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The question raised in the title of this paper bhaen posed by a number of students of
African languages, it has figured in the title of@minal paper by Greenberg (1959). In the
present paper it is argued that it is possiblethenbasis of a quantitative survey on African
languages of all major genetic groupings and ggugcal regions, to define a catalogue of
phonological, morphosyntactic, and semantic proggerthat can be of help in defining
African languages vis-a-vis languages in otherspafrthe world.

1 On linguistic areas

Areal linguistics is a much neglected field of cargiive African linguistics. While there are
a number of studies that have been devoted to cob&tween individual languages or
language groups (e.g. Mutahi 1991; Nurse 1994; RO@dmmer 1995; Bechhaus-Gerst
1996; Dimmendaal 1995a; 2001b; Storch 2003), nathnmeliable information is available

on areal relationship across larger groups of laggs. The following are among the
guestions that we consider to be especially importathis field:

(1) Can Africa be defined as a linguistic areaasgis the rest of the world?

(2) Are there any clearly definable linguistic maareas across genetic boundaries
within Africa?

(3) Are there any linguistic micro-areas?

Our interest in this paper is exclusively with oii@s (1). A variety of different terms have
been proposed to refer to sprachbunds, such agidtigarea, convergence area, diffusion
area,union linguistique, Sprachbund, etc. (see Campbell et al. 1986: 530). Perhapsntbst
frequently discussed sprachbunds are the Balkangg¢hvenient summaries, see e.g. Joseph
1992; Feuillet 2001), Meso-America (Campbell etl&I86), Ethiopia (Ferguson 1976), South
Asia (Masica 1976; Emeneau 1980), the East Arnhamdl(Heath 1978), the Amerindian
Pacific Northwest (Sherzer 1973; Beck 2000), theipés basin of northwest Amazonia
(Aikhenvald 1996; 2002), Standard Average Europg@daspelmath 1998; 2001), and the
Daly River area of Australia (Dixon 2002: 674-9urthermore, there are quite a number of
less widely recognized sprachbunds, such as theui@#Baltic (Nau 1996; Koptjevskaja-
Tamm & Walchli 2001), the Middle Volga region (Jolsan 2000), or the Circum-
Mediterranean area (Stolz 2002).

Substantial work has been done to define spraclsghumith the result that there are now a

few areas in all major parts of the world that é@ndescribed in terms of language contact.
With regard to defining sprachbunds, two differsteinces can be distinguished. On the one
hand it is argued that a definition of sprachbusidguld highlight the fact that they are the

result of language contact, that is, of historjgadcesses; the following is representative of
this view:



A linguistic area is defined ... as an area in whseteral linguistic traits are
shared by languages of the area and furthermaeeg th evidence (linguistic and
non-linguistic) that contact between speakers eflimguages contributed to the
spread and/or retention of these traits and thetelaycertain degree of linguistic
uniformity with the area. (Sherzer 1973: 760)

On the other hand, sprachbunds are defined exelysim terms of linguistic parameters
without reference to the historical forces thateyeage to them. Emeneau's classic definition
is a paradigm case of such definitions; a morentegersion is the following (see also
Aikhenvald 2002: 7-8):

A linguistic area can be recognized when a numbgeographically contiguous
languages share structural features which cannotiuge to retention from a
common proto-language and which give these languageofile that makes them
stand out among the surrounding languages. (Haspie/2001: 1492)

In the present paper we will be confined to theoeddkind of definition, and we will assume
that there is a sprachbund whenever the followiugon obtains:

(4) Characterization of linguistic areas

a There are a number of languages spoken in ontharshme general area.

b The languages share a set of linguistic featuhexse presence can be
explained with reference to neither genetic refegiop, drift, universal
constraints on language structure or language denednt, nor to chance.

c This set of features is not found in languagdside the area.

d On account of (b), the presence of these featnuss be the result of language
contact.

This characterization is fairly general, it is mo¢ant to be a definition; rather, it is used as a
convenient discovery device for identifying possibistances of sprachbunds. Note that this
characterization does not address crucial probldmas have been raised in the relevant
literature, e.g., how many languages and how maayufes (or properties or traits) are
minimally required, whether these features shoutdshared by all languages, whether
individual features should not occur in languagesside the sprachbund, whether the
languages should really be geographically contigusthether the languages should belong
to different genetic groupings, to what extent leeges of features need to bundle, how
factors such as the ones just mentioned influemeestrength of a sprachbund hypothesis, or
whether sprachbunds have any historical realityobdythe linguistic generalizations
proposed by the researchers concerned.

2 Earlier work

Pre-Greenbergian comparative African linguisticesad from the fact that no systematic
distinction between different kinds of historicalationship was made, that is, it remained for
the most part unclear whether the linguistic cfasgions proposed were intended to be

! *This term "linguistic area" may be defined as mieg an area which includes languages

belonging to more than one family but showing srait common which are found not to
belong to the other members of (at least) one@fdmilies.” (Emeneau 1956: 16, n. 28)
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genetically, areally or typologically defined orpre commonly, were an amalgamation of all
three kinds of relationship. Accordingly, most betworks published prior to 1959 do not
offer unambiguous evidence on areal patterningBimviffrica or between Africa and other
parts of the world.

Greenberg's contribution to areal linguistics waswo kinds. First, he proposed a genetic
classification of the languages of Africa (1963).cAicial problem associated with many
cases of crosslinguistic comparison concerns tloe ttaat it frequently remains unclear
whether a given similarity found between languagedue to genetic or to areal relationship.
Once it has been established where genetic bowsdare it is possible to propose viable
hypotheses on areal diffusion and areal relatigmahiith his genetic classification therefore,
Greenberg made it possible to draw a clear demance between genetic relationship and
other kinds of relationship.

Second, Greenberg also made the first substaatmtibution to areal relationship in Africa.

