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Future Time Reference in C'Lela, a Kainji Language of Nigeria 

ABSTRACT  

Bantu languages generally use verbal inflection to convey information related to 

time reference. However, many West African Niger-Congo languages closely related to 

Bantu use other means to convey this kind of information. This study considers C’Lela, 

a language in the Kainji sub-group of Benue-Congo, in relation to how it conveys future 

time reference.  

The study is launched from observations made during earlier research into C'Lela 

grammar which suggested that C'Lela is an aspect-prominent language without a 

grammaticalized opposition between past and present. It proceeds to ask whether this 

language has any grammaticalized future/non-future opposition. 

The most common strategy for future time reference is introduced, then  other 

grammatical structures which convey future time reference in C'Lela are also examined 

and compared to this most frequent type. A link is then established between this 

strategy of future time reference and the marking of habitual aspect. The hypothesis 

proposed is that elements of the discourse or cultural context are frequently the means 

for differentiating statements of past or present habitual action from those of future 

predictable action. This hypothesis is applied to two C'Lela texts to demonstrate the 

usefulness of investigating verbal morphology in discourse context. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Previous research into the use of imperfectives in C'Lela discourse observed that a 

clause expressing habitual action can be grammatically identical to one expressing 

action in future time. (Dettweiler 2010:15) Time adverbials which occur in the 

discourse context sometimes signal the sole difference between statements of present or 

past habitual action and those of future predictable action. Habitual and imperfective are 

normally used as descriptions of verbal aspect and future as a label of tense, so this 

raises the question of whether the various means of expressing future situations in 

C'Lela are best seen as tense, aspect, modality, or some combination of these. 
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In his work Tense and Aspect in Bantu, Derek Nurse states that many West African 

Niger-Congo languages closely related to Bantu convey time reference "not by verbal 

inflection but by the use of time adverbials, aspectual verb forms, or some combination 

of the two." (Nurse 2008: 80-81) By contrast, most Bantu languages express tense by 

obligatory inflection. Early Niger-Congo "had a verb system based on aspectual 

distinctions, not tense and aspect". Only a minority of Niger-Congo languages, 

including Narrow Bantu and Grassfields Bantu and some language families of Nigeria 

and further west, developed tense contrasts as part of their verbal morphology. (Nurse 

2008:68)  

C'Lela [t͡ʃ-lélà], a language spoken by about one hundred thousand people in 

northwestern Nigeria, belongs to the Kainji group of the Benue-Congo branch of Niger-

Congo. Earlier this year at the 3rd Workshop on Kainji Languages, Roger Blench 

encouraged us who participated to take up the "formidable challenges in phonological 

and morphological analysis" that Kainji languages represent. He assured us that these 

languages are "of considerable typological importance," noting that much more work 

on Kainji languages has been done than has been published. (Blench 2012:6). 

The exploration of a limited part of the verbal morphology of C'Lela raises the 

question of whether this language has developed tense oppositions like the large Bantu 

minority of the world's largest language phylum, or whether it resembles the majority 

of Niger-Congo languages in using other means than tense to convey time reference. 

The paper will investigate grammatical structures in C'Lela which convey future time 

reference both in main clauses and in subordinate clauses.  

1.1.  C'LELA AND THE KAINJI GROUP 

The author has worked for over ten years with some of the peoples and languages 

of Kebbi and Niger States in northwest Nigeria. His work focussed initially on 

sociolinguistic survey of eight Kainji languages (1991-93), then on a more detailed 

analysis of C'Lela for the purposes of language development and Bible translation 

(1995-2005). 
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Map 1 – Kainji, a Benue-Congo Subgroup

1.2.  ASPECT-PROMINENCE IN 

Building on Welmers' exposition (1973:345

Comrie (1976:82) identifies a number of West African languages as "tenseless." By this 

he means that "there are no specific markers of past versus present tense, though there 

are markers of aspect."  

In a brief discussion of tense in non

says that most are "aspect-prominent", with only a minority "having fully superimposed 

tense on aspect." Further, he questions the traditional view that many West African 

languages are "basically aspectual but with a future tense",  contending that "it remains 

to be seen whether this is really a West Africa feature or a semantic misinterpretation 

of the data." (2008:126, including fn.55).

                                              
1
 Roger Blench (2012:2) says that the division of Kainji between West and East subgroups is based more on 

geography than on linguistics.  
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tense on aspect." Further, he questions the traditional view that many West African 

ages are "basically aspectual but with a future tense",  contending that "it remains 

to be seen whether this is really a West Africa feature or a semantic misinterpretation 
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 A linguist researching a Niger-Congo language may initially confuse imperfective 

aspect marking on the verbal phrase for the present tense, and perfective aspect 

marking for the past tense. This tendency, Comrie allows, is not far wrong as a sort of 

'default' interpretation of the aspects – that is, speakers of the language are likely 

themselves to make this interpretation "in the absence of any contextual indication of 

time reference". But "in the presence of an overt indication of time" such as a time 

adverbial, imperfective forms such as the progressive can be correctly understood as 

referring to a past period or a future period. Similarly, perfective forms can (under the 

pressure of the appropriate context) be correctly understood as referring to present 

time or even future time (1976:82-83). 

Both elicited and textual data support the conclusion that C'Lela is an aspect-

prominent language, with perfective versus imperfective being the primary 

morphological opposition employed. The examples of (1) demonstrate uses of 

perfective forms in referring to past, present, and future situations.2 The examples of 

(2) show how the same imperfective form can be used in referring to both present and 

past situations, as demonstrated more fully in Dettweiler 2010. 

 

 (1) Use of C'Lela Perfective Aspect for Past, Present, and Future Time Reference 

a. u tɔ:́-k  dɛ:dɛ.     'He left yesterday.' 

3s  leave-PFV yesterday  (past - inferred from 'yesterday') 

 

b. ɘm  vál-k  vo.  'I am waiting for you.' 

                 1s  await-PFV 2s.OBJ  (present- response to request to wait) 

 

c. sai  ɘm  hɛn-k   vo!  'Until I see you!' 

    until 1s see-PFV 2s.OBJ        (future – inferred from 'until') 

 

d. ɘm      gi:-k    bɔ.́ 'I am going home.' lit. 'I will be home.' 

