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1. Intr oduction
TheSwahili objectmarker (OM) is averbalprefix thatagreeswith anobjectof the
verb. In Swahili thereis no semanticor lexical classof objectsfor which object
marking is obligatory, nor is thereany classfor which it is impossible. The nu-
merousearlierstudiesof theobjectmarker have discoveredno hardandfastrules
for its distribution. Its usagehasbeenfound to correlatewith a numberof fac-
tors,which we candivide into semantically/grammaticallyorientedfactors,espe-
cially animacy (Wald1979,HymanandDuranti1982,Keach1995),anddiscourse-
orientedfactorssuchastopichood,specificityor “salience”(Givon 1976,Hyman
andDuranti1982,Allan 1983).But suchcorrelationsareinvariablytendencies,not
categoricalfacts.

Colloquiallyspeaking,then,useof theSwahili OM is “optional”. But such
a characterizationmustbe forever suspect:arewe really observingunpredictable
variation,or arewe simply failing to take into accountthe right variable,or vari-
ables,thatcontroltheuseof theOM?Until andunlesswecanhaveanunderstand-
ing of the role of genuineoptionality in language,we canonly hopeto settlethe
questionby identifyingacategory(orseveralcategories),grammaticalor discourse-
oriented,thattheOM canbesaidto consistentlydenote.

Ourstudyof theSwahili OM is undertakenin this spirit. Webaseouranal-
ysisonacorpusstudyof writtenSwahili textsselectedfrom theHelsinkiCorpusof
Swahili. Theextentof variability foundin theuseof theOM, andthefact that in-
tuitionsaboutwhento objectmarkanNP arehighly variableacrossspeakers,led
usto believe that theconditionsdeterminingtheuseof theOM mustbepragmatic
in nature. As we show in section4.1, Prince’s (1992)notion of Hearer Statusis
successfulin definingconditionsunderwhich theOM is not used;but theconverse
doesnothold,andtheOM is unaccountablyabsentin many casesthatmeetthecon-
ditionswe have identified.Therelationshipof animacy to objectmarkingcanthen
beconsideredanindirecteffectof otherfactorsthattendto correlatewith animacy,
suchassaliencein discourse.

Theoptionalityof theOM alsocalls into questionits typologicalstatus:is
theSwahili OM aninflectionalmorpheme,or a separate,cliticized element?Mor-
phologically, it appearsbetweentheverbrootandthetensemorpheme,suggesting
that it must be inflectional; but we do not expect an inflectional category to be
optional,andthe Swahili OM hasotherpropertiesthat aremorereminiscentof a
pronounthanof an inflectionalelement.In section5 we arguefor a reanalysisof
theSwahili verbthatreconcilesthemorphologicalevidencewith ananalysisof the
OM asapronoun.

1.1. Methodology
Our corpusstudywasperformedon materialfrom theHelsinki Corpusof Swahili,
anonlinecorpuslocatedon theHelsinki UniversityLanguageCorpusServer, and
administeredby theDepartmentof AsianandAfrican Studies.Thecorpusis com-
prisedof acollectionof bookswrittenby authorswhospeakoneof severaldifferent
dialectsof Swahili andcomefrom differentSwahili speakingcountries.Swahili is
notafirst languagefor all of thesewriters,but all acquiredit atanearlyage.
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Wecodedatotalof 23randomlyselectedpassages,eachcontaining31sen-
tences. Sentenceswith multiple objectswere excludedfrom the datapresented
here. We codedfor the following variables:presenceof the objectmarker; an-
imacy; whethera full-NP object is present;Information Status(in the senseof
Prince1992);andwhethertheobjectNP is referentialor predicative.

Objectsthatwerecodedasanimateincludedanimalsandhumans,but ex-
cludedanything humanthatcouldnot move; corpses,bodyparts,etc... Thenoun
classof theobjectwasignored,for exampleif ananimatewasin a typically inani-
matenounclass,e.g.,ki-toto ‘class7-smallchild’ (cf. thecanonicalm-toto‘class1-
child’), the objectwasstill codedasanimate.The remainderof the objectswere
codedasinanimate.

Codingwasbasedonour interpretation(asreaders)of thepassagesin ques-
tion. In particular, theobjectsof verbswithout overt full-NP objectswerededuced
on thebasisof our understandingof thetext; andthehearer-statusof verbsusedin
conversations,which is definedin termsof the hearer’s knowledge,wasassigned
onthebasisof areader’sunderstandingof whatthehearerin theconversationknew
or did notknow.

Only sentenceswith transitive mainverbswerecoded.Verbswereconsid-
eredtransitive if they metany of the following criteria: first, if therewasanovert
objecteitherfollowing or precedingtheverb;second,if therewasanobjectmarker
in the verb; or third, if in English, the verb could not appearwithout an object
(which would show that an objectis not semanticallyrequired).For examplethe
verbeatcanbeusedintransitively in English,henceobject-lessusesof it werenot
coded.Thisselectionmethodwasintendedto includein ourstudynull objectsthat
arenotindicatedby anagreementmarker. It turnsoutthatsuchcasesarepractically
nonexistentin writtenSwahili (seesection2).

Sentencesat discoursesegmentboundariesor the beginning of new dis-
coursesegmentswerenotcoded,sincereferenceacrossdiscourseboundariesis not
well-understoodandcreatesadditionaldifficulties. Becausewe wereonly inter-
estedin unmarkedusesof theobjectmarker, all syntacticallyspecializedconstruc-
tions; ObjectRelatives,Reflexives,Left-Dislocations,Topicalizations,andRight-
Dislocationswereexcludedfrom thefinal analysis.Casesof DiscourseDeixis (in
thesenseof Webber(1990),i.e.,event-level reference)werealsoexcluded.