In an attempt to isolate areal patterns both withirica and separating Africa from other
regions of the world, he proposed a number of Wigatalled "special" features of African
languages. The properties listed by Greenberg (li@6Ride in particular a number of lexical
polysemies, such as the use of the same term &at"mnd ‘wild animal', the use of the same
term for 'eat’, 'conquer’, 'capture a piece inragjaand 'have sexual intercourse’, and the use
of a noun for 'child' as a diminutive, or of 'chdfitree’ to denote 'fruit of tree'.

Another noteworthy contribution to areal relatioipsWithin Africa appeared in the same year
1959: Larochette (1959) presented a catalogue iofjuiktic properties characteristic of
Congolese Bantu (Kikongo, Luba, Mongo), an Ubaragiguage (Zande), and a Central
Sudanic language (Mangbetu), but a number of tbpasties proposed can also be found in
other regions and genetic groupings of Africa. Amotrange of properties characterizing
many African languages was proposed by Gregergtvjland Welmers (1974). Building on
the work of Greenberg (1959) and Larochette (199@geussen (1975) presented an
impressive list of what he called "Africanisms",athis, phonological, morphological,
syntactic, and lexical properties widely found ifriéan languages across genetic boundaries.
Quite a number of the "Africanisms" proposed by Me=en are in fact promising candidates
for status as properties that are diagnostic ofcAfas a linguistic area (see section 2.3
below).

Another seminal work on areal relationship was hield by Greenberg in 1983. He defined
areal properties "as those which are either exadum Africa, though not found everywhere
within it, or those which are especially commonAfrica although not confined to that
continent" (Greenberg 1983: 3). As an example @& fbrmer he mentioned clicks; as
instances of the latter he discussed in some detel following four properties
("characteristics"; Greenberg 1983: 4): (i) coartated labial-velar (or labiovelar) stops, (ii)
labial (or labiodental) flaps, (iii) the use of arls meaning 'to surpass' to express comparison,
and (iv) a single term meaning both 'meat' andriahi He demonstrated that these four
properties occur across genetic boundaries and;eheme suggestive of being pan-African
traits, especially since they are rarely found ioeté\frica.

Greenberg (1983) went on to reconstruct the histdryhese properties by studying their
genetic distribution. He hypothesized that (i),) (iand (iv) are ultimately of Niger-
Kordofanian origin even though they are widely fdun other African language phyla, in
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particular in Nilo-Saharan languages. For (ii) hearehe did not find conclusive evidence for
reconstruction, suggesting that it may not have dathgle origin but rather that it arose in
the area of the Central Sudanic languages of Nileagan and the Adamawa-Ubangi
languages of Niger-Congo.

Search for areal properties across Africa is aasetito some extent with creole linguistics
(see e.g. Boretzky 1983). In an attempt to estalblisether, or to what extent, the European-
based pidgins and creoles on both sides of then#i¢l®cean have been shaped by African
languages, students of creoles pointed out a nurobegproperties that are of wider
distribution in Africa. Perhaps the most detailay is that by Gilman (1986). Arguing that
a large number of African-like structures in Atl@nand other pidgins and creoles are best
explained by influence of areal properties widealtributed among the languages of Africa,
Gilman proposed an impressive catalogue of parcAfriareal properties.

3" Africanisms’

In the works discussed in section 2.2 there areuraber of properties that — following
Meeussen (1975) — we will call Africanisms. Witlstkerm we are referring to properties that
satisfy the following set of criteria:

(a) They are common in Africa but clearly less camnmelsewhere.

(b) They are found, at least to some extent, inmajor geographical regions of
Africa south of the Sahara.

(c) They are found in two or more of the four Aéirclanguage phyla.

A number of properties that are clearly more widead in Africa than elsewhere are not
considered here, for the following reasons. Fibscause they appear to be genetically
determined. The presence of gender or noun clasersyg is a case in point. Most instances
of such systems to be found in Africa are presugngenetically inherited. This can be

assumed to apply on the one hand to the naturetbesen class systems found in Niger-
Congo and Khoisan languages, and on the other teatlde sex-based gender systems of
Afroasiatic and Central Khoisan languages.

Perhaps surprisingly, we will also not consider pinesence or absence of clicks a relevant
property, although it appears to be the only priypdiat is confined exlusively to Africa, and
although it satisfies all of the criteria proposadove. The reason for doing so is the
following: The main goal of this paper is to findtavhether African languages resemble one
another more than they resemble other languagewhatdfactors can be held responsible for
such resemblances. To be sure, clicks occur iretbféhe four African language phyla, not
only in all Khoisan languages, but also in Southeain Bantu (Niger-Congo) languages, and
in the Cushitic (Afroasiatic) language Dahalo; |sttheir occurrence is geographically
restricted to southern Africa and three East Afritanguages.

Furthermore, the fact that Khoisan languages arengnthe phonologically most complex
languages in the world, some of them distinguisihnmgyye than 110 distinct phonemes, is

% It is possible that the presence of gender sysiantise Eastern Nilotic languages (Maa,
Teso-Turkana, Lotuxo, Bari) is the result of langgi@ontact with Cushitic languages, but the
evidence on this issue is far from conclusive.
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ignored here since it does not appear to be clairsiot of Africa as a linguistic area, being
restricted to a few North and South Khoisan langsag

In the following we will discuss a catalogue of peoties that have been proposed to be
characteristic of Africa as a linguistic area (esgky Greenberg 1959; 1983; Larochette
1959; Meeussen 1975; Gilman 1986). Our selectido gdme extent arbitrary in that we will
ignore some properties that have been mentionedthmr authors but where we are not
entirely convinced that they are possible cand&lfdestatus as "Africanisms".

