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ON SERIAL VERBS AND VERBAL STATUS!

AYO BAMGBOSE

1. INTRODUCTION

The term ‘serial verbal construction’ or ‘serial verbs’ has baen applied to the combination of
verbs found in many West African languages where all the verbs share a common subject in the
' surface structure, Examples of this construction are:2
(1)  Twi: ode siki  né  mai mé
he-take  meney that gave me
‘He gave me the money’
) Igede: ahi  hi olo  chu
we take load  put-on-head
“We carried the load’

—
(O]

(3) Vagala: & kpd  kiyzéé mong owl
he took  knife  cut meat
‘He cur the meat with a knife’

(1) Izi: o shia i éri
she cooked yam  is-cating
*She cooked yam and is eating it (now)’

(s)  Tjo: éri  edejn bl ak{ bé -mi
he knife the take come past
‘He brought the knife’

(6) Yoruba: & mu  Iwé wa
he took book come
‘He brought a book’

The traditional analysis of the serial verbal construction has been to derive it from two or more
underlying sentences by the deletion of any identical noun phrases functioning as subject or object.
For example, (2) is derived from the two sentences:

(7) (a) Igede: ahi ht  dlo
we take load
(b ahl  chu 6lo
we  put-on-head load
by the deletion of &hi ‘we’ and 6lo ‘load’ in (75).3

This paper was presented at the Tenth West African Languages Congress in Accra, Ghana, March 21-27,
1972,

The examples are taken from the following: Twi, Stewart (1063) p. 147; Igede, Pike (1967) p. 3; Vagala,
Pike (1966) p. 67; 1zi, Bendor-Samuel (1968) p. 121; Tjo, Williamson (1963) p. 153, An unmarked syllable
in the transcription represents a mid tone, and a dot in the Yoruba examples represents an assimilated low
tone (see Bamgbose (1966)). When a langnage name is not indicated beside an example, it is to be assumed
that the language is Yoruba.

3 See Pike (1967), p. 3-

5]
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The correctness of the traditional analysis has always been assumed, and it was hardly considered
necessary to show why serial verbs of the type in sentences (1)-(6) must be derived from two
underlying sentences. In this paper, an attempt will be made to demonstrate the correctness of the
derivation from underlying sentences and its superiority over any other alternatives.

Another weakness of the traditional analysis of the scrial verbal construction is that it generally
assumes that serial verbs are usually all of the type which can be derived from more than one under-
lying sentence.4 In this paper, it will be shown that there are at least two types of serial verbal
construction: a ‘linking’ type which can be derived from two or more underlying sentences, and a
‘modifying’ type which can only be derived from a single underlying sentence.> Sentences (1)-(6)
are examples of the former, while sentence (8) which cannot be derived from the two sentences
in (9) is an example of the latter.

(8) 6 fisun lo
he sleeping go

£l

‘He is falling aslecp
(99 6 dAsun ; S e

he  sleeping; he  going

‘He is sleeping; he is going’

Tt will also be shown that the modifying type of serial verbal construction has interesting implica-
tions for verbal status, in the sense that it throws some light on the behaviour of verbs in this struc-
ture as compared with their behaviour in a minimal sentence (i.e., a basic sentence having only one
verb), the latter of which is usually taken as a diagnostic frame for determining verbal status in
several languages.

2. THE SERIAL CONSTRUCTION AND THE COORDINATE STRUCTURE

The derivation of the linking type of serial verbal construction from two or more underlying
sentences is generally agreed upon by most writers who have described this feature for West African
Languages.® Quite recently, however, Stahlke (1970) has called into question the assumption that
this construction can be derived from two underlying sentences. In particular, he has tried to show
that as far as Yoruba is concerned, the derivation of the linking type from underlying coordinate
structures is not only wrong but likely to result in ungrammatical sentences. Stahlke advances
three arguments in support of his stand:7

(i) There is a semantic difference between a coordinate structure and a serial verbal construc-
tion. This difference can be shown by the possibility of extending a coordinate structure
by a contradictory clause introduced by $igbén ‘but’, and the impossibility of doing the

4 There are instances in the literature where doubts have been expressed about the appropriateness of a
derivation from more than one underlying sentence. See for example, Williamson (1963), p. 154, Bendor-
Samuel (1068), pp. 123-124. But even in these cases, this same derivation has been postulated.

5 This distinction is similar to that made in Bendor-Samuel (1968), pp. 123-127, between “serial constructions’
and ‘close-knit constructions’, the difference being that the latter, which are analogous to the modifying
type of serial construction, are still considered as ‘restricted serial constructions’ consisting of ‘two or more
clauses’.

6 Sec, for example, Stewart (1963) pp. 145, 147, Williamson (1065) pp. 47-60, Bamgbose (1966) pp. 157-158,

Awobuluyi (1067), pp- 86-102, Pike (1067), p. 3, Bendor-Samuel (1968), pp. 120-121, 127.

Stahlke (1970), pp. 77-80. Stahlke (personal communication) now thinks that derivation from a coordinate

structure is possible.

-3
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same with a serial verbal construction. For example, (10a) is a coordinate structure and it
can be extended by (10b), whereas (11) which is a serial construction cannot be similarly

extended by (1ob):

(10) (a) mo mli Iwé; mo si wa ilé
1 took book; [ and came home
‘I took a book and came home’
(b) sugbén mo gbagbé la.ti mi u wa  péld
but I forgot to take it come also
‘But I forgot to bring it along’

(x1) mo md iwé wi ilé
I tOQk book conme hOl}lC
‘I brought a book 110“15,

It is true that (11) cannot be extended by (10b), but the reason for this is to be found in the semantic
interpretation of mU ‘take’ on which this argument is based. (10a) has two possible meanings:
‘I took a book at some point but left it behind before coming home’ or ‘T took a book and T still
had it with me when I came home’. It is the first interpretation that allows (104) to be extended by
(10b). The second interpretation is exactly the same as the meaning of (11). And when this inter-
pretation is given to (10a), it cannot be extended by (10b) just as (1) cannot be similarly extended.
Therefore from a semantic point of view, it is not wrong to derive (11) from (104).

(ii) Conjunction reduction on a coordinate structure will produce an ungrammatical sentence,
For example, conjunction reduction on (10a) will produce

(12) *mo mi iwé si wa ilé
I took book and came home
which is ungrammatical in the language.

It is true that (12) is ungrammatical ; but its ungrammaticality is due to the occurrence of si “and’
in the serial construction. The point may be made, quite plausibly, that conjucntion reduction
automatically involves another transformation that deletes s1.2 The evidence for such a rule is that
in the derivation of the serial verbal construction, all items occurring initially in the verb phrase
(modals, negators, tense and aspect markers) must be deleted to leave only the main verb of the
second of two underlying sentences.® For example, the combination of (13a) and (13b) yields
(13¢c), where the negator ko has been deleted, and not (13d) which is ungrammatical.

(13) (@) émi maG iwé
[ took book
(b) émi ko wa

I not come
‘I did not come’

8 For an example of such a transformation, see Awobuluyi(1967) p. 102.
? One exception to this deletion rule is the verbal particle j which may occur before the second verb.
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(c) émi k6 ma iwé wa
| not take book come
‘T did not bring a book’
(d) *emi mi iwé ko wa
I took book not come

Just as in the derivation of (13¢), the negator accurring in (135) has to be deleted, in the same way,
in the drivation of (11), the linking item 1 in (1oa) has to be deleted. It is clear therefore that,
given the appropriate rules, there is no reason why the derivation of the serial verbal construction
(11) from the coordinate structure (10a) should be considered syntactically barred on the grounds
that it would yield an ungrammatical sentence.

(iii) If the serial verbal construction were derived from a coordinate structure, then it should
be impossible to move noun objects out of the original conjunct, for example in question-
ing or topicalization. Since such NP movements are possible with the serial construction
and not with the coordinate structure, the former could not validly be derived from the
latter.

