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The Use of Tone in the Verbal Morphology of the SaraBagirmi Languages 
John Keegan, The Sara-Bagirmi Language Project 

 
Introduction  
 . Three even tones in Sara-Bagirmi languages (examples from Mbay): 
 (1) là ‘to be wide’ 
  bā ‘river’ 
  ká ‘noise’ 

 . Tone-bearing phonemes are vowels and sonorant consonants (examples from Mongo): 
 (2) bǝࢲr̄ ‘warthog’ 
  tàā ‘to take’ 
  àĺ  ‘not’ 
 .  Contour tones on a single tone-bearing element are very rare except in Bagirmi (examples 
from Mbay): 
 (3) -ň ‘with it’ 
  nà-tâ ‘otherwise’ 

 . Tone is used in all of the Sara-Bagirmi languages to indicate changes in the subject of the verb. 
The following example is from Bagirmi: 

(4) mā mᵼࢲ-ndā ‘me, I set’  jè jì-ndà  ‘we set’ 
ī-ndā  ‘you set’  sè ndā-kī ‘you set’ 
né ndáà  ‘he/she sets’  jé jí-ndáà ‘they set’ 
ŋōn ndà ‘a child sets’  ŋán-gē ndà ‘children set’ 

 Recordings for most of the conjugations contained here are available from the “sound 
dictionaries” for the Sara-Bagirmi Language Project web site: 

http://morkegbooks.com/Services/World/Languages/SaraBagirmi/SoundDictionary/SaraSoundDictionary.htm 

1.  Verbal Morphology in the Sara Languages 
 . The subject pronominal prefixes: 

             (5) m̄-  ‘I’  kᵼࢲ-/j-  ‘we’  
 ī-  ‘you (sing. and pl.) 
 null/ ń-  ‘he/she/it’ null/dᵼࢳ- ‘they’ 

. Subject plurality is indicated by a suffix (-n̄ or -ī). 

 . With few exceptions, tonal change is only used with verbs that begin with a vowel. 

1.1  Mbay 
1.1.1  Low-High verbs stems that begin with a vowel and which contain Low-Low tone. 
  (6)      3rd person    1st sing./2nd person    Gloss 
       èl              él              ‘to speak’ 
            ùr              úr             ‘to dig’ 
            ɔࢲsᵼࢲ             ɔࢳsᵼࢳ            ‘to pierce’   
            òtᵼࢲ             ótᵼࢳ            ‘to smell’  

.  The tone of 1st person plural and 3rd person singular and plural forms is the same.  

.  One exception: àn 'to say' becomes High-Low (áǹ) in the 1st person singular and 2nd person. 

1.1.2 Mid verb stems that begin with a vowel and which contain Low-Mid tone: 
  (7)     3rd person              1st sing./2nd person    Gloss 
        àd̄             ād̄             ‘to give’ 
            ùr̄              ūr              ‘to sew’ 
            ɔࢲr̄              ɔ̄r              ‘to remove’   
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1.1.3 No Tonal Change verb stems begin with a consonant: 

             (8)     sán̄g           ‘to look for’ 
               m̅-sán̄g      ‘I look for’ jᵼࢲ-sán̄g/jᵼࢲ-sán̄g-n̄ ‘we look for (incl/excl.)’ 
               ī-sán̄g     ‘you look for (sg.)’ ī-sán̄g-n̄ ‘you (pl.) look for’ 
               sán̄g       ‘he/she/it looks for’ sán̄g-n̄  ‘they look for’ 
One exception: ɓày/ɓáy ‘to rise, get up’. There also a class of apparent exceptions: 

  (9)     3rd person    1st sing./2nd person    Gloss 
       là              lá              ‘to send’ 
            sà              sá             ‘to eat’ 
  gà              gá            ‘to chop’ 

1.2  Other Sara Languages 
1.2.1  Low-High verbs stems beginning with a vowel with Low-Low tone in 3rd person singular: 

   (10) Mbay  Daba Sar* Mango Gulay Kaba Gloss 
 àsᵼࢲ/ásᵼࢳ às/ás àsᵼࢲ/ásᵼࢲ àsᵼࢲ/ás̄ àsᵼࢲ/ásᵼࢳ àsᵼࢲ/ás̄ ‘to be able (he/you) 
 ɔࢲdᵼࢲ/ɔࢳdᵼࢳ ɔࢲd/ɔࢳd ɔࢲdᵼࢲ/ɔࢳdᵼࢲ ɔࢲdᵼࢲ/ɔࢳd̄ ɔࢲdᵼࢲ/ɔࢳdᵼࢳ ɔࢲrù/ɔࢳrū ‘to touch (he/you)’ 
 ɔࢲr/ɔࢳr ɔࢲr/ɔࢳr ɔࢳᶉ/ɔࢳᶉ ̀ ɔࢲ/ɔࢳ ɔࢲr/ɔࢳr ɔࢲr/ɔࢳr ‘to be tired (he/you)’ 

Explanation for the Mbay exceptions in (8): 
   (11) Mbay     Sar    Daba Gulay Mongo  Ngambay Gloss 
 là         ᵼࢲlà/ìlà   ùlà        ùlə̀        ùlə̀ ùlà  ‘he/she/it sends’ 
 ndà        ᵼࢲndà/ìndà  ùndà       ùndə̀       ìndə̀ ùndà ‘he/she/it hits’ 
 ɓà         ᵼࢲɓà/ìɓà         ùɓà        ìbə̀ ùbə̀ ùbà  ‘he/she/it stamps, presses’ 
In the Eastern Sara language Ngam, forms with and without the initial vowel are possible. My initial 
impression is that ìɓà is required initially, in isolation and when following a consonant, while ɓà can be 
used when immediately following a vowel. 