3.1 Grammar

A general phonological property that has been pdimtut by a number of students of African
languages is the preponderance of open syllabsiaravoidance of consonant clusters and
diphthongs (Meeussen 1975: 2; Gilman 1986: 41)theamore, tone as a distinctive unit is
characteristic of the majority of African languagesmost cases both on the lexical and the
grammatical levels (see 2.4).

Ignoring click consonants, there are a number ofsonant types that are widespread in
Africa but uncommon elsewhere. This applies amahgrs to coarticulated labial-velar (or
labiovelar) stops (Meeussen 1975: 2; Greenberg :198&ilman 1986: 41). Labial-velars
may be voicelesg) or voiced @b). There are also corresponding nasals and/ortifresa
but they do not show the wide distribution of stogrsd their occurrence is largely predictable
on the basis of stops (Greenberg 1983: 4). Theillision of this property is clearly areally
constrained: Labial-velar stops occur in a broaoggephical belt from the western Atlantic
to the Nile-Congo divide, and they are also occadlg found outside this belt (see Welmers
1974: 47-8), e.g. in Katla and Giryama. Still, tlaeg found in three of the four African phyla;
only Khoisan languages have no labial-velar std{s0, in the Afroasiatic and Nilo-Saharan
phyla, their occurrence is restricted essentiallgrie branch each, namely Chadic and Central
Sudanic, respectively (Greenberg 1983: 7). OutAidea, coarticulated labial-velar stops are
found only sporadically, especially in northeasteapua New Guinea in the t€aOno group

of the Indo-Pacific languagésin some languages of Melanesia, and in the Ansesian
language lai (Greenberg 1983: 5; Maddieson 1983:6)1see section 3.2.4 for more details.

Perhaps even more characteristic are labial (cod@ntal) flaps, where the teeth touch well
below the outer eversion of the lip, which is flaggsmartly outwards, downwards. They
have been found in all African phyla except Khojsag. in Chadic of Afroasiatic (Margi,
Tera), Niger-Congo (Ngwe, Ngbaka, Ngbaka Mabo, Nd8gre, some Shona dialects), and
Nilo-Saharan (Kresh, Mangbetu) (Gregersen 1977G3&enberg 1983: 4, 11). Still, their
occurrence is confined to a relatively restrictedhber of languages, and even there they
show restrictions in their use psonemic units; not infrequently, these sounddaurad only
in special vocabulary such as ideophones. In theirey of 250 African and 345 non-African
languages, Clements and Rialland did not find glsinon-African language, but at least 70
African languages having such flaps.

3 According to Mike Cahill (p.c.), "perhaps 20 laages of Papua New Guinea have labial-
velar stops, including Kate, Dedua, Kube, Ono, FuluAmele, as well as Yeletnye, which

uniquely not only has /kp, gb/, but also phonenustgalveolar /tp, db/ as well." Furthermore,

he adds that Santa Ana of the Solomon Islandsgiés /
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A third type of consonants that is widespread inio&f can be seen in implosives, which --
following Clements and Rialland -- we define as {ofnstruent stops. To be sure, there are
non-African languages, such as the Indonesian Eygluye (Mike Cahill, p.c.), but such
languages are rare. Furthermore, word-initial pgahzed consonants, for the most part
voiced stops, are widely found in Africa (Meeusd8ii5: 2; Gilman 1986: 41), although they
occur most of all in Niger-Congo languages.

An outstanding property relating to the vowel systean be seen in the presence of cross-
height vowel harmony based on distinctions of treggtie root position, commonly known as
ATR (advanced tongue root) vowel harmony. It is egidread in Niger-Congo and Nilo-
Saharan languages across the continent but apgpdaggare outside Africa.

Morphological properties that have been mentionadude reduplication of nouns and
adjectives, used to express a distributive funcfeog. Swabhilitano tano 'five each, in fives’,
Gilman 1986: 40). Within the verbal word, many &&n languages are characterized by a
wide range of verbal derivational suffixes expregdiunctions such as reflexive, reciprocal,
causative, passive, stative, andative (itive), agwitive (ventive), and these suffixes can be
combined in sequence (Meeussen 1975: 2; Gilman: ¥86However, both these properties
can also be observed widely in non-African langsage

A conspicuous feature of nominal morphology is ffaucity of languages having case
inflections, and ergative structures are fairly ameon, but northeastern Africa is a
noteworthy exception: There are a number of langsi@gross genetic boundaries that have
case inflections, and the only languages exhibiingergative organization, Shilluk, Pari,
Anywa, and Jur-Luwo, are found there. Northeas#drica is also typologically remarkable
in that there are quite a number of languages bQaaimarked-nominative system, where it is
the accusative rather than the nominative case ihainmarked — note that marked
nominative languages are crosslinguistically exoepl. A perhaps unique property of case
systems is the presence of case marked excludiyaiynal inflection, which so far has been
found only in African marked-nominative languageg howhere else in the world (Kdnig
2006).

With regard to word classes, African languages Haeen said to be characterized by a
paucity of adjectives and, in a number of languageiectives are claimed to be absent
altogether; what tends to be expressed in non-&drianguages by adjectives is likely to
appear as verbs of state in Africa (cf. Gilman 198%). On the other hand there is a word
class of ideophones that appears to be remarkadigns in many African languages
(Meeussen 1975: 3). While languages in other pErthe world have ideophones as well,
African languages have been found to have themsiindtly larger numbers. Furthermore,
ideophones expressing color distinctions have smifdy been found Africa (Kilian-Hatz
2001; Voeltz & Kilian-Hatz 2001).

