Dogon Existential particle yv
forms


A particle with a form like /yE/ or /ya/ occurs preverbally in some Dogon languages. The notation /yv/ will be used here in cross-linguistic contexts, allowing for variation in the vowel. The forms are these, with tone in parentheses.
(1)
language
particle
comment

(a)
Jamsay
yE (H)
Existential


Beni
ya (H)
Existential


Nanga
ya (H)
Existential
(b)
Tabi-Sarinyere
a (H)
Imperfective
(c)
Najamba
[none]
--


It is likely that /yv/ originated as a semantically weakened discourse-definite 'there' adverb (cf. English there in There is/are ..., French y), related to Dogon discourse-definite 'there' adverbs including Nanga /ya/ (H‑tone) and Jamsay yi- ( yE- ( ye- (usually H‑toned).

grammatical function


In most of the languages (Jamsay, Beni, Nanga), /yv/ is obligatory (except as indicated below) before the existential-locational 'X be (somewhere)' and possessive 'X have Y' predicators. These predicators are defective (but conjugatable) verb-like elements that we call quasi-verbs (the 'have' and in some cases the 'be' predicator are related to inflectional AN suffixes, making the analysis tricky). The typical constructions are given in (2).

(2)
a.
X
Existential
be-3SgS



'X is present (somewhere, e.g. here)' or 'There is some X'


b.
X
Y
Existential
have-3SgS



'X has Y.'


In the 'X be (somewhere)' construction, the Existential particle may be omitted when the location is explicitly indicated (3.a). It is also normally omitted when any constituent in the clause is focalized (whether or not Focus is morphologically expressed), in both the 'X be (somewhere)' construction (3.b) and the 'X have Y' construction (3.c). It is also absent in relative clauses (3.d). Perhaps one could infer that in (3.a), an explicit locational 'in Z' is (treated syntactically as) intrinsically focal in the context 'X be [in Z]'.
(3)
a.
X
[in the village]
be-3SgS



'X is in the village.'


b.
[X (Focus)]
be-3SgS



'It is X [focus] who is present (somewhere).'


c.
[who? (Focus)]
goat
have-3SgS



'Who [focus] has a goat?'

d.
X(L-toned)
be-Participle
the



'the X who is present (somewhere)'



Finally, /yv/ is not allowed in negative contexts even in otherwise straightforward main clauses (4.a-b), though it is permitted in positive conditional antecedent clauses like (4.c), in spite of the fact that such clauses have some negative-like modal features.

(4)
a.
X
(#Existential)
not.be-3SgS



'X is not present (somewhere)' or 'There is no X'


b.
X
Y
(#Existential)
have-Neg-3SgS



'X does not have Y.'


c.
[X
Y
Existential
have-3SgS
if]



'if X has Y, ...'


In addition to the basic 'be (somewhere)' and 'have' quasi-verbs, Existential /yv/ is at least optionally present before certain other (mostly stative) verbs such as 'be (put) in' or 'want', the details varying from language to language.

Tabi-Sarinyere Imperfective /a/


It is possible that Tabi-Sarinyere /a/ (H-toned) and variant /aa/ (<HL>), a preverbal Imperfective particle, is cognate to the Existential /yv/ particles described above (Tabi-Sarinyere has no particle in this latter function).


/a/ (or variant) is nearly obligatory in a clause with a Future verb, and is also common in a clause with a (general) Imperfective verb. In these contexts, /a/ is compatible with a focalized constituent, and may occur in relative (as well as conditional antecedent) clauses. These details would seem to make a direct equation with Existential /yV/ in the other languages problematic.

However, /a/ is incompatible with negation, a detail that strongly suggests a connection with Existential /yv/.


In addition, /a/ is required before (stative) existential-locational 'be' quasi-verb /da/ in the absence of an overt locational phrase, and it becomes merely optional before /da/ if such a locational is present. Furthermore, /a/ is not permitted before /da/ in the presence of a focalized constituent, although with regular verbs in its Imperfective function /a/ can co-occur with such a constituent. Since /da/ 'be (somewhere)' is stative and therefore does not distinguish perfective from imperfective, /a/ cannot be described as "Imperfective" in combination with /da/. Instead, its behavior with this quasi-verb is reminiscent of the behavior of Existential /yv/ in the other languages, even though /a/ does not occur in Tabi-Sarinyere with the 'have' quasi-verb (or other statives).

