-clausal copula-relative syntagm has been reinterpreted as a
monoclausal unit. The case which is present on the elements preceding the main verb reflect their
original case which they had as nominal predicates in the former copula clauses, which usually is the
morphologically unmarked case, such as the absolutive in ergative systems or accusative in marked

nominative systems (further see Kénig 2008).

3 ubtr joobi a-keel-é. AOV-A
Ubur buffalo COMP-shoot-3.SG.A
Ubur shot the buffalo. (Andersen 1988:294)

4 a-kwian-6. S-v
1.SG.S-swim+M-SUF
I am swimming. (Andersen 1988:296)

5 a-yang A yang-5 O-V-A
1.8SG.O-skintM-2SG.A  skintM-SUF
You will knife me. (Andersen 1988:297)

VP-initial clauses show a marked-nominative pattern since the same case marker, the suffix —, encodes
S and A, but never O, O is left unmarked. Therefore, the ergative marker of NP-initial clauses serves as
a nominative marker in VP-initial clauses (see 6 and 7). As in NP-initial clauses, before the verb, the

core participants appear in the morphologically unmarked form (see 8).
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6 Piri - verb-initial clauses — marked-nominative
pir 1o i pAar cicU-€ V S-ERG
matter what LINK jump man-ERG

Why did the man jump? (Andersen 1988:318)

7 pir 1> 1 cvol yi nipond - V O A-ERG
matter what LINK call 3.G.O child-ERG
Why did the child call her? (Andersen 1988:319)

8 pir 1> pipdnd->' dhiagy i cUol-¢ 2. A OV-A Opron
matter what child woman LINK call-3.SG.A 3S.0
Why did the child call the woman? (Andersen 1988:319) .

9 pAayy-a'! ' V-S
jump-2.PL
Jump! (Andersen 1988:317)

In sum, the case in Piri has the following features: It is a split ergative/marked-nominative language
with an opposition of two cases, where the same case marker serves as an ergative in NP-initial and
focus clauses (not presented here, see Kénig 2008), and as a nominative in verb-initial clauses. Since the
nominative is morphologically and functionally marked as opposed to the functionally/and
morphologically unmarked accusative, this represents a marked-nominative system. Before the verb, the
case inflexion is neutralized. In addition, Péri exhibits an ergative constituent order with an OVA, SV
order in NP-initial clauses.

Jur-Luwo, another closely related Northern Lwoo language, shows a similar case profile as Pari. The
case marker is the suffix —€, which serves as an ergative case in NP-initial clauses and as a nominative

in VP-initial clauses.

Anywa

In Anywa, the third closely related language, also Northern Lwoo, there is a suffix —Ci (with its
allomorphs -¢, and ), which is related to the Péri case suffix —i. Reh (1996) analyses —Ci in Anywa as a
definiteness marker, which basically appears only after the verb. In NP-initial clauses it is only A which
can be marked by it, S and O are always left unmarked. As soon as A is placed before the verb, it no
longer takes -Ci (see 12). The latter is in accordance with the ‘no case before the verb’ neutralization

mentioned before.

! Suffix -> remains unglossed by the author cited.
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10 Anywa (Northern Lwoo, West Nilotic, Nilo-Saharan) - NP initial clause
waani’ IWAAr. SV
grandmother.his  be.afraid
His grandmother is afraid. (Reh 1996:311)

11 gen-u-téén nilaal-li 0o-v
3.PL.O-FUT-cook.PD.BEN  child-DEF
The child will cook for them. (Reh 1996:190)

12 0 dimé tn wAnnf a-kwaa-¢é A O V-A
son.mN Dimo spear.mN uncle.his PAST-ask.for-3SG.A
Dimo’s son asked for his uncle’s spear. (Reh 1996:311)

Verb initial clauses are fiddly in the sense that a nominal A after the verb hardly ever occurs. This is due
to the fact that two core participants nominally expressed are excluded after the verb, therefore 15 is
excluded. The default way would be to place the nominal A before the verb and cross reference it on the
verb, seel4. Nevertheless, it holds that the only participants which at all could show —Ci are S and A
(see 13), O is left unmarked.

