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Vowel raising in Babanki, a language of northwestern Cameroon is manifested 

through the alternations between a, o and o, u respectively in associative and possessive 

constructions just in case they are part of the sequence Vñ (where V stands for vowel) as 

in taàñ ‘hill’  and  toà gheà   ‘your hill’;  kóèñ ‘love’ and kuè waèyn ‘child’s love.’ The same 

alternation also occurs with the V of this Vñ sequence in certain verbal constructions.  To 

account for this vowel raising, it is proposed that this is the result of the association of the 

floating features [+hi,+ATR, +bk] which constitute the underlying features of the vowel í 
that never surfaces after the ñ sound. The analysis proposed in this paper also exploits the 

featural make-up of the vowels as underlyingly underspecified. 

 

Le rehaussement des voyelles en babanki, langue du Nord-Ouest Cameroun se 

manifeste par les alternances entre a, o et o, u, selon le cas, dans les tournures associatives 

et possessives, là où elles font partie d'une séquence Vñ (où V représente une voyelle), 

comme dans taàñ 'colline' et toà gheà 'ta colline', kóèñ 'amour' et kuè waèyn 'amour d'enfant'.  

La même alternance se présente dans la V de cette séquence Vñ dans certaines tournures 

verbales.  Pour expliquer ce rehaussement vocalique on propose qu'il résulte des traits 

flottants [+hi, +ATR,+bk] (soit [+haut,+ATR,+postérieur]), lesquels sont les traits sous-

jacents de la voyelle i qui ne se manifeste jamais après ñ.  L'analyse que propose cette 

étude exploite également l'ensemble des traits des voyelles dont la spécification sous-

jacente reste incomplète. 
 

 

 

0. INTRODUCTION 

In Babanki, a Grassfields Bantu language of northwestern Cameroon, there is vowel 

raising where the back vowels a, o alternate with o, u respectively in associative and 

possessive constructions just in case they are part of  the sequence Vñ  (where V stands 

for vowel) as in taàñ ‘hill’  and  toà gheà   ‘your hill’;  kóèñ ‘love’ and kuè waèyn ‘child’s 

love.’ The same alternation also occurs with the V of this Vñ sequence in certain verbal 

constructions.  This paper seeks to account for this vowel raising by proposing that this is 

the result of the association of the floating features [+hi,+ATR, +bk] which constitute the 

underlying features of the vowel í that never surfaces after the ñ sound. The analysis 

proposed in this paper also exploits the featural make-up of the vowels as underlyingly 

underspecified. The paper is organized as follows. In §1, we briefly present the problem of 

vowel raising in nouns through typical examples; in §2, we present the featural make-up 

of the Babanki vowels; in  §3, we propose an   account for vowel raising in nouns; and in 

§4, we account for vowel raising in the verb.
*
  

 

                                                           
*  The data in this paper were obtained from Akumbu Pius and Esther Phubon Chie, two native speakers 

of Babanki to whom I (the first author) am very grateful. 
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1. THE PROBLEM OF  VOWEL RAISING IN BABANKI NOUNS 

Consider first the following data. 

 

          Nouns    Possessive form 

(1)   a. mòbaèñ walking stick mòboè ghóàm my walking stick 

nètaèñ  rope   nètoè wuè  your rope 

aèsaàñ  corn   aèsoà weàn  his/her corn 

nèsaàñ tail   nèsoà yeàséè  our tail 

ñkaàñ corn beer  ñkoà wáàn  his corn beer 

taàñ   hill   toà gheà  your hill 

kéèlaàñ cocoyam  kéèloè khóàm my cocoyam 

éèaàñ  mat   éèoè ghóàm my mat 

kéèkaàñ dish   kéèkoà wuè  your dish 

aèaàñ root   aèoà véèweà  their root 

nèdzaèñ  song   nèdzoà gheà  your song  

kaèñ  sky   koè wuè  your sky 

saèñ  moon  soè yeàséè  our moon 

    

  b. sóàñ  tooth   suà ghoàméè my tooth 

  ndóàñ cup   nduà wuè  your cup 

  kóàñ  pestle  kuà weàn  his pestle 

éèóàñ  spear   éèuà yeàséè  our spear 

kóèñ  love   kuè gheà  your love 

kéèndóèñ neck   kéènduè khóàm my neck 

nyïìñgóèñ God   nyïìñguè wuè your God 

tsóèñ  thief   tsuè véèweà  their thief 

nèdóàñ horn    

nèduà wuà your dish 

kéèwóàñ hawk  kéèwuà wáàn his/her hawk 

wóàñ  market  wuà véèweà  their market 

éèwóàñ war   éèwuà gheà  your war  

éèkóàñ  pestle  éèkuà wuè  your sky 

éèwóàñ arrow  éèwuà ghóàm my arrow 

kéèkwóàñ bone   kéèkwuà wáàn his/her bone 

éèkwóàñ  arm   éèkwuà véèweà their arm 

ñèkwóàñ pit   éèkwuà yeèséè our pit  

 

As shown in these data, when the possessive adjective is used with the nouns ending 

in ñ, this ñ deletes and this is accompanied by vowel raising, namely the vowel a that 

raises to [o] and the vowel o/ó that raises to [u]. 

