SISSALA NOUN GROUPS
RON ROWLAND

1. INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE
The nouns in Sissala may be assigned to groups on the basis of the suffixes for singular
and plural. A detaled examination of um mﬁm shows that phonetically there are
over twenty iining lural pairs.

It is the purpose of this paper to Seaenbe the phonological structure of the noun
suffixes, and in particular to draw attention to the reduced vowel system that operates in
them; and to show how, on the basis of this phonological analysis it is possible to assign
all the singular-plural pairs to two noun groups only.

Following is a list of thirty phonetically different pairings:

SINGULAR PLURAL MEANING
1. bie bisin child

2. tfent tfesiy month
3. kand kansq wing

4 ©nlsny onlsnsag chin

5. bimulé bimullén baby

6. nandsp> nandsghon friend
7. lerin leré place

8. nenéy nené Fruit

9. harky har back

10. horsy hors louse
1. luoréy luoré abdomen
12. fihe fibig stomach
13. kiha Khsag thatching grass
14. dého désan tail

15. nadina nadihay knee

16. fom> fson monkey
17. piesé pieséé sheep
18. hisla halaa woman
19. kuord kuoréo chicf
20. puré presiy hoe

21, bagh bagask farm

22. niténo niténéson elbow
23. dzlmuy dzigge hen

24. damAn dngni snake
25. tomsy g5 beard
26. kg lark te

27. nyodn nyoars shea butter
28. nesiy cow

29. dasy daasky stick

30. fosn faanéy river

The Sissala people, numbcring bou 60,000, lve mainly i the Upper Region of Ghant and within
rative district of Tumu, though they extend westward into the Lawra administrative
b bl Upper Volta.

“The materis for this paper was obtaincd in several field trips, comprising a total of about fourteen
‘months, during the past two ycars, for the [nstitute of Linguistics working in co-operation with the
Institute of African Studics, University of Ghana. The dielcct is Issala us spoken in the village of
Nabugajan, 15 miles south-west of Tumu,
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2. THE PHONEMES

Before proceeding to a description of th fixes the ph £ Sissala arslistod,
The ten vowel phonemes can be charted as follows:

FRONT CENTRAL BACK

i u

. °

e °

e A >

a

The consonants are twenty-four in number: p, kp, t, k, b, gb, d, g, f, v, h, [, dz, s,
2,1, 1, %, y, m, gm, n, ny, and g.

There are four tones: high, low, rising and falling. vah is marked with * low is un-
marked, rising is marked with *, and falling is marked wit|

3. THE NOUN SUFFIXES

Of the ten vowel qualities in Sissala, eight are used in the noun suffixes - but in such a
way that ther is never contrast between more than five vowels. These may, for conveni-
ence, be symbolised in the following way:

FRONT caNTRAL BACK
High I U
Low E A [

3.1 Tn suffix 1, which may be symbolised as -Vn (where V represents one of the five
contrastive vowels), the contrasts are as follows:

FRONT CENTRAL BACK
High -In () -Un (-on)
Low -En (-e0) -An (-An) -On (-n)

The vowel quality used is predictable from the last vowel of the stem, since there is
harmony which can be stated in terms of front, central, and back tongue positions.23 In

frontand is further N

. FRONT BACK
i u

High o -Iy o Uy
e °
& -Ep 5 -Op
kodi-ly ‘food’ tfalay  ‘blood”
dzim-y ‘hen’ lorum-é) ‘cockroach’
ler-tp  ‘place’ napol-6q ‘root’
nenéy  fruit luor-6  ‘abdomen’
pineay  ‘hair’ msy  ‘beard’

#When a y follows the last vowel of the stem, the vowel of the suffix is in front tongue position.
“thigh®

th all the vowels except L and @ which require a as the
‘harmonising vowel. In certain words, huwevvez, the harmony with front or back tongue position is
‘maintained, and I have so far been unable to set this up as a predictable feature.

ca ylap yila  breast

but vilip e wer

24



SISSALA NOUN GROUPS

3.2. In suffix 2, which may be symbolised as -CVn (where C represents s. h, or I), the
contrast is reduced to threc vowels in front, central and back tongue positions.

FRONT CENTRAL BACK
-Cly (=) -CAp (-san) -CUny (-san)
eg. bistg  ‘children’  niténé-san ‘clbows’
testy  ‘months’  Onlnsey  ‘chins’

kan-skg  ‘wings’
3.3. In suffix 3, which may be symbolised as -V, there is again a five vowel contrast, but
with some differences in the vowel qualities.

RONT CENTRAL BACK
High -1 (-¢) U (o)
Low  -E () A () -0 (9)
cg. nyil-e ‘horn’ lorum-6  ‘cockroaches’
fihe ‘stomach’ napal-6  roots”
leré  ‘places’ kuoré-o ‘chicfs’
sem£é  ‘porcupines’ hor-3 “louse’
pina  ‘hairs’ lal-4 “wars’

3.4. The number 4 is reserved for abscnce of an overt noun suffix. This occurs in the
singular form of all nouns with  single vowel (other than | or 1) stem final.