Verb initial, MNOM restricted to DEF

13 n-a-0o joowwi [...] V S.DEF
C-PAST-come people.DEF V
When the people come [...] (Reh 1996:318)

14  piladl n-a-kéel lice kK tn,[...] AV O
child C-PAST-hit.3.SG.A elephant OBL spear
After the child had speared the elephant, [...] (Reh 1996:315)

15 But *n-a-kéel nilaadl-i - lee K tn,[..] *Y AO
C-PAST-hit.3SG.A child-DEF elephant OBL spear (Reh 1996:315)

The verb initial clauses show an accusative alignment with regard to cross reference of the core

participants:

16 Verb-initial clause

' willi man-a-maaDDHi pi K g5 [.] V-AO
glass REL.S-PAST-drink.2.SG.A" water OBL it
The glass out of which (s)he’ drank water [...] (Reh 1996:192)

2 Emphasis in bold, here and elsewhere, is mine.

3 According to my analysis ‘you” would be the appropriate translation.
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17  n-a-duu-e,[..] V-S
C-PAST-come.back-3.SG.S
When (s)he came back, [...] (Reh 1996:192)

A comparison of the ergative suffix — in Péri and the definitve suffix —Ci in Anywa shows the
following: Definiteness is not obligatorily indicated in Anywa in the case of preverbal nominal
participants and postverbal ones other than those in S- and A- function (Reh 1996:137). Andersen
(1988:294) interprets the equivalent suffix in Pari as an ergative case marker. Both occur only after the
verb (in Anywa there are a few exceptions). In NP-initial clauses, the case suffix appears only with A,
therefore it serves as an ergative case marker in a ergative system. In verb-initial clauses, it appears only
with S and A, it serves as a nominative marker in a marked-nominative system. For Andersen (1988) —
(C)i is a case marker (ergative/nominative), for Reh 1996 a definiteness marker. Kénig (2008) followed
Andersen’s interpretation in claiming that —Ci in Anywa is a case marker but restricted to definiteness.
In NP-initial clauses it functions as a ergative marker, in VP-initial clauses as a nominative marker.

Anywa is a spilt ergative/marked-nominative language with case being restricted to definiteness.

Shilluk

According to Miller and Gilley (2001), Shilluk, also a Northern Lwoo language (Nilo-Saharan), is an
ergative language. The ergative case marker is expressed by the preposition ) plus a preceding
downstep [']. Like in the other Northern Lwoo languages, Shilluk also has a syntax split in what Miller
and Gilley call independent clauses (corresponding to NP-initial clauses) and dependent clauses
(corresponding to VP-initial clauses). As is illustrated in clauses 18 to 21, the only participant which is
encoded for case is A; S and O are always left morphologically unmarked. Shilluk has an ergative case
system, with the ergative being marked by the case marker and the absolutive being morphologically
unmarked. The basic constituent order is SV/OVA; if A is expressed nominally before the verb, the
ergative case marker no longer appears on A. However, A has to be taken up as a pronoun after the verb,
which still shows the ergative case (see example 20). Shilluk is the only pure ergative language

discovered so far in Africa.

Shilluk (Northern Lwoo, West Nilotic, Nilo-Saharan)
Independent clause = “NP-initial”

18 twdy a-gut. SV
Twong PAST.E-drive.AP
Twong drove (a stake/stakes) for tethering cows. (Miller and Gilley 2001:42)

19 Ogik  a-kel' yI UNotL OVA
buffalo PAST.E-spear. TR ERG Onyoti
Onyoti speared the buffalo. (Miller and Gilley 2001:45)
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20 opéti  6gik  4-'kel yi én A OVAp
Onyoti buffalo PAST.E-spear TR ERG 3.SG.A
As for Onyoti, he speared the buffalo. (Miller and Gilley 2001:45)

