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This paper examines four types of verbal combinations
that have been labelled serial verbal constructions
(SVCs) in the literature on serial verbs. It then
concentrates on two issues: the nature of serial verbal
constructions and their derivation. Judged by the cri-
teria of verbal function, meaning, and morphology, com-
ponents of SVCs including those that have lost verbal
meanings, are shown to be primarily verbs. As far as
derivation is concerned, two hypotheses are examined:
the mono~-source hypothesis and the multi-source hypo--
thesis. The latter is shown to account better for the
different types of SVCs and, in particular, their
negative forms. The paper ends with the propositions
that the concatenation of verbs in the surface structure
of SVCs is the result of a convergence from different

- underlying structures and that SVCs form part of a

continuum, the end points of which are coordinate sen-
tences and complex verbs.

Nous examinons dans cet article quatre sortes de combi-
naisons verbales désignées. constructions des séries
verbales (CSV) "serial verbal constructions” dans la
littérature portant sur cette sorte de verbes. Notre
attention se porte donc sur deux questions: la nature
des CSV aussi bien que leurs dérivations. A la

lumidre de critéres fonctionnelles, sémantiques et
morphologiques, les constituants des séries verbales

y compris ceux qui ont perdu leurs significations
verbales s'avérent &tre des verbes & l'origine. Quant
4 la dérivation, deux hypothéses sont. examinés: 1'hypo-
thése mono-source et l'hypothése multi-seurce. : Cette
derniére rend mieux compte des différents types de CSV
en particulier des formes négatives. La communication
examine en dernier lieu les propositions que la conca-
ténation des verbes dans la structure de surface des

CSV résulte de la convergence des différentes structures
profondes et que les CSV fait partie d'un continuum dont
une extrémité représente les phrases coordonnées et

* 1l'autre les verbes compléxes.



In spite of the considerable attention that has been devoted
to the study of serial verbal constructions (8VCs) in West African
languages, there is still a great deal of disagreement on the range,
nature, and derivation of these constructions.1 One probakle reason
for the disagreement is the wide variation in the surface manifes—
tation of SVCs. In Akan, for example (Boadi 1968:84, Schachter
1974:259), verbs in SVCs are marked for tense, thereby making it
easy for tense marking to be used as a criterion in determining
which vevbal combinations constitute SVCs, and as an argument in
favour of a particular derivation (Schachter 1974:259). Such an
option is not available for either Yoruba or Nupe where there is no
surface marking of tense. ~'gimilarly, the modifying nature of some
verbs in Anyi, such as‘jg_'take"(Van Leynseele 1975:203), is amply
shown by the possibility of their being repeated in'the same SVC.

Again, there is no such ready indicator for many other_laﬁguages.

1. svc Types

In general, it may be said that four types of verbal combina-
tions -have been labelled SVCs in the literature on serial verbs.
The four types are: 1. the Coordinate (or Linking).SVC, 2..the
Modifying SVC, 3. the Purpose SVC and 4.:the Complex Verb SVC; and
they may be exemplified by the sentences in (1), (2), (3)..and (4)

. respectively:

1. The Coordinate (or Linking) ‘SVC:

(a) Yoruba OIll ra ;épé Jje

Olu bought groundnuts eat

'0lu bought and ate groundnuts.'
(b) Nupe Tsoda f3 ewd da  dé

Tsoda put-on garment went out

'Tsoda put on the garment and wen£ put;'
(¢) Akan Kofl kooe baae

Kofi went came

iKofi went and came back.'

2. The Modifying SVC:

(a) Yofuba -4 stn 1o
he slept go

'He fell asleep.' '
(b) ~ Nupe Mi lotd yd Tsoda
: I worked give Tsoda

*T worked for Tsoda.’



: ¢c) Akan Rofi yee adwuma maa: Amma
: Kofi did work — gave Amma

'Kofi worked for Amma,'

3. The Purpose SVC:

" (a) Yoruba .0ld:féé ra aso
Olu wants=to buy cloth

'Olu wants to buy cloth.'
- (b) Nupe Tsoda - bé 14 egba
Tsoda. came take axe
'Tsoda came in order to take the axe.'
(c) Akan (Not SVC)-

Kofi pe se  oko
Kofi wants that he-go

'Kofi wants to go.'