In their arrangement of words, African languagealbfour phyla exhibit a number of general
characteristics such as the following: While on aldwide level languages having a verb-
final syntax (SOV) appear to be the most numerougfrica there is a preponderance of
languages having subject — verb — object (SVO)hag basic order: Roughly 71% of all
African languages exhibit this order (Heine 197@; Zee also Gilman 1986: 37).
Furthermore, the placement of nominal modifiererathe head noun appears to be more
widespread in Africa than in most other parts of thorld. Thus, in Heine's (1976: 23)
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sample of 300 African languages, demonstrativébaties are placed after the noun in 85%,
adjectives in 88%, and numerals in 91% of all laggs. Another characteristic in the
arrangement of meaningful elements relates to Vestbacture: In most African languages,
pronominal subject clitics or affixes precede these markers (93%), which again precede
the verb (83%), while adverbs follow the verb 93%&ife 1976: 24).

An arrangement of basic word order that occursnamaber of languages across the continent
but is fairly uncommon outside Africa concerns whatvadays tends to be referred to as
SOVX order. In languages having this order, theedirobject precedes the verb but the
indirect object and adjuncts follow the verb. SOMXiguages are likely to have postpositions
and to place the genitival modifier before its heddle other nominal modifiers follow the
head noun (cf. the type B of Heine 1976).

Serial verb constructions have been claimed to beermommon in Africa than elsewhere
(Gilman 1986: 41). Recent studies suggest in faat they are not confined to Niger-Congo
but exist also in Khoisan languages (Kilian-HatD20Konig 2003); still, the majority of
African languages do not qualify as serial verbgleages, and such languages are not
uncommon in some other parts of the world.

With reference to information structure, front-feowg of nouns by means of some kind of
cleft-construction has been mentioned, frequergdwobligatorily in word questions, where
who went? is expressed bwho is it who went? (Gregersen 1977: 50-1; Gilman 1986: 39). In
addition to noun phrase focusing there is alsotffoocusing by means of verb-copying, where
the verb appears first in the focus position amgpeated in the main clause (Gilman
1986:39); the exact distribution of this phenomeaoross Africa, however, is unknown.
Note that focus marking by means of verbal infleesi has so far only been found in African
languages.

In addition there are construction types that aiel $o be found in a number of African
languages but to be rare outside Africa. One aitiecalled anastasis by Meeussen (1975:
4), consisting in the swapping of subject and cemgnt participants within the clause, e.g.,
the possibility to express 'Worms enter the corfiise"The corpse enters worms'. It is
unknown how widespread anastasis is in Africa, @anslould seem that it is not all that
uncommon in other parts of the world (Felix Amega,.).

Logophoric marking constitutes another constructtgpe that has been claimed to be
specifically African. Logophoric pronouns indicatereference of a nominal in the non-direct
guote to the speaker encoded in the accompanyiatatine construction, as opposed to its
non-coreference indicated by an unmarked pronondeaice (Hagége 1974; Gildemann
2003a; see also Gildemann & von Roncador 2002)s,Tkthereas (5a) illustrates a
logophoric structure, (5b) is a plain, non-logopbatructure.

(5) Ewe (Kwa, Niger-Congo)

a é gl bé vye- dzé.
3.SG say that LOG- leave
'She said that shdeft.'
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b é- gy bé  é- dzo.
3.SG- say that 3.SG- leave
'She said that shdeft.’

Logophoric structures are with very few excepti@asicentrated in a large belt extending
from the southeastern corner of Ethiopia to the epdo the Niger River in the west and are
found in three of the four language phyla (Guldem2@03a; von Roncador 1992: 173).

Finally, there are a number of conceptualizatioatsgies that might qualify as Africanisms.
This applies in particular to what is called theg@-file model of spatial orientation (Heine
1997: 12-14), to be found in at least three offthe African language phyla, described by
Meeussen in the following way:

Imagine a place from which a house can be seenfuathetr away a small hill. In
such a situation the hill will be referred to inrigan terms as being 'in front of the
house’, and the house as being 'behind the Hiléreas in European languages the
reverse expressions will be used. (Meeussen 1975: 3

The following example from the Kuliak language Saymillustrate the goose-file model,
where an item to be located is conceptualized adaang the speaker but rather as facing
the same direction as the speaker.

(6) So (Kuliak, Nilo-Saharan)
neke  yoG su- o] S6G.
be.at people behind- ABL hill
‘There are people in front of the hill.'

There is another conceptualization strategy that haen proposed as an Africanism
(Meeussen 1975), being one manifestation of whasuglly called the inclusive or inclusory
construction, which is used in reference to a plthat refers to a set of individuals and
includes two explicit constituents. The form thenstuction typically takes in African
languages is illustrated in (7).

(7) Swahili
sisi na wewe
we and you
'l and you'

It is unknown how widespread this construction tiget is by no means restricted to Africa,
being found in various other parts of the worldaf®d 1987; Singer 1999; Moravcsik 2003:
479).

Another strategy that is not restricted to Africd Is perhaps more widespread in Africa than
elsewhere, to be found in all four language phgtasists in the fact that in affirmative

answers to negative questions the speaker warkisow if the propositional content of the

guestion is correct or not, e.g., 'Didn't you s®ep'Yes, | didn't' or 'No, | did' (Meeussen
1975:4; Gregersen 1977:44; Felix Ameka, p.c.).
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3.2 Polysemy and grammaticalization

Perhaps the most conspicuous area where one nxigitteto find Africanisms can be seen in
lexical and grammatical polysemies. The followinge @ few examples that have been
pointed out by students of African languages.