Dependent clause = Verb-initial

21  akwaap gincAm' yi pimén. VOA
SQ-take. TR food ERG sister
... and then the sister took the food. (Miller and Gilley 2001:57)

In sum, Shilluk is a pure ergative language, in all clause types the preposition y7 plus downstep functions
as an ergative case marker. As in the other Northern Lwoo languages presented here, case marking is
neutralized before the verb. In addition, Shilluk shows ergative features with regard to the constituent
order in the independent clauses OVA and SV; an ergative pattern with regard to cross-reference. In

dependent clauses, bound personal pronouns follow a nominative-accusative pattern.

3. Historical interpretations
Constituent order
One striking feature of the ergative languages is their constituent order SV and OVA. The latter is
generally a rare word order. It contradicts one of the findings of Mallinson and Blake, made about
ergative languages, according to which “in practically every ergative language A precedes O”
(Mallinson and Blake 1981:123). It is very unlikely that this order reflects historically the basic order.
The unusual constituent order of the West Nilotic languages in question thus is in need of an explanation.
Andersen (1988) and Reh (1996) agree that OVA® is an older constituent order which later on led to
AOV -- a development for which Andersen (1988) claims the following sequence of word order
changes:

VAO >0OVA>AQOV

Definiteness as a source for case
Taking Reh’s Analysis of Anywa’s -Ci as the basis, the following historical grammaticalization chain

can be established.

* They use S instead of A. In order to be consistent, I have changed S to A.
35



Proto Anywa, Piari & Anywa Pari Pari
Jur-Luwo

_*Ch > G > -] > * low-extra low
Jur-Luwo Jur-Luwo
> - -é
Definite marker (i) Definite marker Case marker Case marker
(ii) Case marker MNOM/ MNOM/ERG
MNOM/ERG with definite ERG personal pronouns
nouns only with nouns (kinship terms)
definite &
indefinite

Table 2. The emergence of a case marker in Anywa, Pari & Jur-Luwo.

In Proto-Péri, Anywa and Jur-Luwo *-Cj serve as a definiteness marker. This function is still reflected
in Anywa, where it serves as a definiteness marker and simultaneously as a case marker, namely a
nominative and an ergative. Since case marking occurs with definite nouns only, the encoding is still
restricted to definiteness. This is a common split for case languages which either reflects their beginning
or their final stage. In Pari the marker has eroded to i, in Jur-Luow to —é. Both languages show the next
stage where the marker has been grammaticalilzed to a full-fledged case marker depending on the
syntax, either serving as a nominative or an ergative, being used with definite and indefinite nouns. In
Piri and Jur-Luwo there is even the manifestation of an additional widening, since with personal
pronouns and kinship terms it appears as low-extra low tone in Péri but —€ in Jur-Luwo.

There is however one problem with Reh’s analysis. The -Ci in Anywa occurs with personal pronouns
as well. Since personal pronouns are inherently definite, the cooccurence with a definite marker would
be rather unusual and in need of an explanation. Alternatively, the case marker in Anywa, Pari and Jur-
Luwo originates not in a definite marker but rather in an instrumental marker, such as preposition (see
Dimmendaal in print). This path is discussed below at the end of section 3.

The problem now to be solved is about the order of the case functions -- whether ergative first or

nominative first. I propose the following for Anywa, Pari and Jur-Luwo:

(Definite marker) >NOM > ERG

With regard to the case systems being involved, the following development is proposed:

