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The paper (Baker & Gondo 2020) studies several issues in Dan morphosyntax: the formal 
differences between verbs, nouns and adjectives; two types of possessive constructions (with 
alienable and inalienable head nouns) and their syntactic structures; the derivation of nouns 
from verbs and adjectives; low and high nominalization; and possessive constructions with 
deverbal and deadjectival nouns. As it turns out, Baker & Gondo’s analyses are incorrect in 
some major points: the key formal differences between verbs, adjectives and nouns have been 
left unnoticed due to disregard for Dan tonal morphology, and for the same reason, the tonal 
marking of the high nominalization has also been ignored. Baker & Gondo’s syntactic analysis 
of the possessive construction with alienable nouns as analogous to the Saxon genitive (king’s 
house) cannot be accepted; in fact, it can be compared with the genitive construction seen in 
English the house of the king. Possessive constructions with deverbal and deadjectival nouns 
are not as radically opposed as one may think after reading Baker & Gondo’s paper; in fact, a 
noun derived from an intransitive verb can sometimes appear as an alienable noun with respect 
to its theme, and, conversely, a deadjectival noun can appear as a relational noun with respect 
to the modified noun.
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1. Introduction
In mainstream general linguistics, there is a tendency to regard descriptive studies of individual 
languages as a second-grade task subordinate to the main job, which is that of theoretical 
interpretation. A descriptive paper, however precise and correct it may be in the presentation 
of the language data, hardly has a chance of being accepted to a prestigious linguistic journal 
if it does not “contain theoretical implications that shed light on the nature of language and 
the language faculty”.1 It would be ridiculous to combat this principle: general linguistics is 
primarily about Language, and the countless descriptive papers which are produced are of minor 
interest to non-specialists in the given language. There are journals specializing in individual 
languages or groups of languages; publication of such papers would be more appropriate in those 
less central journals.

However, the converse question can be asked: if a paper is well structured and logically 
consistent, and contains numerous references to theoretical works, is it a venial sin for it to 
ignore the existing literature on the language in question? 

I do not pretend to give a final answer to this question. I even assume that there is no final 
answer, or that answers may vary considerably, depending on the context. However, I would like 
to draw the attention of colleagues to the problems a study may run into if the authors disregard 
previous publications dealing with the language in question and the solutions already advanced 
by their predecessors.

I am going to illustrate this simple point with a critical review of a paper recently published 
in Glossa, (Baker & Gondo 2020), dealing with possessive constructions involving deverbal 
and deadjectival nouns in Dan. In brief, the central idea of the paper by Baker & Gondo can 
be represented as follows: in Dan, there are two different possessive constructions, proper to 
relational and non-relational nouns respectively. When a verb is nominalized, its theme argument 
is expressed like the possessor of a relational noun, whereas when an adjective is nominalized, 
its theme argument is expressed like the possessor of a nonrelational noun. This difference 
is explained using Baker’s theory of lexical categories, according to which verbs intrinsically 
combine directly with a theme argument, whereas adjectives do not, but only become predicates 
of a theme argument with the help of a functional head Pred.

In this paper, I will firstly (Section 2) make a short presentation of the Dan language and 
its dialects and basic information on the morphosyntax of Eastern Dan (aspects not relevant for 
the present study will not be dealt with). Then a survey of the paper by Baker & Gondo will be 
given and its main ideas will be recapitulated (section 3). Further on, the main theses of Baker & 
Gondo’s paper will be critically analyzed. In Section 4 it will be shown that the formal distinction 
between nouns, adjectives and verbs in Dan suggested by Baker and Gondo is valid, but the 

 1 Cited from the home page of Glossa, https://www.glossa-journal.org/.

https://www.glossa-journal.org/
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criteria they provide are unsuitable. In Section 5, Baker & Gondo’s syntactic interpretation of 
possessive constructions with marker ɓa will be criticized; it will be shown that this marker 
would be better analyzed as a postposition. In Section 6, the key ideas of Baker & Gondo will 
be considered, namely, the different possessive constructions with nominalization. It will be 
shown that possessive constructions both with and without possessive marker ɓa are possible 
for deadjectival nouns; the main factor in the distribution of these two types of constructions 
is apparently the agentivity of the possessor. This factor also seems to be valid for possessive 
constructions with deverbal nouns. In section 7, high nominalization constructions will be 
considered. Special attention will be paid to a tonal morpheme marking high nominalization 
(disregarded by Baker and Gondo). My conclusions will be presented in Section 8.

In what follows, in the language examples from Baker & Gondo the orthography of these 
authors is preserved; the numbers of their examples are also retained and are preceded with the 
letters “BG”. However, in order to facilitate navigation, my continuous numbering of examples is 
also maintained; therefore, Baker & Gondo’s examples all have pairs of numbers separated by a 
slash, e.g.: (16/BG37). In my language examples, a phonological transcription is used.

2. Background information on Dan (with special emphasis on Eastern 
Dan)
2.1. Dialects of Dan
Dan (South Mande < Southeastern Mande < Mande < Niger-Congo) is a macrolanguage spoken 
in Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia and Guinea by about 1,600,000 people (2012, my evaluation).2 The total 
number of Dan dialects is approximately 35, see Figure 1. In Liberia, Dan is known under the 
name of Gio; in Côte d’Ivoire Dan is most often referred to as Yakuba (Yacouba). Since the 1960s, 
two distinct written norms have been elaborated in Côte d’Ivoire: Western Dan, based on the 
Blo dialect, and Eastern Dan, based on the Gwɛɛtaa dialect (sousprefecture of Santa, prefecture 
of Biancouma, Tonkpi province). There is also a northern variety of Kla-Dan which is different 
enough from Eastern Dan to be regarded as a separate language.

In the introduction to (Baker & Gondo 2020) it is said that the Dan dialect under study is 
that of Man (the main administrative center of the Dan country in Côte d’Ivoire): “see Gondo 
(2016) for the first extended study of the Man dialect, which we investigate here”.3 In fact, in 

 2 Baker and Gondo (p. 1) characterize Dan as “a Niger-Congo language of the Mandean group”. In reality, there is no 
“Mandean group”: there is simply the Mande language family belonging to the Niger-Congo macrofamily, although 
its Niger-Congo affiliation is contested by some linguists nowadays. For a recent survey of the genetic classification 
of African languages, see (Güldemann 2018).

 3 It is remarkable that the PhD thesis by Gondo is the only publication on Dan mentioned in (Baker & Gondo 2020). 
Meanwhile, publications dealing with Eastern Dan and predating (Baker & Gondo 2020) are quite numerous, and 
some of them directly concern the topics dealt with in that paper, see bibliography in (Vydrin 2021a).
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Gondo’s PhD dissertation it is the dialect of Gble or Gblewo (in Dan, Gblʌʌ̀ ̀or Gblʌʌ̀ẁȍ; wȍ means 
‘language, dialect’) that is concerned, Bleu Gildas Gondo being a native speaker of this variety. 
Evidently, Gble data have also been used for the 2020 article. This dialect belongs to Eastern 
Dan, and is spoken to the west and northwest of Man, at some distance from the city. It is true 
that all of the Eastern Dan dialects are more or less mutually intelligible, but it is not accurate to 
refer to Gble as “the dialect of Man”: the dialects whose areas are immediately adjacent to Man 
are Sleng, Soon and Kaa (Slʌŋ̏̋, Sɒ̰̋ɒ̰̏, Kȁȁ), see Figure 1.