Thestatisticswe discussarebasedon analysisof 312codedsentencesthat
metall of theabovecriteria.Thiscountbreaksdown fairly evenly for animacy, ob-
ject marking,andinformationstatus:124 sentenceswereobjectmarked, vs. 188
whichwerenot;144objectswereanimate,and168werenot;and175objectswere
codedasHearerOld, vs.137thatwereHearerNew.

2. The grammar of Swahili object marking
Swahili or KiSwahili is a Bantulanguagespoken in muchof EastAfrica asa lin-
guafrancaandis theMotherTonguealongmuchof coastalTanzaniaandKenyaas
well asonseveralislands(Zanzibar, Pemba,Mafia,Lamu,etc.).Accordingto Eth-
nologue(Grimes1996),Swahili is spokenby somefive million speakersasa first
language,andby anotherthirty million asasecondlanguage.

Swahili verbscarrymorphemesthat agreewith their subjectandobjectin
nounclass.Theagreementmarkersincludeinformationaboutnumber, personand
nounclass.Thenounclassescorrespondto somedegreeto semanticclasses;an-
imate(class1/2), tall-thin things(3/4), man-madethings(7/8), loanwords(9/10),
etc...Thebasicstructureof theSwahili verbis asfollows:
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(1) SM
Ni–
1sg

Tense
li–
Past

(RM) (OM)
ku–
2sg

VerbRoot
on–
see

(DS� ) FinalVowel
a
Indic

(SM = subjectmarker;RM = relativemarker;DS = derivationalsuffixes)
‘I saw you.’

The“final vowel” cancarrymoodinformation: in the imperative andthesubjunc-
tive,a specialfinal vowel appearsandthereis no tensemorpheme.Reflexivesare
expressedthrougha reflexivemorpheme,which appearsin theObjectMarker slot.
Verbscancarrya numberof derivationalsuffixeswhich mustappearin a specific
orderafter theverbroot. Thederivationalsuffixesincludemorphemesexpressing
causative,applicative,passive,reciprocal,and“stative” relations.

Unlike objectmarking,subjectagreementis almostalwaysmandatoryin
Swahili for finite verbs,i.e.,all finite verbscarryasubjectagreementmorpheme.�

The objectmarker, on the otherhand,is not alwayspresent.A transitive
verbwith a lexical objectNPmayor maynotcarryobjectagreement.Objectmark-
ing is possiblewith everylexical classof objects,� but is not requiredby any lexical
classof objects;sometypesof objects(suchaspropernamesandanimates)areob-
jectmarkedmorefrequentlythanothers,but exceptionsin eitherdirectionarequite
common. The examplesin (2) show overtly expressedanimateobjectswith and
withoutobjectmarking;thosein (3) show thesamefrom inanimates.(In examples
with morethanoneverb,theverbwhoseobjectmarkingis of interestis shown in
boldface).

(2) a. +animate+OM +FullNP
Ni-li-mw-uliza
SM-Pst-OM-ask

Helena
Helena

kama
if

mtu
person

a-li-bisha
SM-Pst-knock

hodi.
knock.knock

‘I askedHelenaif someonehadknockedon thedoor.’
b. +animate–OM+FullNP

Wakati
time

huu
this

Rosa
Rosa

a-li-hitaji
SM-Pst-need

watu
people

wa
PREP

ku-m-tuliza.
to-OM-comfort

‘At thattimeRosaneededsomeoneto carefor her.’
c. +animate–OM+FullNP

A-li-uliza
SM-T-ask

Bosi
boss

baada
after

ya
of

ku-ingia
to-enter

ndani,
inside

...

‘After goinginside,heasked theboss...’
(3) a. –animate–OM+FullNP

A-li-kata
SM-Pst-cut

kamba
rope

na
and

ku-kimbia.
Inf-run

‘It [thedog]cut theropeandranfree.’
b. –animate+OM +FullNP

Tuli
Tuli

a-li-ya-amini
SM-Pst-OM-believe

maneno
words

hayo.
these

‘Tuli believedthesewords.’

Theobjectmarkercanalsodenoteanargumentthatis not expressedby a full NP:

(4) a. +animate+OM –FullNP
Yule
that

mtu
man

a-li-kataa
SM-Pst-refuse

ku-funuliwa.
be-uncovered

Albert
Albert

a-li-m-sikia
SM-Pst-OM-hear

a-ki-lia.
SM-Ipf-cry

‘That manrefusedto show his face.Albert heard him crying.’
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b. –animate+OM –FullNP
Maneno
words

haya
these

a-li-ya-sema
SM-Pst-OM-say

kwa
with

sauti
voice

kubwa.
big

Rosa
Rosa

a-li-ya-sikia.
SM-Pst-OM-hear

‘He saidthesewordsvery loudly. Rosaheardthem.’

