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SWITCH REFERENCE IN BANTU LANGUAGES1

~Ursula Wiesemann
S.I.L. and Department of Linguistics and African
Languages, University of Yaoundé&, Cameroun

Clauses are said to be linked by Switch Reference when
they contain a morpheme indicating that the subject of"
the dependent -clause is the same as (SS marking) or
different from (DS marking) that of the main clause.
Such languages are not only found in North and South
America, Australia and New Guinea, but also among the
Bantu languages which have so-called consecutive (SS
marked) and sequential (DS marked) constructions.

The main characteristics of the Switch Reference System
include: )

a) the markers carry, in addition to the SS/DS informa-
tion, either person distinctions or clause connection
distinctions (or both);

b) the linked clauses are grammatically dependent but
may be semantically coordinated or subordinated;

c) the linking mechanism can distinguish between differ-
ent degrees of grammatical dependency, dividing the’
clause chain into medial-~final chains and subchains,
or skipping clauses which are peripheral to the chain,
leaving them unmarked;

d) the subject of the linked clauses can be numerically
same or different, provided that the singular subject
iw always included in the plural subject.

Les propositions dans une langue sont liées par le systéme
de "switch reference" quand elles.contiennent un morphéme
qui indique soit que le sujet de la proposition dépendante
est identique au sujet de la principale (marquée SS), soit
qu'il en est différent (marquée DS). On trouve ce systéme
parmi les langues de l'Amérique du Nord et du Sud, en

- Australie, et.en Nouvelle Guinée. On les trouve aussi

parmi les langues bantoues, pour lequelles on a décrit
des constructions consécutives (SS) et séquentielles (DS).
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Les principales caractéristiques du systéme "switch ref-
erence" sont:

a) les morphémes qui indiquent SS ou DS donnent également

les indications de personnes ou/et des informations sur °
"la relation des procés entre eux;

b) les propositions liées sont dépendantes grammaticale-
ment, mais sémanticalement elles sont soit coordonnées
soit subordonnées; ‘

c) par ce systéme on peut différencier plusieurs degrés
de dépendance grammaticale: on peut trouver des sé-
quences principales comprenant des sous-groupes, ou
alors on peut distinguer certaines propositions comme
étant moins centrales & la chaine que les autres, par
le fait qu'elles ne sont pas marquées par SS/DS;

.'d) les sujets des propositions liées peuvent &tre iden-
. tiques en nombre (singulier/pluriel) ou non, pourvu
que le sujet singulier soit inclu dans le sujet pluriel.

1. Introduction

) In human communication one important preoccupation is to know
who is doing what (when. and where). In order to keep participants
properly indexed in any particular text a number of linguistic de-
vices have been developed. One of these devices is the logophoric
pronoun reference. It has been extensively described for many

Niger-Congo languages, the latest and most comprehensive description

being that of the Gokana System described by Hyman and Comrie
(1981). It is, however, also found in Chadic languages (to be

reported by wlesemann in a forthcoming descrlptlon)

Another linguistic device is the so—called switch reference
system, first reported for North American Indian languages by
Jacobsen (1967) who coined the term and defined it as follows:
"Switch-ref@®ence consists simply in the fact that a switch in
subject or agent is obligatorily indicated in certain situations
by a morpheme, usually suffixed, which may or may not carry other

" meanings in addition™ (240). It has since been reported and exten-

sively described for a number of- Amerindian languages in North and
South America, for languages spoken in New Guinea, and for many
Australian languages.

It is the purpose of this paper to show that the same mecha~
nism is used by a number of Bantu languages, particularly of the
Grassfields region of Cameroun. In some languages it is used .
alongside of the logophoric indexing device, in others there ‘is
no logéphoric marking but switch reference only.
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2. Switch Reference Defined

The term Switch. Reference is actually confusing, for it
focuses on one device only: the possibility of indicating, in a
sequence of two (or more) clauses, the fact that the following
clause has a different subject than that of the preceding clause.
In actual fact, however, the languages reported as having this
indexing device fall into three groups:

a) languages ﬁhich overtiy indicate a switch in subject
(DS marking) ; '

b) languages which overtly indicate co-reference of subject
(SS marking) ;

¢) languages which have, depending on the type of clauses linked,
both DS and SS marking.

These will now be exemplified:

Kanite of New Guinea (Longacre 1972:5) indicates a switch of
subject in the following clause by the verbal suffix <ke which is
followed by a pronoun foreshadowing the subject of the following
clause. The foreshadowing pronoun is also present when the subject
is the same as the breceding clause, but then the =ke is absent:

(1) hi-s-u'a-ke-'ka naki a'nemo-ka hoya ali-'ka naki ali

do-INT-1p-DS-2p so0  women-2p garden work-2p so  work

ha' noma hu-ne'étale-'ka.....
finish do-COMPL-2p.....