Marked Nominative > Ergative-Absolutive

A historical interpretation of the facts outlined before is possible under consideration of the genetically

related languages. As has become evident so far, ergativity in Africa is areally and genetically restricted
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to a region in the Southern Sudan and adjacent areas in Ethiopia. Genetically, a subbranch of West
Nilotic is affected, Northern Lwoo. Table 3 gives an overview of some other languages in that branch
which are case languages. (The list is not complete, it presents languages which are of relevance here.)
As can be seen there, Nilotic languages show a high concentration of case languages. East and South
Nilotic languages are throughout marked-nominative languages, with verb initial constituent order,
where case is exclusively expressed by tone. West Nilotic languages are throughout verb medial
languages, the Southern Lwoo languages (such as Lango, Kumam) have no case inflection whereas at
least some of the Northern Lwoo languages have case inflection. Generally speaking, the West Nilotic
languages differ from East and South Nilotic. They all are verb medial languages. Some of them are
marked nominative (indicated in italics in table 3), some of them are marked-nominative-ergative
(indicated in italics and bold), and one is ergative (indicated in bold). Surmic languages present an
additional branch of Nilo-Saharan where many case languages are found. All are marked-nominative. I
have listed two of them, Tennet and Majang, in table 3, since they have also been claimed to possess
ergative features in the literature. All languages of table 3 show the split ‘no case before the verb’.
Surmic and Nilotic languages are both subbranches of South East Sudanic. They both are spoken in East

Africa, in adjacent areas with its core in Sudan, Southern Ethiopia, Northern Kenya, and Eastern

Uganda.
Nilo-Saharan
Berta
South East Sudanic
Surmic Nilotic
Tennet West East South
Majang Northern Lwoo Maa Kalenjin
Shilluk Ongamo Datooga
Anywa Teso Omotik
Piiri Turkana
Jur-Luwo Toposa
Karimojong
Dinka Lotuxo

Table 3: A selection of case languages in the Nilo-Saharan subbranches, Nilotic and Surmic.

Italics = marked nominative; bold = ergative

From agents in passive, or from extended instruments, to ergative
Historically, it is very likely that the Shilluk ergative marker has emerged out of a former preposition

introducing agents as peripheral participants in a passive-like construction. This analysis does not
contradict the synchronic situation described by Miller and Gilley (2001) (see above 3.2.1). Historically,
the two elements y7 (preposition to introduce peripheral participants) and y7 (ergative case marker) are

likely to be of the same origin. Evidence for this hypothesis can be seen in the following facts:

@) Even synchronically the ergative marker encodes peripheral participants, such as the

causee.
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(ii) From a worldwide perspective, an OV A-basic constituent order is highly unusual; there
must be some explanation for this order. The neighboring Northern Lwoo languages have
basic AVO/SV-order. Taking the AVO/SV-order as the basis, a passive-like construction
would have the order SV PP-A. The latter results in an OVA-order via reinterpretation:
Due to its semantics, the former patient S is reinterpreted as O. S remains unaffected by
this development: The synchronic SV-order reflects the original SV-order.

(iii) There must be an explanation for the fact that the ergative marker only occurs after the
verb. In neighboring languages such as Anywa, prepositions show stranding, meaning that
they only occur after the verb.

@iv) Worldwide, one main source for ergative markers are agent markers which encode
peripheral agents in passive clauses (see Anderson 1977, Givon 1980, Lehmann 1982,
Harris & Campbell 1995:243-245). '

(%) Traces of the former prepositional status of the ergative marker can be seen in the fact that
the ergative participant is still placed after all core participants: In sequential clauses, the
basic order is not VAO but VOA.

Reh’s analysis of the ergative constituent order corroborates the development claimed for Shilluk.

Active clause - Passive clause Active clause - ergative pattern
accusative pattern
S V i Agent > OVA > AOV

NP-initial transitive

AVO

SV SV SV
NP-initial intransitive

Shilluk Shilluk Anywa Anywa

Table 4. The emergence of an ergative constituent order in Anywa.

There is an alternative hypothesis for the emergence of the ergative marker, namely that the ergative
case developed out of a peripheral case marker used after the verb (see Dimmendaal in print). In
Belanda Boor, genetically closely related to Shilluk, also a Northern Lwoo language, there is a

preposition yr used as a preposition as a beneficiary marker (see Heyking this volume).