With languages that use ń for ‘he/she/it’ and d- for ‘they’, the tone is the same tone as the second 
person singular (e.g. úlā /d-úlā ‘you/they send’ in Ngambay, óy/d-óy ‘you/they die’ in Kaba). 

Tonal differences between languages are general, and not specific to Verb Conjugations: 
   (12)   Mbay  Bebote/Gor  Daba Sar Mango Gulay Kaba Ngambay  Gloss 
 ɓál ɓál  --- ɓál ̀ ɓál ɓál --- ɓál ‘color’ 
 kújᵼࢳ kǝ́y  kúj kújᵼࢲ kǝ́y kǝ́y kǝ́y kǝ́y ‘house’ 
 tátᵼࢳ tát̄  tát tátᵼࢲ tát̄ ---- tát̄ tád̄ ‘be wide’ 
 kádᵼࢳ kád̄  kád kádᵼࢲ kád̄ kádᵼࢳ kár̄ kár̄* ‘sugarcane’ 

1.2.2  Mid verb stems beginning with a vowel with Low-Mid tone: 
   (13) Mbay  Bebote/Gor  Daba Sar Mango Gulay Kaba Ngambay Gloss 
 ùt̄/ūt̄ ùt̄/ūt̄ ùt/ūt ùt̄/ūt̄ ùt̄/ūt̄ ùtū/ūtū ùtū/ūtū ùdū/ūdū ‘to cover’ 
 àd̄/ād̄ àd̄/ād̄ àd/ād àd̄/ād̄ àd̄/ād̄ àd̄/ād̄ àr̄/ār àr̄/ār ‘to give’ 
 àƖ/āl àƖ/āl àƖ/āl àƖ/āl àƖ/āl àƖ/āl àƖ/āl àƖ/āl ‘to go up’ 
         * sō/sō òs̄/ōs̄ ìsō/īsō ìsō/īsō* ùs̄/ūs̄ òsō/ōsō òsō/ōsō òsō/ōsō ‘to fall’ 

Unlike Low-High class, forms with ń- ‘he/she/it’ dᵼࢳ- are not the same as the 1st person singular and the 
2nd person: 

    (14) Gulay* Mongo  Kaba Ngambay Gloss 
 òō, ō, d-ó òō, ō, d-ó òō/n-ó, ō, dó òō, ō, d-ó ‘to see (he/you/they)’ 
 ìlə̄/īlə̄/dᵼࢳlǝ́ ìlə̄/īlə̄/d-ᵼࢳlə̄ ìlā/īlā/d-ílā ìlā/īlā/d-ílā ‘to throw, put’ 
 òsō/ōsō/dósó ùs̄/ūs̄/d-úsū òsō/ōsō/d-ósō        ---- ‘to fall’ 
 àw̄/āw/dáw ɔ̀ w̄/ɔ̄w/d-ɔࢳw àw̄/āw/d-áw àw̄/āw/d-áw ‘to go’ 
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1.2.3   No Tonal Change, beginning with a consonant (examples here show the 3rd person 
singular and 2nd person singular for the selected verbs): 
   (15) Mbay  Daba Sar Mango Gulay Kaba Ngambay Gloss 
 tél/tél tél/tél tél/̀ tél ̀ tǝࢳl/tǝࢳl tǝࢳl/tǝࢳl tél/tél tél/tél ‘to return’ 
 kúƖ/kúƖ kúƖ/kúƖ kúƖ/kúƖ kúl/kúl kúl/kúl kúl/kúl kúl/kúl ‘to cook (sauce)’ 
 tètᵼࢲ/tètᵼࢲ  tèt/tèt tètᵼࢲ/tètᵼࢲ tǝࢲtᵼࢲ/tǝࢲtᵼࢲ tètᵼࢲ/tètᵼࢲ tètᵼࢲ/tètᵼࢲ tǝࢲdᵼࢲ/tǝࢲdᵼࢲ ‘to break’ 

1.2.4  Laga 
 A large number of words in the core vocabular of the Western Sar language Laga (traditionally 
referred to as Laka) bear a tone that is different from that found in all the other Sara Languages. The 
most important difference is one where Low-Mid tone appears in Laga with Low-Low tone: 
     (16)         Sara Languages           Laga 
       to see           òō   ò    
       water  màn̄   màn 
       to go up àƖ   àl 
       feather bə̀Ɩ,bèƖ  bə̀l 
       body hair bḭ̀ḭ̄   bḭ̀  
Low-Low tonal verbs are confusing, and depend on whether stem has 1 syllable or 2: 

