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Grammaticalization of Topic in Bantu Morphosyntax
Yukiko Morimoto (ymorimoto0128@googlemail.com)

The talk presents gramaticalization of preverbal topic (from the synchronic perspective) through the
examination of subject-verb inversion (and absence thereof) in object relatives in Dzamba, Sesotho,
Chichewa, and Swahili. Crucial in the analysis is the notion of internal topic, as opposed to the
external topic, the topic of left-dislocation (cf. Morimoto 2000). The distinction is well-motivated
in other typologically unrelated languages—e.g. Mayan (Aissen 1992, 1999), Russian (King 1995),
Malay (Alsagoff 1992), and Bulgarian (Jdger and Gerassimova 2002), but has remained rather
peripheral in the Bantu literature. I argue that properly distinguishing the two types of topic in
Bantu languages will allow us to explain why non-inversion languages (e.g. Sesotho) exist at all
in object relativization, where the topical subject can remain in the canonical position inside the
relative (= embedded) clause, even though topics normally cannot appear in such environments.

Subject-verb inversion in object relatives is observed obligatorily in Dzamba (1), optionally in
Chichewa in the absence of the relativizer -mene (2), and in one of the two types of relativization
in Swahili (3). Sesotho shows no inversion (4).

(1) oPetelo a-nyamozi imo-dondo i-mu-bundaki Zaki Dzamba
Peter 1-sold the-alligator REL-it-caught Jack
‘Peter sold the alligator that Jack caught.’ (Givén 1972:190)
(2) a. *Kélata i-méné §-na-weréngd m-phunzi:tsi i-ku-nyézé m-fi:mu. Chichewa
9.letter 9-REL  1-TAM-read 1-teacher 9-TAM-criticize 1-chief
‘The letter which the teacher read despises the chief.’ *Inversion w/ -mene
b. Kalata () 4&-nid-weréngd m-phunzi:tsi i-ku-ny6za m-fi:mu. Inversion w/o -mene
c. Kélata ) m-phunzitsi &-nd-weré:nga i-ku-ny6zé m-fi:mu. No inversion w/o -mene
(3) a. kitabu a-li-cho-ki-soma yule mtu. Swahili

Tbook 1-PAST-REL-7T-read that person
‘the book which that person read’
Swahili REL-V relativization

b. *kitabu yule mtu a-li-cho-ki-soma (Keach 1980)

(4) a. di-kobo tseo ba-sadi ba-di-rekileng kajeno. Sesotho
10-blankets 10REL 2-women sM2-0M10-bought today
‘the blankets which the women bought today’

b. *di-kobo tseo ba-di-rekileng basadi kajeno (Harford & Demuth 1999)

In Bantu languages the subject is generally highly topical (cf. Bresnan & Mchombo 1987).
Demuth and Johnson (1989), for example, analyze the Setawana subject marker as an incorporated
pronoun, which presumes that the overt subject NP must always be outside the minimal clausal
domain (i.e. dislocated). Given that such (dislocated) topics cannot appear in embedded context,
it is puzzling, especially under Demuth and Johnson’s analysis, why the topical subject can appear
in the preverbal topic position in the relative clause in Chichewa (2c) or Sesotho (4), rather than
the non-topical postverbal position as in Dzamba (1) or Swahili (3).

I show that the solution to this problem is simply to recognize the crucial difference between
the internal and external topic in Bantu languages: while the latter, the dislocated topic, normally
cannot appear in embedded context, the presence of the former (internal, often continuing, topic)
is not a main-clause phenomenon. The proper recognition of these two types of topic also leads to
a better understanding of other (discourse-sensitive) word order phenomena in Bantu languages.
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