1s.SBJ     come.home-PFV         DEV        (a farewell, when going home) 

  

                                              
2
 C'Lela examples are presented phonemically. See Appendix A for the phonemes of C'Lela and explanation of the 

conventions followed in the examples. Appendix B  gives background data on the C'Lela texts from which examples 

are drawn and a table of abbreviations used in glossing these texts (Leipzig Glossing Conventions followed 

wherever possible). 
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(2) Use of C'Lela Imperfective Forms in Past and Present  (see Dettweiler 2010:8) 

a. ak-ɘn  el=ɘń  ka:-m  t͡ʃ-hʷén.        ( modern17.2) 

child-NC.PL  be=LOC plant-NCSuf NC.PL-day 

             'The children are forgetting.'  (context- 'We have reached a generation', modern15.2) 

 

b. na  el=ɘń   so:t ... ɘn lɘ:tɘ-m  t͡ʃ-dɛbɛ.   (modern13.2) 

1p.INCL be=LOC sit in      lie.down-NCSuf  NC.PL-liver 

   'We were  living in peace.' (context- 'in that time', modern13.2, cf. 12) 

 

Four of these six examples primarily depend on time words or phrases to make the 

time reference clear. This is often in the immediate context of the statement, but 

sometimes (example 2a) it is further removed, with reliance on the coherence of the 

discourse to retain the time reference as part of the mental representation. In one 

example (1b) the perfective form is interpreted as a present tense on the basis of the 

semantic properties (aktionsart) of the verb itself. In this example, vala 'await' is clearly 

considered a stative verb, with the perfective form (not the imperfective as employed 

in the English gloss) used to denote the present state of waiting. In general the 

perfective of C'Lela stative verbs (e.g. verbs of perception and speech) denotes a present 

state. For many West African languages, imperfective aspect is seen as applicable only 

to non-stative verbs with "more than one possible internal temporal structure..." 

(Harley 2008:300). (1c) and (1d) are both frequently used as farewells – the logic of 

future perfective with connective sai (adopted from Hausa) is clear, and the word bɔ ́

emphasizes that the purpose of homecoming is firmly in the speaker's mind.  

1.3.  FUTURE AS A TENSE – WHAT IS THE NEEDED EVIDENCE FOR OR AGAINST? 

Comrie's concise definitions of tense and aspect can be usefully applied to the 

investigation of C'Lela future time reference. Tense is "grammaticalised expression of 

location in time", whereas aspect is "the grammaticalisation of expression of internal 

temporal constituency." (Comrie 1985: 9,6) In this investigation we are looking for 

grammatical (that is, morphological or syntactic) elements that are frequently 

associated with future time reference in C'Lela discourse and seeking to determine what 

kind of distinctions are being made wherever those grammatical elements occur. 
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The previous section has briefly demonstrated that the perfective/imperfective 

distinction is marked in C'Lela verbal morphology whereas the distinction between past 

and present time is not marked but implied from the context. This, however, does not 

answer the question of whether C'Lela has a future tense. In Comrie's terms, we must 

proceed beyond a "superficial examination" of C'Lela in order to determine "whether or 

not a given expression of future time reference is in fact a distinct tense or just a form 

with more general meaning subsuming future time reference." (Comrie 1985:46) If the 

majority of Niger Congo languages outside Narrow Bantu lack tense, we should be 

prepared to find either that C'Lela has a future vs. nonfuture opposition or that it does 

not, i.e. that future time reference can be subsumed under morphological or syntactic 

form(s) with more general meaning. 

Linguistic research is in fact uncovering both of these scenarios for a number of 

Niger-Congo languages in West Africa. In his analysis of tense and aspect in Obolo (a 

Cross River language of Nigeria), Uche Aaron argues for "a binary tense-marking 

system with a two-way, future/nonfuture split." (Aaron 1999:19-22). In examining the 

tense, aspect and mood system of Tuwuli, a Kwa language spoken in the southern 

Ghana-Togo border region, Matthew Harley (2008:296-8) presents evidence that it has 

"a basic tense distinction between future and non-future..." 

On the other hand, languages of the Niger-Congo phylum have also been shown on 

investigation to use future time reference in a form which is not tense. James Essegbey 

argues that it is incorrect to portray Ewe, a large Kwa language of Ghana and Togo, as 

"possessing a ... future/non-future opposition". He presents evidence that the 

morpheme which had been treated as marking future tense in Ewe should instead be 

treated as a modal morpheme, marking potentiality (Essegbey 2008). In his 1984 

dissertation A Study in the Discourse Grammar of Cishingini, David Crozier argues that 

the primary distinction made in Tsishingini3 verbal morphology (as it affects time 

reference in this language) is modal. He contends that the opposition is best described 

as realis versus irrealis, showing how specific verbs cannot be handled consistently 

"under a tense and aspectual description." (Crozier 1984:144-150). Thus Tsishingini, 

                                              
3
 This is the name designated to Salka Kambari (ISO code [tsw]) in the Ethnologue (Gordon 2005:152-178), 

whereas Cishingini is used for Agwarra Kambari (ISO code [asg]). It is clear that Crozier‘s dissertation describes the 

former (1984:13). More significant than the name for our purpose is that Crozier is describing a Kainji language, a 

relative of C‘Lela. 
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like Ewe, subsumes future time reference under a modal category with more general 

meaning than future. 

 

2. REFERENCE TO FUTURE IN C'LELA MAIN CLAUSES  

This section focuses on the grammatical elements associated with future time 

reference in main clauses only; the next section extends this to time reference in 

clauses that are subordinated in various ways. 

 

2.1. COMMON FUTURE TIME REFERENCE STRATEGY 

The strategy C'Lela speakers commonly use when referring to a future action or 

state is morphological marking of two adjacent components of the verb phrase, the 

pronominal subject marker and the first syllable of the verb root. 

First, one of a special set of subject pronouns is employed. All members of this set 

are monosyllabic with high tone. They bear a clear resemblance to the "standard" set of 

subject pronouns – these are segmentally simpler monosyllables bearing low tone and 

used in statements unmarked for future or habitual action. (Table 1 gives the 

corresponding pronouns for each person and number.)4  

  

                                              
4
 Some additional possibilities have not been included - e.g. the pronouns referring to mass nouns and to nouns of  

some inanimate classes. Alternate forms are shown for some pronouns  – native speakers of C‘Lela indicate that 

these are free variants. The less common variant is on the right. 
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Table 1: Subject Pronouns: Standard and Future/Habitual subject pronominals  

Person Standard FUT/HAB English (gloss of Future 

time reference)  

1sg. ɘm tɘḿ / má I will 

2sg. ɘv tɘv́ / vá you will 

3sg. animate u tú / wá s/he will 

3sg. inanimate dɘ, kɘ, i ...   dɘń, kɘń, ti ... it will 

1pl. (excl.) t͡ʃ t͡ʃɘń / tɘt́͡ʃ we (excl.) will ... 

1pl. (incl.) na nán we (incl.) will ... 

2pl. ɘn tɘń / já you will ... 

3pl. animate a tá they will ... 

3pl. inanimate 

 

t͡ʃ, sɘ,  

m ... 

tɘt́͡ʃ, sɘń,  

mɘń / tɘḿ... 

they will ... 

  

The second part of this common marking of future time reference5 is a change of 

the tone of the first syllable of certain verb roots from Low to High. This actually 

changes only those verb roots bearing the tone melody L H.6 The examples of (3), based 

on the author's field research notes, illustrate this for monosyllabic and disyllabic verb 

roots having each of three tone melodies. For each verb, a statement of future time is 

contrasted with one in subjunctive mode.7  

  

                                              
5
 or habitual aspect 

6
 The three tone melodies on disyllabic verb roots in citation form are L, H L, and L H. Monosyllabic verb roots also 

have one of three different tone melodies: L, H, and L(H); the last melody finishes with a floating high tone. 
7 The verb’s citation form is the subjunctive mode (glossed here as jussive). In some types of subordinate clause in 

C’Lela texts, it has been observed  that the citation form can function semantically as an indicative.   
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(3) Future time reference contrasted to subjunctive mode (Dettweiler 2000:174-5) 

     u wa:   versus  tú   wa:         Melody: L 

3s buy     3s.FUT   buy 

'S/he should buy.'    'S/he will buy.' 