It should be mentioned that most of the data for Eastern Dan published so far stem from 
the Dan-Gwɛɛtaa (Gwɛɛ̋t̏àà) dialect, and most of my unpublished data are from this dialect 
too. Eastern Dan has a written tradition and a codified orthography (some publications are 
available in the Dan Electronic Library, http://cormand.huma-num.fr/danbiblio/index.php). In 
what follows, I will operate with the data of the Gwɛɛtaa dialect (unless otherwise specified). 
Differences between the Gwɛɛtaa and Gble dialects have no impact on the points discussed in 
this paper; nevertheless, such differences will be mentioned and discussed whenever they may 
be relevant.

2.2. Segmental phonology and tones
Eastern Dan has 12 to 15 oral and 9 nasal vowels,4 and a vowel ŋ with limited distribution. A 
remarkable feature of the consonantal system is the presence of two implosive phonemes, ɓ and 
ɗ, which are realized as [m] and [n] respectively before nasal vowels or after ŋ. In the same way, 
the sonorants y, w are realized in nasal contexts as [ɲ] and [w̃] respectively. This means that the 
nasal consonants m, n, ɲ, w̃ have no phonological status in Dan; they will not be represented in 
my transcription (although m, n appear in examples taken from (Baker & Gondo 2020)).

Eastern Dan has five level tones (extra-high: a,̋ high: á, mid: ā, low: à, extra-low: ȁ; the extra-
low floating tone is designated by an apostrophe) and three modulated tones (all falling), only 
one of which is relatively frequent, high-falling: â. Tones bear a great functional load, fulfilling 
both lexical and grammatical functions (Bearth & Zemp 1967; Vydrin 2016).5

2.3. Basic morphosyntactic information (relevant to the present paper)
The basic word order in a simple verbal sentence is (S) Aux (DO) V (X), where S is the subject, 
Aux stands for auxiliaries indexed for the person and number of the subject and expressing TAM 

 4 In standard Eastern Dan, mid-close allomorphs [ɩ, ұ, ʋ] of the vowels /e, ɤ, o/ appear under the extra-high tone. In 
some dialects (including Gble) these allomorphs seem to have undergone phonologization.

 5 In the Gble dialect the number of tones is the same as in Gwɛɛtaa, but the lexical tones of some words are different. 
Besides, some auxiliary morphemes are regularly assimilated by the tone of the preceding element (while in Gwɛɛtaa 
their tones are stable). In Baker and Gondo’s paper some errors in the tonal notation can be observed, but I refrain 
from pointing these out except where they have an impact on the theoretical aspects of the paper.

http://cormand.huma-num.fr/danbiblio/index.php
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Figure 1: Dan and its dialects.
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and polarity meanings (in the Mandeist tradition these auxiliaries are usually referred to as 
“predicative markers”), DO is the direct object, V is the verbal predicate, and X is an indirect/
oblique object or adjunct. Dan is a null-subject language (the explicit presence of a subject NP is 
not obligatory, the subject being indexed in the Aux). The presence of a DO makes a verb transitive; 
if the DO position is void, the verb is intransitive. X can be represented by a postpositional phrase 
(NP + postposition), an adverb or an NP headed by a declinable noun (see below).

Non-verbal sentences of different types are formed with the copulas ɓɯ̰̏, ɓā, ɗɛ ̰,̀ ɗɤ́.6 Existential, 
conjoint and negative imperfective series of auxiliaries (see Table 1) can also serve as copulas in 
non-verbal sentences and can therefore be regarded as “bifunctional auxiliaries” (Vydrin 2020a: 
79).

A noun can be the head of a noun phrase. It can appear in the positions of subject, direct object, 
or oblique (introduced by a postposition, i.e., as the dependent component of a postpositional 
phrase); it can also be the head of an attributive nominal construction.

In the noun phrase, a dependent noun precedes the head noun, while an adjective follows 
the head noun. A determiner follows the NP. Thus, the basic NP structure is [[NP] N [Adj] Det].

A dependent noun can be connected to the head noun directly (ɗɯ̋ zɔɗ̋iɤ̋̋ <tree top> ‘top of 
a tree’) or by means of a postposition (ɗūɤ̄ɤ̄ ɓȁ gbīŋ̄gā <raffia.palm on caterpillar> ‘raffia palm 
caterpillar’).7 If the possessor is human, it is connected to a relational noun without a postposition 
(Gbȁtȍ dʌ ̄ <Gbato father> ‘Gbato’s father’), and to a non-relational noun by means of the 
postposition ɓȁ (Gbȁtȍ ɓȁ kʌʌ̋ ̋<Gbato on hoe> ‘Gbato’s hoe’). In other words, the postposition 
ɓȁ serves as a marker of dependency between nouns.8 When a possessive construction with a 
non-relational head appears in post-verbal position, the connecting postposition ɓȁ is most often 
replaced by another postposition, gɔ.̏

(1) Wʌʌ́g̏ā yɤ̏ ɗȍ kʌ’̄ ȁ gɔ̏ yʌʌ̋̏ gɯ́.
money 3sg.exi go\neut do\inf 3sg.nsbj for pocket in
‘There is probably money in his pocket.’

There is a subclass of nouns, so-called declinable nouns. In adjunct function they appear in their 
oblique case forms without postpositions.9 Six morphological cases can be identified, with a great 
deal of irregularity in their formation. For more detail, see (Vydrin 2011).10

 6 Contrary to Baker & Gondo’s claim (2020: 9) that “<…> Dan does not have an overt copula distinct from T”.
 7 Contrary to Baker and Gondo’s claim (2020: 25) that “nouns never take PP complements in Dan, as far as we know.”
 8 In the Gble dialect, ɓa in this function has no tone of its own and is tonally assimilated by the preceding syllable.
 9 These oblique forms come from fusion with postpositions.
 10 In all my previous publications, this subclass of nouns was designated as “locative nouns”. However, the term 

“declinable nouns” is more precise, and I will use it henceforth. Consequently, all the other nouns can be referred to 
as “inflexible nouns”.
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yà
/

yȁ
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ȁ
kȁ
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āȁ
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yá
á
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áá
–

N
eg

at
iv

e 
pe

rf
ec

-
tiv

e 
N

EG
.P

FV
ɓi

́ḭ̰́
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yí
í
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íí

kí
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Adjectives have semi-regular derivative models for plural and intensive meaning based on 
reduplication, modification of tones, suffixation and transfixation. They can appear in three 
syntactic functions: a noun modifier in an attributive nominal construction (2), the predicate in a 
postpositionless construction with a bifunctional auxiliary in copular function (3), the predicate 
in a postpositional construction (the postposition is ká ‘with’), and with a bifunctional auxiliary 
in copular function (4).

(2) Glà kpæ̋æ̋ yɤ̏ ȁ ɓȁ.
polyarthritis dry 3sg.exi 3sg.nsbj on
‘He has polyarthritis’ (lit. A dry polyarthritis is on him).

(3) Ȁ wȍ yɤ̏ kpæ̋æ̋.
3sg.nsbj voice 3sg.exi dry
‘He has a strident voice’ (lit.: His voice is dry).

(4) Ɯ̄ kpæ̋æ̋ ká dhɛ̀ gāɗɯ̋ ɗɤ́.
2sg.exi dry with that stick.insect be
‘You are as thin (lit. dry) as a stick insect.’

For a detailed presentation of Eastern Dan adjectives, see (Vydrine 2007; Vydrin 2009; Vydrin 
2010a).

Verbs in finite verbal constructions are necessarily preceded by auxiliaries (predicative 
markers, see Table 1). The 3sg existential, conjoint and subjunctive predicative markers 
can optionally be omitted, and the same is true of the 2sg imperative predicative marker 
(I prefer to interpret such cases as involving the use of zero exponents rather than a lack 
of markers). Predicative markers may merge with adjacent pronouns, conjunctions and 
determiners.

Apart from the predicative markers, the TAM and polarity meanings are expressed by verbal 
inflection which may be tonal or segmental. In the neutral aspect construction (Vydrin 2010b; 
Vydrin 2020b), verbal lexical tones are replaced by the extra-low grammatical tone (5b), cf. the 
perfect construction, where the verb ɗṵ̄ ‘come’ carries its lexical tone (5a).