It is not the case in fact that NP's cannot be moved in a coordinate structure. Both sentences
(11) and (10a) have the corresponding topicalized versions (14) and (15) respectively.

(14) iwé ni mo mi wa ilé
book is I  took come home
‘It was a book that I brought home’

(13) iwé nimomid ti mosi wi lé
book is I took that I and came home
‘Tt was a book that I took and came home’

In other words, the object of the first of the two underlying sentences in both the serial construc-
tion and in the coordinate structure is subject to NP movement.

The real difference between the serial construction and the coordinate structure, as far as NP
movement is concerned, is that whereas the second object in the serial construction is subject to NP
movement, this is not possible in the coordinate structure, For example, (16) is a valid derivation
from (11) but(17) is not a possible derivation from (10a)

(11) mo mu iwé wa ilé
I took book come home
‘T brought a book home’

(16) iI€ ni mo mu Iwé wa
house is I took book come
‘it was to the house that I brought a book’
(10) () mo mi iwé; mo si wa ilé
I took book I and come home
‘I took a book and came home’
(17)  *lé nimomi iwé ti mosi wa
house is I  took book that T  and came

20
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The grammaticality of (16) as compared with the ungrammaticality of (17) can be explained by
the fact that at the point when the NP movement rule operates on {11), it is no longer dominated
by two S nodes, whereas (10a) which is still so dominated obeys Ross’s ‘coordinate structure
constraint’ which forbids the movement of any conjunct or any element within ir.10 Thus, the
derivation of (11) from (10a) cannot be rejected on account of the difference stated in (i) above.
All that can be shown is that the possibilities of NP movement vary before and after conjunction
reduction transformation, and the difference is easily explained by the constraint on such movement
in a coordinate structure.

3. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LINKING TYPE OF SERIAL CONSTRUCTION

In the foregoing paragraphs, we have argued that there is no reason why serial verbal construc-
tions of the linking type cannot be derived from coordinate structures. What is even more impor-
tant is to demonstrate why this type of serial construction must be derived from two or more
underlying sentences. This we shall now proceed to do.

There are five important facts about the serial construction which cannot adequately be accounted
for unless two or morc underlying sentences are postulated in its derivation. These facts are:
reference, sequence and consequence, negation, case, and tense and aspect.

(i) REFERENCE

In a serial verbal construction, it 1s necessary that the ana.f.ysis should reveal which NP a verb
refers to, as this is essential to the meaning of the construction. There is no problem about the first
verb in the construction for its reference is always to the preceding subject, In the case of the non-
initial verb, however, there are different possibilities of reference as the following sentences show:

(18) Old gbé aga wa
Olu took chair come
‘Olu brought a chair’

(19) Oli lo aso nai gbd

Olu used dress the worn out

‘Olu used the dress and it became worn out’
(200 Olu 1é omo naia wa ilé

Olu drove child the come home

‘Olu drove the child home’
(21) Olu bu ome naa ja.de

Olu abused child the go out

“Olu abused the child and he/the child went out’

I (18) Olu, the subject, is the same person who carried the chair and came, The verb wé ‘come’
therefore refers to the first NP OlU. In (19) the situation is different; the verb gbd ‘be wom out’
refers to the second NP which is the object of the initial verb in the string, and not to the first NP.
In other words, the sccond NP asQ naa “the dress’ is both the object of the first verb 10 ‘use’ and
the subject of the second verb gbo. In (20), there are two possible interpretations: either *Olu drove

10 Rooss(1967) p. 8.
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the child and the child came home’ or ‘Olu drove the child and both the child and Olu came home’.
The first meaning corresponds to a reference of the second verb to the second NP as in (1g), while
the second meaning corresponds to a reference of the second verb to both NP’s. Sentence (21) is
probably three-ways ambiguous: ‘Olu abused the child and went out’ with the second verb refer-
ring to the first NP as in (18); ‘Olu abused the child and the child went out’ with the second verb
referring to the second NP as in (19); and ‘Olu abused the child and both Olu and the child went
out’ with the second verb referring to both NP’s as in one of the two interpretations given above
for (20).

In a grammar that does not allow the derivation of (18)~(21) from more than one underlying
sentence, the facts given abave will be difficult, if not impossible, to state. For instance, a possible
representation of the underlying structure of (19) in such a grammar might be:

(22)

ols o asQ néa b6
Olu  used the dress worn out

where cach verb is dominated by a different VP node, and there is no easy way of showing that
the object to the verb 10 ‘use’ is the same as the subject to the verb gbd ‘be worn out’. On the
other hand, in a grammar that postulates two undetlying sentences in the derivation of (19), the
underlying structure might be (assuming for the time being that the underlying sentences are

coordinate):
(23)
5, //\
/\ /\

53
NPy YP
/\ NPy VP2
¥ NP %
Io 850  nda 250 nad (si)
Olu used the dress the dress (and) worn out

Such a structure will adequately account for the facts of reference, as the relationship between the
verbs and the NP’s are clearly shown before the deletion transformations (equi-NP deletion,
preverb deletion) result in the pruning of S, to yield the structure in (22).
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There is another advantage in having a structure such as (23) as the underlying structure for a

serial construction. It will account adequately for the ambiguity of reference which may arise in
this type of construction. For example, the ambiguities in sentences (20) and (21). Taking NPy as
the subject of the first underlying sentence (S1) and NPj as that of the second sentence (S2), it can
be shown that:

(a)

(8)

Where NPy = NPy, there is no ambiguity of reference. For example, (18) has the underlying
sentences:
(24) {a) Oli gbé aga
‘Olu took a char’
(h Old wa

‘Olu came’

where the NP subjects are identical. Therefore the verb wa ‘come’ in (18) can only refer to
NPy, after the deletion of NP5,

Where NPy 5= NPy, there is no ambiguity of reference provided the two NP’s have different
selectional possibilities in relation to the verb. For example in

(10) Old lo  asp n4d gbo

Olu used dress the worn out

‘Olu used the dress and it became worn out’
where OlG is NPy and a0 naa ‘the dress’ is NP, there is no ambiguity of reference since
gbo ‘be worn out’ can only select a non-animate NP as its subject, which NPy is not.

Where NPy 5= NP, and the two INP’s have the same selectional possibilities, there is potential
ambiguity, for the verb in S may refer to NP, NP; or both NP’s depending on the verb

“of $. Compare for example, (25) and (26)

(25) Ol i omo nda subd

Olu pushed child the fall

‘Olu pushed the child and the child fell’
(26) Old fa omo nad ja.de

Olu pulled child the go out

‘Olu pulled the child out®

In (25), it is likely that the verb in S5 sub( “fall’ refers only to NP; i.e. ‘Olu pushed the child
and it fell but he himself did not fall’, while in (26) it is obvious that ji.de ‘go out’ refers to
both NP’s, since the fact of pulling automatically involves both the child and Olu going out,

(i) SEQUENCE AND CONSEQUENCE

In a serial verbal construction, the verbs in the string form a sequence which is irreversible with-
out change of meaning, For example, in

(18) Old gbé iga wa
Olu carried chair come
‘Olu brought a chair’
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which is derived from the combination of (24a) and (24b), the action of carrying the chair precedes
that of coming. A reversal of this sequence, results in

(27) Old wa gbé aga
Olu came carry chair
'Olu came to carry the chair’

which is not only different in meaning, but is a different kind of construction containing an adver-
bial phrase of purpose.!! The fact of sequence is adequately represented in the underlying structure
where 8 precedes Sy and consequently the VP of S} (VPy) precedes that of S5 (VP3).

In addition to the sequential relation, many verbs in a serial construction are also marked by
the relation of consequence, i.c. the action of VPy is a consequence of the action of VP, For
example in

.

(23) won mu  oti  yd
they drank wine drunk
‘They were drunk’

the action of VP (getting drunk) would not have occurred unless the action of VP (drinking)
had taken place. '

The difference between sequence and consequence is reflected in:

(a) different transformational possibilities for the sentences underlying the two types. For example,
the sentences underlying (28) may be linked by nitoripé *because’ to yield
(20) (a) won yd nitoripé won mu oti
they drunk for reason that they drank wine
‘They were drunk because they drank wine’

arid a possible ropicalization transformation on {20a) would be

(20) (b)) mimu ti  woén mu oti ni won fi yd
drinking that they drank wine is they  drunk
‘It was because they drank wine that they got drunk’.