 

           u  tɔ:́                  versus  tú    tɔ:́    Melody: H      

 3s leave     3s.FUT   leave 

'S/he should leave.'    'S/he will leave.' 

 

           a  tɘ:(H)                  versus  tá    tɘ:́     Melody: L (H)  

3p chew     3p.FUT   chew 

'They should chew.'    'They will chew.' 

 

          a  kumu                  versus  tá    kumu  Melody: L 

3p get     3p.FUT   get 

   'They should get.'    'They will get.' 

 

           na   lɘv́ɘ.              versus  nán   lɘv́ɘ.   Melody: H L      

     1p.INCL sleep    1p.INCL.FUT sleep 

     'We should sleep.'    'We will sleep.' 

 

          na         somá.             versus  nán   sómá.   Melody: L H    

    1p.INCL       run    1p.INCL.FUT run 

    'We should run.'    'We will run.' 

2.2. AFFIRMATIVE VERSUS NEGATIVE MODE FOR FUTURE 

The examples of data set (4) illustrate how affirmations concerning future events 

(4a, 4c) are negated by the use of a discontiguous phrase consisting of two particles,  

á ... da (4b, 4d). The pronominal subject marker is included in the scope of this 

negating phrase, but the lexical subject is not. Evidence indicates that the initial 
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particle á is a copulative verb which includes negation among its semantic components. 

The particle da is obligatorily paired with all such negative copulative verbs – it always 

serves to mark the end of the scope of negation.  

(4) Future time reference, affirmative versus negative mode (Dettweiler 2012) 

a.  tʃ͡etmé 

tʃ͡eto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 nɛ:́ 

nɛ: 

give  

give 

 nɘ 

nɘ 

3p.OBJ  

3p.OBJ 

 gʷɛlɛ 

gʷɛlɛ 

goat 

goat 

 .  

 

'My father will give them a goat.' 

 

  b.   tʃ͡etmé 

tʃ͡eto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 á 

á ... da 

will.not.be 

not 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 nɛ:́ 

nɛ: 

give 

give 

 nɘ 

nɘ 

3p.OBJ 

3p.OBJ 

 gʷɛl 

gʷɛlɛ 

goat 

goat 

 da 

da 

not 

not 

 .  

 

'My father will not give them a goat.' 

 

c.  t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 gʲɘ:́ 

gʲɘ: 

come.home 

be home 

 ni-lɛ́

ɘn= i- lɛ ́

LOC= NC hometown 

at his town of origin 

  .   

'My father will be in his hometown.' 

 

d.  t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 á 

á ... da 

will.not.be 

not 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 gʲɘ:́ 

gʲɘ: 

come.home 

be home 

 ni-lɛ ́

ɘn= i- lɛ ́

LOC= NC hometown 

at his town of origin 

 dá .

da 

not 

not 

  

'My father will not be in his hometown.' 
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2.3. IMMEDIATE FUTURE 

A related but less common form of future time reference is used for events 

anticipated in the immediate future.8 This strategy adds only one new ingredient to 

those considered in Sections 2.1 and 2.2, namely reduplication of the verb. Examples 

elicited are shown in (5). 

 

(5) Examples of Immediate Future in C'Lela (Dettweiler 2012) 

a.  gɔt 

gɔtɔ ́

look.at 

look.at 

 bɔ ́

bɔ ́

DEV 

DEV 

 t͡ʃetmê 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 ,  tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 t͡ʃá:n 

t͡ʃá:n 

arrive 

arrive 			 

 t͡ʃâ:n 

REDUP 

FUT.IMM 

about.to 

 .   

'See my father there, he is about to arrive.' 

 

b. t͡ʃetmê 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 á 

á ... da 

will.not.be 

not 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 t͡ʃá:n 

t͡ʃá:n 

arrive 

arrive				 

 t͡ʃá:n 

REDUP 

FUT.IMM 

about.to 

 da 

da 

not 

not 

  

'My father is not just about to arrive.' 

 

c. t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my.father 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 hʷá: 

hʷá: 

kill 

kill 

 hʷá: 

REDUP 

FUT.IMM 

just starting 

 gʷɛlunlo 

gʷɛlɛ -v/-u -nlo 

goat NCSuf that 

that goat 

 .   

'My father is just starting to kill that goat.' 

 

d. t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my.father 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 háv 

havá 

go.AUX 

go so that 

 ú 

u 1

3s.SBJ 

he 

 hʷá: 

hʷá: 

kill 

kill 

 gʷɛlunlo 

gʷɛlɛ -v/-u -nlo 

goat NCSuf that 

that goat 

 .   

'My father is going to kill that goat.' 

                                              
8
 also called inceptive or inchoative 



Stephen Dettweiler – WOCAL7, Aug. 2012  Futures in C'Lela  

 

12 

 

 

The final example shows that other strategies besides reduplication of the verb can 

be used to indicate action in the immediate future – here havá 'go' is functioning as an 

auxiliary9 to the lexical verb hʷa: 'kill'.  

2.4. USE OF PERFECTIVE IN FUTURE TIME REFERENCE (MAIN CLAUSES) 

Referring to a future situation using a perfective instead of an imperfective is 

possible, but this has not been observed outside discourse and greetings (as shown in 

examples 1c and d).  The sentence of (6) is from a narrative embedded as an 

illustration in the expository text Modern Maladies. The time phrase “in a few days” at 

the beginning of the sentence makes it future time reference. Without that, the 

perfective would indicate the verbs (by default) as past actions that have been 

completed. Use of perfective instead of imperfective future is appropriate here because 

these are one-time actions, with no interest shown in the internal time contour of the 

action – when it will start and when it will finish. 

 

(6) Example of Perfective Future Time Reference in C'Lela 

									t͡ʃ-hʷé 

t͡ʃ- 3 hʷén 

NCpl day 

 t͡ʃ-hóna 

t͡ʃ- 3 hóna 

CONCpl few 

         na 

na 2

1p.INCL.SBJ 

 bátk 

bata -k 

drop PFV1 

 o 

o 

3s.OBJ 

 ,  

                                                                          na 

na 2

1p.INCL.SBJ 

 vógk 

voga -k 

drive.off PFV1 

 o 

o 

3s.OBJ 

 ...   

H: In just a few days she will be released (from her new role) and driven away... 