Within the domain of nominal polysemy, a paradigase can be seen in the fact that the
same noun is used for 'meat’ and 'animal' or, rdteely, that there are different but
etymologically related nouns for 'meat’ and 'aninf@reenberg 1959, 1983: 4) — a case
described by Lichtenberk (1991) more appropriagsdyheterosemy. Perhaps remarkably, if
one of the two meanings is derived from the othentit goes from 'meat’ to 'animal’ rather
than vice versa This is suggested at least by the fact that wiemthe two are distinguished
by means of some derivational, compounding or atlechanism then it is the item for 'meat’
that is likely to be unmarked and 'animal' to beked; cf. the following examples (for an
example from the Bantu language Tonga, see Gregil9&3: 16):

Language 'meat’ ‘animal’

Hausa (Chadic, |nama|naman dd 'wild animal' (‘'meat of the bush’)
Afroasiatic)
IXun (North |'ha | ||'hama (‘animal-DIM")
Khoisan)

To be sure, such a polysemy can also be observattién parts of the world, but it appears to
be much more frequent in Africa than elsewhere ¢getion 2.4).

Another nominal polysemy that has been claimedetpdn-African is that of nouns denoting
both 'hand’ and 'arm’, or nouns denoting both"fad 'leg’ (and ‘wheel’) (Gilman 1986: 43).
Note, however, that these polysemies are also widad outside Africa. Thus, in the
worldwide survey by Witkowski and Brown (1985: 203D out of 109 languages have a
‘hand'/'arm' polysemy and 42 out of 109 languagdsod/'leg' polysemy (see Heine 1997:
136).

Examples of polysemies involving verbs include gefidr 'eat’, which are said to also denote
‘conquer’, 'capture a piece in a game', and 'hexeast intercourse' (Greenberg 1959), verbs
for 'die’, which tend to have many non-literal megs in African languages such as 'be in a
painful condition', 'break down' (cf. Meeussen 194f verbs for 'lie (down)' also meaning

'sleep’, or verbs for 'hear' (to a lesser extesd skee') also denoting other kinds of perception,
such as 'smell, 'feel', 'taste’, 'understand’ (Meen 1975: 4-5). Meeussen (1975: 4)
furthermore notes that the use of words for 'gadgb tend to express 'nice’, 'beautiful’, and
fine' in African languages. The status of soméhese polysemies as Africanisms, however,
is far from clear. For example, meaning ranges esged by verbs for 'die' in African

languages may also be found in Australia or the Agae (Felix Ameka, p.c.), and much the

* Greenberg (1983:16) says however that this isahvgys so: "The most conspicuous
exception is the Grasslands languages where tme lhep or the like is found in many
languages with the meaning 'meat’ while tlaena root survives as 'animal’. It would seem
that this fact does not invalidate the hypothesia directionality 'meat' > 'animal’; rather, it
might suggest that — for whatever reasons - ameeanleaning 'meat’ received a new form of
expression.
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same applies to polysemy involving 'hear' (see levans and Wilkins 1998 for evidence on
Australian languages).

Another area where Africa provides a wide range coinmon properties concerns
grammaticalization processes, whereby the sameeptuel schemas and constructions are
employed to develop grammatical categories. Pertia@anost widely discussed example
concerns comparative constructions based on whéadeine (1997) is called the Action
Schema, taking either of the forms [X is big dedgadsses Y] or [X defeats/passes Y in size],
i.e., the use of a verb meaning either 'defeaitpass' or '‘pass’' to express comparison
(Meeussen 1975: 4; Greenberg 1983: 4; Gilman 1985:To be sure, this contact-induced
grammaticalization occurs also in other parts efworld, for example in Sinitic languages,
Thai, Viethamese, Hmong and Khmer, where a verftdacross’ has given rise to a standard
marker of comparison (Ansaldo 2004: 490ff.), butsale Africa it is extremely rare, while
roughly 80 % of the African languages have it (s#e 1); we will return to this issue in
section 2.4.

Furthermore, there is a grammaticalization progegslving verbs for 'say’ which are widely
grammaticalized to quotatives, complementizersppse clause markers, etc. (Larochette
1959; Meeussen 1975: 3; Gilman 1986: 44; Guldem&ddl). However, this
grammaticalization appears to be also fairly commatside Africa (see Ebert 1991; Heine &
Kuteva 2002).

Body part terms used metaphorically for deictictsgpalistinctions are found throughout the

world; for example, nouns for the body part 'bauk the conceptual source for spatial terms
for 'behind' in most languages. But this generalngnaticalization process appears to be
more common in Africa than elsewhere, and theresamee developments that are likely to

happen in Africa but unlikely to happen elsewhaéviedussen 1975: 3; Gilman 1986: 42).

Such developments include, but are not confinethtsgrammaticalization of body parts for

'stomach/belly' to spatial concepts for 'in(sida)'of 'buttocks/anus' to 'below' and/or 'behind’
(Heine 1997: 37ff.). Furthermore, sex distinctiamsed for the grammaticalization of the

spatial concepts 'right' (< 'male, strong handf deft' (< ‘female, weak hand’) have been
proposed as pan-African features (Gilman 1986: B@),such metaphorical transfers are by
no means confined to Africa.

Further grammaticalization processes widespredadrina involve the use of nouns for 'man’
and 'woman' as attributive or derivational markerssex distinctions (cf. Gilman 1986: 42),
whereby e.g. the noun for 'girl' is historically'vaoman child' and 'bitch' a ‘woman dog'.
Finally, the grammaticalization of nouns for 'bodg' reflexive markers has also been
proposed as characterizing common African concépaimn processes (Gilman 1986: 42;
Heine 2000) but, once again, this is a processghat no means restricted to Africa.

3.3 Conclusion

The properties that have been discussed in thitoremay have given an impression of the
kind of structural characteristics to be expectedifrican languages. It would seem that they
can be classified into the following categories:

(8) Properties that seem to be essentially resttitt Africa:
a clicks,
b labial flaps,
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c several types of vowel harmony,

d ideophones expressing color distinctions,

e case inflections expressed exclusively by toadgsonly found in African languages, all
of the marked nominative type,

f lack of obligatory agreement of transitive veragh their object.