(5) a. Yà ɗṵ̄ ŋ̄ kèŋ̏ dɛɛ̀.̀
3sg.prf come 1sg.nsbj after today
He came to me today.

b. Yɤ̏ ɗṵ̏ n̄ kèŋ̏ dȅȅ.
3sg.exi come\neut 1sg.nsbj after recently
‘He has come to me recently.’
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This tonal modification is a formal feature distinguishing verbs from adjectives: the adjectives 
can also appear with the existential series of bifunctional auxiliaries, but keep their lexical tones 
(3). This formal difference between verbs and adjectives was first described by Piper (1983) for 
Liberian Dan.

In the conjoint construction (an analogue of the neutral aspect construction used in dependent 
clauses and after a focalised NP), tonal lowering on the verb takes place; this modification follows 
a complex pattern which depends on the lexical tone and the segmental structure of the verbal 
stem, see in detail (Vydrine & Kességbeu 2008: 48–50; Vydrin 2016; Vydrin 2017: 536; Vydrin 
2021a: 41–42).

The following means of nominalization are found in Dan-Gwɛɛtaa (see also 3.3, 6.1):

—  the gerund, formed with the marker -sɯ̏. The gerund is used as a verbal noun (event 
nominal) and as a participle (in the attributive construction). A regular form.

— the masdar (event nominal), formed with the suffix -ɗɛ.̏ A regular form.

— the result nominal, formed with the suffix -ɗē. An irregular form with limited productivity.

— the supine, formed with the suffix –ya̰.̏ A very rare and unproductive form.

—  the extra-low grammatical tone on the verbal root marking phrasal nominalization with 
the retention of the post-verbal arguments.

The first three suffixes (-sɯ̏, -ɗɛ,̏ -ɗē)11 can also appear in phrasal nominalization constructions 
(in this case, they are added to a post-verbal adverbial element or PP). In such constructions, the 
phrasal nominalization is also marked by the grammatical extra-low tone on the verb. On phrasal 
nominalization see in more detail sections 3.4 and 7.

3. A survey of the main theses of Baker & Gondo
In this section, I will present the key ideas of Baker & Gondo (2020) in a concise form; critique 
will be given in the subsequent sections.

3.1. Formal differences between nouns, adjectives and verbs, cross-linguistically 
and in Dan
Nouns, verbs and adjectives are distinguished in Dan by their distribution. There is a limited 
amount of conversion between these classes, but this is an idiosyncratic phenomenon, rather 

 11 In the Gble dialect, the first two suffixes seem to have no tone of their own: they acquire the tone of the preceding 
syllable, which is an argument for their status as clitics (or even bound morphemes).
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than a general property. The authors specially mention a complication: nouns and adjectives are 
used as predicates preceded by the “particle” ȅ, in the same way as verbs (6/BG14a, b, c). Ȅ can 
optionally be omitted in all these cases (7/BG15a, b, c).

(6/BG14) a. Nʌ́ ȅ gȁ.
child 3sg.prs die
‘The child dies.’

b. Műsȍ ȅ zɔɔ̄z̄ɔɔ̏.̏
Muso 3sg.prs foolish
‘Muso is foolish.’

c. Klà ȅ nʌ́ ká.
Kla 3sg.prs child with
‘Kla is a child.’

(7/BG15) a. Nʌ́ gȁ.
child die
‘The child dies.’

b. Műsȍ zɔɔ̄z̄ɔɔ̏.̏
Muso foolish
‘Muso is foolish.’

c. Klà nʌ́ ká.
Kla child with
‘Kla is a child.’

According to the authors, “the difference between verbs and nouns/adjectives in Dan is 
concealed in this particular environment because of the confluence of two features of the 
language, neither of which is remarkable in itself: T remains as a separate word in Dan, 
and Pred is lexically null (also T can be elided in faster/informal speech)” (Baker & Gondo  
2020: 9).

The authors say the following about the cross-linguistic differentiation between the main 
lexical classes (p. 14):

<…> adjectives (APs) and nouns (NPs) are often used predicatively, <…> but Baker’s 

claim (with many precedents, including Bowers 1993, and, in a very different framework, 

Croft 1991) is that this is only possible when the AP or NP gets support from a functional 

head, called Pred. <…> This difference often shows up (directly or indirectly) in the fact that 

some sort of copula or predicational particle is needed in predicative adjective and predicate 
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nominal constructions, like be in English (John is happy, John is a hero), but not in verbal con-

structions (John fell, *John was fall) <…>.

The authors suppose that the fact “that simple verbs combine directly with their core argument, 
whereas adjectives and nouns can only do so indirectly, with the help of a functional head that 
may or may not be overt” may explain why nominalized verbs combine directly with their core 
argument, “whereas nominalized adjectives and nouns can only do so indirectly, with the help 
of an overt functional head ɓa”.

Another difference between the main parts of speech is mentioned on p. 9:

It is also worth observing that predicate nominal constructions in Dan are different from 

predicate adjectival constructions in that predicate nominals need to be followed by the post-

position ká ‘with’. This difference among the categories is less common/familiar cross-lin-

guistically, but it is systematic in Dan. As such, it is another way of distinguishing nouns from 

verbs and adjectives in the language.

3.2. Relational and non-relational nouns and two types of possessive 
constructions
In Dan, relational and non-relational nouns are formally distinguished in possessive constructions: 
the latter are connected to their possessors by means of the connector ɓa, e.g. (9/BG2b), and the 
former require no connector (the two nouns are simply juxtaposed), e.g. (8/BG1a). In both cases, 
the possessor precedes the head noun.

(8/BG1) Zȍta̋ gɔ̀
Zota head
‘Zota’s head’

(9/BG2) Zȍta̋ ɓa̋ ya̋
Zota poss yam
‘Zota’s yams’

(10/BG8)
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(11/BG10)

The syntactic structures of these constructions are interpreted by Baker & Gondo as follows: the 
inalienable possessor is the complement of a noun (10/BG8a), while in a possessive construction 
with an alienable head noun, the “possessor particle” ɓa is the head, the possessum NP is its 
complement, and the possessor is the specifier (11/BG10).

3.3. Deverbal and deadjectival nominalization
Verbs are productively nominalized by the morpheme –sɯ. According to Baker and Gondo, 
the event- and fact-denoting deverbal nouns formed with –sɯ follow the mode of relational 
nouns and are connected to their possessors without ɓa. A transitive verb can be nominalized 
retaining both of its core arguments: in this case the theme (i.e., the internal argument) is 
connected with the verbal noun without ɓa, and the agent (the external argument), with ɓa, 
see (12/BG33a).

(12/BG33) a. Zȍta̋ ɓa̋ Klà zʌ-̄sɯ̄ è já.
Zota poss Kla kill-nmlz 3sg.prs bad
‘Zota’s killing Kla is bad.’

Adjectives are regularly nominalized by means of the morpheme -ɗɛ to form names of states, e.g. 
(BG16a) zɔɔ̄z̄ɔɔ̏-̏ɗɛ ‘foolishness’. Deadjectival nouns follow the model of non-relational nouns, in 
that they are connected to possessors by means of the connector ɓa, see (BG5a-d).

The authors explain this difference in terms of Baker’s theory of lexical categories, according 
to which theme arguments are direct arguments of verbs but only indirect arguments of 
adjectives.

-ɗɛ is also compatible with nominals: it derives abstract nouns (e.g., nʌ ́ ‘child’ → nʌ-́ɗɛ ́
‘childhood’, gbɛ ̰ ́ ‘dog’ → gbɛ ̰-́ɗɛ ́ ‘dog’s behavior’). Baker and Gondo refer to this derivation as 
“nominalization of nouns” and consider it to be similar to deadjectival nominalization with -ɗɛ, 
inasmuch as these forms also require the possessive connector ɓa when used as possessum.



