Dogon verb serialization (chaining)
Direct chains


There are several ways to combine verbs, VPs, and clauses in constructions that are semantically more or less additive (X and Y).

The most restrictive is a direct chain, whereby one or more nonfinal verbs are directly combined, without overt complementizers, to a final verb. The final verb in the same form (i.e. in main clauses, with AN inflection and a pronominal-subject suffix) that it would have had without the preceding chained verbs. The nonfinal chained verbs are in an uninflectable form, often the bare stem (identical or at least close to the lexical representation of the stem).


In a direct chain, the verbs are typically adjacent, except that when a preverbal pronominal subject marker is present (e.g. in relative clauses) it appears just before the final verb in the chain. The verb chains have a unified argument and adjunct structure.

The alternative to direct chains, which resemble verb-verb compounds with unified argument structure, is a loose chain where the nonfinal elements are VPs or clauses that end in a complementizer.

Form of nonfinal verbs in direct chains

Each verb stem has a lexical tone contour, usually {H} or {LH}, and a lexical vocalism. In various inflected forms the tone contour and/or the vocalism may be modified. In most languages the "lexical" form occurs as such (with no tonal or vocalic modification) in a bare stem (used in chains and elsewhere) or in some suffixally inflected forms. In Najamba, by contrast, the lexical representation for one important class of verbs is an idealization extrapolated from a set of paradigms, some forms showing the lexical tone and a nonoverlapping set of forms showing the lexical vocalism.


The form taken by nonfinal verbs in direct chains is summarized below (vocalism information valid for nonmonosyllabic stems):


language(s)
lexical tones?
change in lexical vocalism?

Jamsay
yes
no (lexical stem may not end in a high V)

Beni, Nanga
yes
no (some lexical stems end in a high V)

Tabi-Sarinyere
yes
final /u/


Najamba
yes
final /e/ > /i/ in lexically [+ATR] stems



(but final /E/ stable in [-ATR] stems)
Morphosyntax of direct chains


Importantly, the verbs in the chain must have the same subject. Furthermore, in direct chains (unlike loose chains, see below), it is usually not possible for each verb to have its own complements and adjuncts. Rather, the chained verbs constitute a kind of verb-verb compound with a single set of complements and adjuncts.


Since negation is expressed as part of the AN (aspect-negation) inflectional system, only the final verb in the chain may be morphologically negated, the nonfinal verbs remaining in their regular form. The negation has wide scope over the entire construction. Therefore [X go come-PerfectiveNegative] means 'X didn't go and come (back)', in the sense that at least one of 'X went' and 'X came (back)' is denied.


Similarly, in relative clauses, only the final verb takes the (e.g. participial) form required in the particular language in such relatives.


When a chain is converted into a verbal-noun phrase (in abstractive sense, or as an infinitive-like complement of a matrix-clause verb), only the final verb takes morphological verbal-noun form. In most languages (Jamsay, Beni, Tabi-Sarinyere, Najamba), nonfinal verbs function in this context as compound initials, dropping to {L} tone contour. In others (Nanga), nonfinal verbs have their regular tone contour before a final verbal noun.

Semantics of direct chains


Direct chains typically express conceptually integrated eventualities (events or less often states) that can be dissected into two or more co-events. Direct chains do not typically denote chronological sequences of events, unless the entire sequence can be conceptualized as a more or less unified pattern.


A motion/transfer verb may be combined with another verb if the motion is closely related to the action denoted by the other verb, even though in some cases the motion and non-motion events are chronologically sequenced.


Examples of direct chains:


chain

free translation


'fall' + 'go down' 
=
'X fall down'


'sit' + 'eat' 
=
'X sit down to eat'


'put down' + 'leave [tr]' 
=
'X put down (and leave) Y'


'bring' + 'eat'
=
'X bring and eat Y'


'dance' + 'spend night'
=
'X dance all night'


'go' + 'come'
=
'X go (somewhere) and come back'  (very common!)


'gather' + 'eat'
=
'X gather up and eat Y'

Specialized final verbs ('be able to', etc.)