4. Alternative historical interpretations

Different opinions about the origin of ergativity in Africa have been voiced in the literature. Andersen
(1988) postulates for Anywa, Piri, and Jur-Luwo a development from nominative to ergative,
Dimmendaal (in press) from ergative to nominative, Kénig (2008) from nominative to ergative. In other
words, both ways have been claimed, from ergative to nominative and the other way round.
Dimmendaal’s direction is cross linguistically been backed by Wappo, one of the few other marked-

nominative languages of the world, spoken in California, where Thompson and Li (1976) postulate a
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development of the ergative marker -i into a nominative, and an ergative system into a marked
nominative.

In order to understand how Dimmendaal comes to the conclusion that in Northern Lwoo languages
there has been a development from an ergative to a marked-nominative system and not the other way
round, as I claim, he uses the following reasoning: According to Randal (2000), Majang is ergative, and
Tennet shows ergative remnants, therefore Proto-Surmic is ergative.

Since in Tennet the ergative traces are visible in complement clauses, which are subordinate clauses,
they can be expected to reflect ‘the source situation - not only for Proto-Surmic but also for Southern
Sudan languages, which includes the Northern Lwoo languages Péri, Anywa and Jur-Luwo. For me the
situation is different: Since the evidence for Tennet and Majang being ergative is not convincing, there
is no reason to believe that Proto-Surmic was ergative. Instead of claiming that Tennet and Majang
show ergative features they are marked-nominative languages according to my analysis, therefore there
is no ergative source situation. Quite on the contrary: If neither Tennet nor Majang are ergative, nor
Proto-Surmic, nor other West Nilotic languages other than the Northern Lwo languages considered here,
are ergative, there is no reason for an ergative origin in Northern Lwoo languages either. Considering
the facts provided by the Northern Lwoo languages themselves, the most likely development is from
nominative to ergative, since in Péri, the nominative appears in subordinate clauses (the VP-initial
clauses, questions etc. whereas the ergative appears in main clauses (the NP-initial clauses). Although
the two clause types cannot been absolutely associated with main versus subordinate clause, there is a
clear tendency according to which NP initial clauses, particularly in Pari, comprise main clauses,
whereas VP initial clauses comprise all kinds of subordinate clauses, and questions.

It is a widely accepted principle in historical reconstruction that main clauses reflect historically
younger stages whereas subordinate clauses reflect conservative, i.e. historically older stages. Therefore
it is most likely that the development went from nominative to ergative and not the other way round.
Surprisingly enough, Dimmendaal and myself use the same principle but with different results.
Dimmendaal applies the principle on a different level in the history, namely with regard to Tennet. He

obviously ignores the fact, that within Péri his interpretation does not hold.

Randal (2000) Unseth (p.c.) | Konig (this paper)
Majang ERG MNOM
Tennet ERG remnants MNOM
Proto-Surmic ERG no reason to be ERG
Tennet
complement clause
VAO with A =case inflected ERG NOM
SV, S no case ABS ACC

ERG ABS no case before the

verb
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subordinate clause

Piri, Anywa Jur-Luwo source situation target situation

ERG > MNOM MNOM > ERG

Dimmendaal (in press)

Table 5. Different historical interpretations of the development of case in South East Sudanic languages.

Ergative origin of marked nominative

In Africa, two scholars claim that a marked-nominative language goes back to an ergative language,
namely Randal for Tennet (2000) and Schréder (2005:14) for West Nilotic languages such as Pari. As
has been argued by me, in Piri it is more likely that the marked nominative has given rise to an ergative
and not the other way round (see chapter 3).

Randal (2000:72-77) claims that Tennet has an ergative origin and he even suspects that Proto-Surmic
has been ergative: “the case marking system of Proto-Surmic is likely to have been ergative as well”
(Randal 2000:77).

