Dogon relative clauses

The discussion of "Syntactic tonology of NPs" should be read first as background for this discussion.

Abbreviations: AnSg = animate singular; Inan = inanimate; Perf = Perfective, "3SgS" = 3Sg subject; subscript "x" or "y" is a referential index. In some languages, instead of Animate/Inanimate the nouns and adjectives distinguish Human/Nonhuman, and/or distinguish plurality in the Inanimate (or Nonhuman) category, and/or divide Inanimate into more than one noun-class. The details are therefore variable, but the structure of relative clauses is like that suggested here.


The basic structure of main clauses and of relative clauses may be suggested by the following schematic examples, which are valid for most Dogon languages studied so far (except Tabi-Sarinyere, which is discussed in its own section at the end).

(1)
a. main clauses


[dog-AnSg
the]x
bone-Inan
bite-Perf-3SgSx


'the dog bit a bone'


bone-Inan
bite-Perf-3SgSx


'he (dog) bit a bone'


b. relative clauses



dog-AnSg.Lx
bone-Inan
bite-Perf-AnSgx
thex


'the dog that bit a bone'


[dog-AnSg
the]
bone.Ly
bite-Perf-Inany


'a bone that the dog bit'


bone.Ly
3SgS
bite-Perf-Inany


'a bone that he bit'


you
[person-AnSg.L]x
bone
bite-Perf-AnSgx
thex


'you-Sg who bit a bone'

The following features of relative clauses should be noted:

· the head NP remains in its regular clause-internal position rather than being extracted

· the head NP is tone-dropped to {L}, i.e. all-low stem tone contour, indexed by ".L"

· the determiner on a definite head NP is detached from its NP, and appears after the "verb"

· a pronoun may not directly head a relative clause, but it may be in apposition to a noun 'person' that does function as head NP

· NPs other than the head NP occur in their usual form

· the "verb" no longer ends in a pronominal-subject agreement suffix as in main clauses; instead, it becomes a participle that (in some languages) agrees with the head NP (which need not be the subject) in nominal features (e.g. animacy, plurality) but not number, these categories being expressed on the verb by the same suffixes used with nouns
· in non-subject relatives ('a bone that he ate'), since the usual pronominal-subject suffix on the verb is not possible, an alternative device is found to express a subject consisting only of a pronominal category, namely a special preverbal subject pronominal (here 3SgS)


Further details on some of these points will now be given.

Detachability


In main clauses or in isolation, a NP consists (more or less maximally) of the following, omitting possessors for the moment.
NP:
[[noun  (adj*)]  numeral]    [{determiner, Pl}  'all']


The combination of a noun with anywhere from zero to multiple modifying adjectives is the core NP. The core NP plus a numeral (from '2' up) is the extended core NP. The boundary between the extended core NP and the following material (determiner, nonsuffixal Pl, 'all') is important since it corresponds to the break point in relative clauses, such that the elements to the right of the boundary appear after the verbal participle:
relative:   ... [[noun  (adj*)]  numeral]x ...  Verb-MAN-Participlex  [determinerx  'all'x]


Either "..." may include other constituents, such as a direct object NP, so the stripped-down head NP is not always adjacent to the participle. Nevertheless, the relative-clause construction does have some resemblance to an expansion of the NP. In particular, since the participle is morphologically consistent with noun or adjective status, one could approximate the structure of a relative clause by generating the participle as the final modifying adjective in the core NP and then extraposing it to the right, at least to position it to the right of the numeral.

It would take considerable sleight-of-hand to actually implement this suggestion, for the simple reason that other (non-head) constituents may occur to the left or right of the stripped-down head NP, and it is hard to see how they would be handled. Nevertheless, there are interesting syntactic similarities between relative clauses and NPs.