13

Finally, -ɗɛ can derive nouns from verbs, but in this case, according to Baker and Gondo, its 
role is different: first, the derived form has the meaning of the location of the event (Zȍta ̋gā-ɗɛ ̄
‘place where Zota died’, ɓaa̋ ̋kpà-ɗɛ ̀‘the place where rice is cooked’); second, the theme argument 
of the derived nominal is not marked with the “possessive particle” ɓa.

Further on, we read (Baker & Gondo 2020: 13): “The affix -sɯ also has uses other than its 
use in deriving event/fact nouns from verb [sic]. It productively derives adjectives from a root of 
any category.” This claim is confirmed by the following examples (see 6.1 for my interpretation 
of the semantics and functions of –sɯ):

(13/GB24) a. nʌ́ di-̃sɯ 
child hunger-adj
‘hungry child’

b. gbɔ̄ pɤ̀-sɯ̀
pot fall-adj
‘fallen pot’

c. mɛ̄ pűű-sɯ̋ 
human white-adj
‘white man’

3.4. Low and high nominalization
According to Baker & Gondo (2020: 16), cross-linguistically, a nominalizing morpheme can 
combine directly with a lexical head, before the lexical head combines with any of the arguments 
(or adjunct modifiers) that it would normally appear with. This is a low nominalization. 
Otherwise, the nominalizing morpheme combines with a verb or adjective after the verb or 
adjective has already combined with at least some of its arguments or modifiers: this is a high 
nominalization, or phrasal nominalization.

The low nominalization marker for verbs is –sɯ, and that for adjectives is -ɗɛ. When a 
deverbal noun forms a possessive construction with the theme of the original verb, it behaves 
as a relational (inalienable) noun (14/BG3c). A deadjectival noun behaves as a non-relational 
(alienable) noun and connects to the possessor by means of the possessive marker ɓa (15/BG5d).

(14/BG3) c. Műsȍ gā-sɯ̄ è yá.
Muso die-nmlz 3sg.prs bad
‘Muso’s dying is bad.’

(15/BG5) d. Ɓee̋̋ ɓa̋ kpɛɛ̋-̋ɗɛ ̋ è sʌ.̄
shirt poss dry-nmlz 3sg.prs good
‘The dryness of the shirt is good.’
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Baker & Gondo (2020: 18) explain this difference on the grounds that a verb takes an internal 
argument, while an adjective takes an external argument; this difference is projected on the 
syntax of the nominalized forms.

“Nominalization of nouns” (i.e., derivation of abstract nouns with the suffix -ɗɛ) follows 
the same pattern as the nominalization of adjectives: “they too have no argument that their 
nominalization can inherit. As a result, they too behave like nonrelational nouns”.

High nominalization, meanwhile, is possible only on verbs. Baker & Gondo assume 
that deverbal nominalizations as in (14/BG3c) can be interpreted as reflecting either low 
nominalization, (Műsȍ) – (gā-sɯ̄), or high nominalization, (Műsȍ gā) – (sɯ̄). Besides, there is 
a nominalization model where the nominalizer –sɯ comes after a post-verbal constituent (an 
adverb or a postpositional phrase), as in (16/BG37a, f). This model can be only interpreted as 
high nominalization.

(16/BG37) a. Ɓaa̋̋ nū nʌ́ ɗɛ ́ sɯ̏ è sʌ.̄
rice give child to nmlz 3sg.prs good
‘Giving rice to a child is good.’

f. Mlɛ̰ɛ̀ ̰̀ tà va̰v̋a̰ɗ̋ɤ́ sɯ́ è sʌ.̄
snake go quickly nmlz 3sg.prs good
‘The snake’s going along quickly is good.’

The authors claim that “there is a second version of the nominalizations in (37)12 in which -sɯ 
does appear affixed directly to the verb root, and the PP, AP or adverb follows -sɯ. The wrinkle is 
that these postverbal elements are necessarily connected to the nominalized verb by the linking 
particle ɤ́” (Baker & Gondo 2020: 23), cf. (17/BG39a, d).

(17/BG39) a. [Klà ɓà ɓaa̋̋ nū sɯ̏ ɤ́ Zȍta̋ ɗɛ]́ è sʌ.̄
Kla poss rice give nmlz rel Zota to 3sg.prs good
‘Kla’s giving of rice to Zota is good.’

d. [Mlɛ ̰ɛ̀ ̰̀ tà sɯ́ ɤ́ va̰v̋a̰ɗ̋ɤ́] è sʌ.̄
snake go nmlz rel quickly 3sg.prs good
‘The snake’s going along quickly is good.’

The authors claim that in the latter constructions we have low nominalization, and suggest at the 
same time that “ɤ is probably not a predicative particle”. They represent the syntactic structure 
of (17/BG39a) as follows.13

 12 My example (16/BG37).
 13 The authors introduce the label Lk ad hoc, without any explanation. Evidently it stands for “linker”. For criticism of 

their analysis see Section 7.
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(18/BG42)

 

Baker & Gondo further note (p. 26) that “ the location-denoting nominalizer -ɗɛ (homophonous 
with the deadjectival nominalizer <…>”, as well as an agentive nominalizer –mɛ can also be 
markers of high nominalization, in the same way as –sɯ.

At the same time, they show that in those cases where adjectives (in their predicative function) 
can have adjuncts, the deadjectival nominalizer -ɗɛ can be suffixed only to the adjective, and not 
the adjunct. This fact confirms the impossibility of the high nominalization for adjectives.

Let us pass now to a critical analysis of the theses of the paper (Baker & Gondo 2020).

4. On the formal differences between the main parts of speech
It would be difficult to disagree with Baker & Gondo that “nouns, verbs and adjectives are 
distinguished in Dan by their distribution” (see 3.1). However, their discussion of the constructions 
illustrated by examples (6/BG14) and (7/BG15) is unconvincing. When they say that “no clear 
difference between verbs, nouns, and adjectives is seen in this environment in Dan” (Baker & 
Gondo 2020: 9), they do not take into account the tonal morphology of the language. In (6/
BG14a), the verb gȁ ‘die’ carries an extra-low tone, although its lexical tone is mid (and it appears 
elsewhere in their paper with the mid tone, see (BG13a)). This extra-low tone is a marker of the 
neutral aspect verbal construction (cf. section 2.3). Nouns and adjectives have no tonal marking 
of this kind: therefore, the purported lack of difference between these parts of speech in this 
context is only apparent.

As a criterion for differentiation between nouns and adjectives, Baker & Gondo mention 
that it is impossibile for adjectives (unlike nouns) in predicative function to be followed by 
the postposition ká. However, this criterion is also unfortunate. The irony is that, unlike other 
postpositions, ká can follow an adjective in a predicative construction, as was already stated in 
2.3, see (4, 19).
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(19) a. ɓɛ̃̄ vlãa̋̃v̋lãȁ̃̏

human slovenly
‘a slob’

b. Gbȁtȍ yɤ̏ vlãa̋̃v̋lãȁ̃̏ ká.
Gbato 3sg.exi slovenly with
‘Gbato is slovenly.’

Vlãa̋̃v̋lãȁ̃ ̏‘slovenly’, like the great majority of adjectives in Eastern Dan, cannot be used as a noun: 
as shown in (19a), it cannot express the meaning ‘a slob’ by itself, but the presence of a head 
noun ɓɛ̃ ̄is necessary (in this respect, Eastern Dan differs from many other Mande languages). 
Therefore, in (19b) it cannot be interpreted as a noun either.14

Baker & Gondo (p. 11) insist that the use of ká can also distinguish nouns from verbs:

As we have seen, the need for ká is a distinctive property of predicate nominals in Dan <…>. 