Such a transformation for the sentences underlying (18) will be impossible because the corres-
ponding statements will be false for (18). Compare (29) with (30)

(30) (a) Old wé nitoripé & gbé  Aga
Olu came for reason that he carried chair
‘Olu came because he carried a chair’
(b) gbigbé ti Olid gbé aga nio fi wa
carrying that Olu carried chairis he  came
‘Tt was because Olu carried a chair that he came’

(b) difference in negation. In the sequential relation, either of the two underlying sentences may
be negated. For example, the negative of (18) is (31)

11 The verbal string in Yoruba involving a purpose construction is excluded in this paper, as it is considered
to be different from a serial construceion. Cf. Stahlke (1970) p. 82. Another construction that is similarly
cxcluded is the verb-infinitive construction. See Bamgbose (1971).
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(18)  OlG gbé aga wa
‘Olu brought a chair’

(31) Old & gbé aga wa
Olu not carry chair come

‘Olu did not bring a chair’

(31) 1s, however, ambiguous. It could ecither mean ‘Olu took the chair but did not come with
it’ or ‘Olu came but did not bring the chair’, (We are excluding from this discussion the gene-
ral meaning of ‘not happening’ i.e. ‘it did not happen that Olu came with a chair’ which is
obviously derived from a negation of the two underlying sentences). This ambiguity can be
traced to the difference in negation between the two underlying sentences. The first meaning
corresponds to the occurrence of negation in Sp, while the second corresponds to its occurrence
m S ie.
(32) S;: Ola gbé  aga; S;: Old & wa

Olu carried chair Olu not come

‘Olu took the chair bur did not come’
(33)S1: Old & gbé aga; S5: Olu wé

Olu not carry chair Olu came

‘Olu came but did not b:ing the chair’

In the case of the consequential relation, there is no such ambiguity as only S may be negated
i.e. the negative of (28) is (34), and (34) can only be derived from (35) and not from the con -
trary-to-fact sequence of Sy, Sy in (36).
(28) wén mu oti yé
‘They were drunk’
(34) won o mu oti yo
‘They were not drunk’
(35) S1: wén mu  otf; S2: wonod yé
thCY Clr-'ll'l.l{ Wi]lc they not dflll'lk
‘They drank (wine) but were not drunk’
(36) S1: *won 0 mu  oti; Sy: won yo
they not drank wine they drunk
“They did not drink (wine) but they were drunk’

(7i)) NEGATION

As shown in the discussion of sequence and consequence in (if) above, negation must be related

to underlying sentences. A grammar that does not postulate two underlying sentences will find it
difficult to explain why negation in (34) is not a negation of the verb the negator immediately
precedes, but that of the second verb. This fact is immediately explained by the possibility of (35)
and the impossibility of (36). Similarly, the ambiguiry of (18) can only be explained by reference
to (32) and (33).

(iv) case

The case indication of the NP’ in a serial verbal construction is exactly the same as that of the

underlying sentences, even when a deletion has taken place, For example in
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(37) Olu 1é omeo naa ja.de
Olu drove child the go out
‘Olu drove out the child’

(38) S;: OlG 16 omo n&d;  S: omo nd ja.de

‘Olu drove the child; the child went out’

£y

the NP 9me naa ‘the child’ is deleted in S5 of (38) to give (37). In(38) this NPisdative (in Fillmore’s
case grammar terms, Fillmore (1968) )12 in both instances of its occurrence. In (37), it retains this
dative case. This sort of example presents no difficulty since the NP represents the same case in
both instances of its occurrence in (38). Compare, however, (39) and (40):

(39) aja gbé egungun (fi) hé enu
dog took bone use wedge mouth
“The dog took the bone in its mouth’

(40) S1: aja gbé egungun; Sp: ajd fi egungun hd  enu
dog took bone dog use bone wedge mouth
“The dog took a bone; the dog wedged its mouth with the bone’

In (40), the NP egungun ‘bone’ is objective in case (again in Fillmore’s use of the term ‘objective’
for case), and the same NP in S is instrumental. The rule that converts (40) to (39) effects a deletion
of the instrumental NP egungun ‘bone” in Sy, yet in spite of this deletion, the surviving NP in
(39) still retains two cases: objective and instrumental. This apparent anomaly can only be under-
stood by reference to the underlying sentences in (40) where the instrumental case is clearly expres-
sed. Unless two underlying sentences are postulated, the double casc represented by the NP in
question would probably go undetected, and if detected, impossible to explain.

(v) TENSE AND ASPECT
It has often been observed that verbs in a serial construction agree in tense and aspect.!® To take
an example from Ijo, sentence (41) is derived from the two sentences in (42):
(41) érfi indi fé& bé  -mi
he fish buy come past
‘He bought fish and brought it

(42) éri b6 -mi; érf indi fé -mi
he come past he fish buy past
‘He came’; ‘He bought fish’.14

The agreement in tense is shown in the underlying sentences in (42) which both have the past
tense marker -mi. In the serial construetion in (41), the tense marker, although indicated on only
one of the two verbs, is understood to cover both of them as shown by (42).

It may be thought that agreement in tense or aspect in the serial construction is an argument for
postulating more than one underlying sentence. In fact, this is not so. Derivation from a single
underlying sentence can easily take care of tense or aspect agreement, since the tense need only be

12 Fillmore (1968) pp. 24~25.
13 See, for example, Ansre (1966) p. 30, and Stahlke (1970) pp. 80-82.
14 Williamson (1965) p. 50.
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indicated at one point for all verbs in the string. [f anything, derivation from more than one under-
lying sentence proves wasteful at this point, since a restriction will have to be built into the under-
lying structure to prevent any of the sentences in it from having a tense or aspect that is different
from that of any other sentence in the string.

The really strong case for having more than one underlying sentence is when tense or aspect is
not the same for all the verbs in the serial construction. Such a situation does occur in Tzi where
‘the verb of the first clause can be of any independent or non-subordinate aspect, but the verbs in
successive clauses are restricted to certain aspects’. In the Izi sentence (43), the sequence of aspects
for the three verbs in the serial construction is: Past—Present Progressive—Present Progressive:

(43) o shia i acsy &ri

she cooked yam is pounding ecating

‘She cooked yam and is pounding and eating it'15
Since there are different tenses in the construction, it will not do to indicate the aspect at only one
point or for only onc verb. In other words, more than one underlying sentence is required to
account for the difference in the aspect of the verbs. It is serial verbal constructions such as (43),
rather than the type where there is tense or aspect agreement, that provide a justification for having
more than one sentence in the underlying structure. But as has been shown above, there is a strong
case for derivation from underlying sentences on other grounds for all serial verbal constructions
of the linking type.

4. SOME PROBLEMS OF DERIVATION

There are two problems connected with the derivation of serial verbs which will only be bricfly
mentioned but not fully discussed here. One is the relationship between the underlying sentences;
the other is the nature of the rules required to prevent the derivation of unacceptable serial construc-
tions.

In the foregoing discussion of the underlying structure of serial verbs, the assumption has been
made that the underlying sentences arc coordinate, It is possible to argue, however, that the relation-
ship between the sentences could be one of dependence: the first sentence being the matrix sentence
and the other sentence being an embedded sentence. For example, an alternative representation to
the underlying structure in (23) could be

(44)

P e
e /\

YP

)

v NP !"'
Oli la age N4 &30 nadd ghet
ols userd the dress the dress worn cul

15 Bendor-Samuel (1968) p. 121.
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where the second sentence is a complement to the first verb phrase. This underlying structure will
account equally well for the five characteristics of the serial verbal construction discussed above
i.e. reference, sequence and consequence, negation, case, and tense and aspect, As far as one can see,
there are hardly any objective grounds for choosing between (23) and (44), except one accepts
Stahlke’s argument that the verbs in the matrix sentence ‘are not the type which one normally
treats as taking sentential complements’,!® therefore invalidating (44). It may well be the case
that the choice between (23) and (44) will depend on the language being described. For instance
Williamson (1965) finds it necessary to derive the serial verbal construction from two types of
underlying sentences: coordinate sentences, and a matrix and a constituent (embedded) sentence,
the difference between the two types being that the embedded sentence modifies the matrix
sentence, while the coordinate sentences are independent.!”