(9) Properties that are distinctly more common fric& than elsewhere. These are properties

that are typologically remarkable, but many of them@ in their occurrence either genetically

or areally restricted:

a labial-velar stops,

b implosives, which Clements and Rialland define@s-obstruent stops,

ATR-based vowel harmony,

word-initial prenasalized stops,

noun class systems,

marked-nominative case systems,

marking negation at the end of the clause,

logophoric pronouns (indicate coreference of minal in the non-direct quote to the

speaker encoded in the accompanying quotative rcatisin, as opposed to its non-

coreference indicated by an unmarked pronominatedgv

i focus marking by means of verbal inflections,

] SOVX as a basic word order (where the direct aijpeecedes while the indirect object
and adjuncts follow the verb).

oQ D Qo0

On the other hand there are also linguistic featthrat occur in other parts of the world but
are hard to find in Africa. Thus, so far only feAfrican languages (Shilluk, Pari, Anywa, and
Jur-Luwo) have been found to show an ergative orgéion. Furthermore, while noun class
systems are more common in Africa than elsewhetiednworld, languages with noun
classifiers are comparatively rare, systems suc¢heagenitival classifiers of the Ubangian
language Dongo-ko and the numeral classifiers®fdtoss-River language Kana being
exceptions. And finally, no clear cases of polykgtit or noun incorporating languages have
so far been found in Africa.

Still, in spite of all the work that has been dameAfrica as a linguistic area, there no entirely
convincing evidence to answer the question raigdda title of this paper, for the following
reasons. First, although there is some fairly cam@nsive information on the areal
distribution of some of the properties dealt withoee (see e.g. Greenberg 1983; Heine
1976), we lack corresponding information on langasaim other parts of the world in order to
determine whether, or to what extent, we are reddigling with Africa-specific structures.
Second, there is a genuine problem that any prajectd at defining Africa as a linguistic
area is confronted with — one that has been destrdppropriately by Greenberg in the
following way:

Ideally, if what is meant by an African areal claesistic is one which is found
everywhere in Africa but nowhere else, then cleadge exists [...]. (Greenberg
1983: 3)

What this means is that it does not seem to balgeds define Africa as a linguistic area in
the same way as, e.g., Meso-America has been defdampbell et al. 1986), that is, in
accordance with the characterization proposed jnrire specifially in terms of a set of
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linguistic features that are not found outside Hraa (see (4b) and (4c)). In the remainder of
this paper we will argue, however, that there niénadess is a way of approaching this general
issue.

4 A survey

Being aware that it does not seem possible to &irset of properties that clearly separate
Africa from the rest of the world in accordancehw{#d), we decided to use an alternative
approach. Following Greenberg (1983), we selectecsead of eleven properties or
characteristics and we asked colleagues workingfooan languages to provide information
on the presence vs. absence of these propertiee ianguage or languages studied by them.
In this way we received information on 99 Africaangjuages. This sample is neither
genetically nor areally entirely balanced but repres all major genetic groupings of Africa:
Of the 99 languages, 55 belong to the Niger-Cor2goto the Afroasiatic, 15 to the Nilo-
Saharan, and 6 to the Khoisan phylum. It also ohesuall major regions with the exception of
north-central Africa, which is clearly underrepnetssl.

Choice of properties was determined by the follgneonsiderations. We were aiming at
finding phenomena that are likely to set Africa foffm other parts of the world. Accordingly,
we chose properties that previous authors had ethim be widespread in Africa but to be
less so elsewhere in the world, that is, a rangeajerties discussed in section 2.3. But a
number of these properties turned out to be urdeifar our survey, either because there is
lack of appropriate information on them in manyha# languages concerned or because we
suspected that their distribution might be gendyicaotivated. In the end we were left with
eleven properties that could be expected to bgaetdor an areal analysis.

4.1 Thedata

Table 1 lists the eleven properties used in theesuas well as the overall results of the

survey, namely the relative frequency of occurreoicéhese properties. What it suggests is
that the properties are roughly of three kindssti-ithere are some properties (3, 5, 6, 7, 8,
and 10) that occur in at least two thirds of the@sn languages of our survey; second, there
are properties that are found in a minority of é&m languages (1, 2, 4, and 9); and finally,

there is one property (11) that is found in roughhgry second African language.

Table 1. Relative frequency of occurrence of 1lolygical properties in African languages

(Sample: 99 languages. Parameters 3, 7, and 8 thhaveptions, A and B; if one of the
options applies this is taken as positive evidghaethe relevant property is present).

Property used as criteria Number of | Percentage of

languages having| all languages

that property

1 Labial-velar stops 39 39.4 %
2 Implosive stops 36 36.4 %
3 Lexical (A) and/or grammatical tones (B) 80 808

4 ATR-based vowel harmony 39 39.4 %
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5 Verbal derivational suffixes (passive, causative, 76 76.7 %
benefactive, etc.)

6 Nominal modifiers follow the noun 89 89.9 %
7 Semantic polysemy 'drink (A)/pull (B), smoke' 74 74.7 %

8 Semantic polysemy 'hear (A)/see (B), understand' 72 72.7 %

9 Semantic polysemy 'animal, meat' 40 40.4 %
10 Comparative constructions based on the schema [X 82 82.8 %

is big defeats/surpasses/passes Y]

11 Noun ‘child' used productively to express 50 50.5 %
diminutive meaning

To test whether these properties are in fact cheniatic of African languages, we asked
experts of non-African languages and received méiion on an additional 50 languages.
The results of the survey are summarized in tabW2at this table suggests is the following:

(a) Africa stands out against other regions ofvilbeld in having on average 6.8 of the eleven
properties, while in other regions clearly loweyufies are found.

(b) Outside Africa, no language has been foundaeehas many as five properties, while
African languages have between five and ten prigserThere are a few exceptions, to be
discussed below.

(c) While the African area can be set off from thst of the world, it seems that there is also
a worldwide north/south division: Languages of #wthern hemisphere have clearly
more of the properties than languages of the northemisphere.