Its presence in (20/BG19) thus tends to confirm the inherent nominality of the verb+ sɯ form. 

Overall, then, there is every reason to see these as straightforward instances of nominalization.

(20/BG19) Műsȍ ȅ Klà zʌ-̄sɯ̄ ká.
Muso 3sg.prs Kla kill-nmlz with
‘Musa kills Kla.’

From the translation of example (20/BG19) it can be concluded that in the Gble dialect this 
construction has an imperfective meaning. In Gwɛɛtaa dialect exactly the same construction is 
used, but to express resultative meaning:15 it can be intransitive (21) or transitive (22).

(21) Wē ɓā yɤ̏ giī-̏sɯ̏ ká.
wine art 3sg.exi turn.sour-ger with
‘The wine has turned sour.’

(22) Yɤ̏ ɤ̄ kwɛɛ̀ ̏ ɗú-sɯ̏ ká.
3sg.exi refl.sg luggage tie-ger with
‘He has attached his luggage.’

Even if this construction is non-verbal in origin, in synchrony it can be regarded as verbal. The 
gerund is used here predicatively, in the same way as the adjective in (19b).

 14 In fact, ká in (19b) is no longer a true postposition; now it is a marker of the predicative function of adjectives (res-
ulting from grammaticalizaton of the postposition ká).

 15 I do not know if the difference in this construction’s grammatical meaning between Gwɛɛtaa (resultative) and Gble 
(imperfective) is real, reflecting dialectal variation, or only apparent, due to an imprecise translation of (20/BG19) 
in Baker & Gondo’s paper. With respect to the topic discussed here it does not matter.
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The postposition ká in Dan is highly disposed to grammaticalization. In Kla-Dan, ká was 
grammaticalized as an infinitive marker, and in the next round of grammaticalization the infinitive 
was integrated into the imperfective verbal construction, i.e. reinterpreted as a finite verb (Makeeva 
2017: 633; Makeeva 2018: 129). The evolution of non-finite verbal forms and their reinterpretation 
as finite verbs is a general trend in Mande languages (Vydrin 2012) and beyond. Even if we decide 
that the construction represented in (20/BG19, 21, 22) is not fully finite, we should acknowledge 
that the presence of ká can hardly be regarded as a solid criterion of nominality.

To sum up: I agree with Baker and Gondo that nouns, adjectives and verbs in Dan are formally 
differentiated; however, none of the criteria suggested by these authors can be considered 
satisfactory.

5. On the syntactic interpretation of the possessive construction 
with non-relational nouns
In section 2.1, Baker & Gondo’s understanding of the syntactic structure of possessive constructions 
was mentioned. I agree with their interpretation of the construction with inalienable nouns (10/
BG8a), but not of that with alienable nouns (11/BG10), where the “possessive particle” ɓa is 
assumed to be the head of the possessive construction.

As was shown in 3.3, the possessive construction with an alienable possessum is just an 
instance of a nominal construction with a postposition as a marker of dependency between 
the nouns. With respect to their syntactic structure, such constructions are of the same type as 
English phrases a house in a wood, a tree by the river, a member of the family. ɓȁ is not the only 
postposition in Dan that can connect nouns. In (1), the benefactive postposition gɔ ̏appears in the 
same position, and in (23), postposition piɤ̋̋ ‘at (someone’s place)’.

(23) Ā gȍ Yɛɛ̄ ̏ piɤ̋ kwan̋ŋ̏-dhɤ̄.
1sg.exi go.away\neut Ye at compound-loc
‘I am from the Yèè family.’

Therefore, the syntactic structure of the possessive construction with an alienable noun is better 
represented as in (24) than as in (25/BG10).

(24)
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(25/BG10)

6. On the deverbal and deadjectival nominalizations
6.1. Nominalization suffixes
According to Baker and Gondo (2020: 11–12), deadjectival nous are derived by means of the 
suffix -ɗɛ (which can also derive denominal abstract nouns), while deverbal nouns are derived 
by the suffix –sɯ. They admit that deverbal nouns can also be derived by -ɗɛ, but claim that “the 
meaning of the derived form is quite different: it does not refer to a state/event/fact/eventuality, 
but rather to the location at which an event or events of the type named by the verb root takes 
place”.

In my view, there are three homonymous (or quasi-homonymous) suffixes -ɗɛ and three 
homonymous suffixes –sɯ in Eastern Dan. In Dan Gwɛɛtaa they all carry the extra-low tone (-ɗɛ,̏ 
-sɯ̏); in the Gble dialect they are toneless, and the tone of the preceding syllable spreads on to 
the suffix.

The three suffixes -ɗɛ are the following:

1) common case suffix of the declinable nouns, as in (26), see in more detail (Vydrin 2011);

2) suffix deriving nouns of quality/state which can be added to adjectival (27) and nominal 
(28) stems;

3) suffix of verbal noun (action nominal: I refer to this as the “masdar” simply to distinguish 
it from other types of verbal noun in Eastern Dan), see (29, 30).

(26) Ȁ gblɯ̋-ɗɛ ̏ yɤ̏ we-̋siʌ̄.̄
3SG.NSBJ stomach-CMM 3SG.EXI speak-DUR
‘His stomach is rumbling.’

(27) Ȁ ɗó ȁ ɗɛ̏ gbæ̋æ̋-ɗɛ ̏ gɯ́.
3SG.NSBJ go 3SG.NSBJ place broad-ABSTR in
‘He has gone out into the wide world’ (lit. … to the broadness of the place).
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(28) Ɯ̄ kʌ̄ ɓa̰s̀ɔ̰ŋ̏́-ɗɛ ̏ kʌ̏ ɓɛ ̰?́
2SG.EXI RETR mason-ABSTR do-NEUT where
‘Where did you do the building work?’

It is likely that all three suffixes go back to one and the same noun ɗɛ ̏‘place’, but in synchrony, 
it is appropriate to consider the common case suffix as separate one, while the status of the other 
two (the quality/state and action nominal suffixes) is more debatable: they can be regarded as 
representing a single transcategorial suffix or two different suffixes (or even three, if we decide 
that suffixes added to adjectival and nominal stems are distinct).

My first objection to what is said in Baker & Gondo’s article is that although the verbal noun 
(masdar) derived with -ɗɛ may have the meaning of “location of action” in some contexts (29), 
elsewhere (depending on the context) it can simply name an action or process (30).

(29) Yȁ kɔɔ̏̏ pɛ-̋ɗɛ ̏ wɔ.̏
3sg.prf gourd split-msd sew
‘He has sewn up a split in the gourd’ (lit. … a place of splitting of the gourd).

(30) Zân yɤ̏ dɔ̏ wʌʌ́̏ ɗōŋ̄-ɗɛ ̏ ká va̰a̰̋ɗ̋ɤ̄.
Zan 3sg.exi know\neut money count-msd with quickly
‘Jean can count money quickly’ (lit. ‘Jean knows counting money/the way of counting 
money…’, rather than *‘Jean knows the place where money is counted quickly’).

To my mind, examples (29) and (30) represent different stages of grammaticalization of the noun 
ɗɛ ̏‘place’. There are also intermediate cases, where both interpretations can be accepted, as in 
(31).

(31) Ȁ ɓǣæ̋-ɗɛ ̏ yà tó ɗɛ ̰ɛ̏ ̰s̏ɯ̏, yáa ɗiāŋ zʌ-̄ɗɛ ̏ yɤ̄.
3sg.nsbj neck-cmm 3sg.prf remain strict 3sg.neg.ipfv talk kill-msd see
‘He has got a sore throat, he cannot speak’ (lit.: ‘… he does not see a place of speaking’, 
or, in this context, rather ‘he does not see a way of speaking’).