It is a well-known fact that not all underlying sentences can serve as input to the set of transfor-
mations that are used to derive the serial verbal construction. For example, from the two sentences
in (45) the serial construction (46) may be derived:

(45) 6 ra isu; O wa
she bought yams she came
‘She bought yams; she came’
(46) © ra isu  wé
she bought yams come
‘She bought yams and brought them’

Compare (45) with the two sentences in (47) which are perfectly well-formed, but from which
the serial construction in (48) cannot be derived

(47) 6 ta isu; & wa
she sold yams she came
‘She sold yams; she came’
(48) ®6 ta isu wa
she sold yams come
‘She sold yams and came’

Notice that there is nothing wrong with the sequence of actions in (47). One can sell yams and then
come, just as in (45) one can buy yams and come; but apparently in Yoruba such a sequence of
actions can be compressed in the serial construction in (46), but not in (48). There are two ways of
tackling this problem. One could say that the combinations are notsubject to syntactic rules, hence
the teansformations deriving serial verbal constructions will not be constrained from producing
ill-formed sentences such as (48).18 On the other hand, one could attempt to find sequences of
classes of verbs which admit of serialization. Such an exercise has been done for serial constructions
involving verbs of motion in Tjo (Williamson 1963). Perhaps this is another question which will
depend on the nature of the language being described: It may be easier in some languages than
others to build in syntactic constraints. In the final analysis, however, no grammatical statement

16 Stahlke (1970) p. 77-
17 WWilliamson (1965) p. 47-
18 This is the attitude taken by Awobuluyi (1967) pp. 93-04.
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may be regarded as complete, if it allows a large number of ill-formed sentences to be generated
as will undoubtedly be the case, if no constraints are put on the sequence of sentences from which
serial constructions are to be derived.

5. SERIAL VERBS AND ADVERBIAL CLAUSES

There is one other possible source of derivation of the linking type of serial verbal construction
which should be examined before we go on to consider the other type of serial construction. It
has been proposed that a sentence such as (28) may be derived from the complex sentence (49)
containing an adverbial clause!?

(28) wén mu oti yé
‘They were drunk’

(40) won mu eti titi wén fi yé
they drank wine until they  drunk
“They drank (wine) until they were drunk’

On the face of it, it would appear that (28) is a paraphrase of (49), and it could casily be derived
from it by equi-NP deletion as well as the deletion of titf fi ‘until’. However, a closer look reveals
an important difference between them. The former can be negated, whereas the latter cannot.
Compare, for example (34) and (50)
(34) won & mu oti yo
“They were not drunk’
(s0) won & mu oti titi wén fi yé
‘They did not drink (wine) before they were drunk’
(50) is clearly a contradiction of the ‘consequence’ principle and therefore could not have been the
source of (34). The most probable source for (34) is (35) where negation occurs in the second sen-
tence. It is interesting to note that the adverbial clause cannot be similarly negated, as shown by
(51) which is ungrammatical
.(35) won mu oti; won o yd
“They drank (wine) but were not drunk’
(s1) *wén mu oti titi won & fi yo
*“They drank wine until they were not drunk’
Sentences such as (34) and (35) on the one hand, and (50) and (51) on the other tend to cast doubt
on the validity of the proposed derivation of a serial construction such as (28) from a sentence
containing an adverbial clause titi fi such as (49). This clause appears to be a ‘fact’ clause which
cannot be negated, whereas the serial verbal construction allows for the negation of the verb in
the second of two underlying sentences. Even where the complex sentence can be negated as in
(52), therc is a difference in meaning between it and the serial construction (53) supposedly derived
from it. Thus in the pair of sentences
(s2) Ola & jiya titi o fi ki
Olu not suffered until he  died
‘Olu did not suffer before he died’

19 Such a proposal is made by Awobuluyi {1967) pp. 89-90. although he considers titf fi as a mono-morphe-
mic conjunction linking two sentences.

29



AYQ BAMGBOSE

(s3) Ol o jiya ka
‘Olu did not die suffering’

(s52) asserts that Olu never suffered before he died, whereas (53) states ths
die in his suffering,

It is not difficult to find sentences with adverbial clauses or phrases w
of serial verbal constructions. Compare, for example, the following pa
paraphrases of each other:

(s4) (@) 6 Jeun ki & td6 sun
he ate let he reach sleep
‘He ate before he slept’
(b) & jeun sun
he ate  sleep
‘He ate before he slept’
(s5) (@) & njgun bi 6 i firin
he cating as he  walking
‘He was eating as he walked’
(b) & HAjgun rin
he cating walk
‘He was cating as he walked’
(56) (4) 6 Jeun nigba ti 6 ilo
he ate  at time that he going
‘He ate while he was going’
(b) 6 jeunlo
he ate  go
‘He ate while going’

In view of the similarity in meaning between the paits of sentences, i
sentences in (b) should be derived from those in (a).29 However, this pr
problcms :

(i) Several adverbial clauses and phrases would have to be postula
tences from which the serial verbal construction is to be derived
deletion transformations would be needed to generate the requ

(i) Since not all complex sentences will be subject to reduction t
same problem which arises with other underlying sentences v
Which combinations of verbs will trigger off deletion tra
clauses or phrases: For example, although (54b) can be derived |
derived from (574), despite the fact that the source sentences (54
jeun ‘eat’ in the matrix sentence, and have the same type of ad

20 Note that the mere existence of a paraphrase is not enough to justify a deri
(1969), p. 200:“We will also assume that the existence of a paraphrase . . . is
ever, in case there is a paraphrase, we will assume that it indicates lexical rela
structure of the paraphrase can tell us something about the semantic structur
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(57)(a) © jeun ki & t66 pada
Le ate  let he reach return
‘He ate before he came back’
(b) ¥6  jeun pada
*He ate return’
Some explanation would be required for the combination of a sentence in (b} with one in

(4}, which does occur in some cases. For cxamplc, the sentences in (56) can be combined
to form

(58) 6 jeun lo ni.gba ti 6 filo
‘He ate while he was going’

Cleatly (58) could not have been derived from

(59) *& jeun ni.gba ti 6 filg ni.gba ti o nlo

*He ate while he was going while he was going’

=

which is not only ungrammatical but contains two identical adverbial phrases, one of
which will be reduced by the deletion transformation while the other remains intact.

In any case, even all the adverbial clauses and phrases required in () above will not generate
all the serial verbal constructions of the linking type. For example, {60a) cannot be para-
phrased by any sentence containing an adverbial clause or phrase. Therefore it will still
have to be derived from (60b).

(60) (a) & fighé aga beo
he carrying chair come
‘He is bringing a chair’
(h) & fgbé aga; © hbd
he carrying chair; lie coming
"He is carrying a chair; he is coming’

6. THE MODIFYING TYPE OF SERIAL CONSTRUCTION

The sccond type of serial verbal construction is the modifying type. Like the linking type, it

contains a string of verbs which share a common subject in surface structure; but unlike the linking

type, the string of verbs cannot meaningfully be related to more than one underlying sentence.