Table 2. Distribution of 11 typological propertiascording to major world regions (Sample:
99 African and 50 non-African languages).

Region Total of Total of Average number of
languages | properties | properties per language

Europe 10 11 1.1

Asia 8 21 2.6

Australia/Oceania 12 37 3.0

The Americas 14 48 3.4

Africa 99 669 6.8

Pidgins and creolés 6 14 2.3

All regions 149

® Three of the six pidgin and creole

Americas and in New Guinea.

languages awken in Africa and the rest in the
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A slightly different picture emerges if one drawkng within Africa, separating sub-Saharan
from northern Africa. With northern Africa we reféo Afroasiatic languages with the
exception of the Chadic branch, that is, it inckid&hio-Semitic, Cushitic, Omotic, and
Berber languages. Accordingly, sub-Saharan Afmcdudes Chadic as well as all languages
of the other three language phyla. As table 3 ssiggéhis distinction is justified on account
of the distribution of propterties: Whereas northéfrica does not behave much different
from other parts of the world, exhibiting similagudres as e.g. the languages of Australia and
Oceania, it is sub-Saharan Africa that standsypdldogically, with an average figure of 7.2
properties.

Table 3. Distribution of 11 typological properti€sub-Saharan Africa vs. rest of the world
(Sample: 99 African and 50 non-African languagesrthern Africa = Afroasiatic minus
Chadic; sub-Saharan Africa = Africa minus north&frca).

Linguistically defined region  Total of| Total of | Average number of properties
languages| properties per language

World minus Africa 47 119 2.6

North-eastern Africa 13 46 3.7

World minus sub-Saharan 60 165 2.8

Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa 86 635 7.2

4.2 | sopleth mapping

Isopleth mapping is a technique that has been gmpln linguistic areas whose status is
fairly uncontroversial, such as South Asia (Masi&@¥/6), the Balkans (van der Auwera
1998), and Meso-America (van der Auwera 1998).l&tbpmaps are designed on the basis of
the relative number of features that languageslioaistic area share: Languages having the
same number of properties, irrespective of whiagkséhproperties are, are assigned to the
same isopleth and, depending on how many propeatiedound in a given language, the
relative position of that language within the lingjic area can be determined.

What isopleth maps achieve is that they show tlogmhical distribution of the relative
number of features making up a sprachbund. For pbanon the basis of ten features
characteristics of the Balkan languages, van deveka (1998: 261-3) finds that Bulgarian is
the most central Balkanic language, being "includedll isoglosses" i.e., showing all ten
Balkanic features (for a discussion of isoplethpsnaee Heine & Kuteva 2006).

Applying isopleth mapping to Africa yields the folling results: The most inclusive
languages are Western Chadic, Gur (Voltaic), solae&u and Guang languages, having 9 to
10 of the 11 properties considered. A secondaryleslo center is found in the Cameroon-
Central Africa area, where up to 9 properties andl. Clearly less central are languages
further to the west and south, that is, Atlantid &tande languages on the one hand, and
Bantu languages on the other, where around 6 pgrepeare found. Peripheral Africa consists
of the Ethiopian Highlands on the one hand, andheon (Berber) Africa, where less than 5
properties are found.

Isopleth research in general and in Africa in pattr is far from encouraging, for the
following reasons: First, what it achieves is rayghhat one would expect without drawing
on a quantitative technique: Languages spokenercéimter of the area are likely to show the
largest number of isopleths, and thus to be mastraleto the linguistic area concerned, and
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the farther languages are removed from the cetiterfewer properties they tend to share,
that is, the more peripheral they are to the amaarned. Second, the contribution that
isopleth mapping can make to reconstructing linguisistory in particular and history in
general is a modest one, since there is no cohemnof correlating isopleth structures with
specific historical processes. Nevertheless, ahape to demonstrate in the next section, the
isopleth technique can be of use for specific isgatating to areal relationship.

4.3 Genetic vs. areal distribution

In order to test how our typology survey relatesthividual language areas within Africa, we
had a closer look at the situation in a particukgion characterized by a high degree of
genetic diversity, namely Northern Nigeria. In tmegion between the Niger-Benue
confluence and Lake Chad there is a multitude ofuages belonging to three of the four
language phyla of Africa: there are Chadic langaagfethe Afroasiatic family in the north,
the Saharan languages Kanuri and Kanembu of Nil@%a in the northeast, and Niger-
Congo languages of the Atlantic, Benue-Congo, addmawa branches in the south. That
there was massive language contact in this regmmosa genetic boundaries is fairly
uncontroversial (see e.g. Wolff & Gerhardt 197Hg fjuestion we wish to look into here is
whether there is any significant correlation betvé®e relative number of shared properties
and the genetic affiliation of the languages conedr

To this end we decided to ignore the proceduresopleth mapping used in section 4.2,
which is based on the absolute number of propeftiesd in the languages concerned, and
instead adopt a modified procedure relying on dyamimparisons between all languages
concerned. Comparison is based not only on whethergiven languages share a certain
property but also on whether they both lack sonopenty, that is, typological similarity is
not only determined in terms of presence but aisteims of shared absence of a property.
Accordingly, if two languages were found to havieidé&velar stops then this was interpreted
in the same way as being typologially relevant fashey both lack labial-velar stops.
Altogether 14 languages were compared, of whicliteage Chadic (= Afroasiatic), two
Saharan (= Nilo-Saharan), two Adamawan, and twaa/Gbngo (= both Niger-Congo);
selection was determined primarily on the basithefavailability of survey data. The results
of these dyadic comparisons are listed in table 4.