Finally, it is possiblefor theobjectof a transitiveverbnotto beexpressedovertly at
all. We foundthisconstructionto bevery rarein ourcorpusof written texts. In our
data,we countedonly two sentencesascontainingbotha null objectandnoagree-
ment(thebreakdown of objectmarkingandovertobjectsis givenin Table1); they
bothinvolveduseof theverbkushukuru‘thank’. We believe thattheobjectof this
verbis simplyoptional(beingusedlike“givethanks”),asit is in Englishverbslike
eator ask,whichalsooccurwith neitherovertobjectnoragreementin Swahili. As
Nicolle (1996)notes,however, theuseof transitive verbswith neitherOM nor an
NPobjectis commonin spokenSwahili. We reproducetwo of hisexamples:

(5) a. A: Je,unawatoto?
‘So, doyouhavechildren?’

B: Bado.
‘Not yet.’

A: U-ta-pata.
you-Fut-get
‘Youwill get[them].’

b. A: U-me-letachakula?
‘Haveyoubrought(the)food?’

B: Ni-me-leta
I-Prf-bring

Bwana.
sir

‘I havebrought[it], sir.’

A verb canagreeeitherwith its direct or its indirect object. Swahili, like
all Bantu languages,doesnot grammaticallymark the distinctionbetweendirect
andindirectobjectsin any way. Swahili allows only oneobjectmarker per verb,
while someBantulanguages,like HayaandKivungo-Chaga,allow more. When
thereis morethanoneobject,the OM, if present,is generallyrestrictedto refer-
ring to aspecificchoiceamongtheavailableobjects,accordingto acomplex setof
considerations(cf. BresnanandMoshi1990,Rugemalira1993).

It shouldbeaddedthattherearesomeconstructionsthatrequireor prohibit
theuseof theobjectmarker. TheOM is prohibitedwith passiveverbs,asshown in
example(6a). In writtenSwahili, theOM is obligatorywhentherelativemarker is
present,asin example(6b). Sinceour intentwasto focuson thepropertiesof syn-
tacticallyoptionalusesof theOM, weexcludedsuchconstructionsfrom ourcorpus
study.

(6) a. Rosa
Rosa

a-li-(*ki)-p-ew-a
SM-Pst-OM-give-Pass-Indic

kitabu.
book

‘Rosawasgiventhebook.’

Table1: ObjectMarking � Presenceof Full-NPObject

+FullNP –FullNP�
OM 65 59

� OM 186 2
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b. Kitabu
book

a-li-cho-ki-nunua
SM-P-REL-OM-buy

ki-me-potea
SM-Perf-be.lost

‘The bookthatheboughthasbeenlost.’

Propernamesin Swahili tendto be objectmarked, even wheninanimate.Keach
(1995)claimsthatobject-markingof propernamesis obligatory, andprovidesex-
ample(7), which involvesthe mandatoryobject-markingof an inanimateobject.
(Sentence(7b)showstheunacceptabilityof animatemarkingfor Lucille).

(7) a. Ni-li-li-kamata
I-Pst-OM-grab

“Lucille”
Lucille

(BB King’sguitar).

‘I grabbedLucille.’
b. * Ni-li-m-kamata“Lucille”
c. * Ni-li-kamata“Lucille” (from Keach1995)

However, we found that our corpuscontainedusesof propernamesthat
werenotobjectmarked,suchasexample(8a).Weconcludethatobjectmarkingof
propernamesis, in fact,optional.

(8) a. Rosa
Rosa

a-li-sikia
SM-Pst-hear

Stella
Stella

a-ki-zungumza
SM-Ipf-talking

na
with

chakula
food

mdomo-ni.
mouth-in

‘RosaheardStellatalkingwith hermouthfull of food’.

Investigationsinto objectmarkinghave long noticedseveral frequency ef-
fects,in particular, thehigh frequency of co-occurrenceof theobjectmarker with
certainsemanticclassesof nouns. Animateobjectsin Swahili areobjectmarked
more often than inanimates,a fact that hasmotivatednumerousanalysesof the
Swahili OM asa marker of animacy (HinnebuschandKirsner1980,Vitale 1981,
HymanandDuranti1982,Allan 1983,Keach1995).Objectmarkinghasalsobeen
claimedto denotedefiniteness(Givon 1976,HinnebuschandKirsner1980),stress
(Vitale 1981),givennessor distinctiveness(Allan 1983),or a hierarchicalcombi-
nation of factorsincluding thetarole, combinedperson-animacy, and specificity
(HymanandDuranti1982).

3. Inf ormation status
While discourseconsiderationsare of interestin characterizingthe usesof the
OM, the notionswe discussedabove—definiteness,specificity, determinedness—
correspondonly looselywith thepresenceor absenceof objectmarking.Ourstudy
found that Prince’s (1992)notion of Informationstatus,which we summarizein
thissection,is moredirectlycorrelatedwith theuseor non-useof theOM.

Informationstatusis aclassificationof whatis known aboutanentityat the
point of a particularmentionof it in discourse.Prince(1992)definestheInforma-
tion Statusof anentity accordingto two criteria: whethertheentity is Hearer-Old,
thatis, alreadyknown to thehearer,� andwhetherit is DiscourseOld, i.e.,whether
it hasbeenpreviously mentionedin the discourse.The possiblecombinationsof
thesefactorsareshown in Table2. (Sincea heareris assumedto rememberwhat

Table2: Informationstatuses,afterPrince(1992)

Discourse-new Discourse-old
Hearer-new Brand-New —
Hearer-old Unused Evoked
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hasbeensaid,therearenoDiscourseOld, HearerNew entities).
In the following examples,the indefinitea kid is understoodas referring

to anentity unfamiliar to thehearerbeforethis point (a Brand-New entity), while
thedefinitein (b) is understoodasreferringto a kid that theheareralreadyknows
about,andis ableto identify. (An Unused,or perhapsEvoked entity). Sentence
(10) is anotherexampleinvolving anUnusedentity.