'If we do this, you women work in the garden, when it ig
finished you.....' '

The foreshadowing pronoun in this example is -'ka '2p' following
the verbs hi~ 'do-INT', all- 'work' and hu- 'do COMPL'. Only in
the first instance is it preceded by -ke.

- .

A language which indicates SS marking by a special pronoun
and DS by the 'normal' third person pronoun in linking main and
subordinate clauses is Kaingdng (J&, Brazil, Wiesemann 1972) . The
subordinated clause may precede or follow the main clause, so ‘the’
use of the SS marking pronoun may be anaphoric or cataphoric¢ (in
Kanite it seems to be cataphoric only): '

(2) 8§ ty ti ve k§ tég £y 'when he, saw him he, cried!
S8 by 3s see when 3s-$ cry *

(3) t1 1ty t1 ve Ky tég ¥ :
38 by 3s see when 3s-5 cry ‘when he, saw him hei cried’
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Grammatically the subordinated clause in Kaingédng cannot
have a subject, but the agent is encoded in an instrument (post-
positional) ‘construction: "8 1y 'by him - coreferent with subject
of main clause (in this case- tog)" i tY 'by him - non-coreferent
with subject of main-clause’. tl is the 3s pronoun in' any gram=
matical function (but it may have case markers; __g_ls a fusion
of ti + tég 'subject marker').

In Kobon (Papua New Guinea, Davies 1981:181-183) both SS and
DS are marked by a completely different set of pronouns in non-
finite clauses. The pronoun subject markers in finite clauses
contain additional information about tense (distinguishing remote
past, simple past, perfect, present and future), while the non-
finite clause subject pronouns do not contain this information.
The person/number categories are the same in finite and non-finite
clauses. There are different sets, though, for contrafactual
clauses, one marker is used in purpose clauses, and another in
simultaneous time clauses. The other linked non-finite clauses w7
use the following pronouns to indicate SS or DS: i

SS DS

singular dual plural . singular dual }. élural
1| -em ~ul -un - -nd -lo” | -no -

’2 -mon | -mil -mim - =0 -8 -Be~_%pen
3| =8m | -mit | <Bm -5 -8 | -8

Examples {(Davies, 67a and 460) =

(4) kabd m#janu [au-8 in-a 'He heated the stones and
stone that .. heat-DS3s hot—-REM3s they were hot' (DS marking)

(5) . yad kaj pak-em ram ud ar-nab-in
i8 pig®strike~SS1s house take go-FUT-1s
'I willvkill a pig and take it home' (SS marking)'
Switch reference, or, as it may be more appropriately called}:

SS/DS marking consists of a morphological device which indicates
that the grammatically subordinate clause (or clauses) has (have)

‘the same as or a different subject than the dominant clause w1th -

which it is (they are) linked.

Grammatically’the clauses linked by such marking are dependent
on -the clause they are linked to. Davies (182) describes it this way:
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"Medial coreferential person-number suffixation of the
verb of a clause render it grammatically subordinate to
(i.e. grammatically dependent on) the final (i.e. finite)
clause of the sentence..... The basic purpose of medial
verb forms is to conjoin clauses..... The semantic rela-
tionship between the clauses may be one of coordination
or subordination." '

The distinction between grammatical subordination on the one
hand and ‘semantic coordination or subordination on the other seems
to be a crucial one in understanding the SS/DS marking mechanism.

Another peculiarity is the fact that a whole string of clauses
(up to 20 in Kobon according to Davies) can be subordinated to the
same main clause, leaving open the question whether such a string
is a sentence or a whole paragraph. Longacre (1972:II) finds evi-
dence for both in the languages he describes. He calls paragraphs
'medial-final chains' which 'encode sizable discourse-level chunks';
sentences he equates with 'devices which break up such chains into
subchains' (50, footnote 1).

Longacre also describes a situation in which SS marking may
refer to a clause further down in the chain rather than the adja-
cent one (which, however, may be marked as DS, in relation to its .
adjacent clause). He concluded that the skipped-over clauses are
marginal to the chain. My interpretation would be -that there are
different degrees of grammatical subordination in some SS/DS mark-
ing languages. = One example he cites comes from Gahuku (Longacre:13):

(6) nagamiq zeu-ke, golini zeka-go, numukug minuve
water . after—I-hit rain = after—it-hit house~in I-stayed
'After I washed it, after (because) it rained, I stayed
in the house'

In this example ﬁbg\foreshadows a following same subject. The
second clause, however, actually has a different subject, and is
marked by -go w2}ch,foreshadows a different subject in the follow-
ing clause. It is in the third clause that the subject is 'I' :
again. The reason clause is therefore bypassed in the SS marking.
He reports this same feature for a number of the languages in

New Guinea.