4. The Complex Verb SVC: (Collocation demands both verbs)
_ (a) Yoruba OId gba omo  ndd gbd
i Olu received child the hear
’ '0lu believed the child. '
(b) . Nupe . Tsoda béyé kd mi
Tsoda spread-eye stick me
'Tsoda stared at me.'
(¢c)  Akan Kofi gyee Amma dii
Kofi received Amma ate
'Kofi believed Amma.'
In the coordinate SVC, each verb has the same meaning as it}

would have had in a simplex sentence. Thus, the'meaning of each
of the sentences in (1) is the sum of the meanings of the simplex

sentence constituted by each of the verbs with the NP subject. In -

contrast to this, in the modifying SVC, the meaning of one of the
verbs is different from what it would have been in a simplex sen-

tence. This is because one verb in the combination serves only to.

modify the meaning of the other. Thus, in the sentences;in:(zlri
the verbs l¢ 'go', ié_'give', and maa ‘gave' merely extend the

_meanings of the other verbs with which they occur. In sentences

(3a) and (3b) which are instances of the Purpose SVC, each verb
has the same meaning as it would have had in a simplex sentence,
but the idea of purpose is introduced into the combination. To

- this extent, these two sentences resemble (3c) which is not an SVC



but a complex sentence with an embedded purpose clause. In con-
trast to all the other types, the complex vérb SVC is like a fixed
collocation of verbs because both verbs must be present for the
sentence to be meaningful. Besides, the meaning of the combina-
tion is very different from the meanings of the verbs in a simplex
sentence.

Although not everyone. (including the present writer) accepts
all the four types as SVCs this issue will not be of immediate
concern in this paper; but comments will be made later on the pro-
bable range of SVCs. : :

The two issues that will be taken up relate to the nature and
derivation of SVCs. What is the status of the so-called verbs in
syCs? . Are they all verbs? Secondly, what should be the underly-
ing structure and derivation of SVCs?

IT. Verbal Status. in SVCs.

There are three. types of criteria by which verbal status may
be determined. These are: function, meaning and morphology.

A simple test of verbal function is ability to occur in a

‘simplex sentence.. Judged by this criterion, each .of the words

labelled verbs in (1) - (4) is definitely a verb, There may, how-
ever, be a loss of verbal potential when a verb occurs in an SVC,
as opposed to when it occurs in a simplex sentence. For ~example,
the second verb in (la) and (2a) cannot be topicalized; yet it can
when it occurs in a simplex sentence.

Two aspects of verbal meaning may be examined. Verbs may be
said to display.characteristic meanings which can be classified
under the usual semantic categories of action, process, action-
process, state, attribute, éxperience etc. - From this point of view,
all the verbs in (1)-(4), with the exception of those having a
modifying function in (2), qualify as verbs, since they can be
shown to express one or the other of these categories.' Those verbs
in (2) having a modifying function will be considered to be deviant
because they express meanings usually associated with adverbials
or prepositions. And on this basis alone, they will fail to qualify
as verbs. The other aspect of verbal meaning is the contrast be=i
tween the meaning of the verb in a simplex sentence and its meaning
in an SVC. On this criterion, the verbs in (4) and those having a =
modifying function .in (2) will fail to gualify as verbs, since they
do not retain the meanings they have in.a simplex sentence. T

_ The drastic change of meaning of the verbs in (4) is easily
observed, since the meaning of the combination is an-idiom which ="
is very different from the meaning of the parts. The modifica ion.

of meaning in the ‘case of the verbs in (2) is not so obvious. '



Soﬁe people think that there is really no modification, other than
that reflected in the English gloss of the verbs concerned.2, There

‘are three ways of demonstrating that the modification of meaning

is real. Firstly, we can examine the selectional restrictions .of
the verbs in questlon,,secondly, we can compare sentences. in whlch
the verbs occur with paraphrases in the language; ‘and thirdly, we
can contrast the meanings of the SVCs in which they occur w1th
the meanings of the corresponding coordinate sentences.

:ConSider, for example, the following sentence which illuétrates
the first two ways of demonstrating the meaning change:

5. (a) Yoruba -ofje ndd sdré tdn
' ' food the ran = finish

'The food finished quickly.'

(b) Yoruba *ofije ndd séré
: 'The food ran.'

(c) Yoruba ohje ndd tén kfdki4
‘ food the finished quickly
'The food finished quickly.'

In (5a), the verb sidré 'ran' has undergone a meaning shift in its
function as a modifying verb. This is the only reason why it .is
now compatible with the subject ofije 'food' with which it cannot .
occur in a simplex sentence, as shown by the ungrammatlcallty of
(5b). - Furthermore, . sentences (5a) and (5¢) are paraphrases in
which the meaning of sare ‘ran' is the same as that of kiékid
'quickly'.

The contrast of meaning between a modifying SVC and a coordi-
naté,sentenceAcan be illustrated by (2a) which,has-thé~meaning
'He fell asleep'. The corresponding coordinate sentence made up. .
of two simplex sentences has the meaning 'He slept and went'.