3. REFERENCE TO FUTURE TIME IN SUBORDINATE CLAUSES 

In this section we investigate how future time works in adverbial (specifically 

purpose) clauses and in relative clauses. Combing subordinate clauses of C'Lela texts for 

future time reference produces numerous examples of the morphological construction 

                                              
9
 The C’Lela speaker who gave this example affirmed that the auxiliary havá in this context did not indicate the man 

was literally going somewhere to kill the goat, but just indicated that the contemplated action was soon. 
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already observed in main clauses. But it also uncovers a suffix on the verb which occurs 

frequently in subordinate clauses but is yet to be observed in main clauses. 

3.1. PURPOSE CLAUSES  

The first three examples of (7) show this new kind of future time reference, and 

example (7d) has both the strategy of future time reference introduced in Section 2 and 

the new one. All four examples begin with a main clause concerning the buying of fish 

followed by an adverbial of purpose. The construction in the purpose clause involves 

two ingredients: the addition of a suffix –ti or –te (eliding to –t) to the verb root10 and 

the raising of tone on the subject pronoun from low to high. 

Example (7b) shows the negative corresponding to the affirmation of (7a) – this 

affects only the main clause, except that the purpose clause falls within the range of the 

negating phrase ta ... da and so the final vowel of the clause is elided before the da. The 

full purposive suffix –ti is revealed in Examples (7c) and (7d) when the time adverbial 

na-rimɘ 'in the evening' is dropped from the clause. 

A more important change illustrated in (7d) is the inclusion of an imperfective 

element in the statement's meaning. Aware of the possibility that the two 'futures' 

strategies could be combined, I proposed the statement of (7d), determined that it was 

grammatically acceptable, then asked my language consultants what the essential 

difference of meaning between (7c) and (7d) is. The combination, I was told, indicates 

that more than one future session of eating fish is intended by the subject (a kind of 

future progressive or iterative), whereas the purposive –ti used alone indicates the fish 

are intended to be consumed at one sitting. 

(7) C'Lela Expression of Future in Purpose Adverbials (Dettweiler 2012) 

a. u 

u 

3s.SBJ 

he 

 wá:ka 

wa: -k 

buy PFV 

bought 

 gɛńn 

gɛńnɛ 

fish 

fish 

 ú 

u 

3s.SBJ 

he 

 tɘ:t 

tɘ: -ti / te 

chew PURP 

in order to eat 

 n=á-ɾimɘ 

ɘn= a- ɾimɘ 

LOC= NC evening 

in the evening 

 .   

'He bought fish to eat in the evening.' 

 

                                              
10

 The tone on the CV suffix is predictable from the tone melody on the verb root, and its vowel is /i/ or /e/ 

depending on whether the root’s vowels belong to the [+high] or [-high] harmony class (Dettweiler 2001:6-10). The 

vowel elides in (7a) and (7b) due to the following word, but its high tone passes to the first syllable of that word.  
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b. ú 

u 

3s.SBJ 

he 

 ta 

ta 

not.have 

did not 

 wá:n 

wá:n 

buy

buy 

 gɛńn 

gɛńnɛ 

fish 

fish 

 ú 

u 

3s.SBJ 

he 

 tɘ:t 

tɘ: -ti / te 

chew PURP 

in order to eat 

 n=á-ɾim 

ɘn a- ɾimɘ 

LOC= NC evening 

in the evening 

 da 

da 

not 

not 

  

'He did not buy fish to eat in the evening.' 

 

c. u 

u 

3s.SBJ 

he 

 wá:ka 

wa: 2 -k 

buy PFV1 

bought 

 gɛńn 

gɛńnɛ 

fish 

fish 

 ú 

u 

3s.SBJ 

he 

 tɘ:tî 

tɘ: -ti / te 

chew PURP 

in order to eat 

 .   

'He bought fish to eat.' 

d. u 

u 

3s.SBJ 

he 

 wá:ka 

wa: 2 -k 

buy PFV1 

bought 

 gɛńn 

gɛńnɛ 

fish 

fish 

 tú 																							tɘ:́ti 

tú tɘ: +fut. -ti / te 

3s.SBJ.FUT will.be.chewing PURP 

so he  could be eating  

 .   

 'He bought fish to be eating (i.e.more than once).' 

 

It may be asked whether this suffix on the verb in a purpose clause would not be 

more properly identified as marking subjunctive or irrealis (or even just purpose) 

rather than as a marker of future time reference. The answer is that this suffix has been 

observed in other types of subordinate clause where it is not restricted to carrying the 

notion of purpose and does seem to give a clearer reference to predictive future. Most 

of these examples combine the common strategy (FUT/HAB pronoun plus tone change 

on the first syllable of verb roots with L H melody) with the –ti/-te suffix on the verb. 

So it seemed appropriate to introduce the latter strategy where it occurs in isolation, as 

in (7a-c).  

 

Before exploring the semantics of these two strategies whether used separately or 

together, (8) shows how C'Lela handles the negation of just the purpose clause 

(compare to (7b)). The main clause proposition concerning fish-buying remains intact. 
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(8) C'Lela Adverbial of Negative Purpose (Dettweiler 2012) 

u 

u 

3s.SBJ 

he 

 wá:ka 

wa: -k 

buy PFV1 

bought 

 gɛńnɛ 

gɛńnɛ 

fish 

fish 

 ɾémɘń 

ɾémɘń 

so.that 

so.that 

 á 

á ... da 

will.not.be 

will.not.be 

 ákɘń 

aknâ 

children 

children 

 ɾú 

ɾu 

his 

his 

 hong 

hongá 

hear 

hear 

 lá 

la 

BACK 

if. willing

 k-mer 

k- meró 

NC hunger 

hunger 

 da. 

da 

not 

not 

    

  'He bought fish so that his children will not be hungry.' 

 

The following are features to note in the C'Lela negative purpose clause: 

A connective such as ɾémɘ́n 'so that' is mandatory (as far as has been observed) in 

introducing a negative purpose. It can also be optionally used to introduce affirmative 

purpose clauses such as those in (7). 

The same negation phrase á ... da is used in negating subordinate clauses as is used 

in negating main clauses involving future time reference. This phrase is also used in 

negative commands and negative generic statements (e.g. a C'Lela proverb translated 

'We don't praise a single horse for its speed.'), suggesting a scope of application 

considerably wider than future time reference. 

The feature of high tone marks the subject of the purpose clause as it marked the 

subject pronouns in the affirmative clauses of (7) – the feature is more noticeable here 

with the lexical subject ákɘ́n ɾú 'his children'. The –t suffix, however, does not mark the 

verb as it did in the affirmative purpose clauses – this is probably a result of negation, 

which normally reduces inflection on the verb.  

3.2. RELATIVE CLAUSES 

Relative clauses are frequently used to subordinate information in C'Lela discourse 

(Dettweiler 2008:40-43). (9) shows three examples of elicited relative clauses in which 

the future time reference employs what we have called the common strategy, then one 

relative clause where the –t suffix strategy (see (7)) is employed in addition to the 

common strategy. No difference is apparent in the use of the common strategy in 

relative clauses (9a-c) compared to its use in main clauses (see (4a,c)). The verbal 

inflection in the time adverbial clause of (9d) is the same as the purpose clause of (7d), 

but the meaning of the double strategy is different. In the purpose clause, the purpose 

of eating fish is seen as a whole but the activity is distributed through an indefinite 
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time span that is future. In the time clause, the future activity of the speaker's planned 

leaving is seen as a whole, but the activity itself is not distributed.11 So the only 

meaning that the common strategy is needed for in (9d) is the idea that the activity of 

leaving might take place any time within the span of the hearer's sleeping in the wee 

hours of the next day, adding some indefiniteness to the starting point of the whole 

activity.  