Examples of the modifying type of serial verbal construction are:

(8)

é fisin o

he sleeping go

‘He is falling aslecp’

obé naix dun td

stew the sweet enough
“The stew is delicious enough’
6 so fan mi

he said give me

‘He told me’
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(63) ¢ reora gbé aga
he careful carry chair
‘He carried the chair carefully’

Each of the two verbs in (8) and (61)~(63) can occur in a sentence containing only one verb. In
view of this, it may be thought that the serial construction can be derived from two underlying
sentences on the analogy of the derivation of the linking type of serial construction. In other words,
(8), (61), and (62) may be considered as being derived from (9), (64) and (65) respectively:
(0) 6 nhsun; & flo
he sleeping he  going
‘He is sleeping; he is going’
(64) obé naa dun; obé niitod
stew thc sweet stew thﬁ Cll()llg]]
"The stew is delicious; the stew is enough’
(65) 6 s0; 6 fan mi
he said  he gave me
‘He said; he gave me’

The main problem with such a derivation is that the transformation which will convert the struc-
tures underlying these sentences into the corresponding serial verbs will necessarily involve a
change of meaning. For example, ‘He is sleeping and going’ > ‘He is falling asleep’, “The stew is
delicious and it is enough’ > “The stew is delicious enough’; ‘He said and gaveme’ > ‘He told me’.
It is doubtful whether many people would subscribe to the view that a transformation should be
allowed to effect such a radical change of meaning. In contrast to the change of meaning involved
here, the same transformation will be used to produce the linking type of scrial construction, and
no change of meaning will be involved in its derivation. The question then is: If both types of
serial construction have the same underlying structure, why should the transformation deriving
them produce such different results:

Another problem with the proposed derivation is that it is likely to result in having several
underlying sentences which break the normal selectional restrictions between noun and verb. For
example, (66) will be derived from (67a) and (67h).

(66) Ol rin ti
Olu walked fail
‘Olu was unable to walk’
(67) (a) OlG rin
‘Olu walked’
(b) *Oli ti
‘Olu failed’
But (67b) is not a grammatical sentence in the language. Of course, it is possible to set up ungram-
matical sentences in the underlying structure, but then there must be independent motivation for
this other than to make possible the proposed derivation.2! Note that in the derivation of the link-
ing type of serial construction, no sclectional restrictions are violated, since each of the underlying
sentences is well-formed.

2l Such an independent motivation is provided for the proposed ungrammatical underlying sentences for
serial constructions in Stewart (1963) p. 147.
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1£(66) were really a serial construction of the linking type, the reference of the verb ti ‘fail’ could
only be to the only NP, which is the subject. The fact that there is no such reference is shown by
the impossibility of (676).

It may be thought, however, that the underlying sentences (9), (64), {65) and (67) are not really
appropriate, and that other underlying sentences may be found which are closer in meaning to
the desired serial constructions in (8), (61), (62) and (66) respectively. For example, (61) may be seen
as being derived from (68) and not f.om (64).

(68) obé naid dun; didun  obé nda to
stew the sweet sweetness stew the enough
“The stew is delicious; the deliciousness of the stew is enough’

It is true that (68) is a possible paraphrase of (61), while (64) is entirely different from it in meaning;
but there is no justification at all for postulating (68) as the source of (61). The rule that derives
serial constructions from underlying structures always involves a deletion of one of two identical
NP’s. Thus, as shown in (37) and (38), the subject of the second sentence in (38), M@ naa ‘the
child’, which is identical with an NP in the first sentence, has to be deleted to yield (37).

(37) Ola 1é omo nid ja.de
Olu drove child the go out
‘Olu drove out the child’

(38) Olu 1é omo nad;  ome nad ja.de
‘Olu drove the child; the child went out’

Notice that the same rule cannot be applied to the structure underlying (68) to yield (61), since the
subject of the second sentence didUn obg naa ‘the deliciousness of the stew” is not identical with
any NP in the first sentence.

In order to derive (61) from (68), an ad-hoc and completely arbitrary rule of NP deletion will
be required. Such a rule will differ from the regular Equi-NP deletion rule which will be used for
deriving the serial constructions of the linking type. We would then be in the untenable position
of deriving the same structure from the same type of underlying forms by two different sets of
rules. Furthermore, several of the serial constructions will still have to be derived from sentences
which involve a change of meaning or unmotivated ungrammatical sentences. For example, (62)
will still have to be derived from (65), and one of the sentences underlying (66) is bound to be
ungrammatical.

The logical conclusion that can be drawn from the points raised above is that verbs such as ti
“fail’ in (66), |9 ‘g0’ in (8), t6 ‘enough’ in (61), fin ‘give’ in (62) and rora ‘careful’ in (63) are not
really derived from an independent underlying sentence. What they appear to do in the above
sentences is merely to modify the meanings of the other verbs with which they occur. It is for this
reason that they are assigned to the category of “modifying verbs”.

It is true that the sequence of verbs in both types of serial construction is irreversible. But this
cannot be attributed to sequential relation as described for the linking type, since the absence of
reference in the modifying type implies that there is only one action and not a serics of actions in
a sequential order. The irreversibility of the verbs in the modifying type of serial construction is a
constraint of their characteristic positions of occurrence in this construction. Some modifying verbs
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only precede, while others only follow, the verbs they modify. For example, saré ‘run’ as 2 modi-
tying verb only precedes the verb it modifies. If this sequence is reversed, then it ceases to be a
modifying verb. Compare, for example, sentences (6oa) and (60b)
(60) (a) © sdré ghé e
he ran race carried it
‘He carried it quickly’
(b)) & gbé e saré
he carried it ran race
‘He carried it and ran’

in which s&ré ‘run’ is a modifying verb in (604), but sim ply one of the verbs in a linking type of
serial construction in (60b). In cases where 2 modifying verb may precede or follow the verb it
modifies (and so far only one such case has been discovered), the sequence of verbs in the string is
reversible without any change of meaning. This is the case with (70a) and (70b).
(70) (1) © sdaju mi lo
he preceeded me go
‘He went before me’
() 6 lo  saaja mi
he went precede me
‘He went before me’

The difference between the linking type and the modifying type of serial verbal construction
becomes clearer still if an ambiguous case is considered. Sentence (71) is ambiguous as between
(71) (a) Old séaré wa ilé  (Linking Type)
Olu ran race come home
‘Olu ran and came home’
(b) Old séré wa ilé (Modifying Type)
‘Olu came home quickly’

and the two sentences differ in the following ways:

() For the reasons given above, (71b) cannot be traced to two underlying sentences, but
(71a) can and should.

(if) In (714) negation of the serial construction (which is indicated by the occurrence of the
negator 6 ‘not’ before the first verb) involves a negation of either of the two verbs in the
string 1.c. ‘Olu ran but did not come home' or ‘Olu did not run but came home’. In
contrast to this, the negation of (71) involves only a negation of the modifying verb
saré ‘run’ i.e. ‘Olu came home but did not do so quickly’22

(iif) In (71a) saré can be topicalized as

22 It may be thought that the behaviour of the modifying verb in a negative sentence is a justification for
deriving the verb from a higher sentence. Cf. arguments for such a derivation in Lakoff (1965}, Appendix F.
In postulating the structure in (74b), we are implicitly rejecting this derivation. It seems to us that the argu-
ments advanced for the derivation of an adverb from a higher seutence could equally well be used for
deriving NP objects from higher sentences. And certainly, such a derivation will be rejected by many
people as counter-intuitive and absurd.
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(72)  sisaré ni Old saré wa lé
running s Olu ran race come home
‘It was running that Olu ran and came home’

but this cannot be done in (715)

(iv) The cognate object eré ‘race’ in saré can be separated in (714) but not in (71). Proof of
this can be shown by the possibility of topicalizing it as in (73) and the impossibility of
doing the same with (714). In fact it is likely that eré ‘race’ in the latter is not really an
object but part of the morphemic structure of the verb.

(73) eréni Old sa wa ilé
race is Olu ran come home
‘It was running that Olu ran and came home’

The differences of meaning and syntactic behaviour outlined above must be reflected in the
underlying structure of the two sentences. It is therefore proposed that (71a) should have the
underlying structure (74a), and (71b) the underlving structure (74b).