    (17) kàw   ‘to go’     
  m-āw,  āw,       n-áw,     ngōn àw      
  I go,     you go, he goes, a child goes 
  j-àw,   j-àw-jēy,        āw-jē,         d-áw 
  we go, we (incl.) go, you (pl.) go, they go.  
 kày    ‘to drink’   
  m-āy,    āy,            n-áy,         ngōn ày 
  I drink, you drink, he drinks, a child drinks  
  j-ày,          j-ày-jēy,              āy-jē,                d-áy 
  we drink, we (incl.) drink,    you (pl.) drink, they drink 
 kàl     ‘to go up’ 
  m-āl,        āl,                 n-ál,            ngōn àl 
  I go up,    you go up,   he goes up, the child goes up 
  j-àl-jē,            āl-jē,                  d-ál 
  we (excl.) up, you (pl.) go up, they go up. 
     (18)  kɔࢲr      ‘to be tired’ 
  m-ɔࢳr,         ɔࢳr,                 n-ɔࢳr,          ngōn ɔࢲr,              j-ɔࢲr-jēy,                 d-ɔࢳr 
  I am tired, you are tired, he is tired, the child is tired, we (incl.) are tired, they are tired  
             kà     ‘to see’ 
  m-á,         á,                 n-á,          ngōn à,              j-à-jēy,                 d-á 
 I look,      you look,     he look,   the child looks,  we (incl.) look,     they look  

With verb stems having bi-syllabic roots, on the other hand, the tonal patterns are identical: 
 
     (19)     kìlà      ‘to throw’      kìngà ‘to find’ 
  m-ílā  ‘I throw’  m-íngā ‘I find’  
  ílā  ‘you (s.) throw’  íngā ‘you (s.) find’ 
  n-ílā  ‘he/she/it throws’  n-íngā ‘he/she/it finds’ 
  ngōn ìlà  ‘the child throws’  ngōn ìngà ‘the child finds’ 
  j-ìlà  ‘we throw’  j-ìngà  ‘we find’ 
  ílā-ī-jēy  ‘you (pl.)  throw’  íngā-ī-jēy ‘you (pl.)  find’ 
  d-ílā  ‘they throw’  d-íngā ‘they find’ 
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In other cases Low-Mid stems are identical in tone to that found in other Sara Languages (e.g. 
ānd̄, ngōn ànd̄, n-ánd̄, d-ánd̄ ‘you/the child/he/they enter/s’). In others it is the tone patterns are the 
same as bi-syllabic Low-Low verbs (e.g. úndā, ngōn ùndā, n-úndā, d-úndā ‘you/he/the child/they 
set/s’). 

2.  Verbal Morphology in the Sara Kaba Languages 
Subject Pronoun synopsis: 

     (20)  I you he/she/it we incl.   we. excl.  they 
 Before vowels: m-  ī/í   (null)     j-     d-  (null) 

 Before consonants: mí  í   (null)    jì     dí  (null) 

In Deme, í becomes ú before stems containing ‘o’ or ‘u’. We will look at three Sara Kaba languages: 
Na, Kulfa and Deme. 

2.1  Na (Sara Kaba Na) 
Four principal classes of verbs: 

2.1.1. Low-High verb stems where Low-Low varies with High-Low:  
    (21)     èngè  ‘to find’ 
  m-éngè, éngè, nè èngè, j-èngè ‘I find, you find, he/she finds, we (incl.) find’ 
  d-éngè, éngèe, èngèe            ‘we (excl.) find, you (pl.) find, they find’ 
      ùwà  ‘to see’ 
  m-úwà, úwà, nè ùwà, j-ùwà      ‘I see, you see, he/she sees, we (incl.) see’ 
  d-úwà,  úwàa, ùwàa     ‘we (excl.) see, you (pl.) see, they see’ 
      jìrò  ‘to ask’ 
  m-jírò, jírò, nè jìrò, jégè jìrò ‘I ask, you ask, he/she asks, we (incl.) ask’ 
  dí jírò, ségè jírò, négè jìrò  ‘we (excl.) ask, you (pl.) ask, they ask’ 

This class includes verb stems beginning with both consonants and vowels. It also includes stems 
consisting of a single syllable in  Low tone: 

   (22)     to die: ò 
  m-óò, óò, nè ò, j-ò        ‘I die, you die, he/she dies, we (incl.) die’ 
  d-óò,  ségè óò, négè ò      ‘we (excl.) die, you (pl.) die, they die’ 
   to stand: 
  mí ráà, í ráà, nè rà, jégè rà    ‘I stand, you stand, he/she stands, we (incl.) stand’ 
  dí ráà, ségè ráà, négè rà            ‘we (excl.) stand, you (pl.) stand, they stand’ 

2.1.2  Mid verb stems where Low-Mid tone varies with Mid-Mid tone: 
    (23)     kàɓē ‘to go’ 
  m-āɓē, āɓē, àɓē, j-àɓē    ‘I go, you go, he/she goes, we (incl.) go’ 
  d-āɓē, ségè āɓē, àɓēe  ‘we (excl.) go, you (pl.) go, they go’ 
     kìsō  ‘to fall’ 
  m-īsō, īsō, nè ìsō, j-ìsō,    ‘I fall, you fall, he/she falls, we (incl.) go’ 
  d-īsō, īsōo, ìsōo       ‘we (excl.) go, you (pl.) fall, they fall’ 
     gèӯ  ‘to know’ 
  mí gēy, gēy, nè gèӯ, jì gèӯ  ‘I know, you know, he/she knows, we (incl.) know’ 
  dí gēy, gēyī, gèyī     ‘we (excl.) know, you (pl.) know, they know’  