 

(9) Future Time Reference in Relative Clauses (Dettweiler 2012) 

a. kʷesám 

kʷesá me 

show 1s.OBJ 

show me 

 ba:dɘń 

ba: -d -ɘn 

place NCC.REL which 

the place which 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 nɛ:́v 

nɛ: +fut. vo 

give 2s.OBJ 

give you 

 dahe 

dahe 

next.year 

next year 

 .   

'Show me the place which he will give you next year.' 

 

b. ɘm 

ɘm 

1s.SBJ 

I 

 hɛńk 

hɛnɛ -k 

see PFV1 

saw / see 

 ɘɾm 

ɘɾmɘ̂ 

man 

man 

 unɘń 

un -ɘn 

NCC.REL which 

he who 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 ja: 

ja: 

win 

gain 

 t͡ʃ-gɔm 

t͡ʃ- gɔmɔ 

NC chieftaincy 

chieftaincy 

 dahe 

dahe 

next.year 

next year 

  

'I see  the man who will become king next year.' 

c.			netav ɾî 

neta -v 2 ɾi 

wife NCSuf 1s.POSS 

My wife 

 el 

el 

be.present 

is 

 ɘń 

ɘn 1

LOC 

in 

 ɔtmɘn 

ɔtɔ -m 2 n 

fry NCSuf =LINK 

frying of 

 nɘḿ 

nɘḿɘ ́

meat 

meat 

  

 ínɘń 

ín -ɘn 

NCC.REL which 

which 

hamt͡ʃɘn 

hamt͡ʃe -nV 

stranger NCplSuf 

visitors 

 tá 

tá 

3p.FUT.SBJ. 

they will 

 tɘ:́ 

tɘ: +fut.

chew 

eat 

 .   

'My wife is frying the meat which visitors will eat.' 

 

                                              
11

 the proposition was first elicited including the time adverb buku ‘tomorrow‘, and the language consultant 

understood this to still be the time context when the adverb was dropped.  
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d. tɘv́ 

tɘv́ 

2s.FUT.SBJ 

you will 

 wá 

wa 

will.be 

will be 

 nɘm-lɘv́ɘ ́

ɘn= m- lɘv́ɘ ́

LOC= NC sleep 

sleeping 

 da:vɘń 

da: -vɘn 

time NCC.REL 

time which 

 

tɘḿ 

tɘḿ 

1s.FUT.SBJ 

I will 

 tɔ:́te .

tɔ:́ -ti / te 

leave FUT2 

leave 

      'You will be sleeping when I leave.' 

4. RELATIONSHIP OF FUTURE TO HABITUAL ASPECT  

The common morphological strategy for reference to future time in C'Lela will be 

shown to be identical to that used frequently in discourse contexts to represent a 

situation as habitual. Our hypothesis is that adequate time information will always be 

provided in the discourse context to disambiguate the semantics of this strategy 

common to future and habitual situations. 

The hypothesis is tested by applying it to two C'Lela texts involving both habitual 

and future situations.  

4.1. MORPHOLOGICAL MARKING OF HABITUAL AND FUTURE  

A situation is presented as habitual if it involves (in the speaker's perception) 

regular or characteristic action12 in a time span that is completely past or in a time span 

that includes the present. A situation that is presented as future, on the other hand, is 

to have both the beginning and the end of its time span beyond the deictic present.  

The examples in (10) show the full structure used in C'Lela to present a habitual 

situation. C'Lela speakers produced this form in an elicitation exercise. The full 

construction in its first part shows whether the habitual situation is completely past or 

is incomplete (present), accomplished through the use of an appropriate copulative 

verb. The second part of the full construction involves the same subject pronoun and 

verbal inflection presented in section 2 as the "common" form of future time reference. 

This part by itself is commonly used in a discourse context as the habitual construction.  

                                              
12

 or the perceived absence of it, in the case of negation 
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The full structure is only used when a C'Lela speaker or storyteller is establishing 

the time span of the habitual situation s/he is referring to as past or present. Examples 

(10a) and (10b) show what would be said to affirm (or negate) the proposition that 

one's father is currently cultivating a certain piece of land on a regular basis. The 

stative copula el establishes that the time span of the habitual situation includes the 

present.13 The negating phrase zá ... da denies the present reality of the same situation. 

Similarly (10c) and (10d) show how one affirms or negates the proposition that one's 

father regularly cultivated the piece of land during some span of time that is 

completely past.14 

 

 (10) Examples of Full Habitual in Main Clauses, Affirmative & Negative (Dettweiler 2012) 

a. t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 el 

el 

be.present 

is 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.HAB 

he regularly 

 gɔv́ 

gɔvɔ ́

hoe 

hoe 

 táhna 

tá -hna 

place this 

here 

 .   

'My father regularly cultivates this place.' 

b. t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 zá 

zá ... da 

not.be 

not 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.HAB 

he regularly 

 gɔv́ 

gɔvɔ ́

hoe 

hoe 

 táhɘń 

tá -hna 

place this 

here 

 dá 

da 

not 

not 

 .   

'My father does not regularly cultivate this place.' 

 

 

c. t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 lák 

la -k 

used.to PFV1 

before 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.HAB 

he regularly 

 gɔv́ 

gɔvɔ ́

hoe 

hoe 

 táhna 

tá -hna 

place this 

here 

 .   

'My father used to regularly cultivate this place.' 

 

                                              
13

 The same copula el introduces affirmative present progressive statements, and zá ... da negates them, as 

established in Dettweiler (2010).  
14

 The copula la (inflected as perfective) is negated with ta ... da. This phrase is used to negate any main clause with 

a verb inflected as perfective, which may account for the copula ta supplementing la rather than replacing it. 
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d. t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 ta 

ta 

not.have 

did not 

 lák 

la -k 

used.to PFV1 

before 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.HAB 

he regularly 

 gɔv́ 

gɔvɔ ́

hoe 

hoe 

 táhɘń 

tá -hna 

place this 

here 

 dá 

da 

not 

not 

 .   

'My father did not use to regularly cultivate this place.' 

The above statements unambiguously describe habitual situations. If however the 

copula is removed from (10a), the resulting clause (11a) could be given two different 

interpretations. Though the reduced clause is still grammatical and could be 

interpreted to describe the present habitual situation of (10a), it could also be 

understood to refer to a future situation, as shown in the pronoun gloss and the free 

translation of (11a). The ambiguity arises from the identity of the reduced habitual 

clause with the construction commonly used for future time reference. 