The same alternation is observed when these nouns are in an associative construction 

as shown in (2). 
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(2)   a. mbaèñ walking stick mboè waèyn   child’s walking stick 

ntaèñ  rope   ntoè wïì¿  person’s rope 

saàñ  corn   soà foèyn  fon’s corn 

nsaàñ tail   nsoà nyaèm cow’s tail 

ñkaàñ corn beer  ñkoà wóèñ  market corn beer 

taàñ   hill   toà Kuèmbuè Akumbu’s hill 

éèaàñ  mat   éèoè waèyn child’ s mat 

kéèkaàñ dish   kéèkoà wïì¿  person’s dish 

aèsaàñ  maize  aèsoà fóèyn   fon’s maize 

aèaàñ root   aèoà ïìgéàñ  root of tree 

nèdzaèñ  song   nèdzoà wuà kéèbáàn dancer’s song 

kaèñ  sky   koè nyaèm  animal’s sky 

saèñ  moon  soè luèwaèyn mother’s moon 

 

       b.    sóàñ  tooth   suà waèyn  child’s tooth 

  ndóàñ cup   nduà waèyn child’s cup 

  kóàñ  pestle  kuà waèyn  child’s pestle 

 ghóàñ  spear   ghuà waèyn child’s spear 

kóèñ  love   kuè waèyn  child’s love 

nyïìñgóèñ God   nyïìñguè waèyn child’s God 

tsóèñ  thief   tsuè foèyn  fon’s thief 

 

What is curious about these alternations is that they just occur only when the noun is 

in the possessive form or in the associative constructions. When used with an adjective, or 

with any other construction, the alternation does not occur as shown below. 

 

(3)   a.  mbaèñ yïì   that stick 

  saàñ yï è   that corn 

  nsaàñ yï è   that tail 

 taèñ yáà   this hill 

 saàñ yáà   this corn 

b.  mbaèñ éà boâ  red stick 

 mbaèñ éà tseàn  another stick  

 kuà mbaèñ aà moè give the stick to me 

 kuà mbaèñ aè wáàn give the stick to him 

c. sóàñ boà ghéà  a red tooth 

 sóàñ tseà ghéà  another tooth 

 kuà sóàñ yï è  give that tooth 

 

Unlike Akóóse where the velar nasal ñ deletes intervocalically according to Robert 

Hedinger (personal communication), the forms in (3b) show that it does not delete in 

Babanki. An account of this ñ-deletion will be proposed later on. 

This vowel raising does not affect the high back vowels, but does affect the schwa 

and the high front vowel as shown in the following examples. 



Journal of West African Languages XXXIII.1 (2006) 

 

74 

 

 

(4)   a. méèdzÏìñ urine   méèdzÏû mwÏìméè  my urine 

  ndzÏìñ lie   ndzÏû wuè   your lie 

  lyuâñ     guitar  lyuâ wuè   your guitar 

  éwïùñ     breast  éèwÏù ghóàm  my breast
1
 

  nyïìñ     hair   nyÏì ghóàm   my hair 

        b.   ñgéèñ house  ñgÏì ghóàm   my house 

  tuàñgéèñ   door    tuàñgÏì ghoàmé   my door 

  kÏìbéàñ compound  kÏìbéà Ïìkóàm  my compound 

       [kÏìbøà: kóàm] 
  kéèléàñ bamboo  kéèléà ÏìkéèkÏù  his bamboo 

    

Notice in these cases that the ñ segment deletes in the associative constructions, that the 

back vowels í, u do not change and that the high front vowel surfaces as the central 

(slightly back) vowel í as shown in (4a). As for the forms in (4b), they show that the 

schwa is either replaced by the vowel í or, if it remains, it is followed by this vowel í. In 

this case, the phonetic output is a lengthened rounded upper mid front vowel [ø] which is 

not part of the phonemic inventory of the Babanki vowels.
2
 

That this vowel raising is restricted to forms whose final consonant is ñ is shown in 

the following data. 