(9) a. In theparkyesterday, a kid threw uponme. (BrandNew)
b. In theparkyesterday, thekid threw uponme. (Evokedor Unused)

(10) ThePresidentreturnedto Washingtontoday. (Unused)

Princedefinestheadditionalcategoryof Inferrables,whichareentitieswhose
existenceis inferable,on thebasisof sharedknowledgeandbeliefs,from Hearer-
Old entities. InferrablesaretechnicallyHearer-New andDiscourse-New, but they
have specialproperties,for example,cross-linguisticallythey aremarked asdefi-
nite (Gundeletal. 1993).Example(11b)containstheInferrablethedoor: sincewe
know thattheBastille is a building, we understandthat thereis anassociateddoor
even thoughno door hasbeenmentioned.Example(11c) is ill-formed, sincewe
havenoreasonto infer a trunkwhentheBastilleis mentioned.

(11) a. Hepassedby thedoorof theBastilleandthedoor waspaintedpurple.
b. Hepassedby theBastilleandthedoor waspaintedpurple.
c. #Hepassedby theBastilleandthetrunk waspaintedpurple.

4. The corpusstudy
4.1. Inf ormation status
Table3 shows our findingsconcerningthe relationshipof informationstatuswith
objectmarking. It canbe seenthat BrandNew andInferrableentitiesarerarely
or never objectmarked, while UnusedandEvoked entitiesareobjectmarked in
50 percentor moreof the sentencesstudied.ThecategoriesUnusedandEvoked
have in commonthe propertyof beingHearerOld, in contrastto BrandNew and
Inferrable, which areHearerNew. In otherwords(abstractingaway from thefew
exceptions),theOM canbeusedwith HearerOld, but notHearerNew entities;but
it would be inappropriateto saythat the OM is a marker of hearer-oldness,since
only about62%of theHearerOld objectsin oursamplewereobject-markedby the
verb. Rather, we have a negativeconstraint:unfamiliar objectsmaynot beobject-
marked.

4.2. Animacy
Spacedoesnot permita review of thevoluminousliteratureon therelationshipof
animacy andobjectmarking. We mentionWald (1979)andBentley (1994),who
areamongseveralauthorsthat identify animacy astheprimarymotivationfor ob-
ject marking. Wald alsonotesthat objectmarkingan inanimatedraws attention
to it, andconcludesthat “discoursedistinctiveness”aswell asanimacy anddefi-
nitenesscausea speaker to usetheOM. Bentley appealsto a generalizationof the

Table3: ObjectMarking � InformationStatus(all objects)

(counts)
HO HN

UN E BN IN�
OM 7 109 2 6

� OM 8 51 84 45

(percentages)
HO HN

UN E BN IN
%

�
OM 47 68 2 12

% � OM 53 32 98 88
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OM from puremarker of animateagreement(“cross-reference”)to contrastive or
emphaticuses.

Our studyexaminedthe correlationof animacy with objectmarking. The
following passagefrom ourcorpusillustratestherelevanceof informationstatusto
theobjectmarkingof animates:theindefiniteanimatembuzi ‘goat’ is BrandNew in
sentence(a),andis not objectmarked,but is Evokedin sentence(c) andis accord-
ingly object-marked. Thecorrelationis not perfect:theinanimatekamba‘rope’ in
(b), whichhappensto beEvoked,is notobjectmarked.

(12) a. Mbwa
Dog

a-li-ona
SM-Pst-see

mbuzi.
goat

‘The dogsaw agoat.’
b. A-li-kata

SM-Pst-cut
kamba
rope

na
and

ku-kimbia.
to-run

‘It cut theropeandranfree.’
c. A-li- m-rarua

SM-Pst-OM-tear.apart
mbuzi
goat

vipande
part

vipande.
part

‘It torethegoatto pieces.’

Table4 shows thecorrelationof objectmarkingwith animacy; to facilitate
comparison,Table5 presentsobjectmarkingvs.HearerStatusin theform of a two
by two table.It canbeseenthatHearerStatusprovidesastronger, thoughnotover-
whelminglystronger, correlation.Neitheranimacy nor Hearer-Oldnessguarantee
objectmarking. Objectmarkingof inanimatesis rare,but morelikely (12%)than
thatof HearerNew entities(6%).

Wehavesuggestedthatthecorrelationof animacy with objectmarkingmay
beanindirecteffectof thedifferentdiscourserolestypically takenby animatesand
inanimates.(Cf. Bentley 1994:47ff for a discussionof theconnectionbetweenani-
macy anddiscourserole). If objectmarkingwassolelydeterminedby information
status,thenanimatesand inanimateswith the sameinformationstatuswould be
equallylikely to beobjectmarked.Suchis notthecase,however: restrictingourat-
tentionto Full-NPobjects(in orderto abstractfrom theeffectsof full-NP presence
or absence),we foundthatEvokedanimateobjectsaresignificantlymorelikely to
beobjectmarkedthaninanimates,asshown in Table6. (Theothercategorieswere
prettyclose).It is clearthatwe arestill shortof a completecharacterizationof the
impetusbehindobjectmarking.