His argumentation goes as follows:

(a) Even today there are clause types which are ergative in Tennet, namely certain subordinate clauses,
such as complement clauses. In a transitive complement clause, A appears in the nominative and O in
the accusative (see A ‘Loham’ and O ‘bull’ in 21a). In an intransitive complement clause, S appears in
the accusative instead (see ‘Loham’ in 22b). Therefore in complement clauses, S is encoded like O and

simultaneously different than A. In this way, an ergative system is said to have been established.
Tennet (Surmic, Nilo-Saharan)

22a  5r3ng Lowoér-1 kakat Loham-1 anz.
want Lowor-NOM spear.SBJ Loham-NOM bull. ACC’
Lowor wants Loham to spear the bull. (Randal 2000:72)

22b  5rong Lowoér- Loh4m kikiya.
want Lowor-NOM  Loham.ACC come.SBJ
Lowor wants Loham to come. (Randal 2000:72)

(b) Tennet shows ergative features in equational expressions without a copula (see 23).

23 anét  deméz-Oh-t. S N.PRED
1SG.ACC teach-person-SG.ACC ACC ACC
I’m the teacher. (Randal 2000:71)

(c) Tennet is spoken in an area with languages showing ergative features.

5 Glossed as driz by the author cited.
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(d) Subordinate clauses are generally more conservative than main clauses. As subordinate clauses still
are ergative and main clauses are marked-nominative, an extending ergative is more likely than a
‘shrinking nominative’.
(e) According to Randal (2000), Tennet behaves like Wappo, an American marked-nominative
language, with regard to the features a to d. Feature (a) is in Wappo more widespread than in Tennet: In
Wappo, all subordinate clauses are ergative today (see Li, Thompson and Sawyer 1977). According to
Li, Thompson and Sawyer (1977), the Wappo system goes back to an earlier ergative system. Since
Wappo and Tennet share so many features synchronically, Tennet has undergone the same historical
development as Wappo. In other words, like Wappo, Tennet goes back to a former ergative structure.

On (a): This is true; nevertheless my interpretation differs from that of Randal. For me the accusative
encoding of S in 22b is triggered by the rule ‘no case before the verb’, that is to say in preverbal position
the case distinction is neutralized and the only case form used for A, S and O is the morphologically
unmarked form, which in marked-nominative languages corresponds to the accusative. In Tennet not all
clauses show this neutralization, but complement clauses do. As ‘no case before the verb’ is a general
constraint in East Africa, it is more likely that complement clauses in Tennet are also shaped by this rule
rather than being a relic of an earlier ergative system.

On (b): The accusative use for S in equational expressions without a copula is not a strong argument in
favor of an ergative structure. Similar clauses in other marked-nominative languages behave the same: It
is always the accusative which encodes S in copula-less clauses and not the nominative. For example, in

Turkana, in corresponding clauses with a copula, S is encoded in the nominative like in Tennet.
Turkana (East Nilotic, Nilo-Saharan)

24 a-yon’ e-ka-pil-a-ni. S N.PRED
LACC witch. ACC
I am a witch. (Dimmendaal 1983:75)

25 gere’ a-yon e-ka-pil-a-ni. COP S N.PRED
not LNOM witch. ACC
I am not a witch. (Dimmendaal 1983:75)

On (c): Randal (2000:74) claims that the North Surmic language Majang (Nilo-Saharan) is ergative,
referring to Peter Unseth (p.c.); there is little data available on this language. According to Randal, the
ergative in Majang is expressed by an L (low) tone, which requires an additional mora after H (high
tone) (see 26a). The absolutive covers S and O, and is used as the citation form. The absolutive is the
morphologically and functionally unmarked form. The ergative case system of Majang is a recent

discovery, since in earlier publications Unseth claimed that there is no case for the core participants S, A
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and O (in my terminology) (see Unseth 1989b:102°). In Unseth (1989a), by contrast, he presents Majang
as a canonical marked-nominative language (my terminology) with a nominative expressed by the suffix
-& and an accusative, expressed by the morphologically unmarked form. The accusative is used as the
citation form and encodes O, the nominative encodes S and A. Pete Unseth himself (p.c.) does not
support the idea of Majang being ergative. Instead he says that the morphologically unmarked form is
used as the citation form and as O. The nominative, derived from the morphologically unmarked form
by suffix and tone, encodes S and A. If the noun is possessed, complex rules are at work, the nominative

appears on the possessor after the genitive (Pete Unseth, p.c.).