(74) (a) LINKING TYPE

v NP }' NP
e\re' old k
‘Olu ran (race); Ol SO home'
(74) (b) MODIFYING TYPE
/s\\
NP YP
T /W\

T Ni

Ol skré Wil ile

Clu quickly CRmE home’
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Similar ambiguous sentences which would require different underlying structures analogous to
the above are:

(75) Ola rin  lo
Olu walked go
‘Olu walked while going” (Linking Type)

‘Olu is lost’ (Modifying Type)
(76) Omo nad ké wa
child the cried come
“The child came crying’ (Linking Type)
“The child suddenly cried (Modifying Type)

(as from his sleep)’

7. MODIFYING VERBS

The term ‘modifying verb’ has been applied above to verbs that modify other verbs in a serial
construction. Since the smume verb may be a modifying verb in one case and a non-modifying one
in another, it is necessary to find a way of keeping apart the two types of verb. This is especially
important in a serial verbal construction consisting of two verbs either of which is potentially
Capablc of being a modifying verb. For example, in

(77) (a) & sdré téan
it rtan race finish

it is necessary to indicate which of the two verbs modifies the other. If saré ‘run’ is the modifying
verb, then the meaning of the sentence is ‘It finished quickly’ where ‘it’ refers to an inanimate noun
like “water” or ‘rice’. On the other hand, if tan ‘“finish’ is the modifying verb, the meaning of the
sentence will be ‘it finished running’ where ‘it’ refers to an animate noun like ‘dog’ or ‘horse’, The
solution proposed is to attach the feature [-MOD], i.e. plus modification, to any modifying
verb so as to distinguish it from a non-modifying one which will have the feature [-MOD]. Hence,
the two meanings of (77a) will correspond to the specification in (77b) and (77¢) respectively

(77) (b)) &  saré  tan
[+MOD] [-MOD]

(77) () & saré  tén
[-MOD] [+MOD]

and similarly for the ambiguous sentences in (71).

There are two classes of modifying verbs: those that precede the verbs they modify (labelled
‘preverbal’ modifying verbs) and those that are preceded by the verbs they modify (labelled ‘post-
verbal’ modifying verbs). One or more modifying verbs may occur in a serial construction. For
example,

(78) (a) won jo rora gbé e
[+MOD] [+MOD] [-MOD]
they assemble  careful carried it

‘They carried it together carefully’
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(b) wen o o po ti
[-MOD] [+MOD] [+MOD]
they wsed it many fail
“They were unable to use it together’
(c) wén yara jo to 6 po

[+-MOD] [+MOD] [-MOD]

they quick assemble arranged 1t many

‘They quickly arranged it together for all of us’

Alist of some modifying verbs in Yoruba is given below:

PREVERBEAL MODIFYING VERBS FULL MEANING

saré ‘run’

yéra ‘be quick’
rora ‘be careful’
jo ‘assemble’
gira “strive’
$a4ju *precede’

§1 (--object inversion)  ‘miss23
56 { " ") warch’
gan ( " ") Cteim’

ji . * ") Ssteal

to ( ” ") 'rake a little (of something)’
N G

‘POST\_-’E}{BAL MODIFYING VERBS FULL MEANING

lo ‘go’

wi ‘come’

bo ‘come’

tan “finish’

1 ‘be many’

td ‘be enough’

tl ‘fail’

t ‘push’

v *hit’

ju ‘exceed’

ki ‘remain’

fin ‘give’

Kari ‘go round’

ka fold’
‘surround”

yiké

fan gbogbo wa

[+MOD] [+MOD]

give all us

MODIFYING MEANING
‘quickly’
*quickly’
‘carefully’
‘together’

“with difficulty’
‘before’

‘in error’
‘carefully’
‘with economy’
‘stealchily’
‘sparingly’
“stealthily’

MODIFYING MEANING

‘off, on’

‘on, towards’
‘on, towards’
‘completely’
‘together’
‘sufficiently’
‘unable to’
‘against’
‘against, on’
‘than’

left’
‘for’

‘all round’
‘round’
‘all round’

23 For this and subsequent verbs,  + ohject inversion’ means that the object of the following verb is inverted.

Forexample ¥ § si so Qro > & s5i Ord so ‘He spoke wrongy'.
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kiri ‘roam about’ “all over’

gbé ‘perish’ “irretrievably’

jinna ‘be far’ “far’

mo ‘stick’ ‘to, against’

nd ‘be lost’ ‘away’

pé ‘be late, be long’ ‘for a long time’

pa kill’ ‘to extreme, too much
WO ‘look, examine’ Fust to see’

ké.hin ‘be last’ “ast’

gbéhin ‘be last’ “last’

8 THE VERBAL STATUS OF MODIFYING VERBS

The existence of the class of modifying verbs raises the important question of verbal status.
What is a verb in Yoruba, and indeed can modifying verbs be called verbs at all:

The most complete eriteria available so far for determining verbal status in the langunage are
those provided by Awobuluyi (1960). These eriteria boil down to the following :

(1) occurrence in the frame £ NP — (NP) £
(if) possibility of topicalization by reduplication
(iff)  selection of subject

(iv) selection of object

Judged by these criteria, all the modifying verbs are verbs. To take one example, $44ja ‘precede’
satisfies the four criteria in (79a), (70k), and (79¢) for the third and fourth criteria, respectively:
(79) (a) omo nda saaju
child the preceded
*The child was in front’
(b) sfsaaja  ni omo naa saaju
preceding is child the preceded
‘It was the case that the child was in front’
(¢) oklnrin nda saaji mi
‘“The man was in front of me’
{Notc that $a4jG cannot select a concrete non-animate NP as its subject or object)

However, in (79) $44j0 does not function as a modifying verb. And this is true of all the verbs in
this class when they occur in a minimal sentence.

Let us now take a look at the behaviour of the same verb in a serial verbal construction where it
occurs as a modifying verb. In this construction, this verb fails the above tests for verbs. It cannot
be topicalized. For examplc, the only possiblc topicalization of (80a) is (80b), and not (8oc).

(80) (a) O $44j4 mi ra ase
‘He bought a dress before me’
(5) rird ni 6 s44ju mi ra aso
‘It was buying that he bought a dress before me’
(c) *sisaaju ni © $a3ju mi ra ago
*e was preceding that he bought a dress before me’
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It does not select its subject.24 For example, although (814) and (81b) are possible sentences, (81c)

1s not.

(81) (@) ilé nda wo
house the collapsed
“The house collapsed’
(b) ilé ndd wo $adju témi
“The house collapsed before mine’
(c) *ilé naa saaju
“The house was in front’
The impossibility of (81¢) as contrasted with (814) and (81b) is proof that it is the verb w6 “collapse’
that selects the subject in (81h) and not the modifying verb §84j0 *precede’. It does not select its
object. The point has been made in (79) that $44j0 cannot select a concrete non-animate object.
This point is further confirmed by the impossibility of (82a). But in (82b) which is a grammatical
sentence, $44j0 appears to take exactly such an object.
(82) (a) *ilé naa saaja ilé temi
*“The house preceded my own house’
(b) ilé nda wo $adjl ilé témi
“The house collapsed before my own house’

The obvious conclusion from this is that it is not §84j0 that selects the object in (82b), but the
combination of the two verbs, i.e., as a modifying verb, $84j0 loses its power to select an object.

It is clear, therefore, that modifying verbs do not satisfy the proposed criteria for verbal status.
Yet we have seen that the same items are unambiguously verbs in minimal sentences. This kind
of phenomenon is attested in other West African languages. For example,

Vagalla (Pike, 1966)

FULL MEANING MODIFYING MEANING
kpa “take’ ‘with’ (instrumental)
te ‘give’ for’
kuari ‘fix, make’ ‘again’
bir ‘turn’ ‘again’

Izi (Bendor-Samuel, 1968)
gude *hold’ “with’ (instrumental)
nodu “stay’ ‘continue (doing something)’

Yatye (Stahlke, 1970)

ahye "squat, lie’ continuous
aga ‘wander’ habitual
ibu ‘return’ repetitive

24 A notable exception in this respect is @ “assemble, together” which always selects a plural subject.
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There are two ways of ]wntﬂiug this Phenomenon:

(J') To regard these items in their modifying function as adverbs, prepositions or auxiliaries
of some sort which are merely homophonous with verbs but are not verbs at all.