Certain verbs are specialized as finals in verb-chains. The most widespread verb of this type is one translatable 'be able to', which in several of the languages is merely a special use of the very common transitive verb 'get, obtain'. (The Dogon 'get' = 'be able to' syncretism has spread to Tondi Songway Kiini, a montane Songhay language.) Other specialized final verbs that occur in chain constructions in one or more of the languages are 'begin', 'finish', and 'help' (the latter usually = 'add'), as indicated by the check marks below. (If no check mark, the language in question has a verbal-noun complement.)

language
'be able to'
(= 'get'?)
'begin'
'finish'
'help'


Beni
√
yes
--
√
√


Tabi-Sarinyere
√
yes
√
√
√


Nanga
√
yes
--
--
--


Najamba
√
no
--
√
√

In Najamba, the usual 'be able to' final verb is not identical to the transitive 'get' verb. However, the latter verb is used in a more limited construction with a sense like 'X get an opportunity to VP'.

Specialized nonfinal verbs ('get/put together', 'go with')


The nonfinal verb in a chain is less often specialized. However, intransitive verb 'X gather, get/come together' and transitive verb 'Y gather, put together, assemble X' are often combined with a following verb in senses like 'A&B get together and VP', more freely translatable as 'A&B VP together'.


A syntactically ambiguous form (nonfinal chained verb, or adverbial?) with the sense '(go) with X', '(take) X along (with oneself)' takes the following forms, with tones in parentheses: Jamsay jijE (HL), Beni jijE( (HL), Nanga jEjE( (HL). This form enforces transitivity, but it occurs only in combination with a following verb. In Najamba, jogo (HL) is used in this construction, but in this language it is identifiable as the basic 'have' quasi-verb. 
AN (aspect-negation) morphemes: suffixes, or finals in verb chains?

In those AN inflections where an AN morpheme that is phonologically autonomous (i.e. pronounceable on its own) is added to the same form of the verb used in nonfinal positions in chains, with no tonal or vocalic modification, one can ask the question whether the AN morpheme is best considered as a suffix, or as the final verb in a chain (i.e. similar to an "auxiliary" verb in other languages). This issue arises most consistently in the perfective positive subsystem of the larger AN system, where we often have AN morphemes with shapes like -ti- and -so- that follow the verb. It is less of an issue in the perfective negative and in the imperfective negative subsystems, which usually impose {L} or some other overlaid tone contour on the stem preceding the negative morpheme. The languages differ as to whether the AN morphemes in the imperfective positive subsystem are added to the unmodified verb stem or not.

In theory, it should be easy to determine whether [verb (-) AN] is a chain or a suffixed stem using syntactic evidence. Specifically, if we convert the clause in question to a nonsubject relative clause with a pronominal subject ('the house that I saw'), the special preverbal subject pronominal that is required in such clauses should intervene between the verb and the AN morpheme if the latter is treated as a chained verb. In the sparse data on this point, the preverbal pronominal normally precedes the verb ('house.L 1SgS see-AN'), suggesting that the AN morpheme is a suffix. However, the relevant data are difficult to elicit, since in several of the languages the suffixally marked perfective positive categories (-ti-, -so-) are replaced by an unsuffixed perfective form precisely in relative clauses.

Nonfinal verb with AN suffix


A construction similar to direct chaining but with an AN suffix (or a variant thereof) on one of the nonfinal verbs is well-attested in certain languages (Jamsay), but it is not very common in texts. The most salient examples are those involving Perfective‑1 suffix -ti- or a lengthened variant thereof (tii). In the sequence [VERB1 tii VERB2], it is understood that the event denoted by the first verb is perfective with respect to the temporal frame of the second verb, so there is a semantic connection with the Perfective‑1 inflection.

Some languages have a similar construction where the nonfinal verb has a variant of an Imperfective suffix used in main clauses. Here the nonfinal verb heads a VP that denotes an activity or situation whose temporal profile encompasses that of the event denoted by the following (usually final) verb.

Loose chains

The direct chains described above consist of two or more verbs that are more or less fused into a kind of verb-verb compound, with a unified argument and adjunct structure. Each language also has a range of loose chain constructions, where one VP or clause is chained to another. In such constructions, each verb may have its own complements and adjuncts.

In loose chains, there is normally a complementizer in the form of a suffix, clitic, or (other) particle that appears at the end of the nonfinal VP or clause. The complementizer therefore directly follows the verb (except in Tabi-Sarinyere, which is not verb-final). In some languages there is a systematic distinction between same-subject and different-subject complementizers, in the fashion of switch-reference systems. The forms and grammatical functions of the complementizers are quite different from language to language and no summary is attempted here.