 

 (11) An Ambiguous Clause, and Its Negation if Future (Dettweiler 2012)  

a. t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

  tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.HAB/FUT 

he regularly/	he	will 

 gɔv́ 

gɔvɔ ́

hoe 

hoe 

 táhna 

tá -hna 

place this 

here 

 .   

'My father regularly cultivates this place'/'My father will cultivate this place.' 

b. t͡ʃetmé 

t͡ʃeto -mé 

father 1s.POSS.INAL 

my father 

 á 

á ... da 

will.not.be 

will not 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

he will 

 gɔv́ 

gɔvɔ ́

hoe 

hoe 

 táhɘń 

tá -hna 

place this 

here 

 dá 

da 

not 

not 

 .   

'My father will not cultivate this place.' 

Clause (11a) can be negated in two different ways, depending on its interpretation. 

If the interpretation is habitual, then Clause (10b) is the negative form of (11a) as it is 

of (10a). If the interpretation is future then Clause (11b), using negating phrase á ... da 

as introduced in the data of (4), is the correct negation.  

The ambiguity of this common future/habitual construction is normally not 

difficult to resolve when a clause is heard in its context. Two examples from discourse 
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are shown in (12). In the first one, the person speaking has established a past habitual 

situation in the immediately preceding clause of the narrative, using a full habitual 

construction similar to (10c) . Discourse coherence then naturally leads the hearer to 

interpret the statement in (12a) as habitual, continuing to refer to that past situation. 

The example of (12b), taken from a different narrative than (12a), is a direct quote 

from one of the story's characters to another. He (a wealthy man) is sending a poor 

starving youth to cut him a stick in the bush. Clearly the time adverbial 'when you 

return' refers to a future situation, so the ambiguous construction should also be 

interpreted as future, not habitual. 

 

(12) Disambiguating using Discourse Context (Appendix B has information on texts) 

a. Tɘḿɘ ́

tɘḿɘ ́

also 

 tɘt́͡ʃ 

tɘt́͡ʃ 

3p.SBJ.HAB/FUT 

 émá 

emá	+HAB/FUT 

do.for 

 gɛ ́

gɛ 

actually 

 t͡ʃ-dámrá 

t͡ʃ- dámrá 

AGR.NCpl big 

 …   (ref.Monkey4.4) 

(previous context – 'My father used to plant yams here. ' Monkey4.3) 

'Moreover they (the yams) used.to.grow / * will.grow really big (for him).' 

 

b. tɘḿ 

tɘḿ 

1s.SBJ.HAB/FUT 

 nɛ:́v 

nɛ: +HAB/FUT vo 

give 2s.OBJ 

 i-wa:gá 

i- wa:gá 

NC morsel 

                                   (ref.Deceit18b) 

(previous context – 'Let me send you into the bush ...When you return ... ' Deceit17,18a) 

'I  * regularly.give / will.give you a bit of food.'  

 

4.2. HABITUAL AND FUTURE AS SUBTYPES OF AN IMPERFECTIVE ASPECT 

 

For C'Lela, the common morphological form which future time reference takes 

cannot be identified as Future Tense morphology. Because the same form frequently 

marks habitual aspect in the past and present, future time reference using this form 

should be subsumed with habitual under a broader aspectual category.  

What property or set of properties does a predicted future situation share with a 

habitual situation, that the same morphological form could be used to represent both? 
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Nurse's maxim that "verbal morphology represents conventional human 

conceptualization of situations, not the situations themselves" (2008:88) is helpful in 

answering this question. A common element of habitual and future situations in C'Lela 

texts explored by this research is the notion of the expectations that the speaker of a 

proposition (or the composer of a discourse) raises in the mind of his hearers. These 

"expectation structures", as Dooley & Levinsohn (2000:52) call them, arise from "two 

principal sources: experience (either personal or collective, which we call culture) and 

... the text itself."  For both a habitual and an imperfective future proposition, there is 

an ongoing expectation of a certain situation (specified by the verb) throughout a 

stated or implied span of time.  

  

For a proposition involving habitual, the verb specifies the situation expected to 

obtain as a characteristic of the time span, whether past, present, or future. It is widely 

accepted that something other than iteration of action is involved. Comrie for example 

states: 

The feature that is common to all habituals, whether or not they are also 

iterative, is that they describe a situation which is characteristic of an 

extended period of time, so extended in fact that the situation referred to is 

viewed... as a characteristic feature of a whole period. (1976:27-28, italics 

mine) 

Yet is a situation that is future also normally viewed as having a characteristic 

feature over an extended period of time? The element of a characteristic feature is 

lacking for many future situations.15 What seems to frequently be relevant over a span 

of future time is some expectation conveyed by the speaker who describes the future 

situation. The speaker's audience is instructed to watch for the expectation to be 

fulfilled at least once during some time span, whether stated or implied, in order to 

judge the truth or falsehood of the speaker's assertion. So we have both a time span and 

an expectation (not a characteristic feature as for habitual) that is ongoing throughout 

the time span. 

                                              
15

 Not of course for all, as languages will be able to handle future habitual situations such as I will commute to 

Bukuru every working day next semester. 
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 This attention to the internal contour of a situation over time indicates that future, 

like habitual, may appropriately be represented by a morphological form identified as 

imperfective. This does not require subsuming the common morphological strategy for 

future time reference under habitual aspect. Rather, habitual and this common kind of 

future are subsumed together under an imperfective aspect that may appropriately be 

called incompletive.  

Why incompletive? This is the designation used for the aspect covering future and 

habitual in Western Chadic languages such as Bade and Ngizim. As Russell Schuh 

explains it in his study of Bade morphology, "The incompletive in main clauses 

expresses an event that is not complete at the time of reference." (Schuh 2007:611) In 

Western Bade, the incompletive subsumes only progressive and future, not habitual. 

But, Schuh goes on to say (2007:620), some other Bade dialects and the related 

language Ngizim "do not have a special habitual form and extend the incompletive to 

this function."16  

Situations which are not strictly habitual or future but which involve spreading an 

expectation over a time span can also be described in C'Lela using this morphology. 

This study goes on to show examples in an expository discourse of such usage of the 

incompletive morphology for situations other than future and habitual.  

4.3. TESTING A HYPOTHESIS IN TWO C'LELA TEXTS 

Wherever the morphology of incompletive aspect is used in a clause of C'Lela 

discourse, either the morphology of other elements in the clause or the discourse or 

cultural context gives adequate information to differentiate among future, habitual and 

other interpretations of the situation. This is the language-specific hypothesis to be 

tested here.   

The hypothesis is applied to two texts in turn. The first, The Bad-Tempered 

Blacksmith (abbreviated Smith) is a narrative of 3 episodes. The second, Modern 

Maladies (abbreviated Modern) is a dialogue of expository genre, in which a husband 

                                              
16

 It should be acknowledged that C'Lela's incompletive covers different semantic subtypes  than either Western 

Bade (future and progressive) or Ngizim (future, progressive, and habitual). C'Lela progressive uses a different 

morphology though commencing with the same copulas as the full habitual.  Rowbory (2009:61) has made the 

interesting suggestion that the C'Lela morphological strategy for future/habitual, particularly the special set of 

subject pronominals, may have arisen as a grammaticization of the verb tá: 'be over'. 
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and wife of the elder generation discuss the ills of modern home life in the Lelna 

culture. 