26a  Majang (North Surmic, Nilo-Saharan)
uti-ko tang-ng maaw.
drink-PAST cow-ERG  water.ABS
The cow drank water. (Randal 2000:74)

26b Dam-ko tang.
eat-PAST cow.ABS
It ate a cow. (Randal 2000:74)

26c  rér-ko tang.
die-PAST cow.ABS
The cow died. (Randal 2000:74)

On (d): this is true, but, as the behavior in complement clauses is triggered more likely by the general
rule ‘no case before the verb’ according to the present author, the ergative structure in complement
clauses does not necessarily reflect an earlier structure.

On (e): There is hardly any substantial argument left in favor of an earlier ergative structure. The so-
called reflexes of an earlier ergative structure are the canonical behavior of other marked-nominative
languages as well, they are by no means suggestive of an ergative source. Furthermore, it is more likely
that Tennet shows a development similar to that of the adjacent Northern Lwoo languages Péri, Anywa
and Jur-Luwo; as has been argued here, for these three languages a development from marked-
nominative to ergative is more likely than the other way round.

Due to the lack of sufficient evidence it remains essentially unclear how substantial the ergative
features in Majang are; it would seem that Majang is more appropriately classified as a marked-

nominative language.

¢ In the paragraph on noun case, Unseth claims that “Subjects and direct objects are unmarked” (Unseth

1989b:102).
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5. Conclusions
Ergativity in Africa is a fascinating topic, rarely found in Africa, in a small area of genetically closely
related languages, showing some unusual features, such as a peculiar OVA-word order, and the split
ergative/marked-nominative. Although the situation for doing historical reconstruction is far from being
ideal, the most convincing hypothesis consists in maintaining that marked-nominative is older than
ergative. This reconstruction, based on the facts provided by the languages involved, fits with the overall
pattern that marked nominative occurs in a wide area, of variant language families in East Africa.

The contrasting interpretations of Tennet presented by Randal and myself illustrate the importance of
an areal perspective. Without considering the common feature of case neutralization, which is a salient
feature of that area, Randal’s analysis would have been convincing, but considering the particular
features of the region, it is not. An ergative origin Proto-Surmic is therefore not plausible.

For the ergative case markers presented here, two sources have been claimed: First a definiteness
marker, and second an oblique agent marker either in a passive construction or as the extension of a
peripheral participant, such as an instrumental marker. The latter one is a common source for ergativity
from a cross linguistic perspective.

Definiteness as a source for case is also widespread. The pathway postulated here is from definiteness
to nominative to ergative, but attention was drawn to an alternative interpretation. With regard to Africa,

the results presented here can only be seen as a first step in reconstructing syntactic change in this region.

Abbreviations

1: First person

2: Second person

3: Third person

A: Transitive subject function
ACC: Accusative

AP: Anti-passive (Andersen)
COMP: Completive (Andersen)
COMP: Complementizer (Miller & Gilley)
DEF: Definite

DEM: Demonstrative

E: Evidential

ERG: Ergative

FOC: Focus

LINK: Linker

mN: modified noun (form)

M: Masculine
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MNOM: Marked-nominative
NOM: Nominative

O: Transitive object function
PAST: Past tense

PL: Plural

S: Intransitive subject function
SG: Singular

SQ: Sequential (Miller & Gilley)
SUF: Suffix

TR: Transitive

>: Grammaticalized to

1: Downstep
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