 

(5)   ñkaàm thousand  ñkaàm éà weàn  his thousand 

  nyaèm cow   nyaèm éè wuè  your cow 

  ndzaèm   axe   ndzaèm éè véweà  their axe 

  ñgóèm   plantain  ñgóèm éà waàyn  child’s plantain 

  ntóàm   fireplace stone ntóàm éà wuè  your fireplace stone 

 

(6)    a. kaàñgwaà  limestone  kaàñgwaà ghóàm  my limestone 

  boàsaè  purse  boàsaè yáàs   our purse 

  shuàkaè sugar  shuàkaè wuè  your sugar 

 

     b. kéèmboè   bag   kéèmboè khóèm my bag 

  kéèfoà     thing   kéèfoà kéàweàn his thing 

  koà        money  koâ waèyn  child’s money 

 

Whereas the forms in (5) end with the nasal m and the forms in (6) end in a vowel, their 

possessive forms do not exhibit vowel raising. 

                                                           
1 Strictly speaking, the process illustrated in (4) for the high front vowel is not vowel raising, rather 

vowel backing.  
2 Akumbu Pius and Esther Chie, our informants, were unaware of the existence of this vowel [ø] in such 

words. In fact, Akumbu had to pronounce these forms several times to realize that, definitely, the vowel 

in the associative constructions was different from a schwa. This sound is not quite round as the regular 

[ø] sound. While checking the form, Esther pointed out that one cannot say kéléà kékÏù or íkékÏù by itself. 
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So far, vowel raising has originated and resulted in a back vowel. However, there is a 

limited set of data where the alternation is between ó and e as shown in the following 

forms. 

 

(7)  a.  kwóàñ   arm   kweà ghoàméà   my arm
3
 

  kéèkwóàñ   bone   kéèkweà khóàm   my bone 

  mbwóàñ     palm maggot mbweà ghóàm   my palm maggot 

  kéèbóàñ    compound  kéèbeà khóàm   my compound. 

      

b. kweà waèyn   child’s arm  (cf. kwóàñ arm) 

  kéèkwóàñ ké waèyn  child’s bone  (cf. kéèkwóàñ bone) 

  mbweà waèyn   child’s palm maggot  (cf. mbwóàñ palm maggot) 

  kéèbóàñ kéè waèyn  child’s compound (cf. kéèbóàñ compound) 

      c. aè-kweà vyuànéà  children’s arms 

  éè-kweà vyuànéà  children’s bones 

  mbwóàñ séà vyuànéà children’s palm maggots 

  méè-bóàñ méè vyuànéà children’s compounds. 

 

The alternation ó ~ e is clearly illustrated in (7a, b). The forms in (7c) are in plural. They 

show that, when the velar nasal ñ is followed by an overt associative marker, it does not 

delete. This strongly suggests that what causes the ñ deletion is a covert associative 

marker that follows it.
4
  

 

Before proposing an account for this vowel raising, consider the following forms. 

(Here AM stands for associative marker). 

 

(8)  a. téètóàñ  navels  téètóàñ téè foèyn  fon’s navels 

                                                navels AM fon 

 

kéèndóàñ  neck   kéèndóàñ kéè waèyn  child’s neck 

                                     neck     AM child 

                                                           
3 Robert Hedinger (personal communication) has suggested that  the vowels o and ó and also e and á 
may not be distinctive underlyingly as is the case in Kom, a neighboring Cameroonian language. We 
have checked this information with Akumbu Pius by asking him to find minimal pairs that could show 
whether these suspicious pairs were distinctive. He failed to find any minimal pairs but he rather 
suspected that o tends to be produced as ó in closed syllables. He gave such words as: tóàñ ‘navel’, keè-
zóèñ ‘thanks’, kwóàñ ‘hand’, kóàñ ‘pestle’è, tóàf ‘brain’, fwóàf ‘wind’, tóàntéà ‘greet’  vs. moè ‘I’ , boè ‘two’ è, 
coâ ‘pass’, wuà-toâ ‘one who stays’, wuà-doâ ‘one who stretches’. The same observation could be made of 
the vowels e~ á as in kéèbáàn ‘dance’, yáès ‘us’, yáàn ‘see (imp)’, féè-sáàs ‘pepper’  vs. mbeà ‘chisel’, beè 
‘loss’, seè ‘grave’, nèseà ‘ground’, ñèkyeè ‘basket’.  
4 One anonymous JWAL reviewer has suggested that the covert associative marker that provokes the 
deletion of  the velar nasal may be related to some classes only and that it was necessary to identify the 
class markers of the nouns. The forms that are discussed in both (7c) and (8) show that the crucial factor 
that determines this velar nasal deletion is rather the absence of an overt associative marker that follows 
it. In an appendix to this paper, we will give the different class markers and indicate those that do not 
have overt associative markers. 
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kéèlaàñ cocoyam  kéèlaàñ kéè waèyn  child’s cocoyam 

                                 cocoyam AM child 

 

       b. tóàñ   navel   tuà  foèyn   fon’s navel 

ndóèñ neck    nduè waèyn   child’s neck 

laàñ  cocoyam  loà  waèyn    child’s cocoyam 

 

Although these forms end in the sequence Vñ, notice that vowel raising does not 

show up in their associative constructions when there is an overt associative marker as in 