(if) To regard the items as verbs which have a different kind of function in the serial verbal
construction as compared with their function in a minimal sentence.

In support of the first solution, one can point to the fact that it is not unusual in West African
languages to have homophonous items belonging to different classes.?S Secondly, as we have
scen above, these modif: ying items do not share some verbal characteristics. On the other hand,
the first solution is rather unsatisfactory for a number of reasons:

(a) It is uneconomical in that it involves the setting up of two or more large classes in which
there is a one-to-one correspondence between an item as a verb and a corresponding homo-
phonous item as a non-verb.

(h) It ignores the semantic relation between these items as verbs and as ‘non-verbs’ (whatever
class or classes they are assigned to). It is more than sheer aceident thatthese items in different
classes are homophonous as well as similar in meaning.

(c) Itignores certain morphological and syntactic characteristics shared by verbs and these items
irrespective of the structure in which they occur. For example m some languages they take
the same tense and aspect markers or the same extensor suffixes.26

(d)  Insome languages, there is no justification at all for lumping these items together with some
ather class. For example, m Yoruba, adverbs behave very differently from modifying verbs
as shown by (834) and (83b) on the one hand, and (83¢) and (83d) on the other.

(83) (a) © o & patapata
he used it completely
‘He used it completely’
(h) patapata nio lo o
completely is he used it
‘It was completely that he used it
() 6 16 & tan
he uvsed it finish
‘He used it up’
(d) *tan niod lo6 o
finish is he used it

It (83a), the adverb patapdta ‘completely’ can be topicalized as in (83b), but this cannot be done
with the modifving verb in (83¢), as shown by the ungrammaticality of (83d).

In view of the points raised above, it seems reasonable to conclude that modifying verbs are in
fact verbs. When they occur in a minimal sentence, they have all the characteristics of a full verb;
but when they occur in a serial construction, they take on a modifying function and do not have

23 See, for example, Ansre(1966), pp. 30-32.
26 For example, such items in Yatye have tense markers like true verbs, Stablke (1970) p. 8o; and in Iz, they
may take extensor suffixes, again like true verbs, Bendor-Samuel (1968) pp. 120, 123.
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the full range of verbal characteristics. In other words, the difference in the behaviour of a verb
varies according to whether it occurs as the only verb or as one of a number of verbs in a sentence.
This solution is the one generally accepted in the description of verbal combinations in West
African languages. Modifying verbs are prim,arily identified as verbs and then secondarily classified
according to their function in the verbal string.27

If the view that modifying verbs are verbs is valid, then it follows that the criteria proposed for
determining verbal status in Yoruba are inadequate, since they will exclude modifying verbs. The
characteristics noted in the criteria are only true of minimal sentences. They do not take into account
the fact that verbs occurring in a string may not necessarily have these characteristics. One strong
evidence in support of the position taken here is that the restriction in the characteristics of verbs
when they occur in a string is not limited to modifying verbs alone. In the serial construction of
the linking type, non-modifying verbs may lose certain characteristics associated with full verbs.
For example, such a verb may lose the possibility of being topicalized by reduplication (sec criterion
(i) above). In (18) which is accepted as consisting of two undisputed verbs gbé ‘carry’ and wa
‘come’, only the former verb may be topicalized. Compare (84a) and (84b).

(18) Old gbé aga wa
‘Olu brought a chair’
(84) (a) gbigbé ni Old gbé iga wi
‘It was bringing that Olu brought a chair’
(b) *wiwd ni OlG gbé aga wé
*‘It was coming that Olu brought a chair’

It is shown in (84b) that w4 cannot be topicalized. Yet when this same verb occurs as the only verb
in a sentence, it can. Compare the impossibility of (845) with the occurrence of (85b).

(8s5) (@) Ola wa
‘Olu came’
() wiwa ni Old wi
Tt was coming that Olu came’

Obviously, the difference in the behaviour of this verb can be traced to its occurrence in a minimal
sentence in (85a) in contrast to its occurrence in a verbal string in (18). (Note that this is exactly
what happens to modifying verbs, as examples (79) and (80) show). Should we now say that wa
is a verb in (85a) and not a verb in (18): Clearly this will be absurd. The logical thing to do is to
reject any criterion that will produce such an unsatisfactory result. And this is precisely what has
been proposed above.

9. THE STATUS OF OTHER MODIFYING ITEMS

There is a large group of words in Yoruba which differ from modifying verbs in respect of their
inability to occur in the frame NP — (NP) 5. An example of such a word is téte ‘carly” which
can occur in a verbal string as in (86a), but not as the only verb as in (86b)

21 Examples of such an approach are: Pike (1966), (1067), Bamgbose (1966), Bendor-Samuel (1968), and
Stahlke (1070}
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(86) (a) mo técé lo

I early went

‘T went early’

B *mo tété

1 early’
In most analyses of the language, these items are usually consigned to a miscellaneous list of cate-
gories such as auxiliaries, preverbs, adverbs, prepositions, and particles, and are regarded as non-
verbs. Rather than accept the conventional analyses uncritically, we should first examine these
items in relation to modifying verbs. How similar are they to modifying verbs: Since they do not
occur in the one-verb frame above, it is futile trying to compare them in such a structure. But they
do occur in a verbal string in the same positions in which modifying verbs occur. The question
then is: How does their syntactic behaviour in a verbal string compare with that of modifying
verbs: A comparison of the two types of items shows that they share the same characteristics:

(/) Like modifying verbs, the function of thesc items is to modify the verbs with which they
occur in the verbal string. Compare the modifying verbs in (87) with these other items
in (88)

(87) () & sire ma iwé naa
he ran race took book the
‘He took the book quickly’
(by & subd U mi
he fell  hit me
‘He fell on me’
(88) (a) & moomo ma iwé naa
he intentionally took book the
‘He took the book intentionally’
() & subu & mi
he fell on me
‘He fell on me’

(i) Like modifying verbs, they divide into two classes: preverbal (occurring before the verbs
they modify), for example, (88a) and postverbal (occurring after the verbs they modify),
for example, (88b). The list of items in the two classes is:

PREVERBAL

tété ‘early’

moemd  ‘intentionally’

sésd ‘just (with reference to time)’
kaka ‘even’

ko/kdkd  “first’

jumd ‘together’

si “still’

dédé ‘just by chance’

kan ‘only’

tinbd ‘further’
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tile
nikan
saaba
sl

saa
jaja
ti

da
tdn
b4

fi

POSTVERBAL

rara
mo
54
¢
(i)
(89) (a)

] ¥
EVEn
‘alone’
‘usually’
‘and’
‘Just
‘managed to
[ ?
from
+ . . - “ r
(£ object inversion) “alone
(*+ object inversion) ‘again’
‘accompany, with’
‘use, with'28

‘ »

on
‘for one’s arrival’
‘on”

‘into”
‘meanwhile’
‘before’
‘ncompletely’
‘at all’

(not) ever’
‘just’
‘definitely’

‘The stew finished carly’
(b) *obg naa tété wa

**The stew came early’

ON SERIAL VERBS AND VERBAL STATUS

They do not select their subjects.2? For example, in
obé nad tété tan

tété is neutral in the selection of the subject. The impossibility of (8gb) is due entirely to
the fact that the verb wé ‘come’ cannot select that particular noun as subject, Compare

this with the similar neutrality of the modifying verb in (81).

They do not generally sclect their objects. This is especially true of the post-verbal ones

which appear to behave like the p_ost—vcrbal modifyhig verb in (Szb) where selection of

object is shown to be a function of all the verbs in the string.