4.3. Definitenessand the OM
A nearlyuniversalclaim abouttheobjectmarker (adoptedin someform by every
sourcewe reviewed) is that it is a marker of definiteness,or specificity. But on
examination,characterizationsalongtheselines turn out to beuntenable.First of

Table4: ObjectMarking � Animacy (all objects)

animate inanimate�
OM 104 20

� OM 40 148

Table5: ObjectMarking � HearerStatus(all objects)

Hearer-old Hearer-new�
OM 116 8

� OM 59 129
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Table6: ObjectMarking � Animacy, Evokedfull-NP objects

Animate Inanimate�
OM 43 7

� OM 13 36

all, only half theEvoked(andthereforedefinite)entitiesin our survey wereactu-
ally marked(seeTable3).� But it is not evencorrectto saythatobjectagreement
is anoptionalmarker of definiteness.“Definiteness”in this context is a semantic
notionbasedon a generalizationof syntacticdefiniteness.SinceSwahili doesnot
have determiners,we mustcharacterizedefinitenesson thebasisof semanticcrite-
ria alone,by analogywith otherlanguages.Cross-linguistically, definitesmay be
Evoked,Unused,of Inferrablein their InformationStatus(cf. Gundelet al. 1993,
andsection3, andexamples(9)). In particular, if theOM is a marker of definite-
nessit shouldbe freely usedwith Inferrables;but as canbe seenfrom Table3,
Inferrablesareonly rarely objectmarked. (12 percentof Inferrableswereobject
marked,comparedto 66percentof all Hearer-Old entities).

SinceobjectmarkingdistinguishesEvokedfrom Inferrableentitiesbut the
category “definite” doesnot,we mustconcludethattheOM cannotbea marker of
definiteness.In section5 wewill arguethatthedistributionof theOM is similar to
thetypicalcross-linguisticdistributionof pronouns.

4.4. Full NP objects
As we showedearlierin Table1, theOM is virtually obligatorywhenno overt full
NPobjectis present.SincetheOM itself canbeconsideredto betheobject,wedo
not talk of objectdrop,but of thepresenceor absenceof anovert nominalobject.
Thisphenomenonis somewhatclarifiedwhenweconsidertheinformationstatusof
theobjects.As Table7 shows, all non-NPsentencesinvolve Evokedobjects.(All
but 2 of the–FullNPobjectswereobjectmarked,asshown in Table1). Although
it is not surprisingthatBrandNew objectsmustbeexplicitly named,thecomplete
lackof non-FullNPInferrableor Unusedobjectsis unexpected.Clearly, thispattern
is morerestrictedthanwouldbeexpectedby functionalconsiderationsalone.

If we acceptthat null objects(with no objectmarking)arenonexistentin
writtenSwahili, wereachthefollowing conclusions:theOM is restrictedto theen-
vironmentsthatallow pronominalizationcross-linguistically, andin particular, In-
ferrableobjectscannotbeexpressedthroughtheOM. But theOM doesnot replace
thefull NPobject,thatit, thepresenceof theOM is notsufficient to licenselackof
a full NP object;for this morestringentconditionsapply, namely, a non-overt NP
objectseemsto berestrictedto Evokedobjects.

Sincewewish to limit ourattentionto theoptionalusesof theOM, wepro-
vide in Table8 abreakdown of informationstatusby objectmarkingfor only those
sentencesthat have overt full-NP objects. It canbe seenthat the resultsreported
abovedonotchangequalitatively. Theproportionof objectmarkedHearerOld en-
tities (UnusedandEvoked)now becomesaboutfifty percentfor bothtypes,while
HearerNew entitiesarenotnormallyobjectmarked.

Table7: Full NPobjects � InformationStatus

UN E BN IN
+FullNP 15 99 86 51
–FullNP 0 61 0 0
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Table8: ObjectMarking � InformationStatus(full-NP objects)

(counts)
HO HN

UN E BN IN�
OM 7 50 2 6

� OM 8 49 84 45

(percentages)
HO HN

UN E BN IN
%

�
OM 47 51 2 12

% � OM 53 49 98 88

5. Inflection or pronoun?
Objectagreementcan,but neednot, occuralongwith a full nominalobject. For
this reasonthe literaturefrequentlyrefersto it as being a “pronoun” or “clitic”
when no overt object is present,and an “agreementmarker” when an object is
alsopresent(e.g.,Ashton(1944),andAllan (1983)both characterizethe OM in
theseterms). Other accountsvariously argue that the OM is always a pronoun
(Givon1976,HymanandDuranti1982,Wald1979);thatit is alwaysanagreement
marker (Vitale 1981);or that it is oneof theabove for animateandyet anotherfor
inanimateobjects(Keach1995). It appears,however, that the duality implied by
thisnomenclatureis terminologicalratherthanreal. It mustbestressedthatthereis
no morphological differencebetweenobject“pronouns”and“agreementmarkers”
attachedto theverb. In all cases,theobjectmarkerappearsbeforetheverbroot,but
following the subjectandtenseprefixes;andits form is alwaysdependenton the
nounclassof theobject,andneveronwhethera full NP objectis present.

The distinction, then, is basedon function, not form. The terms “pro-
noun” and “agreement”are usedin a functional senseby a numberof authors
(Givon 1976,Wald 1979,Allan 1983), so that characterizationof the OM as a
pronounis bydefinitiondependentonthepresenceor absenceof afull nominalob-
ject. Givensucha definition,thestatementthat theOM is a “pronoun”whenused
aloneandan “agreementmarker” whenusedwith a lexical objectis tautological;
thetheoreticalissueis whethertheOM canbeusedasan“agreementmarker,” i.e.,
whetherobjectmarked“objects”arereally in objectposition,ratherthanbeingin a
dislocatedposition(“topics”).