Therefore, the semantic difference between the verbal nouns derived with –sɯ and those derived 
with -ɗɛ, at least in some contexts, cannot be explained in terms of semantic opposition between 
event/fact nominals and location nominals.

And the three suffixes –sɯ are as follows:

–  the gerund suffix is added to a verbal stem (the low nominalization) or to a post-verbal 
(adverbial) element (the high nominalization). The low nominalization can express, 
depending on context, either (a) the meaning of an action/process nominal, or (b) the 
participial resultative meaning (which can evolve into an adjectival meaning), e.g. (Gwɛɛtaa 
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dialect): yi ̋wɛŋ̀̀-sɯ̏ (a) ‘water spilling’, or (b) ‘spilt water’.16 The high nominalization can 
express only one meaning, that of the action/process nominal. The gerund suffix is regular 
and predictable, and it can be regarded as inflectional.

–  the denominal adjectivization suffix, e.g. (Gwɛɛtaa dialect): fɛɛ̏ ̏‘noise’ → fɛɛ̏s̏ɯ̏ ‘noisy’, ɗɔŋ̄̄ 
‘shade’ → ɗɔŋ̄̄sɯ̏ ‘shady’. Unlike the gerund suffix (which seems to be compatible with any 
verbal stem), this suffix is of limited productivity (and it is therefore derivational, rather 
than inflectional): my language assistants refused to derive adjectives from a very large 
number of nouns, even those which seemed to be semantically compatible with –sɯ̏. On the 
other hand, we find “unmotivated derivates”, i.e. adjectives with –sɯ̏ for which no original 
noun is attested, e.g.: sɛɛ̀s̏ɯ̏ ‘wrinkled’, kiɛ̋ɛ̋s̋ɯ̏ ‘ferocious’. This suffix appears sometimes in 
intensive forms of adjectives whose basic forms are suffixless, e.g. (Gwɛɛtaa dialect): glɯ̋ɯ̋ 
‘bitter’ → Intensive, singular gɯ̋gɯ̋sɯ̏ ‘very bitter’, glɔɔ̋g̋lɔɔ̏ ̏ ‘blunt’ → Intensive, singular 
glɔɔ̄g̋lɔɔ̄s̋ɯ̏ ‘very blunt’, see in more detail (Vydrine 2007).

–  the selectivity suffix can be added to nouns, to adjectives or to personal pronouns belonging 
to a special “selective” series. A form derived with this suffix is often (but not necessarily) 
followed by the focalization particle ɗʌ̰.̀ The fact that this suffix is different from the 
adjectivizer –sɯ̏ is proved by the ability of both these suffixes to appear together in a single 
word form,17 see (32).

Dan Gwɛɛtaa
(32) Sɔ̄ ɗiȉ-̏sɯ̏-sɯ̏-ɗṵ̏ zű.

cloth dirt-adj-sla-pl wash
‘Wash just the clothes that are dirty.’

If we return to the examples cited by Baker and Gondo, we can establish that in nʌ ́dĩ-sɯ ‘hungry 
child’, -sɯ is the denominal adjectivizer; in gbɔ ̄pɤ̀-sɯ̀ ‘fallen pot’ –sɯ is the gerund suffix (pɤ̀ is a 
verb ‘fall’); and in mɛ ̄pűű-sɯ̋ ‘white man’ -sɯ is the selectivity suffix (pűű is the adjective ‘white’).

In my view, there is no doubt that all three suffixes -sɯ are different, i.e. we have here 
homonymy of suffixes, rather than polysemy and/or transcategoriality.

 16 It is typical of South Mande languages to have a single suffix deriving forms that can function both as verbal nouns 
(action/event nouns) and as resultative participles, see for example the suffix –lɛ in Beng (Paperno 2014: 32–33), 
etymologically cognate with the Eastern Dan masdar suffix -ɗɛ. This typological evidence proves that in both action 
nouns and resultative particles, we have one and the same suffix –sɯ, rather than two homonymous suffixes.

 17 Theoretically, one could suppose that in (32) we see repetition of the same derivational suffix (as is sometimes 
attested in the languages of the world). However, each of the suffixes –sɯ̏ has a different function: the first one 
derives an adjective ɗȉȉ-sɯ̏ ‘dirty’ from the noun ɗȉȉ ‘dirt’, and the second expresses a selective meaning, ‘precisely the 
dirty ones’ (and not the other clothes).
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6.2. Syntax of deverbal and deadjectival nominals
The central topic of Baker & Gondo’s paper is that the deverbal event and fact nominals formed 
with –sɯ follow the model of relational nouns and are connected to their possessors without ɓa, 
while the deadjectival nouns of state derived by means of the morpheme -ɗɛ follow the model of 
non-relational nouns, i.e. they are connected to possessors by means of the connector ɓa.

However, the rule requiring that “the theme argument of an adjectival nominalization <…> 
must be marked by the possessive particle ɓa, like the possessors of the nonrelational nouns” is 
not as strict as is claimed by Baker and Gondo. In my data, I find numerous cases of adjectival 
nominalization where the theme is not marked with ɓȁ, thus partly disproving the paper’s central 
claim. Here are some examples.

(33) Yɤ̏ tɛɛ̋d̋ō blɯ̏ gwʌ̏ gɯ́ ya̰ā̰ɗ̄iɤ̋̋ ɗi ̰í ̰̏ yāā-ɗɛ ̏ ɓȁ.
3sg.exi friend push stone in yesterday soul bad-abstr on
‘Yesterday he pushed his friend on the stones maliciously’ (lit.: on the badness of soul).

(34) Yɤ̏ yee̋̋ tȍ ɗi ̋ gbæ̋æ̋-ɗɛ ̏ ɓȁ.
3sg.exi laughter remain\neut mouth broad-abstr on
‘He is giving a loud hearty laugh’ (lit.: he laughs on the broadness of mouth).

(35) Kpȍ yȁ tɔ̏ gbɛ-́ɗɛ ̏ zʌ.̄
mongoose 3sg.prf chicken numerous-abstr kill
‘A mongoose has killed most of the chickens’ (lit.: the numerousness of the chicken).

(36) Yi ̋ ɤ́ sæ̏æ̏ dȅdȅwō, wà wō kɔ̏ pá’ ká,
water 3sg.jnt fresh truly 3pl.prf pl.refl hand.cmm touch\3sg.nsbj with
ȁ sæ̏æ̏-ɗɛ ̏ yɤ̏ ɓȁ̰ ɓɛ ̰̄ kɔ̏ gɯ́.
3sg.nsbj fresh-abstr 3sg.exi put\neut human hand.cmm in
‘When water is cold, if one touches it with one’s hand, one’s hand feels cold’ (lit.: 
… its coldness appears in a man’s hand).

I also find numerous examples in my data where ɓȁ is present, as in (37, 38).

(37) Yɛg̏ā ɤ́ ȁ ɓȁ gblɛ ̰ɛ̀ ̰-̀ɗɛ ̏ ɤ́ ɓɛ ̰t́lʌ̏ dō.
orifice rel 3sg.nsbj poss long-abstr 3sg.jnt metre one
‘A pit one metre deep’ (lit.: A pit which, its length is one metre).

(38) Ȁ ɓȁ ɗʌ̰́ ɤ́ kwá we-̋siʌ̄̄ ȁ ɓȁ sʌ-̏ɗɛ ̏ ká
3sg.nsbj poss child rel 1pl.incl.jnt speak-dur 3sg.nsbj on good-abstr with
ɗɤ̋ ɓā…
so.rem art
‘Her child of whose beauty we have thus spoken….’
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It is rather improbable that the Gble dialect is different in this respect from what I observe 
in the Gwɛɛtaa dialect. Even if it seems premature to formulate a strict rule regulating the 
presence or absence of ɓȁ in possessive constructions with deadjectival nouns, some trends can 
be identified. The first such trend is that a human possessor requires ɓȁ, as in (20),18 with the 
exception of two nouns derived from quantifiers, gbɛɗ̋ɛ ̏‘majority’ (from gbɛ ́‘many, much’) and 
kpíȉɗɛ ̏‘overwhelming majority’ (from kpíȉ ‘big’), as in (39).

