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Goals of talk

• Suggest reasons evidential expressions haven’t yet been described for 
many Bantu languages
• Suggest places to look for them
• Explore the (emergent?) evidential functions of a TA form in Nzadi 

(B865)



Where is the eviden2ality?

• (As noted in the CfP) Africa is usually thought of as “lacking” 
evidential systems.
• For several reasons…
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• Traditionally, we haven’t been looking for it.
• We’re sometimes definitionally constrained:



Where is the evidentiality?

• Traditionally, we haven’t been looking for it.
• We’re sometimes definitionally constrained:

“Evidentiality is a linguistic category whose 
primary meaning is source of information.” 
(Aikhenvald 2004: 3, emphasis added)



Where is the evidentiality?

• TradiQonally, we haven’t been looking for it.
• We’re someQmes definiQonally constrained:

“Linguistic evidentiality is a grammatical 
system (and often one morphological 
paradigm). In languages with grammatical 
evidentiality, marking how one knows 
something is a must. Leaving this out results 
in a grammatically awkward ‘incomplete’ 
sentence.” (Aikhenvald 2004: 6, emphasis added)



Where is the evidentiality?

• Traditionally, we haven’t been looking for it.
• We’re sometimes definitionally constrained.
• Evidential markers and evidential strategies commonly get short shrift 

in grammatical descriptions.



Where is the evidentiality?

• For example, hearsay / reportative particles:
• Kwanyama (R21) váti (Halme 2004: 75, 297)
• Nyakyusa (M31) baatɪ (Persohn 2020: 315–316)
• Ndali (M301) báti (Botne 2008: 107)
• Swahili (G40) ati~eti (Madan 1903: 17; Maw 2013: 19; cited in Persohn 2020: 

316). 

• Such particles are often not described in grammars, and they are 
easily missed in traditional elicitation!



Where is the eviden2ality?

• “Evidentials are often fused with tense” (Aikhenwald 2004: 68)
• …and grammatical descriptions tend to focus on the tense/aspect 

functions and contrasts.



Bantu TA systems

• Famous for multiple degrees of past and future marking

Past tenses in Shekgalagari (S30, Botswana)

DEGREE OF REMOTENESS PARTICLE

recent láábe

today ńde

yesterday léé

distant 

(before yesterday)
íye

(Crane 2009)



Bantu TA systems

• Famous for multiple degrees of past and future marking
• But part of (broadly construed) an aspect-prominent family (Niger-Congo)
• Tense systems vary significantly, but typological work (e.g. Nurse 

2008; Nurse & Devos 2019) shows the same (again, broadly construed) 
aspectual categories occurring over and over
• Not always with the same markers: Bantu languages show remarkably 

rapid grammaticalization and recycling of TA markers (Nurse 2008; Nurse & 
Devos 2019)



Aspectual (+) categories in Bantu

• “Perfective” / “Perfect” / “Anterior” / … 
• Imperfective ( & progressive)
• Persistive (e.g. S. Ndebele S407, South Africa) 

ngi-sa-dla ‘I am still eating’ 
• Habitual (e.g. Kerebe E24, Tanzania) 

tw-a-gul-ága ‘We used to buy’ (Nurse 2008:144) 
• …



Perfective/imperfective in Bantu

• The Bantu (and probably broader Niger-Congo) perfective/imperfective divide 
is, generally speaking, typologically non-canonical (see Polančec
2020; 2021)



Perfective–Imperfective contrast: event verb

(Crane & Persohn 2019:305–306)

Pfv:
past event

Ipfv:
ongoing event



Perfective–Imperfective contrast: COS verb

(Crane & Persohn 2019:305–306)

Pfv:
present state

Ipfv:
ongoing change



Perfectives (often) also have change 
(eventive) reading with COS verbs



Not all state verbs behave this way with pfv!

(Crane & Persohn 2019:322)



Perfec2ve in Bantu

• The stative / perfective split (in its various developments), along with the 
grammaticalization of additional TA forms (e.g. past/perfective and 
present/stative) means that perfective forms may have overlapping 
temporal interpretations with other forms, at least for a subset of 
verbs
• When this happens, one of those forms often develops specialized 

(evidential, modal…) connotations – at least in contrast to the other form 
with the same temporal meanings



Fwe (K402, Namibia & Zambia; Gunnink 2018)

• Stative vs Near Past Perfective



Fwe Near Past Perfective (NPP)

• Typical Bantu perfective: past event / present state 

(Gunnink 2018:372)



Fwe Stative

• -ite 

(Gunnink 2018:367)



Fwe Stative

• Some perfect-like readings (but only with strong present relevance)

(Gunnink 2018:372)



Stative vs. NPP in Fwe

• This difference is in part evidenQal
• Context 1: the speaker sees a dog lying on the road. He goes to 

invesQgate and finds that it is dead.

(Gunnink 2018:371)



Sta2ve vs. NPP in Fwe

• This difference is in part evidential
• Context 2: The speaker has killed a snake

(Gunnink 2018:371)



Stative vs. NPP in Fwe

• This difference is in part evidential
• Context: The speaker sees someone “staggering and talking 

incoherently”, but the speaker is ”not aware of…previous actions”

(Gunnink 2018:371)



Sta2ve vs. NPP in Fwe

• This evidential-based contrast (direct vs. indirect evidence) is also 
seen in related languages (e.g. Mbalangwe; see Crane 2012)
• Also e.g. Nyamwezi (Kanijo 2019 etc.)



Nzadi (B865, DRC)

• NB: Nzadi appears to have very few COS verbs!