In this paperwe usea morphologicalcriterion. We areconcernedwith the
distinctionbetweeninflectionalmorphemes,whicharemorphologicallypartof the
verb (andwhich we considerasnot beingargumentsof the verb),andpronouns,
whichwetaketo beseparatelexical entitiesthatmaybecomecliticizedontoaverb.
Is the Swahili OM an inflectionalmorpheme,an incorporatedpronoun,or some-
timesoneandsometimestheother?

Previousstudiesof objectmarkinghavereachedvaryingconclusions.Givon
(1976)considerstheSwahili OM to haveoriginatedasapronoun,its uselatergen-
eralizedto the agreementfunction, while Bentley (1994)arguesthat the Swahili
OM is aninflectionalelement(a marker of animacy) thathasacquiredpronominal
functions.

In this paperwe will steerclear of issuesof diachronicderivation; syn-
chronically, however, thereareseveralgoodreasonsto treattheSwahili OM asan
incorporatedpronoun,ratherthanasan inflectionalmorpheme.From a syntactic
pointof view theOM is “optional,” while morphosyntacticfeaturesarein principle
marked obligatorily. (E.g., Englishnounsmustbe marked for number). Second,
theOM cancarrycontrastivestress,asin example(13). Again,this is apropertyof
words,not of piecesof inflection.

(13) Ni-li- ḱı-nunua
SM-PAST-OM-buy

kitabu!
book

‘I did buy it!’
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Finally, in section4.3 we showed that the OM, unlike markers of definiteness
cross-linguistically, doesnot tend to be usedwith Inferrableentities. Pronouns
alsohave certaincross-linguisticrequirementson their use: they refer to entities
that are alreadyhighly salientin the discourse. Heim’s (1982:386)Prominence
Conditionnotesthatanaphoricpronounsshouldhave antecedentsthatare“promi-
nent” in statusat that point in the discourse,generallyby having beenexplicitly
mentioned.	 Inferrableentities,for themostpart,cannotbepronominalized,asthe
ill-formednessof Englishexample(14)shows.


(14) I wentto Mary’shouse.I knockedon thedoor/#it.

The Swahili OM is usedonly rarely with Inferrables,asTable3 showed.
If we interpretthedatato meanthat theOM is not typically usedwith Inferrables,
we cansummarizethepropertiesof pronouns,definites,andtheOM asin Table9.
It canbeseenthat thedistribution of theSwahili OM resemblesthetypical cross-
linguisticdistributionof pronouns.

Table9: Summaryof thedistributionof theOM

BN E IN
Definites – + +
Pronouns – + –
OM – + –

Considernow thepossibility(suggestedby thefunctionaldefinitionof “pro-
noun”) that the OM is a pronounwhen it occursalone,andan inflectionalaffix
whenit co-occurswith anNP object. In its pronominalincarnation,theOM might
beexpectedto besubjectto theProminenceConditionasdiscussedabove. As an
agreementmarker, on the otherhand,the OM ought to be sensitive to syntactic
andsemanticpropertiesof theagreed-withobject,suchasdefinitenessor animacy,
but theobject’s placein thediscourseshouldbeirrelevant. But our datashows no
evidenceof suchdual naturein the objectmarker. Table8 shows that the OM is
unlikely to occurwith Inferrableentitiesevenin thepresenceof anovertobject.

On theotherhand,thepositionof theOM arguesin favor of analyzingit as
inflection: TheOM appearsbetweentheverbroot andthetenseandsubjectmark-
ers.If theOM is a cliticizedpronoun,theprincipleof lexical integrity impliesthat
the tenseandsubjectagreementmorphemeswould have to beclitics aswell. But
sincetenseandsubjectmarkingareobligatoryandhenceinvariablytakento bepart
of theverb,thepositionof theOM leadsusto concludethattheobjectmarker is an
inflectionalaffix.

AlthoughtheOM behaveslike a pronoun,thefactof its morphologicallo-
cation is too conspicuousto disregard. We wereable to resolve this impasseby
takinginto accountthework of Barrett-Keach(1986),who arguedthattheSwahili
verbhasa bipartiteinternalstructure,with a breakbetweenthe tensemarker and
the OM. Barrett-Keach’s interestwas in arguing for the existenceof an Aux (or
Infl) projection,but for our purposesthe importantpoint is that the positedstruc-
tureimpliesthattheOM is attachedperipherallyto thesecondpartof theverb,and
hencecanbeanalyzedasacliticizedpronounwithoutviolatingtheprincipleof lex-
ical integrity. Accordingto Barrett-Keach(1986),theclusterof subjectmarkerplus
tenseformsanincorporatedauxiliary, with awordbreakseparatingit from theOM,
which is attachedto theverbproperasillustratedhere:

(15) Ni-li
SM-Pst

+
+

zi-andika.
OM-write

‘I wrotethem(theletters).’
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Barrett-Keachprovidesa coupleof argumentsfor this analysis,of which the one
we find morepersuasive concernstheverbalstresspattern.Swahili hasvery reg-
ular penultimateprimarystress;imperative forms,which do not includea tenseor
subjectmorpheme,donot takesecondarystressevenif they arefour or moresylla-
bleslong. (Example(16a)).Finiteverbs,ontheotherhand,realizesecondarystress
on thepenultimatesyllableof thepositedfirst half of theverb. (Example(16b)).