4. GROUP X NOUNS
These are the nouns which take suffix 3 (-V) in the plural,

4.1. Stems ending in a consonant, or the vowels | and v, take suffix 1 (-Vi) in the singular

and suffix 3 (V) in the plural.

eg. SINGULAR
ni-ig
nipun-ty
piel-in
bereg-é
tapAl-an
hal-kg
Kayunesy
por-61
pol-6y
hol-5

PLURAL
ni-é
nipun-¢
piel-¢
bereg-£
cépAl-a
hal-4
koyun-d
por-6
pol-6
hol5

‘mouth”
5
‘mountain’
sy

“day

gt
“heavy load’
*skin bag’
“vein'
“charcoal’

Stems ending in m cause an [ to come before the vowel of the suffix in the plural,
Assimilation of stem final m to the point of articulation of the ) causes it to become 1 also.

eg. SINGULAR
um-iy
dam-n
©om-5y
pom-6y

PLURAL
uy-gé
dagend
©n-95
pog-né

4.2. Stems ending in a vowel, other than i or v, take 4 (zero suffix) in the singular, and

suffix 3 (-V) in the plural.
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eg. SINGULAR PLORAL
piesé piesé-¢ ‘sheep’
puyé puyé£ “leopard”
hazla hazhaa “woman’
bons boni-4 ‘goat’
kuord kuoré-o ‘chief”

5. GROUP 2 NOUNS
These are the nouns which take suffix 2 (-CVn) in the plural.
5.1. Stems endig in a consonant, or the vowels | and ¢, take suffix 3 (-V) in the singular
and suffix 2 (-CVy) in the plural.
The occurrence of s, h, or | as first consonant (-C) in suffix 2 may be stated as follows:
) When & lateral occurs stem final it i followed by an indal lateral i the suff.
LuRAL

cg. NGULAR
ot o Hig ‘navel
bimul-8 bimul-lén *baby’
dindsl-o dindsl-lon ill

() \uun a non-lateral occurs stem final s and h may be used interchangeably.
SINGULAR PLORAL
dibi dibi-siy  or dibi-hyy  bird®
nandsg-> nandsn-sop or  nandsnhon ‘friend’

5.1.1. Certain further statements are necessary for the description of Group 2 consonant

final stems:

@ thn an h or an m occurs stem final in the singular, it is lost in the plural.
SINGULAR  PLURAL

fih-e fiehy  or fisy ‘stomach’

kéh-a Kichag  or kisag “thatch grass’

déheo dé-hoy  or dé-san “wil’

Bme> fhag  or fsop “baboon’

bém-o bohoy or béson  ‘mesquito’
(b) Whenannorang stem final in lar, it or

in the plural form is governed by the tongue position of the vowel.
With front vowels it is lost.
With central vowels it is optional.
With back vowels it is obligatory.

cg.
¢ basbin-é  besbi-siy “grave-vault’
tfen-é tfesip “month’
nadin-a  nadi-sag or  nadAn-sag
[ kaskn  or kan-skg
onlsgo onlsn-san
nandsg> nandsn-soy ‘friend”

“The s is more commonly used in the village of Nabugsjan, whereas h is more commonly used in
“Tumu which is still within the Issala dialect area. It is not yet possible in view of this dit
usage to state whether i will be necessary o sct up sub-classes of stems on the obligatory use of
either $ or h in certain nouns.
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5.2. Stems ending in a vowel except i or  take 4 (zero suffix) in the singular and suffix
2(-CV) in the plural,

eg SINGULAR PLURAL
puré pure-si “hoe’
boyé boye-siy “chest’
bagi baga-siy “farm’
géngiro gingdré-soy  ‘hyaena’
boré boro-sén *door’
sob5 $obo-s6y “thorn’

6. TWO VOWRL FINAL STEMS

A number of nouns still remain which show a clear relationship to those treated above,
but which cannot be handled only on the basis of the noun suffixes set up so far. One
feature which they all have in common is that in the singular the last two vowels are
contiguous, or in a very few cases it is a single vowel with a rising tone. This is in con-
trast to the division already set up of C final and V final stems. If the two vowcls are taken.
as being stem final, then we are left in the singular with a suffix -, Working now, from
the plural form to the singular, it s suggested that this is really an n or an r which occur-
ring word final in isolation appears as an 1.5 If we sct up then, a suffix 5 (-n/r), we are
able to assign all the remaining nouns to the two groups already established. The stems
will need to be divided into 2 sub-classes on the basis of their occurrence with n or r.

6.1. GROUP I WITH TWO VOWEL STEM
These take suffix 5 (-n/r) in the singular, and suffixes 5 and 3 (-n/r and -V) in the plural.

cg. SINGULAR ProwaL
I la-r-6 ‘water’
gbiinn gbin-a “type of lizard”
nyaie) nyaar4 “shea butter’

6.2. GROUP 2 WITH TWO VOWEL STEM

These take suffix 5 (-n/r) in the singular, and suffix 2 (-CVn) or a contraction of 5 and 2
(-n/rVn) in the plural.

‘Where the two stem vowcls are the same the suffix 5 is lost. Where the two stem
vowels are different the suffix 5 replaces the first consonant of the suffix 2.

cg. SINGULAR PLURAL
ok nesig ‘cow’
daig daa-sky stick’
jéo-n j6é-san “ishing trap’
phpaiy pipan-rig ‘leaf”
©b-g te-néy ‘pig’

COMBINED STATEMENT OF GROUPS

The two vowel final stems can now be combined with the other stems to make an
overall statement.
“The laterl or nasal are the only consonants that can oceur yword final in Tssela. Where it is a nasal

 assimilates as to point of articulation with the initinl consonant of the following word. When the
nasal occurs final in isolation it slsays manifests itsel 25 5.
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7.1. NOUN SUFFIXES
These may be symbolised as follows:
LVy 2.V 3.V gomre s5.-(ofr)
7.2. NOUN GROUPS
These may be charted as follows:

Stem final C,iort  Stem final V Stem final VV

SINGULAR  PLURAL  SINGULAR  PLURAL  SINGULAR  PLURAL
Group1 1 3 n 3 5 send 3
Groupz 3 2 4 2 5 2