2.1.3.  A class of verbs where Low-Mid varies with High-Mid: 
    (24)    nàw̄  ‘to like’ 
  mí náw̄, í náw̄, nè nàw̄, jégè nàw̄    ‘I like, you like, he/she likes, we (incl.) like’ 
  dí náw̄, náwū, nàwū     ‘we (excl.) like you (pl.) like, they like’ 
     tàkā   ‘to take’ 
  mí tákā, í tákā, nè tàkā, jégè tàkā    ‘I take, you take, he/she takes, we (incl.) take’ 
  dí tákā, tákāā, tàkāā           ‘we (excl.) take, you (pl.) take, they take’ 
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    ìnjī   ‘to sit’ 
  m-ínjī, ínjī, nè ìnjī, jégè j-ìnjī   ‘I sit, you sit, he/she sits, we (incl.) sit’ 
  d-ínjī, ínjīī, ìnjīī              ‘we (excl.) sit, you (pl.) sit, they sit’ 

 Most verbs in this class begin with a consonant. 
2.1.4.  No tonal change verb stems. This large class includes all verb stems where the first base tone is 
not Low (e.g. ndélè ’to return [intrans.]’, télè ‘to pour, turn, drive, etc.’), téhè ‘to partially pluck’, bíī ‘to 
twist’, ɓáà ‘to get mixed up in’, etc.  

2.1.5  Exception: to give: ìɲā 
   (25)    m-íɲà, íɲà, nè ìɲā, j-ìɲā        ‘I give, you give, he/she gives, we (incl.) give’ 
  d-íɲà, íɲà, ìɲāa        ‘we (excl.) give, you (pl.) give, they give’ 

2.2  Kulfa 
 The verb principal verb classes of Kulfa are identical to those found in Na: 
2.2.1. Low-High verb stems where Low-Low contrasts with High-Low:  

    (26)  m-úɗyà, úɗyà, nì ùɗyà, j-ùɗyà, d-úɗyà ‘to cut (I, you, he, we (incl.), we (excl.)’ 
 m-áɗyà, áɗyà, nì àɗyà, j-àɗyà, d-áɗyà ‘to have not yet done’ 

m-ávò, ávò, nì àvò, j-àvò, d-ávò  ‘to come’ 
m-ímvè, ímvè, nì ìmvè, j-ìmvè, dēgé d-ímvè ‘to find’ 

 mí dígì, ī dígì, nì dìgì, jì dìgì, dí-dìgì ‘to answer’ 
m̄-váà, ī fáà, nì fà, jì-fà, dí- fáà ‘to speak’ 
mí-ɗéè, ī í-ɗéè, nì ɗè, jì-ɗè, dí-ɗéè ‘to come’ 
mí ɗémè, ī ɗémè, nì ɗèmè, jì ɗèmè, dí-ɗémè ‘to grow big’ 

 Like Na, this class is used with verb stems beginning with vowels and consonants. 
2.2.1. Mid verb stems, where Low-Mid contrasts with Mid-Mid: 

    (27)   m-āɲā, āɲā, nì àɲā, j-àɲā, d-āɲā   ‘to run’ 
m-īsō, īsō, nì ìsō, j-ìsō, d-īsō    ‘to fall’ 
m-ītō, ītō, nì ìtō, j-ìtō, d-ītō    ‘to carry’ 

 Like Na, this class is most commonly found with verb stems beginning with a vowel. 

2.2.3.  A verb class with Low-Mid contrasting with High-Mid: 
     (28)  mí gέɛ̄, í gέɛ̄, nì gὲɛ̄, jέὲ jì gὲɛ̄, dí-gέɛ̄  ‘to know’ 

m-ínjī, ínjī, nì ìnjī, j-ìnjī, d-ínjī    ‘to sit’ 
mí jóō, ī-jóō, nì jòō, jì jòō, dí- jóō   ‘to wait’  
mí ɗíngā, ī-ɗíngā, nì ɗìngā, jì-ɗìngā, dí-ɗíngā ‘to complete, finish’ 

 Like Na, this class is most commonly found with verb stems beginning with a consonant. 