(16) a. Zi-and́ıke.
OM-write-Imper
‘Write them! (theletters)’

b. Nı̀-li-zi-and́ıka.
SM-Pst-OM-write
‘I wrotethem.’

Here we provide two additionalargumentsfor the division of the Swahili verb.
First,wecanobserveit directlyin periphrasticremoteperfectiveconstructionssuch
as(17a).In suchconstructions,thetenseandsubjectmarkerappearontheseparate
auxiliary verb -kwisha,but theOM remainson theverbproper. (Theconstruction
alternateswith aone-word,“incorporated”variant,shown in (17b)).

(17) a. A-me-kwisha
SM-Perf-finish

ki-soma.
OM-read

‘Shealreadyreadit (thebook).’
b. A-mesha-ki-soma.

SM-RmPerf-OM-read
‘Shealreadyreadit (thebook).’

Yetanotherargumentis providedby thefactthattheminimalphonological
word in Swahili is thebinaryfoot. Theconstraintappliesto sub-wordcomponents:
A disyllabicverb like -soma‘read’ forms its inflectedformsby prefixationof the
propermarkersto the bareroot of the verb. With monosyllabicverbssuchas-la
‘eat’, indicativeformsareformedby extendingtheverbroot throughprefixationof
theinfinitivemarker -ku-,asin (18b);but if anobjectmarker is presentonamono-
syllabicverbroot,theOM servesto satisfytheminimalwordrequirement,and-ku-
doesnot (andcannot)appear!

(18) a. Ni-na-soma
SM-Pres-read

kitabu.
book

b. Ni-na-ku-la
SM-Pres-Inf-eat

chakula.
food

c. * Ni-na-la
SM-Pres-eat

chakula.
food

d. Ni-na-ki- la
SM-Pres-OM-eat

chakula.
food

Onceagain, the presenceof a breakbetweenthe tensemorphemeand the OM
explainsstraightforwardly why the OM is “close” enoughto the verb root to sat-
isfy a constrainton the minimal word size,but the tenseandsubjectmorphemes
arenot. In fact,without this analysisthe patternshown in (18) is quite puzzling.
Park’s (forthcoming)treatmentof theminimal word requirementin Swahili could
providenoexplanationwhatsoeverfor theability of theobjectmarker to satisfythe
requirement.
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Theexistenceof awordbreakin themiddleof theSwahili verbremovesthe
mostseriousargumentfor treatingtheOM asan inflectionalmorpheme.Accord-
ingly, weconcludethattheOM is anincorporatedpronoun.

5.1. The position of the object
The characterizationof the OM has important implications for Swahili syntax.
Given that the OM is a lexical pronoun,thenany overt “object” of a verb carry-
ing objectagreementshouldnot be an argumentof the verb. This is the position
adoptedfor inanimateobjectsby Keach(1995),whoclaimsthatwhile animateOM
caneitherstandaloneor (functioningasagreement)co-occurwith a full-NP object
noun,inanimateOM is alwaysa “pronoun”; henceall overt inanimateobjectsof
object-markedverbsareactually“topics”. Shewrites:

[OM usedwith animatesis] ambiguousin encodingboththeagree-
mentandPI [IncorporatedPronoun]functions. Thus,anovert ani-
mateobjectNP mayoccupy theobjectpositionwhereit will agree
with theverb. Or it maybea topic boundto theverbby OM which
servesthePI function. On theotherhand,aninanimateobjectdoes
not displaysuchflexibility . Only when it is a topic doesit occur
with OM whichservesto bind thedislocatedNPto theclause.Thus
unlike animateobjectNP’s, inanimateobjectsnever agreewith the
verb. InanimateOM is only PI. (Keach1995:114)

But a quick survey that we conductedfound no evidencethat all overt
object-markedinanimateobjectsaredislocated.In example(19a),theobject-marked
habari is in thecanonicalpositionfor anobject.

(19) a. Wote
everyone

wa-li-i-pokea
SM-Pst-OM-send

habari
news

hiyo
this

kwa
with

njia
way

mbalimbali
various

na
and

kama
if

wa-li-kuwa
SM-Pst-have

na
with

maswali
questions

wa-li-ya-meza.
SM-Pst-OM-swallow

‘Everyonesentthis news in variouswaysandif they hadquestionsthey
swallowedthem.’

Dislocatedobjectsshouldgenerallyappearat the peripheryof the sentence,but
neednot do so, sinceanotherelementmay have subsequentlybeenmoved past
them. Nevertheless,it is possibleto investigateempiricallywhethersuchobjects
canappearin structuralobjectposition,usinga statisticalapproachemployed, in-
ter alia, by PintzukandKroch (1989)andKroch (1994): Assumingthat the fre-
quency of dislocatingotherelementsis independentof thepresenceof “topic” ob-
jects,we expectto find proportionatelymorephrase-peripheralinanimateobjects
of the“topic” type(thatis, object-marked)thanof thenon-“topic” type(thatis, not
object-marked),sinceothermovementshouldmasktheirperipheralityin equalpro-
portions.But in aquicksurvey of 78overtobjectsin ourcorpus,we foundthatthe
objectmarkedonesactuallyshoweda somewhat lower incidence(16/42,or 38%)
of beingperipheralthanthenon-object-markedones(16/36,or 44%).