(8a).  Notice also that these forms in (8a) have a prefix which, according to Esther Phubon 

Chie (personal communication), conveys the meaning of ‘each.’ When used without this 

prefix as in (8b), the vowel in the Vñ sequence undergoes vowel raising. We take the 

forms in (8b) as the ones giving the clue for the origin of vowel raising in these nouns: it is 

presumably caused by a vowel that is the associative marker, just as té, and ké in (8a). As 

for the exact shape of this associative marker, it is hard to tell, as it does not manifest itself 

in surface representation. However, we assume that this vowel is í, that is, a high central 

vowel with the features [+back] and probably [+ATR]. We further assume that the 

features of this vowel are autosegmental in nature. This will be made clearer in the 

analysis. 

To summarize the problem of vowel raising in Babanki nouns, any account should 

be able to explain (1) why vowel raising only occurs in the associative and possessive 

constructions, (2) why only back vowels result from vowel raising, (3) why the output 

vowel in the vowel raising process is a [+ATR vowel] (cf. the alternations a~o, o~u, ó 
~e), (4) why vowel raising only occurs in the sequence Vñ. 

 

 

2. VOWEL FEATURES OF BABANKI AND UNDERSPECIFICATION  

Using the distinctive features of Sound Patterns of English (Chomsky & Halle 1968), 

the full specification of each of the nine vowels appears as in (9). 
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(9) Full specification of Babanki vowels  

 

          I Í   é   e   á    a    Ó     o    u   
high    + + - - - - - - + 
Back    - + - - - + + + + 
ATR    + + - + - - - + + 
Low   -    - - - - + - - - 
Round   - - - - - - + + + 

 

Assuming the theory of radical underspecification (Archangeli 1984, Archangeli & 

Pulleyblank 1986) whose main tenets are that redundancy features are removed from the 

underlying representation of the segments and that they are assigned by default rules, the 

above segments can be represented with the following underspecified features. 

 

(10) Underspecified matrices of Babanki vowels. 

 

        i  í   é  e  a    o  u   
high   + +     + 
Back               +    + + 
ATR              -     
Low                +   
Round      + + 

 

To obtain the full specification in (9) from these features, we assume the redundancy rules 

in (11) where (11a,b,i) are complement rules and (11c,d,f,g) are default rules, and (11e) is 

a postlexical rule. 

 

(11) a.  [+low]  [+back]  

       b.  [+high]  [+ATR] 

       c.  [ ]  [-high] 

       d.  [ ]  [-low] 

       e.  [-high]    [-ATR]/ --- C  

           [-low]        

       f.  [ ]  [+ATR] 

       g. [ ]  [-back]   

       h. [ ]  [-round] 

       i.  [+low ]  [-ATR] 

        

 

Some brief comments on the motivation of these rules and what they are meant to 

accomplish are in order here. 

 

To implement the suggestion by Robert Hedinger (personal communication) that the 

mid vowels [o, ó] and [e, á] are not contrastive, we have retained the vowel [e] with no 
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features in the underspecified matrix. Notice that we have not given it the feature [+ATR] 

because we have realized that it is the [-ATR] value that we should retain in the 

underlying representation of the schwa to distinguish it from the vowel  [e]. As will 

become clearer later, this will allow us to account for the alternations [ó ~ e] in such 

words as kwóàñ ~ kweà ‘arm.’ The [-ATR] mid vowels [ó, á] will be the result of a 

postlexical rule in (11e) which can only apply after these vowels have been specified for 

the features [-high]  and   [-low] that are assigned by default rules. 

 

Rule (11a) says: assign the features [+back] to low vowels. Since there is only one single 

low vowel and that it is back, it redundantly gets the [+back] feature. The low vowel will 

also be assigned the feature [-ATR] by rule (11i) later on, as a phonetic implementation 

rule, presumably because the features [+low] and [-ATR] are in sympathetic relation as 

argued in Archangeli and Pulleyblank (1993). 

 

Rule (11b) says: assign the feature [+ATR] to high vowels.  This rule will apply early in 

the phonology as it will be responsible for the delinking of the feature [+low] in 

associative constructions as will be made explicit in the derivations. 

 

Rules (11c, 11d, 11f, 11g, and 11h) say: assign the features [-high],  [-low],  [+ATR],   [-

back]  and [-round] respectively to vowels that are not specified for these features. 

 
 

3. ACCOUNT OF VOWEL RAISING IN NOUNS 

After thus giving the underspecified features of Babanki vowels, let us account for 

the data in (1) samples of which are repeated here for convenience. 

 

(12) mbaèñ  walking stick  mboè ghóàm  my walking stick 

       mboè waèyn  child’s walking stick 

 

As was made explicit earlier, we assume that the associative marker in the second 

form is the vowel í. Notice that this same vowel can also be assumed as being underlying 

in the possessive form, in other words, the phrase can be literally translated as ‘walking 

stick of me.’ Such an assumption nicely explains why only the associative constructions 

and the possessive forms exhibit vowel raising. 