28 This list cxcludes tense and aspect markers and modals which exhibit certain additional characteristics.
For example, they must be repeated in ecach underlying sentence, and with one or two exceptions, they

are mutuall
probably be?Y
a distinct subclass.

ong to the same cl

exclusive and do not operate in imperative sentences. Cf. Bamgbose (1966), p. 60. They
ass as the items listed here, although they must be regarded as constituting

9 There are one or two exceptions to th's general rule: m¢¢m¢ ‘intentionally’ selects an animate subject,
while | Umad ‘“together’ selects a plural subject.
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(v)

(vii)

They cannot be topicalized. For e_tamplc, (90b) is the only possib]e topicalization of the
verb in (goa) ; (9oc) is ungrammatical,
(90) (a) won tété lo
‘They went early’
(b) lilo ni wén teté lo
‘It was the case that they went early’
(c) *titété ni won téteé lo
‘It was carly that they went’
In this respect, (00} may be comparcd with (30).
There is only one possibility of negation. In the case of modifying verbs, negation of the
verbal string involves a negation of the modifying verb only. In the case of these items,
negarion of the verbal string involves either 2 negation of the item or a negation of the
whole string. For example,
(91) (a) Old & tété gbé aga
‘Olu did not take the chair carly’
(b) Old & kaka gbé aga
‘Olu did not even take the chair’
In (y1a), the presupposition is that Olu took the chair but did not do so early. What is
negated, therefore, is tété ‘carly’. In (91b), on the other hand, the presupposition is that
Olu did not take the chair. What is negated therefore is the whole string including the
verb.?0 Compare (914) with the negation of (7rb) which is described above.
Like preverbal modifying verbs, these other modifying items that are preverbal may be
preceded or followed by the verbal particle fi which indicates the progressive or habitual
aspect.3! Compare, for cxamp]e, the modifying verbs rera ‘be careful’ in (92) with tété
in (93)
(92) won firora soro
wen rora AsQro
"They are talking quietly’ or “They talk quietly’
(03) woén Atéte sdrod
woén tété nsdrod
“They are talking in time’ or “They talk in time’

The facts given above indicate that the items in question and modifying verbs are identical in
behaviour, except in respect of the inability of the former to occur in a minimal sentence. This tends
to cast doubt on the validity of this criterion as the sole factor for determining what is and whar is

not a verb. And there is additional evidence in support of the view that this criterion is not crucial,
This evidence is as follows:

30 This negative presupposition is true of k(ik(, kan, tilé, ]ijﬁ, saa, ri, rara, sé, ;é. Tt is also true of
tense and aspect markers and modals.

31 Some of the items can be preceded by the verbal particle only when they occur in a negative sentence.
For example, ki [ k(ik( soro ‘He doesn't talk’ where ki i > ki { by assimilation. Note that there is

no positive counterpart * & fikki sord.
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ON SERIAL VERBS AND VERBAL STATUS

There are verbs in the language which cannot occur in a sentence without some modifying
item occurring ob]igatorif}* with them. For -cxamplc,

(04) (a) & fi owd sl enu
Ilt‘ PHT coin into ]l}.Dllt}l
‘He put a coin in the mouth’
() *6 fi owd
He put coin

{os) (¢) owd & i
meney not be
‘There is no money’
(b) *owd si
money be

(96) (a) asQ nad be ydo
dress the red bright
“The dress is bright red’
(b) *aso nada be
‘The dress is red’

All the verbs in (94)-(96) fail the test of occurrence in the diagnostic frame NP —
(NP)=. In (94), the verb fi ‘put’ requires the post-verbal modifying item sf ‘into’; in (95)
the verb si ‘be’ requires a negator; and in (96) the verb be ‘be red” requires an adverb.
The fact that these verbs are accepted as verbs is proof that the diagnostic frame is not
really crucial to the determination of verbal status. Semantic and syntactic constraints
may require that a verb should occur obligatorily with another verb or some other item
(such as a transitive verb always occurring with an object). This is precisely the situation
with those modifying items which cannot occur without the verbs they modify.

Some of the modifying items in question can occur in a minimal sentence in certain
restricted contexts. For example, tété ‘early’ can occur as the only verb in an imperative
sentence as in (97).

(97) e tété
}' 1= Plur&l Cat}.'}"

“You, be quick’
Similarly, m@@me ‘intentionally’ can occur as the only verb in the second sentence of

two coordinate sentences as in (98).

(98) 6 se é; sughon ko moemo
he did it but not intentionally
‘He did it but it was not intentional’

Examples such as (97) and (98) point to the verbal nature of these modifying items, and,
at the same time, show that there is no clear-cut division between them and verbs.

Non-occurrence in a minimal sentence is sometimes a superficial phenomenan. Let us
examine the following sentences:

45



AYOQ BAMGBOSE

(99) (a) Olu fi iso gin omo nai

Olu used/with nail piercc boy the
"Olu pierced the boy with a nail’

() *Olu fi isd
‘Olu  used/with nail’

(¢) *Old gin omeo naa
‘Olu pierced the boy’

{d) 136 gdn omo nii
‘A nail pierced the boy’

In (99a), fi cannot occur without a following verb. This is shown by the ungrammaticality of
(99b). (99c) is also an impossible sentence, since the subject of the verb gin ‘pierce’ is not Old but
130 i.e. it was the nail that did the piercing and not Olu. This fact is represented in the occurrence
and grammaticality of (9od). What then is the underlying form of (9ga): Clearly, it contains (9od)
as one of its underlying sentences. The only other underlying sentence it could possibly contain is
(99b). In other words, the underlying structure of (9oa) is something like (100):

(100)
s

i /\/S\
NP VP

PN
\l'P NP ‘l’P/\Nl’
olu fi isd isé gin %
"Olu  used/with nail nail pierced the boy*

In (100), it is clear that fi does occur in a minimal sentence in the underlying structure. Its non-
occurrence in such a sentence in (99a) is a mere surface phenomenon.32 Therefore, there is no
justification for saying that fi is not a verb simply because it does not occur in the frame #NP
— (NP) . Again this shows up the inadequacy of the diagnostic frame.

The compelling conclusion from the above is that the similarities between modifying verbs and
the other modifying items arc far too strong to be rendered invalid by the narrow constraint of
the one-verb sentence which has been shown above to be neither crucial nor particularly revealing.
We are, therefore, justified in taking the logical step of making these other modifying items
verbs as well. The difference between them and the other modifying verbs will simply be that

32 Another verb that behaves like f in this respect is b4 ‘accompany, with'. For example, the sentence ¢ b
oré ré IQ “He went with his friend’ has as its underlying form the two sentences * § bj oré ré 'He
accompanied,/with his friend’, dun ati Ql'é ré |§) ‘He and his friend swent’, which shows that b3 does
occur in a minimal sentence in deep structure.
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whereas they always have the feature [-~ MOD], the latter have the feature [ + MOD] since they
can occur both as full verbs and as modifying verbs. There will, therefore, be two major categories
of the verb:

() Full Verbs, which have the feature [-MOD]

(i) Modifying verbs which arc cither ‘frec’ with the feature [+ MOD], or ‘bound” with
the feature [+ MOD].33

10. CONCLUSION

In this paper, an attempt has been made to distinguish between two types of serial verbal cons-
truction—the linking type and the modifying type—by outlining the characteristics of each type
and describing differences in their structure, The modifying type is particularly interesting for the

light it throws on the behaviour of modifying verbs, which has been shown to be no different from
that of a large group of modifying items variously classified as auxiliaries, preverbs, adverbs,
prepositions, particles etc. In this respect, the usual criteria for determining verbal status, which
are based on occurrence in 2 minimal sentence, are shown to be inadequate, since they ignore the
behaviour of verbs in verbal strings. Tt is suggested that the class of modifying verbs includes the
miscellancous items referred to above which are in fact bound modifying verbs, and that the term
‘serial verbal comstruction’ can therefore no longer be confined to combinations of those verbs
which can occur in minimal sentences in surface structure, In fact, it is demonstrated that a verb
may occut in a minimal sentence m the underlyving structure, and vet be unable to do so in surface
structure. These facts call for a re-appraisal of the definition of the verb in Yoruba and in other
West African languages which exhibit features similar to those described for this language.
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