(39) Ɗēbʌ̏ gbɛ-́ɗɛ ̏ wáá tȕɤ̏ɤ̏ sūū ɓá dȁ.
woman big-abstr 3pl.neg.ipfv livestock kind certain go.up
‘Few women have any domestic animal’ (lit.: the majority of women do not rear any 
kind of livestock).

Another factor may be the pragmatic status of the possessor: it seems that a high pragmatic status 
of the possessor (as in (37), where the possessor is relativized) may also favour the presence of 
ɓȁ.

To sum up: contrary to what Baker and Gondo write, possessive constructions with 
deadjectival nouns may or may not feature the possessive marker ɓȁ, depending on the semantics 
of the possessor, and probably also its pragmatic status and some other factors.

Let us now consider possessive constructions with deverbal nouns in –sɯ. According to Baker 
and Gondo:

–  if such a deverbal noun is derived from an unaccusative verb, it is connected to its possessor 
(which corresponds to the internal argument of the verb) without ɓa;

–  if it is derived from a transitive verb, the agent of the verb (i.e., its external argument) is 
connected to the deverbal noun with ɓa, and its object is connected without ɓa, see (12/
BG33a) in 2.3.

As for prototypical unergative verbs, the authors claim (p. 21) that such verbs seem to be 
lacking in Dan, because the meanings in question are expressed by transitive constructions 
with light verbs: ‘sing’ is ‘song+pick/harvest’, ‘dance’ is ‘dance+do’, ‘sleep’ is ‘sleep+kill’,19 
‘swim’ is ‘water+do’, ‘walk’ is ‘walk+do’ and so on, and the less canonical unergative predicates 
represented by simple verbs (pè ‘vomit’, wlɤ̀ ‘fly’), when nominalized, are not marked with the 
possessive ɓa.

 18 Nearly all examples of possessive phrases with deadjectival nouns in (Baker & Gondo 2020) are with human pos-
sessors.

 19 Incidentally, it seems strange that the authors mention, among “the most prototypical unergatives”, the meaning 
‘sleep’: the subject of sleeping can hardly be regarded as actively initiating or actively responsible for the action.
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Although Baker & Gondo are correct on this point in general, there are some nuances to be 
taken into account. It is true that “prototypical unergative verbs” are rare in Dan, but still, among 
the approximately 250 morphologically simple verbs found in the Eastern Dan dictionary (Vydrin 
2021b) there are some intransitive verbs which can have agentive subjects. I find examples in my 
corpus of texts where gerunds of such verbs are connected with their possessors (corresponding 
to verbal subjects) by means of ɓȁ.

(40) Gbȁtȍ ɓȁ ɗṵ̄-sɯ̏ yȁ yi ̄ gɯ́-kplȁ.
Gbato poss come-ger 3sg.prf 1pl.excl.nsbj embarrass
‘Gbato’s arrival has embarrassed us.’

(41) Ȁ ɓȁ ɗā-sɯ̏ gɛ ̰̏ Ø gbȁ̰ Gbȁtȍ ɓȁ.
3sg.nsbj poss save-ger foot 3sg.exi drive.in\neut Gbato on
‘He owes Gbato his life’ (lit.: The cause of his saving is fixed on Gbato).

The verb ɗā is labile: it can be intransitive (‘save oneself’) or transitive (‘save someone’). If the 
intransitive meaning is concerned in (41), ɗā is an unergative verb (the saved person is an active 
actor), and if the transitive meaning is intended, then the saved person is the theme, which is in 
overt contradiction with Baker & Gondo’s claims.

The gerund of the verb ɗṵ̄ ‘come’ also appears in my data in possessive constructions without 
ɓȁ, just as in Baker & Gondo’s paper, cf. (BG3a). It turns out that, at least for some speakers (or 
in some dialects) of Eastern Dan, ɓȁ is acceptable in such context.

On the other hand, converse examples can be found, although rarely: my language assistants 
accept, in some cases, a gerund of a transitive verb connected with both arguments without ɓȁ, as 
in (42), although a variant with a possessive connector, wɯ̄-ɗṵ̏ ɓȁ glɛŋ̏̏ wɯ́-sɯ̏…, is also accepted.

(42) Wɯ̄-ɗṵ̏ glɛŋ̏̏ wɯ́-sɯ̏ sűɤ̋ yɤ̏ Gɤ̀ɤ̏ gɯ́.
animal-pl fence break-ger fear 3sg.exi Geu in
‘Geu is afraid that animals may break the fence’ (lit.: A fear of breaking the fence by 
animals is in Geu).

Without pretending to have conclusive analysis, I would surmise that here again, the presence 
or absence of ɓȁ may be conditioned by the agentivity of the possessor (the animals mentioned 
in (42) are agentive, but less so than humans). Accordingly, ɓȁ is not accepted by the same 
informant in (43), where the possessor is ɗā ‘rain’, while it is obligatory in (44), where the agent 
is human.

(43) Ɗā (*ɓȁ) ba̰-̄sɯ̏ sűɤ̋ yɤ̏ n̄ gɯ́.
rain (poss) rain-ger fear 3sg.exi 1sg.nsbj in
‘I’m afraid it will rain’ (lit. A fear of rain’s raining is in me).
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(44) Gbȁtȍ *(ɓȁ) Yɔ̏ ɓa̰-̏sɯ̏ sűɤ̋ yɤ̏ Gɤ̏ɤ̏ gɯ́.
Gbato poss Yo hit-ger fear 3sg.exi Geu in
‘Geu is afraid that Gbato may beat Yo’ (lit. Fear of Gbato’s beating Yo is in Geu).

7. High nominalization
The ideas of Baker & Gondo on the high nominalization in Eastern Dan can be accepted in their 
broad outlines. My objection concerns the fact that they have failed to notice the tone lowering 
on the verbal root as a marker of the high nominalization.

As already mentioned in 2.3, in the Gwɛɛtaa dialect in a construction with high nominalization 
a verb changes its tone to extra-low if the nominalization suffix –sɯ̏ (in my terminology, the 
gerund suffix) is attached to a post-verbal constituent, rather than to the verb, cf. (45); the lexical 
tone of the verb kṵ́ ‘catch’ is high.

(45) dȅ kṵ̏ wɔ̰́ ɗiɤ̋̋-sɯ̏
self catch/nmlz matter before-ger
‘self-control’

It seems that in the Gble dialect a verbal stem takes on a low tone in the same context: in 
(Baker & Gondo 2020: 22), among the six phrases in example (16/BG37), we observe this tonal 
lowering in four cases (ɗó → ɗò ‘go’, kʌ ̄→ kʌ ̀‘do, become’, wɪ ̋→ wɪ ̀‘speak’, ta ̋→ tà ‘walk’; these 
verbs appear with their lexical tones in other examples: ɗó (BG3d, BG36b); kʌ ̄(BG34b, BG36c); 
wɪ ̋(BG24c); ta ̋(BG39d), and the two remaining cases, where no tone lowering is attested, are 
unclear (I suppose that these exceptions may be due to incorrect tonal notation; audio files 
containing these phrases would be helpful).

In Standard Eastern Dan, it is not only the high nominalization construction with the suffix 
–sɯ̏ that is marked with an extra-low grammatical tone on the verbal stem. This tonal morpheme 
is also attested in high nominalization constructions with the masdar suffix -ɗɛ ̏ (46), and in 
nominalization constructions combined with relativization where the relativized noun is separated 
from the verb by a post-verbal constituent (an adverb or a postpositional group), see (47).