2.2.4. No tonal change verb stems. Like Na, this includes all verbs whose first syllable does not bear 
Low tone. Some examples: náŋà ‘to remain behind’, téē ‘to open’, tɔࢳɔࢲ ‘to wash’ and tínì  ‘to call’. Our 
limited data for Kulfa also includes one case where Low-Low varies with High-Mid tone: 

mí júfā, ī-júfā, nì jùfà, jέὲ jì-jùfà, dēgé dí júfā, sēgé í-júfā, négē jùfà  ‘to split’ 

2.3  Deme 
 Data is from Palayer (2006: 84-96).Three of the verb classes found in Koulfa and Na are also 
found in Deme.  
2.3.1. A verb class with Low-Low contrasting with High-Low:  

    (29)  ùndɔࢲ,  úndɔࢲ ‘he hits, you hit’ 
 àgà, ávà  ‘he crawls, you crawl’ 
 nɔࢲɔࢲ,  ú-nɔࢳɔࢲ ‘he is well, you are well’ 
 mbùtù, ú-mbútù ‘he pierces, you pierce’ 
 tòɗò/ú-tóɗò ‘he is lying, you are lying’ 
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2.3.2. A verb class with Low-Mid contrasting with Mid-Mid: 

   (30)    àdā, ādā   ‘he/she/it gives, you give’ 
ùndɔ̄, ūndɔ̄   ‘he/she/it sets, you set’ 
àlē, ālē   ‘he/she/it goes up, you go up’ 

 Palayer indicates that this class is only found with verb stems beginning with a vowel. 

2.3.3. A verb class with no tonal change. This class appears to includes only verbs that begin with a 
consonant, including some whose first syllable bears Low tone. Some examples: nāhā ‘to do’,  tɔ̄ɗē ‘to 
say’, ndàlē ‘to wait’ and tìī  ‘to leave’, and hèté ‘to be green’. 
2.3.4. A verb class with High-Mid contrasting with Mid-Mid. The verb class Low-Mid to High-Mid 
found in Na and Koulfa is limited to a single verb in Deme: ìgī/ígī ‘he knows/you know’.1 Instead there 
is a class where the 3rd person form is High-Mid, but the 2nd person is Mid-Mid: 

    (31)  ɗábē, í-ɗābē    ‘he/she sells, you sell’ 
túɗē, ú-tūɗē   ‘he/she vomits, you vomit’ 

3.  Verbal Morphology in the Bagirmi Languages 
 Only data for Bagirmi and Kenga is currently available.  

3.1  Verbal Morphology in Bagirmi 
Verb classes show greater variation than do the classes in Sara Kaba and Sara languages, and 

they tend to be tied to specific syllabic shapes.  
3.1.2. A verb class with High-Low contrasting with Low-Low: 
 This class corresponds to the Low-Low to High-High of Sara Languages and Low-Low to High-
Low of Sara Kaba languages. 

   (32) m-úyù, úyù, n-úyù, ngàɓ ùyù  ‘to marry: I, you, he, the man’ 
 m-úpù, ī úpù, né n-úpù, ŋōn ùpù  ‘to blow: I, you, he, the child’ 
 m-únù, únù, n-únù, ŋōn ùnù    ‘to take: I, you, he, the child’ 
 m-ákà, ákà, n-ákà, ŋōn àkà  ‘to see: I, you, he, the child’ 

 mā m-ɗéè, ī ɗéè, né ɗéè, ŋōn ɗè ‘to come: I, you, he, the child’ 
 mᵼࢲ-góò, ī góò, né góò, ŋōn gò ‘to throw: I, you, he, the child’ 
 mᵼࢲ-kóò, ī kóò, né kóò, ŋōn kò ‘to seize, catch: I, you, he, the child’ 
 mᵼࢲ-láà, ī láà, né láà ŋōn là ‘to say: I, you, he, the child’ 
 mᵼࢲ-móò, ī móò, né móò, ŋōn mò ‘to find: I, you, he, the child’ 

3.1.2.1. A subclass where HighLow-Low occurs with 3rd person pronominal subects when verb 
stem is bi-syllabic and begins with a vowel: 
    (33) mᵼࢲ-ɓókò, ī ɓókò, né ɓôkò, ŋōn ɓòkò     ‘to rob’ 
 mᵼࢲ-jútù, ī jútù, né jûtù, ŋōn jùtù ‘to pull’ 
 mᵼࢲ-lálà, ī lálà, né lâlà, ŋōn làlà ‘to lay’ 
 mᵼࢲ-nápò, ī nápò, né nâpò, ngàɓ nàpò ‘to plow’ 
 mᵼࢲ-núŋò, ī núŋò, né nûŋò, ŋōn nùŋò ‘to burn’ 
 mᵼࢲ-njáŋà, ī njáŋà, né njâŋà, ŋōn njàŋà ‘to write’ 
 mᵼࢲ-njélè, ī njélè, né njêlè, ŋōn njèlè ‘to know’ 
 mᵼࢲ-núŋò, ī núŋò, né ŋûŋò, ŋōn nùŋò ‘to grill, burn’ 
 mᵼࢲ-ɗápò, ī ɗápò, né ɗâpò, ngàɓ ɗàpò ‘to lend’ 

 mᵼࢲ-ɗárà, ī ɗárà, né ɗârà, ŋōn ɗàrà  ‘to stop’ 
3.1.2. A verb class where Mid-Mid contrasts High-Low and Low-Low: 

   (34) m-ādā, ādā, n-ádà, j-àdà, ād-kī, j-ádà ‘to give: I, you, he, we, you (pl.) they’ 
 m-āɲā, āɲā, n-áɲà, j-àɲà, āɲ-kī, j-áɲà ‘to flee: I, you, he, we, you (pl.), they’ 