Tone-dropping
Within the core NP [noun (adj*)] only the final word escapes tone-dropping. Within an extended core NP [[noun (adj*)] numeral], the core NP and the numeral are tonologically independent of each other. When a demonstrative pronoun (or other determiner that requires tone-dropping) is added, both the final word of the core NP and the numeral are tone-dropped. The core NP and in some cases the extended core NP (including the numeral) are also subject to tone-dropping (in some languages, an {HL} contour) following a possessor. See the discussion "Syntactic tonology of NPs".

We now consider what happens when NPs of these types function as head NPs in a relative. Here there is yet another tone-dropping process, affecting the head NP but no other NPs in the clause. Examples not involving a possessor are given below; ".L' indicates that the word has dropped to {L} tone contour.

normal form
dog
dog.L big
dog two

form as head NP
dog.L
dog.L big.L.
dog.L two.L


That is, both the final word of the core NP [dog.L big] and the numeral undergo (simultaneous) tone-dropping, just as they do when followed by a phrase-internal demonstrative pronoun [[dog.L two.L] these].


If we attribute the tone-dropping to the effect of the adjective-like participle (even though it is often not adjacent to the stripped-down head NP), we have additional reason to think that the relative clause is morphosyntactically (similar to) an expanded NP. This is because modifying adjectives have tone-dropping effects on preceding words within core NPs. Again, however, there are serious difficulties in implementing such a proposal.


In the discussion "Syntactic tonology of NPs" it was noted that tonological island effects occur in combinations like [[my house.HL] this] 'this house of mine', where 'house' gets its tone contour from the possessor rather than from the following determiner, although in the absence of the possessor we get [house.L this] with tone-dropped 'house'.


In this light, consider examples where the head NP is possessed. In languages where at least some possessors impose {HL} contour on the following possessed NP in main clauses ('Seydou's dog.HL'), when the whole NP functions as relative-clause head ('Seydou's dog that died') we must determine whether the possessed NP retains this {HL} contour (i.e. is governed tonologically by the possessor) or whether it drops tones to {L} (i.e. is governed tonologically by the relative clause, more specifically by the participle).


Jamsay is a special case, because the relative possessor-possessed construction is confined to possessed kin terms (other possessed nouns are preceded by a Possessive particle). When a possessed kin term functions as relative-clause head, the possessed noun is tone-dropped, and (remarkably) so is the possessor.
(Jamsay inalienables)

normal form
[Seydou
father.HL]x
come-Perf-3SgSx

'Seydou's father came.'

form as head NP
[Seydou.L
father.L]x
come-Perf-AnSgx

'Seydou's father who came'


This suggests that the combination of possessor and kin term is very tight in Jamsay, rather like a NP-noun compound, so that the whole combination is treated as a simple noun would be.


The other languages studied to date that have {HL} contours for possessed nouns are Beni, Nanga, and Tabi-Sarinyere. In Beni, the possessor-possessed complex has exactly the same tones as relative-clause head as it has in main clauses. In the following forms, the possessor 'woman' has its regular lexical tones in both contexts, and the possessed noun 'cow' has the overlaid possessed-noun {HL} contour (because 'woman' ends in a high tone) in both contexts.

(Beni)

 normal form
[woman
cow.HL]x
fall-Perf-3SgSx

'A woman's cow fell.'

form as head NP
[woman
cow.HL]x
fall-Perf-AnSgx

'A woman's cow that fell'


Nanga agrees with Beni on this matter, as does Tabi-Sarinyere based on not quite complete data (to be checked summer 2009). In these languages, a possessed NP constitutes a tonological island with respect to tone-dropping imposed by the relative clause, so there is no audible tonal change in the head NP.