The Smith narrative17 characterizes a K'Lela blacksmith who was a senior brother to 

the storyteller. While the first and third episodes each give an incident showing his 

treatment of his son and his wife, the short middle episode is a description of his 

general lifestyle, with much use of habitual aspect. The main point of this vignette is 

that he works hard and makes money at smithing, to the extent that he does not need 

to grow crops like his neighbours. The example shown in (13) is an indirect quote of 

the blacksmith's thinking on this freedom from farm labour.  

 

(13) Unambiguous Future Time Reference in The Bad-Tempered Blacksmith 

sái 

sái 

THEN 

 ú 

u 

3s.SBJ 

 ze 

ze 

say 

 ai 

az 

that 

 á 

á ... da 

will.not.be 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

 gɔv́ 

gɔvɔ ́

hoe 

 dá 

da 

not 

 .  (Ref.Smith 4.3b-c) 

 (context: A certain other time, in rainy season like this ...Smith4.3a)  

'... he even said that he would not be farming.' 

 

This clause includes within itself what is needed to interpret the incompletive 

morphology on tú gɔv́ɔ ́as a future time reference. The phrase á ... da is used to negate 

the affirmation if it refers to a future situation;18 zá ... da would be used to negate the 

same C'Lela affirmation if it were referring to a habitual situation (e.g. he was regularly 

farming – cf. (10b) and (11b)). In general á ... da negates statements about irrealis 

situations and zá ... da negates statements about realis situations. 

The clause in (14) is from the introduction of the Smith text. Considered on its own, 

it could be interpreted as a future 'The son, we will call him Gaida'. However, this 

interpretation does not fit the context well. The storyteller is introducing the son and 

                                              
17

 Anyone interested in a closer look at the textual data may request the full text of the one narrative and one 

exposition from the author, either electronically via steve_dettweiler@wycliffe.org or in hard copy (at cost of 

photocopying).   
18

 Technically this example (and others we are calling future) is actually a relative future or futurate, a statement of 

future in the past. 
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gives his name in the conventional way19 as part of the introduction. So the coherence 

of the introduction leads the audience to the correct interpretation, which is habitual. 

 

(14) Example of Ambiguous Habitual in The Bad-Tempered Blacksmith 

Waa ɘŕmúné 

waa ɘɾ́mɘ -v/-u -ne 

boy NCSuf the 

 ,  nán 

nán 

1p.INCL.SBJ.HAB 

 pɔǵ 

pɔgɔ ́

call.HAB 

 o 

o 

3s.OBJ 

 Gaidá 

Gaidá 

Gaida 

 . (ref.Smith2.2) 

 (preceding context: He [the blacksmith] ... had daughters and one son.) 

'The son, we called him Gaida.' 

Table 2 summarizes all the uses of the incompletive morphology through this 

narrative. Only one is a future time reference (shown in (13)), and seven of the nine 

habituals are in the middle episode. Time adverbials are quite plentiful, but they are 

not the only contextual factor used to differentiate between future and habitual. 

 

Table 2: Smith Narrative Use of Incompletive Morphology 

Incompletive 

Morphology: 

Future Interpretation Habitual (or Other 

IPFV) 

Interpretation 

Items Used to Interpret 

ambiguous – 

look outside verb 

phrase 

 

 

 

 

 

0 total 

2.2 

4.1 a-f (6) 

4.2b 

9.2b  

 

9 total 

2.2  coherence of introduction 

4.1 a-f time adverbial 

4.2b summarizes 4.1 

9.2b pluractional, PFV in  

           preceding clause 

 

unambiguous – 

look within verb 

phrase 

 

4.3c 

1 total 

1c 

 

1 total 

1c  full habitual 

4.3c  á ... da, time adv. 

Location of time adverbials: 2.1,2.1,3.1,4.1,4.1,4.3,4.3,5.1,5.1,5.2,9.1,9.1 = 12, in  18 

sentences. 

Studying a text in expository genre requires probing more deeply into how and 

when the incompletive imperfective is used. The Modern Maladies text is a conversation 

                                              
19

 The first person plural inclusive pronoun is commonly the subject of non-promotional passive statements . Thus 

this statement could also be translated ‚‘The son was called Gaida.‘  
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between an elderly married couple, where they together build up a picture of strong 

contrast between peaceful former times and unhappy modern times in Lelna society. 

Their statements include a number of generalizations about both eras. The 

generalizations are illustrated by embedded narratives, each of which has instances of 

future time reference.  

The relative clause of (15) is an example of where the ambiguity in the semantics 

of this imperfective is resolved not so much from elements in the discourse context but 

from the real-world cultural context. Mrs. Ango (the hearer) knows that when her 

husband speaks of getting someone to make a proposal for marriage, this is something 

that is done just once, after a number of visits to the daughter and her family (assumed 

background of subsequent clauses). So with this cultural knowledge the hearer 

correctly interprets a future situation, not habitual.  

 

(15) Ambiguous Future Time Reference in Modern Maladies  (Ref.Modern12d) 

notʃ͡ 

notʃ͡ó 

person 

 únɘń 

únɘń 

3s.REL 

 ún 

unwá 

3s.IND 

 tú 

tú 

3s.SBJ.FUT 

 émá 

emá.FUT 

do.for 

 o 

o 

her 

 ka:mé 

ka:mé 

proposal (Hausa) 

    

 

(preceding context: ... in former times – if a daughter in the house got ...) 

'... someone who will make her a proposal (for marriage) ...' 

 

 The sentence of (16) is also an example of where the incompletive morphology is 

ambiguous. A present time setting has been established by the husband, and the wife 

(Mrs. Ango) gives an illustration from her experience. The first clause shows 

incompletive morphology on the pronominal subject and verb, but nothing in the 

clause itself helps one interpret whether this is a habitual present or a future situation. 

In fact, neither seems to fit the expository illustration framework very well. Mrs. Ango 

is neither telling her husband that he regularly repeatedly calls a child (habitual), nor 

is she predicting that in future he will literally be calling a child. So both the habitual 

and the future interpretation which are common in narrative do not fit well here. Still, 

however, we have a time span (the time of repeated calling) defined by this clause and 

this time span in fact gives the framework for the second and third clauses. And we 
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have a characteristic feature implied for this time span, namely the failure of the child 

to respond to her elder's call. The characteristic feature gives this clause a habitual 

flavour, but it is the irrealis element in the expository setting that makes it seem more 

in line with a future interpretation. The wife, not the husband, is likely the one in the 

habit of calling children who do not respond, but for the purposes of illustration she is 

projecting that behaviour onto her husband. To handle this it seems appropriate to coin 

a new semantic sub-type of incompletive aspect, which could be called hypothetical. 

The husband and wife work together to describe characteristic features of the modern 

situation, but their expository method is to abstract from their own experience of life 

and construct hypothetical narratives. 