Let us further assume that an important ingredient in the derivation of the surface 

forms is their syllabification. More precisely, each segment must be prosodically licensed 

by belonging to a syllable (Itoê 1986). An observation of the surface forms of Babanki 

suggests that the core syllable in Babanki is CV. The second C in a CVC root syllabifies 

as a coda only if it cannot syllabify as an onset to a vowel.
5
 

Since the nasal [ñ] does not surface in the associative construction, we propose that it 

deletes due to the following rule: 

                                                           
5 There are cases like wayn ‘child’ that  presumably derives from /wain/ as suggested in Akumbu (1999). 

The high vowel devocalizes and syllabifies in a coda position.  
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(13) ñ-deletion 

ñ  ø / – í 
 

The reason the vowel that causes the deletion has to be specified as í is because of the 

existence of the following data where the nasal does not delete. 

 

(14)  mbaèñ éà boâ  red stick 

taèñéà    stay (imperative) (cf. éà-taèñ  to stay) 

 

One further assumption is that the associative marker í is cliticised to the noun in the 

associative construction and therefore should not be considered as a separate word. That is 

partly the reason why it syllabifies with the preceding noun.  

Given these various assumptions, the forms in (12) can be derived as follows. 

 

(15) mbaèñ  walking stick  mboè ghóàm  my walking stick 

          

UR  /  mbañ             mbañ     í / 

                     +lo                            +lo    +bk 

                    +hi 

                                                               

 Syllabification 

                                                             

  /   | \                       / |     / | 

mbañ            mbañ  í 
  

+hi+ATR       +bk 

          +hi 

                   +ATR 

ñ-del               ---                          mba   í 
[+hi] docking    ---    --- (N/A bec. of [+lo] 

[+bk] docking   (see the representation below) 

[+ATR] docking and delinking of [+lo] 

                      ---                                     +hi  

                                                                        +bk 

                                                                mba    V  

                                                                   

                                                                   +lo   +ATR 

 (After the application of other rules, e.g. redundancy rules, tone rules) 

 

Output:  mbaèñ      mboè  
 

When [+ATR] associates to the vowel a, the feature [+lo] is delinked because [+ATR] 

and [+lo] are not in a sympathetic relationship (Archangeli and Pulleyblank 1993, Mutaka 
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& Bitjaa-Kody 2000). When the other redundancy rules apply, the vowel a will be 

specified for the missing features, that is [-lo, -hi], that is the vowel o. Notice that the 

feature   [-round] will not be assigned to this vowel because a vowel bearing the features 

[+back, -low, -hi] can only be the vowel  [o]. 

At this level, we have mentioned the [+hi] docking as preceding the [+ATR] docking 

in the derivation. We would like to point out that this [+hi] docking rule does not apply in 

the above derivation because of the presence of [+low] in the word mbañ. These two 

features cannot link to the same vowel because a vowel cannot be [+low] and +high] at 

the same time for phonetic reasons. The effect of [+high] on the raising of a back mid 

vowel is demonstrated in the derivation of the alternation koèñ ~ kuè. 
 

(16) kóèñ love   kuè waèyn  child’s love 

 
UR  / koñ                koñ       í    / 
                 +bk                                +bk       +bk 

         +round                           +rd        +hi 

 

 Syllabification 

                                                             

  / | \                          / |   / | 

 koñ             k oñ   í 
 

+hi+ATR         koñ    koñ     í 
                                 +bk                       +bk  +bk 

                                 +rd                        +rd   +hi 

                                                                           +ATR 

 
ñ-del               ---                          k o       í 
 

[+hi] docking    ---                +hi 

                                                              ko            í 
                                                             +bk          +ATR 

                                                                              +bk 

 (After the application of other rules, e.g. redundancy rules, tone rules) 

 
Output:  kóèñ      kuè  
 

In this derivation [+hi] associates to the vowel as there is no feature like [+low] that could 

prevent it from linking. When the other redundancy features are assigned, the vowel will 

have the features [+hi +ATR +bk -lo] which correspond to the vowel u  

 

Let us now address the alternation ó ~e exhibited in the forms in (7), a sample of which is 

repeated here for convenience. 
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(17)  kwóàñ  arm   kweà ghoàméà  my arm 

 

To account for this alternation, we posit a vowel e in the input form, i.e. /kweñ/. Since the 

vowel e is completely underspecified, if we assume that, in the isolation form, this vowel 

gets the feature [+back] lexically from ñ, then we can account for the reason why the form 

surfaces with ó, that is, when the remaining features are assigned by redundancy rules, 

namely [-hi -lo  -ATR]. In other words, we are assuming the following rule:
6
 

 

(18) Back spreading. 