                                                
1 Palayer (2006:85) states that the tone change is Low-Mid to High-Mid, but his example is ígì ‘you know’ instead of ígī. In 
the dictionary portion (p. 236), however, he has the correct form for ‘you know’ ígī, suggesting that ígì is a typing error. 
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 mᵼࢲ-yā, ī yā, né yáà, ŋōn yà ‘to hide: I, you, he, the child’ 
mᵼࢲ-ndā, ī ndā, né ndáà, ŋōn ndà ‘to put, set: I, you, he, the child’ 

3.1.2.1  A small subclass with Mid-Mid contrasting with High-HighLow and Low-Low: 

    (35)   m-ācā, ī ācā, né n-ácâ, ngàɓ àcà   ‘to chop, cut’ 
  m-ōcō, ōcō, né n-ócô, j-òcò, ōcō-kī, j-ócô   ‘to fall’ 
  m-ōrō, ōrō, né n-órô, ŋōn òrò    ‘to trap, catch’ 
3.1.3   A verb class with no tonal change. This class includes a smaller number of verbs than in the 
Sara and Sara Kaba languages. They include a fair number of the verbs in High-Mid tone (e.g. njípā ‘to 
bother’, píyā ‘to play’ súŋō ‘to be hot’), a few verbs in High-HighLow tone (e.g. sílê ‘to turn around, 
jump over’, pǝࢳlə̂ ‘to mix’), and a few verbs in Mid-Mid tone (e.g. cālā ‘to remain’, ndūgō ‘to buy’, and 
ndōtō ‘to meet’).  

3.1.4   Small exceptional class: Mid-Mid contrasting with HighLow-Mid: 
    (36)   mᵼࢲ-mbōcō, ī-mbōcō, né mbôcō, ŋōn mbōcō ‘to measure’ 
   mᵼࢲ-ndērē, ī ndērē, né ndêrē, ŋōn ndērē   ‘to limp’ 
   mᵼࢲ-tūkō, ī tūkō, né tûkō, ngàɓ tūkō   ‘to weave’ 
 *mì-līl, ī līl, né líƖ, ŋōn līl   ‘to hang’  

3.1.5  Tone change in future aspect 

Future aspect in Bagirmi is formed with a distinct set of personal subject pronouns: 
    (37) mǝࢳ-káɓè      ‘I will go’ jᵼࢲ-kàɓ, jᵼࢲ-kàɓ-kī ‘we will go’ 
 kǝࢳ-káɓè ‘you will go’ kǝࢳ-káɓ-kī ‘you (pl.) will go’ 
 nǝࢳ-káɓè ‘he/she will go’ jᵼࢳ-káɓè ‘they will go’ 
 ngōn kâɓè      ‘a child will go’ 
When the verb stem in simple aspect begins with a vowel, the tone for future aspect is not the same as 
the tone in simple aspect. For example, the verb āɓē ‘to go’ belongs to the verb class Mid-Mid described 
in section 3.1.2 (e.g. m-āɓē ‘I go’, āɓē ‘you go’, etc.) But in future it behaves like a verb of the shape 
CVCV (the verb class HighLow-Low described in section 3.1.3).  
3.1.6  Other comments 

Two important verbs, dᵼࢳgâ ‘to say’, and njúgô ‘to bathe’, bear the tone High-HighLow in the 1st 
and 2nd person singular, switch to High-Low tone for the 3rd person with pronominal subject, and to 
Low-Low tone for the 1st person plural and the 3rd person with a specified subject:   
    (38)     mᵼࢲ-dᵼࢳgâ, ī dᵼࢳgâ, né dᵼࢳgà, ŋōn dᵼࢲgà, jᵼࢲ-dᵼࢳgà ‘to say: I, you, he, the child, we’ 

mᵼࢲ-njúgô, ī njúgô, né njúgò, ŋōn njùgò   ‘to bathe: I, you, he, the child’ 
As noted above, the majority of multi-syllabic Bagirmi words ending in a vowel drop the final vowel in 
non-final position in a clause or sentence. When this occurs, the tone of the final vowel is normally lost. 
The followings examples are with the High-Low verb tóɗò: 

     (39)  mᵼࢲ-tóɗ ɓī  ‘I sleep’ 
   ī tóɗ ɓī   ‘you sleep’ 
   né tôɗ ɓī  ‘he sleeps’ 
   ŋōn tòɗ ɓī  ‘the child sleeps’ 

3.2  Verbal Morphology in Kenga 
The person subject pronouns are (before a vowel/consonant): ḿ/mí ‘I’, null form/ ǝ́ ‘you’, null 

form ‘he/she/it’ and j-/kǝ̀ ‘we’. Data is from Neukom (1993) and Palayer (2004). 

3.2.1  A verb class where Low-Mid contrasts with High-Low: 
      (40) ààkā, ákà  ‘he/she/it sees, you see’ 
    ààjā, ájà  ‘he/she/it saves, you save’ 
  ɔࢲgɔ̄, ɔࢳgɔࢲ  ‘he/she/it hits, you hit’ 
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3.2.2  A verb class where Low-Mid contrasts with Mid-Mid: 
       (41)  òòcō, ōōcō  ‘he/she/it falls, you fall’ 
  àànā, āānā  ‘he/she/it arrives, you arrive’ 
  ɔࢲɔࢲgɔ̄, ɔ̄ɔ̄gɔ̄   ‘he/she/it prevents, you prevent’ 
3.2.3   Verb stems beginning with a consonant undergo no tone change: 
 Examples include dɔࢲsɔ̄ ‘to shave’, dùùbū ‘to bury’, bóóyò ‘to listen’, bùùtū ‘to pierce’ and 
dūūɗū ‘to prepare boule’. Comparing bùùtū ‘to pierce’ with Bagirmi mbùtù/mbútù exemplifies the 
important tonal differences between these languages. 

