Dogon nominal classes (human vs. nonhuman, etc.) and number
Animacy categories

Most Dogon languages studied to date have either a Human/Nonhuman or an Animate/Inanimate distinction, the difference between whether (most) animals are grouped with humans or with inanimate objects. These are marked morphologically in nouns, adjectives, and/or demonstratives, usually in the form of class-number suffixes (e.g. Animate Singular = AnSg).


The following table indicates the relevant categories that are directly marked in nouns, adjectives, and demonstratives (sometimes also Definite morphemes). Najamba is covered in a later section.
(1)
noun (non-kin)
adjective
demonstrative
Definite
language


Hum/Nonh
Hum/Nonh
Hum/Nonh
--
Jamsay


Hum/Nonh
--
Hum/Nonh
--
Tabi-Sarinyere


--
--
An/Inan
An/Inan
Nanga


An/Inan
An/Inan
An/Inan
--
Beni


Kin terms generally do not allow morphological marking of class and number and are not included under "noun" in (1).

With the category higher on the animacy scale (Human or Animate, depending on the language), there is always number distinction between Singular and Plural, expressed in the same words that express animacy. In some languages, Singular and Plural are also distinguished in the category lower on the animacy scale, but only in pronouns and determiners. In the languages in (1) where nouns and/or adjectives are morphologically marked for class-number, the actual affixes are shown below. Demonstrative and Definite morphemes have more irregular morphology and are omitted.

Jamsay:
HumSg -n
HumPl -m
Nonh -(

Tabi-Sarinyere:
HumSg -rⁿu ~ -n(u)
HumPl -m(u)
Nonh -(

Beni:
a) noun
AnSg -m
AnPl -(
Inan -(


b) adj
AnSg -m
AnPl -yE
Inan -w

(Nanga
HumSg -N)


Nanga has no productive class-number suffixes on nouns or adjectives, but does have an apparently archaic -N (velar nasal) Singular suffix on the noun 'woman' (Sg ya‑N, Pl yaa, both with <LH> tone).


Further variations on these endings occur in adjective-like verbal participles in relative clauses. In Jamsay the same forms shown above are used, after the MAN (mood-aspect-negation) morpheme. Beni in particular has several irregular participial endings, depending on the particular MAN (mood-aspect-negation) category, but these endings have a portmanteau character. In Tabi-Sarinyere and Nanga there is no class-number suffix on the verb of a relative clause.
Najamba nominal categories


In Najamba, both nouns and adjectives are divided into those whose class-gender categories are expressed by final-vowel mutations (mutating stems) and those whose categories are expressed by suffixes (suffixing stems). Cutting across this morphophonological distinction is a lexical division of nouns into three classes:
a) Animate or E/O class (including humans, animals, and some inanimate objects)

b) Inanimate O/E class (most inanimates)

c) Inanimate E/E class (including liquids, places, dwellings, time)


Here the symbols O and E denote distinctions in vocalism, seen most clearly in modifying adjectives of the mutating type: "O" represents final /aa/, /OO/, /oo/, or /u(u)/, i.e. back and low vowels, while "E" represents final /EE/, /e(e)/, and /i(i)/, i.e. front unrounded vowels, depending on the stem. Most stems keep the vowel-height (or ATR) value constant, e.g. /oo/ alternates with /ee/, while /OO/ alternates with /EE/, though there are some exceptions. The noun itself, if it is a mutating rather than suffixing stem, usually also has this final vocalism, but there are some mismatches between the form of the noun and its grammatical class as brought out by adjectival agreement (compare Spanish la mano, el problema, etc.).

In the Animate nouns (including some objectively inanimate referents), the singular has E agreement and the plural has O agreement. In the largest inanimate class (O/E), the exact opposite is true. In the minority E/E inanimate class, both singular and plural have E agreement. Therefore the two inanimate classes are distinguished in the singular but merged in the plural. Mutating adjectives have only two forms, O and E, but their distribution obeys this bizarre distribution, so that the E form can be Animate Singular, Inanimate Plural, or E/E class Inanimate Singular, while the O form can be Animate Plural or O/E class Inanimate Singular.


The O and E forms likely reflect original class-marking particles that have fused with stems. Similar particles are preserved as possessive classifiers (used with pronominal possessor, in an appositional construction of the type 'X [my thing]' = 'my X'. The vocalism of these classifiers--AnSg yE, AnPl bO, InanSg (O/E class) gO, InanSg (E/E class) gE, InanPl yE--exactly matches the O/E division. (Similar possessive classifiers occur in Nanga.)


Suffixing nouns and adjectives express the same class-number categories, but do so by suffixation. For animates, the singular is unmarked and the plural is expressed by suffix -mbo. For inanimates, the singular is expressed by a suffix -Nge (E/E class) or ‑Ngo (O/E) class, and the plural is unmarked. Najamba AnPl -mbo may be related to Jamsay HumPl -m and Tabi-Sarinyere HumPl -m(u), and Najamba InanSg -Ngo and ‑Nge may be related to Jamsay HumSg -n and Tabi-Sarinyere HumSg -rⁿu ~ -n(u). If so, it remains to be considered whether the syllabic Najamba suffixal forms are archaic, having been reduced in Jamsay and Tabi-Sarinyere, or whether the Najamba forms are composites, each consisting of an original class-number suffix and a morpheme related to the possessive classifiers (AnPl bO, InanSg gO or gE).
Frozen initial /an-/ and /a-/

In some of the languages, a number of nouns begin with an- and/or a- that is arguably segmentable synchronically, or at least historically, and may reflect one or two original noun-class prefixes. The forms with an- might also be connected with a wider areal pattern also including montane Songhay languages.

The apparent initial element is a- or an- (depending on the stem) in Nanga, an- in Tabi-Sarinyere, and a- in Jamsay. There are a few cases of a- in Najamba and Beni that may be recent borrowings.