 
        V       X 

                           | 

             [+bk] 
 

This rule says: a [+back] feature spreads onto a featureless vowel (represented here by an 

encircled vowel). 

 

To get the correct result, particularly for the raised vowel in the associative construction, 

we further assume that a condition is placed on the assignment of the ‘high’ and ‘back’ 

docking rules’, namely that a floating [+high] or ‘+back’ does not apply on a form that is 

completely featureless. This will prevent the vowel in the associative construction from 

becoming a high back vowel. The application of these rules is illustrated in the following 

derivations. 

 

(19) kwóàñ arm   kweà ghoàméà    my arm 

 
UR  /      kwVñ                kwVñ       í    / 
                       +bk                   +bk  +bk 

                                                                   +hi 
Syllabification 

                                                              

  / | \                          / |   /  | 
kwVñ                   kwVñ  í 

 

                                                           
6 Akumbu (1999) contains no áñ sequence. When I checked the few áñ sequences in Chie (1999), they 

turned out to be éñ sequences, as produced by the author herself, Esther Phubon Chie. 
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+hi+ATR kwVñ   kwVñ     í 
                                                                +bk 

                               -----                          +hi 

                                                                +ATR 

 
ñ-del               ---                          k wV       í 
 
[+hi] docking    ---      ---- (N/A) 

[+bk] docking    --                          ---  (N/A) 

Back spreading  kw V ñ 
                                     | 

                                   +bk 

 
 (After the application of other rules, e.g. redundancy rules, tone rules) 

 

 

                        kwVñ   kwV 
                            +bk                          -bk 

                             -hi                            -hi 

                             -lo                            -lo 

  -ATR                       +ATR 

                                  -round 

                             ó                          e 
Output:  kwóàñ      kweà  
 

Presumably, the features [+hi] and [+bk] which do not associate get stray erased. The 

assignment of the features [+ATR] in the associative construction is the result of the 

default rule whereas [-ATR] in the non-associative word is the result of the complement 

rule (11e) that says that a mid vowel is assigned the feature [-ATR] when it is followed by 

a consonant. Notice also that the default feature [-round] will not be assigned in the word 

kwVñ because of the presence of the features [+back, -hi, -lo] which can only be a round 

back vowel.  As shown in the derivations, the conjugation of the different features result 

in ó for the vowel in the isolated form and e in the associative construction form. 

In the following section, we show how this analysis of vowel raising in nouns can be 

extended onto verbs. 

 

4. VOWEL RAISING IN VERBS 

Consider the following data:  

 

(20) a.  éà-taèñ to stay   wuà-toâ  one who stays  

   éà-saèñ    to dry   wuà-soâ    one who dries  

   éà-tsaèñ   to display   wuà-tsoâ   one who displays 

   éà-daèñ    to stretch   wuà-doâ  one ho stretches 
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éà-faàñ  to remain   wuà-foà  one who remains 

  éà-kaàñ    to fry    wuà-koà  one who fries 

  éà-waàñ   to spread   wuà-woà  one who spreads 

  éà-taàñ     to count   wuà-toà  one who counts 

 

b. ghé toâ   he’s staying 

   wuè toâ  you are staying 

   maè toâ   I’m staying 

   yáà toâ  we’re staying 

   gháà toâ  you’re staying 

   véèweà toâ they are staying 

  

As shown in these forms, the vowel a of the verb root also raises to [o] in the forms in the 

right hand column in (20a) (a relative construction)  and those in (20b) (a progressive 

form). In (20a), the initial vowel é is the infinitive marker. Consider also the forms in (21). 

 

(21)  a. éà-ban to hit    wuà banéà   one who hits 

éà-bÏðnéö to sleep   wuà bÏùnéà  one who sleeps 

         b. éà-kuö¿  to climb   wuà kuà¿uà   one who climbs 

   éà-nyÏð to drink   wuà nyÏù  one who drinks 

   éà-vïù  to come   wuà vïù  one who comes 

 

Notice that vowel raising does not occur in (21) because the root vowel is not part of a Vñ 

sequence as is the case in (20). The forms in (22) also show that vowel raising occurs 

when the vowel is o and is part of a Vñ sequence in the root. 

 

(22)   a.  éà-sóèñ  to snatch   wuà-suâ  one who snatches 

   éà-tóèñ to dip   wuà-tuâ  one who dips 

   éà-bóèñ to be good   wuà-buâ  one who is good 

   éà-kóèñ to love   wuà-kuâ  one who loves 

   éà-tóöñ to blow   wuà-tuà  one who blows 

   éà-bóöñ to pick   wuà-buà  one who picks 

   éà-fóöñ to fall   wuà-fuà  one who falls 

   éà-tsóöñ to steal   wuà-tsuà  one who steals 

       

b.    maè suâ I’m snatching 

   wuè tuâ you are dipping 

   ghéè buâ he is being good 

 

Like vowel raising in the nouns, the V in the Vñ sequence does not raise 

automatically when it occurs in medial position as exemplified below. 
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(23)   maè kéà kóèñ wuè  I want to love you 

          I  want love you 

          maè kéà waèñ dzíséà I want to spread a dress 

          maè kéà saèñ béàléèñ I want to dry groundnuts 

 

Vowel raising does not also occur when the verb is for example conjugated in the future 

tense as in (24a) or when used in an exclamation as in (24b). 