3.2.4   Other comments 
 Like Bagirmi, when the final stem vowel is dropped in non-final position in the sentence or 
clause its tone is lost. 
 Both Neukom and Palayer note the effect that the completion marker, -gà, has on the tone of the 
verb stem. Neukom considers –gà a suffix added to the end of the fully inflected verb (after all 
pronominal and pronominal number suffixes).  
      (42) ɔࢲɔࢲsɔ̄ ‘he/she/it pierces’ ɔࢲɔࢳs gà  ‘he/she/it pierced’ 
 ɔࢲsɔ̄ ‘he/she/it eats’ ɔ̌s gà  ‘he/she/it ate’ 
 ɔ̄ɔ̄gɔ̄ ‘you refuse’ ɔ̄ɔࢳ gà ‘you refused’ 

4.  Conclusions: 
 . Where cognates exists between stems beginning with a vowel, there is a high degree of cross-
language consistency as to which verb stem belong to which class:2  3 
      (43)  The High/Low Tone Verb Class 
 Sara Languages  Sara Kaba Languages   Bagirmi Languages 
  LL to HH/HM            LL to HL       LL/LM to HL 
 . eat (MB sà/sá, GU ùsǝࢲ/úsǝࢳ, MO ùsò/úsō, NG ùsà/úsā=ùsɔ̀/ úsɔ̄, NA ìsà/ísà, KU ùsà/úsà,  
  DE ùsɔ̀/ úsɔ̀, KG ɔ̀sɔ̄/ɔࢳsɔ̀, BG sà/sáà)  

 . give birth (MB òjᵼࢲ, GU òjᵼࢲ, MO òjᵼࢲ/ój̄, LK ùjì/újī, NA òyò/óyò, KU òɗyò/óɗyò, DE òyò/óyò,  
  KG òòjō/óójò, BG òƴò/óƴò)  
 . touch (MB ɔࢲdᵼࢲ/ɔࢳdᵼࢳ, GU ɔࢲdᵼࢲ/ɔࢳdᵼࢳ, MO ɔ̀dᵼࢲ/ɔࢳd̄, KB ɔ̀rù/ɔࢳrū, NA ɔ̀dɔ̀/ɔࢳdɔ̀, KU ɔ̀dɔ̀/ɔࢳdɔ̀,  
  DE ɔ̀dɔ̀/ɔࢳdɔ̀, BG: òdò/ódò) 

 . die (MB òy/óy, GU òy/óy, MO òy/óy, NG òy/óy, NA ò/óò, KU òyò/óyò, DE òò/óò,  
  KG òòyō/óóyō,  BG òyò/óyò) 
 . hit  (MB ndà/ndá, GU ùndəࢲ/úndǝࢳ, MO ìndǝ̀/índə̄, NG ùndà/úndā, NA* òpī/ōpī, KU* ìfī/īfī,  
  DE ùndɔ̄/úndɔ̀, BG* mbàlà/mbálà, KG ɔ̀ndɔ̄/ɔࢳndɔ̀) 
 . see (BG àkà/áká, KG àakā/áákà) 
 . get up (MB* ɓày/ɓáy, GU ḭ̀/ḭ́, MO ḭ̀/ḭ́, NG ḭ̀/ḭ́, NA* àgà/ágà, KU* NA* àgà/ágà, DE* ìɓì/íɓì,  
  KG ììɲī/ííɲì, BG ìɲì/íɲì) 
 . take (MB ùn/ún, GU ùn/ún, MO ùn/ún, NG ùn/ún, NA ùnù/únù, KU ùnù/únù, DE ùnù/únù,  
  KG ùunū/úúnù, BG ùnù/únù) 
    . seize, catch (MB hɔࢲ/hɔࢳ, GU ùwǝࢲ/úwǝࢳ, MO ùwǝࢲ/úwǝࢳ, NG ùwà/úwā, NA ùkà/úkà,  
  KU ùhà/úhà, DE ùkɔࢲ/úkɔࢲ, KG ɔࢲkɔ̄/ɔࢳkɔࢲ, BG kò/kóò) 
 . find  (MB ngàࢲ/ngáࢳ, GU ìngǝࢲ/íngǝࢳ, MO ìngǝࢲ/íngə̄ NA èmbè/émbè = èngè/éngè,  
  KU èmvè/émvè, DE èmbè/émbè, BG* mò/móò, KG ɔ̀ŋɔ̄/ɔࢳŋɔ̀) 