This illustrates the fact that the SS/DS marking system allows
for indicating varying degrees of grammatical dependency, which
are -in some measure independent of the ‘semantic relatlonshlp
between the linked clauses.

46



3. Person Oriented and Clause-Connection Oriented Markings
Languages with SS/DS marking can be subdivided into two groups:

a) languages in which the markers contain (overtly or covertly),
in addition to the SS/DS marking, person categories. The -
clauses thus linked are often not restricted as to the type
of grammatical or semantic subordination - these will be
discussed in Section 3.1;

b) languages in which the markers contain, in addition to the
SS/DS marking, such semantic ‘clause connection categories as
their logical or temporal relations, including sequencing -
these will be discussed in Section 3.2. i

There are also certain number restrictions in SS/DS markings
which will be discussed in Section 3.3.

3.1 Person Oriented Markings

The examples given above from Kanite (New Guinea) and Kaingang

(Brazil) belong to this group. In Kanite the -ke cannot occur

without a foreshadowing subject pronoun which contains the person
categories, and is therefore closely linked to the person differ-
entiating system. There seems to be no restriction as to the type
of-clauses linked. The relationships between the linked clauses
are indicated by separate morphemes.

In Kaingang, on the other hand, the SS indicating pronouns
& 'SSsg' and djag 'SSpl' can refer to a 3rd person subject only,
and the marker has to agree with that subject in number. There
are no other restrictions, i.e. any subordinated clause contains
this SS/DS marking. The type of subordination is expressed by
other markers. B

This is not quite so .in Kobon, which seems to be a language
combining both a) and b) characteristics. As has been shown
above,  some glauses are linked using separate sets of pronouns for
SS and DS markings. Purpose clauses, on the other hand, are
linked by -ntg when in coreferential relationship (Davies 80a):

(7) yad kaj pau-n+g ar-ab-in  ribo vyan
1s pig strike~PURP-SS go-PRES-1s river below

'I am going down to -the river to kill a pig*

~-ntg does not expréss person categories but does contain the fact

that the two clauses are in purpose relationship. So in that res-
pect Kobon is like the languages that will be described in' the
next section.
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3.2 Clause-Connection. Oriented Markings

The second group of SS/DS marking languages uses markers that
do not contain person categories, but rather such information as
to the relative timing of the two (or more) -actions linked, or
their modality relationship. One such language is Kashaya. (Pomo,
Oswalt 1976:297):

(8) ca’bféba ca’du’ ‘(A bird)i having flown -up, iti flew away'

(9) . ca*bf*'11i ca®du' " (A hawk) having flown up, it, (another
: bird) flew away' J

In these examples the suffixes -ba 'SS' and- =11 'DS' also contain
the information that the action of the subordinate clause precedes
that of the main clause in time. Oswalt reports five such pairs,
each pair giving information on modality and relative timing of the
two actions linked.

The marking system is somewhat different.for Cashibo (Pano,
Peru, data from Olive Shell). In some contexts, depending on the
tense or mode of.the verbs linked, both SS and DS are marked by a
special affix. In other contexts only SS is marked, DS being im-
plied by the absence of the SS marker~

(10) fiu 'aru-tan-cé-xun cana pi-a-n
things cook-SS—-PAST-TR 1s-AFFIRM eaqt—PAST-1/2s

"After T cooked, T ate’

(11) *€n 'aru-cé-xun ca pi-a-xin
1s-TR _cook-PAST-TR  36-AFFIRM eatPAST-3s

'After I cooked he ate!

The S8 suffix -tan occurs in past tense only, though the past
tense is separately indicated by the suffix -ce in the subordinate
clause (the crossreferencing devices above include’ the foreshadow-
ing of a transidive or intransitive verb, which is marked both on
the pronoun 'en and on the suffix -Xun of the verb of the subordi-
nated clause). :

3.3 Number Restrictions

"As mentioned earlier, in Kaing&ng:the subject of the main clause
and -that of the subordinated clause have to agree in number. This
is not the case in'all SS/DS marking languages. For Diyari
(Australia) Austin (1981) reports that SS marking "may be employed‘
where strict coreference does not hold, provided that the referent (s)
of the main clause subject is/are included among those referred to
by the subordinate-clause subject.” As examples he cites (316):
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