(46) Ȁ ɓȁ piɤ̏̏gāsòȍ pēdáyɤ̏ yȁ dɔ̄ biŋ̄̄biŋ̄̄ɗɤ̄, ȁ slʌʌ̏ ̏ gɯ́-ɗɛ̏
3sg.nsbj poss bike pedal 3sg.prf put tightly 3sg.nsbj turn\nmlz in-msd
yȁ kʌ̄ gbee̋̏.
3sg.prf do difficult
‘His bike’s pedals are stiff, it is difficult to pedal’ (slʌʌ̄ ̄→ slʌʌ̏ ̏‘turn’).

(47) Ɓā̰ yi ̋ tɔ̏ ká ɓiʌ̄g̋ā yà pɤ̏ klɔŋ̏̏ gblɯ̀ gɯ́.
1sg.poss water draw\nmlz with rope 3sg.prf fall well hole in
‘My rope for drawing water has fallen into the well’ (tɔ ́→ tɔ ̏‘draw’).
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Therefore, the grammatical extra-low tone on the verbal stem can be regarded as the main 
morphological marker of high deverbal nominalization, the suffixes (and among these, -sɯ) 
being supplementary means.

With relation to the high nominalization, I would like to reconsider the analysis of the “second 
version of nominalization <…> in which -sɯ does appear affixed directly to the verb root, and 
the PP, AP or adverb follows -sɯ. <…> these postverbal elements are necessarily connected to 
the nominalized verb by the linking particle ɤ́” (Baker & Gondo 2020: 23), ex. (48/BG39).

(48/BG39) a. [Klà ɓà ɓaa̋̋ nū sɯ̏ ɤ́ Zȍta̋ ɗɛ]́ è sʌ.̄
Kla poss rice give nmlz rel Zota to 3sg.prs good
‘Kla’s giving of rice to Zota is good.’

The syntactic structure of the construction in square brackets is represented by Baker and Gondo 
as follows (49/BG42).

(49/BG42)

 

I disagree with Baker and Gondo with regard to the interpretation of the element ɤ́. In fact, this 
ɤ́ results from the fusion of two homonymous words, a relativizer ɤ́ and a 3sg verbal auxiliary 
(predicative marker) of the conjoint series ɤ́ (50a); otherwise, the phrase would simply be incoherent. 
To demonstrate that this analysis is correct it suffices to pluralize the relativized NP, in which case 
the 3pl predicative marker appears, and no fusion takes place, as in example (50b) from my data.20

(50) a. Gbɛ̰̂ ɤ́ wɔ̏ ɓā yɤ̏ gā-sɯ̏ ká, kȁ ȁ zȕɤ̏.
dog rel.3sg.jnt lie\jnt there 3sg.exi die-ger with 2pl.imp 3sg.nsbj throw
‘The dog which is lying there is dead, throw it away.’

 20 On relativization in Dan, see (Vydrin 2008; Vydrine & Kességbeu 2008: 79–81; Makeeva 2012; Nikitina 2012).
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b. Ɓɛ̰-̄ɗṵ̏ ɤ́ wó ɓā, wȍ gā-siʌ̄̄ gbee̋̏.
human-pl rel 3pl.jnt art 3pl.exi die-dur very
‘These people are dying in great numbers’ (lit.: People which they are there, they 
die very).

Therefore, the syntactic structure of the segment in square brackets in (48/BG39), which I would 
represent and gloss as in (51a), should be analyzed as follows (51b).

(51) a. [Klà ɓȁ ɓaa̋̋ ɗṵ̄-sɯ̏ ɤ́ ɤ́ Zȍta̋ ɗɛ,̏] yɤ̏ sʌ.̏
Kla poss rice give-ger rel 3sg.jnt Zota for 3sg.exi good
‘Kla’s giving of rice to Zota is good.’

(51) b.

 

It is true that my reinterpretation of the syntactic structure of the phrase (48/BG39) does not 
invalidate Baker & Gondo’s claim that we have here a case of low nominalization, but still, the 
correct presentation of data seems to me a self-evident requirement for a scholarly article.

8. Conclusions
In their paper, Baker and Gondo (2020: 9–10) claim that nouns, adjectives and verbs in Dan are 
distinguished only by their syntactic distribution: a verb cannot function as a subject (unlike a 
noun) or as a modifier (unlike an adjective), and nouns are distinguished from adjectives in their 
predicative function, where nouns are followed by the postposition ká ‘with’ while adjectives are not.

In reality, besides the syntactic distribution, verbs are also distinguished from adjectives and 
nouns by their tonal morphology, which invalidates the following claim: “… T and the verb are 
not brought together in Dan” (Baker & Gondo 2020: 9).
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As for ká, it does follow adjectives in their predicative use (even if in this case we can speak 
of its functional evolution), and therefore it cannot be used as a criterion distinguishing between 
nouns and adjectives.

Further on, Baker & Gondo (2020) consider the difference between deverbal nouns and 
deadjectival nouns: “when a transitive or unaccusative verb is nominalized in the Dan language, 
its theme argument is expressed like the inalienable possessor of a relational noun, whereas when 
an adjective or noun is nominalized, its theme (subject) argument is expressed like the alienable 
possessor of a nonrelational noun”. However, a more thorough analysis of the Dan data proves 
that this difference is not as radical as they think. In fact, the theme argument can combine with 
a nominalization with the help of the possessive marker ɓa or without it, depending on semantic 
(position of the possessor in the Animacy Hierarchy) and probably also pragmatic factors.

Baker & Gondo’s analysis of low and high nominalization is correct in many respects; 
however, they have disregarded the tonal marking of the high nominalization on the verbal stem.

There are numerous other misinterpretations of the Dan data by Baker & Gondo.

One could praise the authors of this paper for their effort to introduce data from Dan into 
theoretical linguistics. However, this attempt is invalidated, to some extent, by the lack of 
profound analysis of the language data, an inattention to details, especially those of the tonal 
morphology, and an utter and blatant ignorance of the preceding tradition of the Dan language 
studies.
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List of glosses and abbreviations
ABSTR – deadjectival nominalization and abstract noun suffix

ADJ – adjectivizer suffix -sɯ̏

ART – definite article ɓā

Aux – auxiliary

CMM – common case suffix -ɗɛ ̏

DO – direct object

DUR – durative verbal suffix -sīʌ ̄

EXCL – 1st person exclusive plural pronoun/predicative marker

EXI – existential series of bifunctional auxiliaries

FOC – a) focalization particle ɗʌ̀ ̰~ ɗɯ̰̄; b) grammatical high tone on certain focalized nouns

GER – gerundive suffix -sɯ̏

IMP – imperative series of predicative markers

INCL – inclusive 1st person pronoun or predicative marker

INF – infinitive

IPFV – imperfective

JNT – conjoint series of bifunctional auxiliaries; tonal modification on the verbal stem in the 
conjoint construction

LOC – locative case

MSD – masdar (verbal noun) suffix, -ɗɛ̏

NEG – negative

NEUT – 1) neutral aspect marker (extra-low tone on the verbal stem); 2) Baker & Gondo: suffix 
–sɯ

NMLZ – nominalizer

NP – noun phrase

NSBJ – non-subject pronominal series

PST – past

PL – plural

POSS – possessive marker ɓȁ

PRF – perfect series of predicative markers

PROH – prohibitive series of predicative markers

PRS – present (Baker & Gondo’s gloss)
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Q – general question particle ȅȅ

REL – relativization marker ɤ́

S – subject

SG – singular

SLA – selective marker -sɯ̏

V – verb

X – post-verbal arguments and adjuncts
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