It appearsthat Swahili allows the OM, which we aretreatingasan incor-
poratedpronoun,to co-occurwith a separatestructuralobject.This patternresem-
bleswell-known instancesof argumentdoublingin certainincorporatinglanguages,
suchasTuscarora,which allow an incorporated“classifier” noun(animal in ex-
ample(20a), from Rosen1989),aswell asan unincorporatedobject (dog in the
example). We may alsodraw a parallelwith the “clitic doubling” seenin several
Indoeuropeanlanguages(e.g.,Spanish,Italian,andGreek).
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(20) a. Ne-hra-taskw-ahkw-ha?
du-M-animal-pick.up-SERIAL

ha?
EMPH

tsi:r.
dog

(Tuscarora)

‘He picksupdomesticanimals.’
b. Lo

CL
vimos
I-saw

aJuan.
Juan

(Spanish)

Thisdiscussionsuggeststhatwe couldtreattheobjectmarker asapronoun
thatexhauststheargumentrole of theverb,andany co-occurringfull NP objectas
“doubling” theOM, in theway thatobjectsin doublingromancelanguagesdouble
their clitics. But this analysiscannotberight: it suggeststhatwhenever anOM is
present,thedefault configurationwould benot to have a correspondingobjectNP.
In fact,aswe saw in section4.4, it is theabsenceof a full NP that is therestricted
configuration,beingonly possiblewhentheNPin questionis Evoked;thepresence
of a full NP is possiblewith all typesof informationstatus,andmustbe consid-
eredthedefault configuration.We concludethat thedefault configurationconsists
of anoptionalincorporatedpronoun(the OM, subjectto the discourseconditions
discussed),plus anNP object,which may be null (or absent,dependingon one’s
theoreticalframework) only when(a)anOM is present,and(b) theobjectrefersto
anEvokedentity.

6. Conclusion
We have shown that theSwahili OM hasa singlegrammaticalrole whetheranNP
objectis overtly presentor not. Typologically, theOM is anincorporatedpronoun
appearingasa proclitic to thesecondcomponentof theSwahili verb;however, the
OM doesnot exhausttheargumentof theverb. We have demonstratedthatuseof
theOM is sensitive to InformationStatus.HearerNew entities(BrandNew or In-
ferrable)arealmostnever objectmarked,while HearerOld entitiesmay(but need
not)beobjectmarked.We summarizeourconclusionsasfollows:

(21) Conditions for object marking
a. Exceptinggrammaticallymarked uses,only HearerOld or very salient

entitiesallow objectagreement.
b. Only presupposedentitiesallow objectagreement.
c. Futureusein discourseis not relevant.

(22) Conditions on the omissionof Full NP objects:
a. Only objectsreferringto Evokedentitiescanbeomitted.
b. (In written Swahili), NP objectscan be omitted only when an object

marker is present.

Thereareotherdiscourse-orientedfactors,in additionto thosediscussedin
this paper, thatappearto merit attention.It might beinstructive to examinethere-
lationshipof object-markingto Griceanmaxims(cf. Allan 1983),andto speaker’s
empathy, in thesenseof Kuno(1976).

Notes
We wish to thankEllenPrince,Alwiya Omar, AhmedShariff, AnneBiersteker, Larry Hornand
SteveNicolle for insightfuldiscussionsand/orjudgmentsandinsightsinto Swahili. We arealso
gratefulto Arvi Hurskainenof theUniversityof Helsinki for grantingusaccessto theHelsinki
Corpusof Swahili.�
Nicolle (1996)calledourattentionto thefactthattheSM is sometimesomittedwith the“narra-
tive” tenseprefix–ka,whenthesubjectis highly salient.�
In additionto theobjectmarker, Swahili alsohasanovertpronounfor animateobjectNPs.These
pronounsarenot usuallyusedin combinationwith objectmarking,but it is possible(although
marked)for themto beusedin thisway.
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More precisely, anentity is HearerOld if thespeaker believesthehearerto bealreadyfamiliar
with it.

Sincehearer-statusis definedin termsof (beliefsabout)thehearer’s knowledge,it is not
alwaysprovably retrievablefrom thecontentof thespeaker’s words. In codingour corpusfor
hearer-status,we usedthesamestandardthatoneuseswhencodingfor any interpretive aspect
of a text: our informal understanding,asintelligentreaders,of what is goingon at a particular
point in a text. (In particular, of whattheauthorassumedthereaderto know or notknow).�
Thisargumentis alsogivenby Allan (1983),whopresentsexamplesof non-useof theOM with
objectsthatwouldbemarkeddefinitein English.�
Thereappearto be languageswith pronounsthat do not follow the canonicalpatternwith re-
spectto Inferrableentities. For examplein Indian English(Baldridge1996),and in Hebrew
(Ziv 1996), Inferrableentitiescanbe pronominalized.Ziv givesthe following examplefrom
ModernHebrew:

(i) I wentto thePostOfficeandhewouldn’t sellmeany stamps.

Baldridge(1996)providesthe following fragmentof narrative, in which thepronounhim
is usedto referto theticketconductor(anInferrableentity, inferablefrom bus).

“In BangalorewhenI tried to get into a bus, I tried to speakto him in English. I am a
bit fair comparedto them,sothatguy thoughtI wassomeguy from northIndia. He said
somethingin Hindi, which I didn’t understand.Whatcould I do? I talkedto him in En-
glish andhewasgiving melotsof attitude.I couldn’t purchasetheticketdirectly. ThenI
hadto getsomebodyelseto talk Kannadato him.” [p. 103]�

Notoriously, therearea few exceptionsto theProminenceCondition,in whicha highly salient,
previouslyunmentionedentitycanbepronominalized:

(i) Bill threw upandHarrysteppedin it.
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