 

(24)  a. maè neà taèñ  I will stay 

   wuè neà taèñ  you will stay 

  maè neà sóèñ  I will snatch 

   wuè neà sóèñ  you will snatch  

        

b.  wuè ntaöñ (exclamation)  so you stayed ! 

   wuè nsaöñ (exclamation) so you dried !  

  wuè nsóöñ (exclamation) so you snatched ! 

  wuè ntóöñ (exclamation) so you dipped ! 

        

Because vowel raising is restricted to certain forms, namely, the relative 

constructions and  the progressive forms, we propose that these forms be represented 

underlyingly with the vowel í as their formative. In other words, the following forms are 

thus underlyingly represented. 

 

(25)  a. éà-taèñ to stay   / éà-tañ/ 

  éà-tóèñ to dip   / éà-toñ/ 

        

b. wuà-toâ one who stays   / wu taèñ-í/ 
  wuà-tuâ one who dips  /wu toèñ-í/ 

 

       c. wuè toâ  you are staying  /wuè taèñ-í/ 
wuè tuâ you are dipping  /wuè toèñ-í/ 

 

Once this vowel í is posited in the underlying representation, the derivation proceeds as in 

nouns, that is, the vowel í is underlyingly specified with the features [+hi], [+ATR], [+bk]. 

Lexically, the form is syllabified, that is í is syllabified with ñ as its onset. This is 

followed by the assignment of the feature [+ATR] on high vowels, then the deletion of ñ 

and the subsequent [+hi] and [+bk] docking, and later the redundancy rules and other rules 

such as the tonal rules which will give the correct vowel raising output.  

So far, we have simply assumed that the vowel triggering vowel raising in both 

nouns and verbs is [í]. The question now is: what is the motivation for positing í as the 

underlying segment in these forms? 
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Although it is hard to come up with strong evidence, one reason to believe that it is 

the vowel í that causes vowel raising can be adduced from the forms in (4) a sample of 

which is repeated  here for convenience. 

 

(26) a. méèdzÏìñ urine    méèdzÏû mwÏìméè  my urine 

       b. nyïìñ     hair    nyÏì ghóàm   my hair 

       c.  ñgéèñ house   ñgÏì ghóàm   my house 

       d. kéèléàñ tree sp.   kéèléà ÏìkéèkÏù  his bamboo 

  kÏìbéàñ compound   kÏìbéà Ïìkóàm  my compound 

        [kÏìbøà: kóàm] 

     

When the vowel in the Vñ is í, notice that in the possessive form, only the ñ deletes as our 

rule of ñ-deletion would predict as shown in (26a). Because the vowel í that we are 

positing as causing the deletion of ñ has the underlying features of this í in the Vñ 

sequence, we naturally expect no change to occur to this vowel. When the vowel in the 

Vñ is [i], we rightly expect [í] in the associative construction because the front high vowel 

in the input will have received two new features, [+back] and [-round] as shown in (26b). 

If our assumption that the schwa is underlyingly associated with the feature [-ATR] is 

correct, we assume that the schwa may delete when followed by the vowel í as in (26c) 

after the ñ-deletion rule has applied, or it may not delete, and in that case, we obtain the 

form such as (26d) where both vowels surface. 

Even when the vowel corresponding to the schwa is [ø] in the associative 

construction as shown in (26d), one can still surmise that [ø] is basically the combination 

of the features [+ATR+bk -rd] from [í] together with the features [-lo, -hi] that are 

assigned by the redundancy rules. The non assignment of the feature [+hi] of the [í] vowel 

would result from the fact that the schwa is underlyingly [-ATR] and that [+high] and [-

ATR] are not in a sympathetic relationship (Archangeli and Pulleyblank 1993).
7
 

It is far harder to find evidence for positing í in the deverbatives. But if Babanki as a 

Bantu Grassfields language could still have traces of the agentive marker, one may 

speculate that the agentive marker of ProtoBantu -i- has become í in certain Babanki 

forms. This agentive marker -i- is illustrated in the following Narrow Bantu languages: 

Luganda, Kinande, and Swahili: 

 

(27)  o-ku-lim-a   to work  o-mu-lim-i    worker  (Luganda) 

   ári-hum-a  to hit   o-mu-hum-iõ  hitter (Kinande) 

  ku-longofy-a  to lie   mu-longof-i  liar  (Swahili) 

 

                                                           
7 The features [+back -round] in the sound [ø] phonetically translate the fact that the sound is central as 

opposed to [e] or [o]. In fact, the way Akumbu, the informant, pronounced it, it was clearly different 

from a schwa but not quite a round vowel as well. Unlike the forms that have been analyzed in the text, 

here we must assume that the vowel of the schwa  is assigned the features [+back - round] of the vowel 

[í]. This sound was not produced by the other informant, Esther P. Chie. 
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In all these forms, the final -i- is agentive.  Because it is a high vowel, it is possible 

that Babanki has retained its height and ATR nature and has only made it central, that is 

with a [+back] feature.  