 

(16) Ambiguous Instance of Incompletive Imperfective in Modern Maladies  

Tɘv́ 

tɘv́ 1

2s.SBJ.HAB/FUT 

 t͡ʃí 

t͡ʃi 

have 

 má 

má 

even (H) 

 wa:ɾk 

wa:ɾkô 

older.child 

 ɘń 

ɘn 

LOC 

 s-pɔgɔ ́

s- pɔgɔ ́

NCpl calling 

 ,        (Ref.Modern16abc) 

va 

va 

2s.SBJ.HAB/FUT 

 hongóhongó 

hongó -DUP 

hear.far.away IPFV 

 u 

u 

3s.SBJ 

 bɛsɛḱɛ 

bɛsɛ ́ -k 

finish PFV1 

 ɘn 

ɘn 

LOC 

 t͡ʃóbto 

t͡ʃóbto 

insulting 

 .   

 (preceding context: We have reached a generation ... Modern15.2) 

Wife: '(Suppose) even you have an older child you are repeatedly calling, you 

begin hearing her far off, and she ends with an insulting noise.' 

 

Table 3 summarizes all the uses of the incompletive morphology through the 

Angos' expository dialogue. Elements of cultural knowledge and discourse coherence 

(including parallel clauses issued by both husband and wife) are more important in 

determining the type of incompletive imperfective than time adverbials are. Time 

adverbials are less numerous (relative to the length of the discourse) than in the 

narrative, but they still provide an important part of the logical framework of the 

exposition.  
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Table 3: Modern Maladies Expository Dialogue, use of Incompletive Aspect 

Incompletive 

Morphology: 

Future 

Interpretation 

Habitual (or Other 

IPFV) Interpretation 

Items Used to Interpret 

ambiguous – look 

outside verb 

phrase 

12d 

14c 

14e 

15.1 

 

 

23b 

24b 

6 total 

 

 

 

 

16a -> hypothetical 

20.1a -> hypothetical 

 

 

2 total 

12d cultural knowledge 

14c imperative 

14e parallel clause 

15.1 parallel clause 

16a coherence  

20.1a cultural knowledge 

23b cultural knowledge 

24b parallel clause 

 

unambiguous – 

look within verb 

phrase 

8b 

12f 

13.1c 

 

 

4 total 

 

 

 

18.2a-b -> generic 

19.2b 

3 total 

8b -te PFV (Perfective) 

12f á ... da 

13.1c –ti PFV 

18.2a-b á ... da 

19.2b full HAB morphology 

 

# of time words (most are NPs): = 13, in 35 sentences. 

location: 7,9.2,11.3,12,13.2,15.2,15.2,18.1,19.2,21.1,21.2,23,25.2 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

This paper has demonstrated that C'Lela is an aspect-prominent language of some 

interest for developing a more complete typology of verb morphology. There is no 

grammaticalized future/non-future opposition; future time reference in C'Lela is 

handled by using a combination of time adverbials, aspectual verb forms (both 

perfective and imperfective), and other elements of the context. 

The common strategy of future time reference in C'Lela is use of an imperfective 

verb form which has been dubbed incompletive. The same incompletive verb form can 

and frequently does function to portray a habitual situation. The interpretation of the 

incompletive marking as habitual, future, or other related situations may rely on 

elements of the discourse context or even of the cultural context. These include not 

only time adverbials and verbal aktionsart, but also a system of auxiliary copula verbs 

specialized to a variety of verbal categories. 
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My intention throughout this paper has been to document strategies for future time 

reference in C'Lela more than to address typological implications of this description. It 

is hoped that this treatment, though markedly language-specific, will furnish ideas and 

inspiration to colleagues doggedly working on morphology of the many languages in 

the Niger-Congo phylum that still have little or no documentation. It should also be an 

interesting jigsaw puzzle piece for those working on the bigger picture of language 

typology. 
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APPENDIX A – C'LELA PHONEMIC INVENTORY & TONE 

CONSONANT INVENTORY  

p          pʲ 

b          bʲ 

t         tʷ 

d        dʷ 

k       kʷ   kʲ        ʔ     ʔʷ  

ɡ       ɡʷ   ɡʲ     

f           f ʲ 

v 

s         sʷ       t͡ʃ        t͡ʃ ʷ 

z         zʷ      d͡ʒ       d͡ʒʷ 

h       hʷ   hʲ     

m         mʲ n        nʷ ŋ 

 ɾ         ɾʷ       ɾʲ    

l         lʷ 

 

w                      j  

                

VOWEL INVENTORY 

  

i     i:                                        u     u: 

ɘ     ɘ: 

e     e:                       o     o: 

ɛ     ɛ:             ɔ     ɔ: 

a     a: 

 

TONE  

• There are two level tonemes: High is marked as V́ (on any given vowel); Low is 

unmarked and occurs most frequently. 

• Falling tone can occur on phrase-fnal syllables. In that context it appears to be used 

contrastively for both lexical and grammatical distinctions. It is marked as V̂ on any 

given vowel. 

• For long vowels, tone is marked on only the first part of the symbol. 

• Floating high tones are marked as V(H) where known to exist. 
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APPENDIX B – C'LELA TEXT INFORMATION & INTERLINEAR GLOSSING ABBREVIATIONS 

Information on C'Lela texts referred to in this paper: 

Text Title 

(Abbreviation in 

parentheses) 

Text 

Genre 

C'Lela Speaker & Dialect Language Consultants 

(primary help for glosses & 

explaining cultural 

background) 

Modern Maladies 

(Modern) 

expository 

(dialogue) 

Ret'd Captain Ango Pɘni 

 & Mrs. Anna Ango, Pɘni 

Bulus Doro Rikoto 

Sunday Ango K'Bancho 

Why Monkey No 

Longer Farms 

(Monkey) 

narrative 

– fable 

Andrew Chǝri, Rumu Danladi Sanche 

The Bad-Tempered 

Blacksmith (Smith) 

narrative Wade Dasa, Senchi Peter Nasoma Senchi 

Lies Bring Shame 

(Deceit) 

narrative Bala Koba, Manga Sunday Ango K'Bancho 

 

Abbreviations Used in Interlinear Glossing 

Pronouns: 

1 first person 

2 second person 

3 third person 

s singular 

p plural 

EXCL exclusive 

INCL inclusive 

INDEP independent pronoun 
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Other: 

AGR NC agreement 

COND conditional 

COMP complementizer 

DEV development of author's purpose 

FUT future (imperfective) 

FUT2 future (perfective)  

HAB habitual 

INAL inalienable (possession) 

INCE inceptive / immediate future 

IPFV imperfective 

IRR irrealis 

LOC locative 

MS mass/non-count noun 

NC 

NCSuf 

noun class marker (prefix) 

noun class marker as suffix 

NEG negation, negative 

OBJ object 

PFV perfective 

PFV2 highlighting perfective 

PL plural, pluractional if verb 

POSS possessive 

Q question marker 

REL relative 

REDUP reduplication (of preceding)  

SBJ subject 

SEQ sequential 

SG singular 

  