Now consider possessor relatives, where the head NP is the possessor of another NP, as in 'the man whose house collapsed'. In the Dogon construction, the possessor gets the same tonal treatment as any other head NP (i.e. the final word in the core NP, and any numeral, are tone-dropped). The possessed NP ('house' in 'the man whose house collapsed') is not only not affected by tone-dropping conditioned by the relative clause, it is also freed from the usual imposition of the overlaid {L} or {HL} tone contour that is required of possessed NPs elsewhere. This NP therefore reverts to the form it would have as an independent NP without a possessor. In languages with {L} possessed-noun contour, the relationship between main clause and possessor relative is as follows (based on Najamba):
main clause
[[man-AnSg
the]x
house-Inan.L]
fall-Perf-3SgS

'the man's house collapsed'

possessor relative
[man-AnSg.L]x

[house-Inan]
fall-Perf-AnSg
thex



'the man whose house collapsed'
Verbal participle


As noted above, in a relative clause the "verb" lacks the usual pronominal-subject agreement suffixes that are found with main-clause verbs. In several Dogon languages, the verb takes an adjective-like participial form, ending in a suffix agreeing (in animate/inanimate or human/nonhuman, and at least for animates or humans in number) with the head NP. For example, in Jamsay the endings (on nouns, adjectives, and relative-clause participles) are Human Sg -n, Human Pl -m, and Nonhuman zero. In the participles, these suffixes follow the MAN (mood-aspect-negation) inflectional suffixes on the verb.

· Noun/adjective-like participial suffix agreeing in nominal features with head: Jamsay, Beni.
· Noun/adjective-like participial suffix agreeing in nominal features with head, and also distinguishing subject from non-subject relatives: Najamba

· "Participle" ends in (occasionally irregular form of) the MAN suffix, has no agreement with the head NP, and has only limited agreement with the subject (3Pl subject, in negatives only): Nanga.

For the most part, the MAN (mood-aspect-negation) inflectional categories, and often the actual suffix morphs, are the same in main and relative clauses. This is broadly true for the negative categories (Perfective Negative, Imperfective Negative). In the general perfective positive system, however, there are usually categorial neutralizations and/or special participial morphology. For example, in Jamsay there are several distinct suffixes in the perfective positive system, with slight semantic differences, in main clauses. In relative clauses, these are almost always boiled down into the least marked of these categories, the unsuffixed Perfective. In addition, while the unsuffixed Perfective is all-low toned in main clauses (where it is associated with the presence of a preceding focalized constituent), in participial function it is {HL} toned. In some other Dogon languages, the Perfective-II (suffix -so- or -sa-) tends to generalize in perfective positive participles. In some of the languages there are also neutralizations and morphophonological changes in the general imperfective positive system. 

Preverbal subject pronominal. 

In each language, non-subject relatives with a pronominal subject (but not a full NP subject) have subject pronominal particles, often immediately proclitic to the participle.

In some languages the forms of these pronominals are the standard forms for independent pronouns. In Jamsay, however, a special low-toned series of pronominals is used in this function; the only other construction where these forms are used is as possessors of inalienable nouns (kin terms).

Tabi-Sarinyere

This language has a basic constituent order X-S-O-V-X where adjuncts may occur post-verbally (in the X position) as well as initially. (Other Dogon languages are strictly verb-final.) In part because of the non-verb-final order, the Tabi-Sarinyere relative-clause construction is also quite different from that in other Dogon languages:
· the head NP is usually clause-initial (suggesting an English-like extracted status), but it is occasionally preceded by a spatiotemporal adverb (which suggests clause-internal position)
· the head NP is frequently (but not obligatorily) followed by an invariable Relative morpheme kaa (low-toned) that might be interpreted as a relative pronoun
· the verb may have a MAN suffix but has neither a pronominal-subject suffix nor a participial ending

· the Perfective-II suffix (-sO) replaces other Perfective suffixes in relatives

· the verb and any postverbal adjuncts are followed by another Relative morpheme N (velar nasal, high-toned), which probably originated as a demonstrative pronoun

· this N morpheme is followed by the usual elements detached from the head NP (determiner, nonsuffixal Plural, 'all')

· other features are basically as for the other Dogon languages (head NP tone-dropped, preverbal subject pronominals in non-subject relatives, pronouns cannot directly head a relative clause)


There is a possibility that the distinctive syntactic features of Tabi-Sarinyere may reflect the influence of montane Songhay languages, such as those spoken in and around Hombori and in villages like Kikara.


See also the discussion of "double-headed relative clauses".