To conclude, the vowel í has been posited in this language as being the origin of 

vowel raising in Babanki. It has been posited mainly as an associative marker and that is 

why vowel raising occurs only in the possessive and associative constructions because 

these are the forms that independently use the associative marker. Crucial for the analysis 

of vowel raising in this paper is the fact that the vowels in Babanki are underspecified 

lexically. Only some features are manipulated lexically. Because the vowel í is [+hi, 

+ATR, +bk], the output vowel is a [+ATR vowel] which, in most cases is back. The 

marginal case where the output vowel in vowel raising is e has been accounted for by 

positing a completely unspecified vowel in the input form. It has also been argued that 

vowel raising is the result of the deletion of ñ in the Vñ sequence when it is followed by 

the vowel í and that, subsequently the features of í, which are autosegmental, associate to 

the V of the Vñ sequence. 
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APPENDIX 

In this appendix, we give the table of the noun class system as well as examples of the 

associative constructions in Babanki to show which nominal classes use an associative 

marker. 

 

Class Prefix Example Possessive  

‘my’  
Possessive  

‘your’  
Demonstrative 

‘this’  
1 w- waèyn ‘child’ 

wïìh ‘person’   

ghóàm wuè yáèn 

2 v- vwoànéà ‘children’ 

vïîh ‘people’   

vwoàméà vyéà veà: 

4 méè- méè-nyïì ‘knives’ mwoàméè myéè máèn 
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méè-seàs ‘peppers’   

5 éè- éè-saàñ ‘corn’ 

éè-wuàm ‘egg’   

ghoàméà wuà yáà: 

6 aè- aè-saàñ ‘corn’  

aè-wuàm ‘eggs’  

ghoàméà wuà yáà: 

7 kéè- kéè-kaàñ ‘pan’  

keè-mboè ‘bag’  

khóàm kyéè káèn 

8 éè- éè-kaèñ ‘bags’  vwoàméà vyéà váà: 
9 ø- mbaèyn ‘fence’  ghóàm wuè sáèn 
10 -séà mbaèyn-séà 

‘fences’  

nyïùñ-séà ‘beard’  

shóàm shyéè sáèn 

13 éè- téè-ñgóèm 

‘plantains’ 

téè-taèñ ‘hills’   

tyóàm 
 

tyéè táèn 

19 féè- féè-nyïì ‘knife’ 

féè-seàs ‘pepper’   

fwóàm 
 

fyéè 

 

fáèn 
 

 

 

Forms in the associative construction: 

a.  wïìh waèyn     child’s person 

c1  

wáèy wïìh     someone’s child 

c1 

mbaè kéè-kuèm     juju’s fence 

c9 

nyïìñ kéè-chuà     head’s hair 

c9 

 nyïùñ-séà keà-zhéèléè    armpits’ hair 

c10 

b. éè-mboâ waèyn /éè-mboè waèyn/ child’s bag 

c8 

éè-koà foèyn /éè-koà foèyn/   chief’s money 

c8 

c. wuà-lÏùm méè-wuèwïù    woman’s husband 

c1         AM 

véè-lÏùm véà vïîh     people’s husbands 

c2        AM 

méè-nyïì méè wïìh     someone’s knives 

c4         AM 

éè-wuàm éà wuèwïù      woman’s egg 

c5        AM 

aè-wuàm éà kyïû     women’s eggs 
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c6        AM 

ké-kóàñ kéà wáàn     his half (portion). 

c7       AM 

 kéè-mboè kéà waàyn    child’s bag 

c7          AM 

téè-tóàñ téè foèyn     fon’s navels 

c13     AM 

féè-nyïì féà wïìh     someone’s knife 

c19     AM 

 

The above examples illustrate the following facts: Given N1 AM N2 where N1 means the 

first noun, AM means the associative marker, and N2 the second noun,  

a. no associative marker follows the nouns in classes 1, 9, and 10 in N1 position; 

b. the forms in class 8 have presumably a floating H tone as the associative marker 

which associates to the noun in the N1 position (to explain the rising tone in the 

noun of the first example). 

c. The remaining classes have an overt associative marker that agrees with the noun 

in N1 position. 

 

 