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:123)



Nzadi (B865, DRC; Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011)

• NB: Nzadi appears to have very few COS verbs!
• And the evidential contrast is found in a different part of the TAM 

system!
• Nzadi data taken from Crane, Hyman & Tukumu (2011); Crane, Gunnink, Kanijo & Roth (forthc.); 

unpublished notes, all from elicitation with Simon Nsielanga Tukumu



Nzadi presents

• Two present tenses: (shorthand) a-present and e-present

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:125)



Nzadi presents

• Two present tenses: (shorthand) a-present and e-present

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:120)



Nzadi presents

• a-present typically (but not always) has habitual readings; also simple 
present
• e-present typically (but not always) has present progressive readings

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:126)
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Nzadi presents

• a-present typically (but not always) has habitual readings; also simple 
present
• e-present typically (but not always) has present progressive readings

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:127)



Nzadi presents

• When there is overlap, e-present conveys what we originally analysed 
as epistemic certainty
• Now I think the contrast can be understood as largely evidential
• But – possibly – also emergent and therefore messy!
• Caveats:
• Single speaker study
• Little textual analysis 
• No analysis of natural conversation; all non-textual data come from speaker 

intuitions in elicitation sessions



Nzadi presents

• Usually(?) visual evidence

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:127)



Nzadi presents

• Usually(?) visual evidence

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:127)



Nzadi presents

• Usually(?) visual evidence

i. bɔ ê báàn ‘they are climbing’ 
ii. #bɔ a báàn infelicitous with progressive interpretation

notes: Simon cannot think of a context when this would be 
uttered; if they are far up in the tree so you can’t see them, the 
perfect/anterior would be used



Nzadi presents

• Also possible: auditory evidence

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:127)



Nzadi presents

• Visual trumps auditory?

(Crane et al. forthc.)



Nzadi presents

• Sometimes also epistemic certainty, with source of knowledge 
unspecified? (example repeated)

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:127)



Nzadi presents

• Sometimes also epistemic certainty/certainty through inference 

(Crane, Hyman & Tukumu 2011:127)



Nzadi presents

• Epistemic certainty not always asserted!! (at the Qme of ulerance)

(Crane et al. forthc.)



Nzadi presents

• Epistemic certainty not always asserted!! (at the time of utterance) 

(Crane et al. forthc.)



Nzadi presents

• Also possible: trusted secondhand tesQmonial/“authoriQve” evidence 
(see Botne 2021)

(Crane et al. forthc.)



Nzadi presents

• The analysis is not yet fully resolved...
• Role of evidentiality vs. epstemicity?
• What’s clear: evidential source plays a salient role



Nzadi presents

• The analysis is not yet fully resolved...
• (At least predicational) copular clauses muddy the waters a bit



Nzadi presents

• The analysis is not yet fully resolved...
• (At least predicational) copular clauses muddy the waters a bit

i. ndzéé é yè mpfyô ‘the river is cold’ (I am in it) 
ii.ndzéé é yè mpfyô ‘the river is cold’ (it is usually cold this time of year)
iii.ndzéé é yè mpfyô ‘the river is cold’ (it looks cold) 



Nzadi presents

• The analysis is not yet fully resolved...
• (At least predicaQonal) copular clauses muddy the waters a bit
• --> e-Present is definitely NOT (yet) a primarily evidenQal marker



Nzadi presents

• Summary:
• E-PRESENTS are used with direct, usually visual evidence; the visual 

evidence may also be trusted second-hand testimonial.
• Caudal and Roussarie (2005) note connections between progressive marking 

and “testimonial” evidence across languages.
• Botne (2021) describes “authoritive” evidentiality as an important category in 

Bantu evidential category, on a par with first-hand information.

• A-PRESENTS are neutral in terms of evidentiary source, and they tend to 
be the form chosen when the truth value of an utterance is inferred 
rather than directly observed.

(Crane et al. forthc.)



Nzadi presents

• Summary:
• Interpretive contrasts in Nzadi presents may be a case of emergent 

evidentiality
• Epistemic certainty also plays a role



Conclusions



Conclusions

• Although they frequently don’t have dedicated or obligatory categories, 
(epistemic and) eviden<al stances are associated with numerous Bantu 
temporal-aspectual forms (see Botne 2021; Crane et al. forthc. for addi7onal examples)

• I think that more of these will be found as more languages receive in-depth 
seman<c study
• The eviden<al contrasts relevant for Bantu languages may look different 

from what’s typologically common
• One promising place to look is (tense/)aspect construc<ons that have 

seman<c (temporal, aspectual) overlaps with other T/A construc<ons: how 
do they contrast?
• I think we will discover a treasure trove of eviden<al strategies!
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Perfective in Bantu

• -ile perfecQve (/perfect/etc.) extremely widespread, traceable to very 
early Bantu
• Likely resultaQve origin (see e.g. Botne 2010; Crane 2012; but cf. Nurse 2008; Nurse & 

Philippson 2006; Basmn 1983; Schadeberg 2003; Meeussen 1967: 110)

• Open retains past event / present state interpreQve split



Fwe Stative

• -ite (NB: my description here is only (very) partial!)

(Gunnink 2018:367)



Fwe Stative

• No past eventive readings: can’t reference change itself

(Gunnink 2018:370)



Fwe Stative

• Can’t add informaQon about non-subject agent

(Gunnink 2018:370)



Fwe Stative

• Some perfect-like readings (but only with strong present relevance)

(Gunnink 2018:372)