Table 4. Number of typological properties shareddlgcted languages of northern Nigeria.
Language Genetic |1 2 |3 |4 5 6 7|1 8 9| 10 11 12 13

grouping
1 Saharan
Kanembu
2 Kanuri | Saharan | 8.5
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3 Hausa | Chadic 7 8.b

4 Chadic 7 75 9

Kholokh

5 Kupto | Chadic 75 9| 11

6 Kushi | Chadic S50 7| 9/80.5/10.5

7 Kwami | Chadic 78 981 |11 | 10.5

9| 8 8 75 8
9 Malgwa| Chadic 9.5 10 9 9 8% 9 10
10 Zaar | Chadic 65 8 10 10 95 pn0 (7 |8

7
6
7
8 Lamang Chadic 8 9.5
I
6
I

11Gyong | Plateau 58 |8 195| 95| 9 9.56.5|7.5|9
12 Burak | Adamawg9/ |6.5/|\5/ |7/ |7/ |6.5/|7/ |5/ |5/ |7/ |8/
10 |10 |10|10 |10 |10 |10|10|10|10]10
13 Waja | Adamawpl0.5(8.5 | 7.575 |75 | 7 7.57.5/7.5/6.5/8.5|8.5/
10
14 Jukunoid | 85| 7 | 575 |75 | 75| 7.55.5/5.5/8.5/85/9.5|8
Wannu

Map 1. A sketch map of northern Nigerian languadesglosses of the number of shared
typological properties (Encircled numbers = numlaérshared properties).
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A sketch map of northern Nigerian languages: Isoglosses of the number of shared typological properties.
(Encircled numbers = number of shared properties.)
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The results of table 4 are presented in the formnosopleth structure in map 1. Considered
are only shared figures of nine or more propemieshe basis of data presented in table 4.
The overall picture that arises from this map \8etthe important finding: It suggests that the
distribution of typological properties is not detened primarily by genetic relationship.

While there are some genetic clusterings, combirergy the Chadic languages Kwami,

Kushi, and Kholokh (11 properties), or the Nigem@o languages Gyong, Wannu, and
Burak (9 properties), more commonly the isopletiesi cut across genetic boundaries. This is

suggested by the following observations:

(@) The Saharan language Kanuri shares more prepdf.5) with the Chadic languages

Malgwa and Lamang than with the fellow Saharan lagg Kanembu.

(b) The Saharan language Kanembu shares more pespélO) with the Adamawan

languages Waja and Burak than with the fellow Sainé&nguage Kanuri.

(c) The Adamawan languages Burak and Waja sharee mpmoperties with the Saharan

language Kanembu than with their fellow Niger-Cofmyamguages Gyong and Wannu.
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(d) At the same time, Waja shares more propertids Kanembu (10.5) than with any other
fellow Niger-Congo language.

While we do not wish to propose any generalizatibegond the data examined in this
section, what these data suggest is that, on #ie bheleven properties used, areal clustering
provides a parameter of language classification ihdnardly less significant than genetic
relationship.

5 Conclusions

The analysis of our survey data suggests that thereidence to define Africa as a linguistic
area: African languages exhibit significantly marfethe eleven properties listed in table 1
than non-African languages do, and it is possiblpredict with a high degree of probability
that if there is some language that possesses tmanefive of these eleven properties then
this must be an African language. The data alsowalfor a number of additional
generalizations based on combinations of indiviqualperties. For example, if there is a
language that has any two of the properties 14dlakdlar stops), 2 (implosive stops), and 4
(ATR-vowel harmony), then this must be an Africanduage.

Not all of the properties, however, are charadierisf Africa only; in fact, some are more
common in other regions of the world. Property Brdal derivational suffixes) appears to be
more common in the Americas than in Africa, propért (Noun ‘child' used productively to
express diminutive meaning) is as common in Soutteca as it is in Africa, and property 6
(Nominal modifiers follow the noun) is equally coram in the Americas and
Australia/Oceania. What is relevant to our disausss not the distribution of individual
properties but rather the combination of these gntogs, where the African continent clearly
stands out against the rest of the world on theslmdghe eleven properties examined.

What this means with reference to (4) is that dwaracterization of linguistic areas needs to
be revised to take care of the quantitative gerzatadns proposed in section 2.4, by
rephrasing (4c) in the following way: This set abperties is not found at a comparable
guantitative magnitude in languages outside tha.are

The survey data presented are also of interest weitrence to an issue concerning the
genesis and explanation of creole languages. Ontheofmain hypotheses advocated by
students of these languages has it that the steucticreole languages, in particular of
Atlantic and Indian Ocean creoles, can be explaatddast in part with reference to substrate
influence from African languages, more specificdtlyn languages spoken along the West
African coast (see e.g. Boretzky 1983; Holm 1988)Y in its strongest form this hypothesis
maintains that creole languages such as Haitiarol€rbave the structure of African
languages, especially of Fon (Fongbe), with a Eemopsuperstrate grafted on (see especially
Lefebvre 1998). While we are not able to assesshypothesis here, our data do not lend any
support to such a hypothesis: With the exceptiorihef Portuguese-based creole Angolar
(Maurer 1995), creole languages do not exhibit anticeable typological affinity with
African languages on the basis of our survey dsda {able 2).

To offer a diachronic interpretation of the resyltssented would be beyond the scope of this
paper. An attempt in this direction has been mad@reenberg (1983), whose main goal was
to identify sources for the spread of four arealpgrties in Africa (see section 2.2). In that
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paper he argued that labial-velar stops (our ptgdEroriginated in Niger-Congo and then
diffused into Chadic and Central Sudanic languages, he suggested that comparatives
based on the Action Schema (our property 10) arBigér-Congo origin (1983: 15). In a
similar fashion, he found evidence for a Niger-Comgigin for the 'meat'/'animal’ polysemy
(1983: 18; our property 11). On the basis of ouandhere is nothing that would contradict
these reconstructions. But there is also an altiemperspective to this situation.