Again, there has been a shift between the meaning of 19;'gof_in a

simplex sentence and its meaning in the modifying SvVC.

" Neither aspect of verbal meaning can be. considered a reliableb_

‘guide to verbal status. This is because each presupposes a pre-...
--conceived notion of limits to verbal meaning. There is no reason

why a notion expressed by one language through a preposition or an
adverb cannot be expressed through a verb by another language:

This is the whole basis of differentiating between functlons of the

verb in an SVC.

The modifying function and meaning of verks in SVCs = have
given rise to_their re-analysis as case markers, prepositions or

“even adverbs.3 In general, however, the consensus seems -to be



that they are primarily.verbs, whatever secondary function they may

“pe made to serve. This position finds strong. support in the mor-

phology of the verb. Even the verbs with modifying meaning dis-
play verb morphology. For example in (2c), the verb ma ‘'give'
occurs with the past tense marker as maa. similarly, the two verbs
constituting the complex verb SVC in (4c) also have paét tense
markers. i

The ability of a word to take tense and aspect markers has
been used as evidence of verbrness. For instance, Ansre (1966:29-30)
distinguishes between verb and verbid in Ewe on this basis. ' Thus in

6. (a) Ewe é nd kdtsétsé wé gbenm nd  namdm
he was fruit plu. plucking was sharing

nd ame wé
to person plu.

'He used to pluck fruits and share (them)

with people'
(b) Ewe nd> ... gbem 'was plucking’
nd> mamém 'was sharing'
| Y4 t . . 1
nd ... nam was giving

the verbs”ggé_‘to pick (a fruit)' and mé“to share' 'in (6a) are
inflected for tense, but not the verbid Dé_'to' as the paradigm

in (6b) clearly shows. In this case, inability to take a tense
marker is taken as evidence of non-verbal status. Hence nd 'to'
is a verbid and not a verb. Notice, however, that there is ‘a verb
ﬂé 'to give' in the language which'is fully inflected for tense -
and aspect as in (6b). One might argue that the verbid g§_performs
the modifying function of the verb nd 'give', and that its 16ss of
verbal inflection ‘is a direct consequence of this function. But
such a position will be-difficult to justify, if there are other
verbs in a modifying function that are still conjugated for ténse
and aspect, as is clearly the case in Akan. - N

If it is accepted that absence of verb ‘morphology is evidence
of non-verbal status, is the converse necessarily true? “When a
word displays verb morphology, is it necessarily a verb? - Congider
the following sentences: b R S

7. (a) Yoruba old ba a lg
- 0lu accompanied her go
'0lu went with her.'

(b) Yoruba *0[04 bé .ooa
'Oolu accompanied her. '



(¢} Yoruba bibd ni  .0ld. ba
accompanying -it—~is Olu accompanied

a “log
her go

"It was going that Olu went with her.’
(='What Olu did was to go with her"')

8. (a) Yatye ~ fwyi abd  utsi ikd
. ehild CAUS. door elose

'The child shut the door.'

(b) vatye  lwyi 3bd utsl fki
'The child shuts the door.'
(c) Yatye ba uts! ku

'shut the door*

~ Sentence (7a) shows that Qé_'accompany, with' which occurs in
a seeming SVC fails the functional test for verbs, since it cannot
occur in a simplex sentence as in (7b). However in (7a), it takes
the usual third person pronoun form for verbs (which is a redupli-
cation of the vowel of the verb), and in (7c¢), it can be topicalized.
In other words, it has verb morphology and partly syntax.

Sentence (8) is even more striking. It shows the causative
marker (which appears to be a kind of auxiliary) behaving exactly

"like a verb, According to Stahlke (1970:68), the behaviour of

verbs in Yatye is as follows:

Tense Marker : Example
Perfect Mid tone prefix aba, iki
Imperfect  Low-High prefix &bd () fku
Imperative Absence of prefix  ba, ku

In all respects, the causative marker behaves morphologically like
a verb. :

Cases like (7) and (8) present a .problem. Can one ignore a
verb morphologyvin determining what is a verb in an SVC? In (7),
the only reason“gé.does not appear to be a verb is that it does

not occur in a simplex sentence, otherwiseé there is no difference:

between it and other verbs Having a modifying function in 8VCs.

I have shown elsewhere (Bamgboge 1972, 1974) that occurrence  in a
simplex Sentence is not crucial to verbal status, since part of the
result of having a modifying function in an SVC is the: loss of: cer-
tain verbal characteristics associated with occurrence in a ‘simplex
sentence. It is conceivable, therefore, that there are verbs like -







