                                                
2 MB = Mbay, GU = Gulay, MO = Mango/Mongo, NG = Ngambay, LK = Laga, NA = Na, KU = Kulfa, KB = Kaba (Goré), 
DE = Deme, KG = Kenga, BG = Bagirmi 
3 * indicates that the word for a language is not a cognate with other Sara-Bagirmi languages. 
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  (44) The Mid Tone Verb Class 
 Sara Languages  Sara Kaba Languages   Bagirmi Languages 
 LM to MM             LL to MM       LM/LL to MM (and HL) 
 fall (MB sō/sō, GU òsō/ōsō, MO* ùs̄/ūs̄, NG òsō/ōsō, NA ìsō/īsō, KU ìsō/īsō, DE ùsō/ūsō,  
  KG òòcō/ōōcō, BG òcò/ōcō/ócô) 
 set (MB ndā/ndā, GU ùndə̄/ūndə̄, MO ìndə̄/īndə̄, NG ùndā/ūndā, NA ìndā/īndā,  
  KU ùndā/ūndā, DE ùndɔ̄/ūndɔ̄, KG ɔ̀ndɔ̄/ɔ̄ndɔ̄, BG ndà/ndā/ ndáà) 
 remove (MB ɔ̀ r̄ /ɔ̄r, GU ɔ̀ r̄/ɔ̄r, MO ɔ̀ r̄/ɔ̄r, NG ɔ̀ r̄/ɔ̄r, NA ɔ̀rē/ɔ̄rē, KU ɔ̀rē/ɔ̄rē, DE ɔ̀ɗē/ɔ̄ɗē,  
  KG: ɔ̀ ɔ̀ɗɔ̄/ɔ̄ɔ̄ɗɔ̄, BG òɗò/ōɗō/óɗò) 
 flee (MB à̰ӯ/ā̰y, GU à̰ӯ/ā̰y, MO à̰ӯ/ā̰y, NG à̰ӯ/ā̰y, NA àɲā/āɲā, KU àɲā/āɲā, DE àɲā/āɲā,  
  KG ààɲā/āāɲā, BG àɲà/āɲā/áɲà) 
 drink (MB à̰ӯ/ā̰y, GU à̰ӯ/ā̰y, MO à̰ӯ/ā̰y, NG àӯ/āy, NA ὲɛ̄/ɛ̄ɛ̄, KU àyē/āyē, DE ὲɛ̄/ɛ̄ɛ̄,  
  KG ààyē/āāyē, BG* àyò/āyā/áyò) 
 give (MB àd̄/ād̄, GU àd̄/ād̄, MO àd̄/ād̄, NG àr̄/ār, NA* ìɲā/íɲà, KU ìtō/ītō, DE àdā/ādā,  
  KG ὲdɛ̄/ɛ̄dɛ̄, BG àdà/ādā/ádà) 
 weave (MB jō/ jō, GU òjō/ōjō, MO òj̄/ōj̄ , NG òjī/ōjī , NA òyō/ōyō, KU ìɗyō/īɗyō,  
  DE ùyō/ūyō,  KG ùjū/ūjū) 
 raise, nourrish (MB ùƖ/ūl, GU ùƖ/ūl, MO ùƖ/ūl, NG ùƖ/ūl, NA ùlū/ūlū, DE ùlū/ūlū,  
  KG ùlū/ūlū)  
 sew (MB ùr̄/ūr, GU ùr̄/ūr, SR ùᶉ̄/ūᶉ, MO ùr̄/ūr, NG ùr̄/ūr= ùrū/ūrū, NA ùӯ/ūy, KU ùyū/ūyū, 
   DE ùrū/ūrū, BG ùrù/ūrū, KG ùrū/ūrū)  
 
Few exceptions (e.g. BG ƴò/ƴóò ‘to weave’ which is a High/Low tone verb in Bagirmi but a Mid verb 
stem in the other languages, KG ààlā/áálà, ‘to go up’, which is a High/Low tone verb in Kenga, but a 
Mid verb in other languages [including Bagirmi]).  

 . Bagirmi and Sara Kaba languages use tonal change in verb classes beginning with a consonant, 
while the Sara languages and Kenga do not. 

 . With verb stems that begin with a consonant and under go tonal change, there does not appear 
to be any evidence linking any Bagirmi verb classes beginning with consonants to any verb classes in 
the Sara Kaba languages. For example the Na verb tàkā/tákā ‘to take’ belongs to the small class Low-
Mid with High Mid, while Bagirmi tàkà/tákà ‘to take’ belongs to the common High-Low verb class. 
Even among the Kaba languages (Na,Kulfa and Deme) cognates with an initial consonant do not always 
belong to the same verb class. For example, in Deme tàā/tàā ‘to take’ as opposed to Na tàkā/tákā. 

 . Bagirmi, Western Sara languages and a few Central Sara languages differentiate between a 3rd 
person form with a specified subject and those with a pronominal subject (e.g. Bagirmi jé j-áɓ ‘they 
went vs. nēé gē àɓ ‘the women went’, where the tone of the verb āɓē ‘to go’ is low with a specified 
object and high with a pronominal object. Eastern Sara Languages, Kaba Languages and Kenga do not 
make this differentiation. 
 . More conjugations are needed. In some languages, we do not know the base form for a verb 
until we have examples of it in the 1st person or 2nd person, the 3rd person with a specified subject, and 
the 3rd person with a pronominal subject. 
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