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1 Introduction
• Research on conjugation classes and theme vowels has mostly focused on Indo-

European languages, even though they are not restricted to this language family
(see Oltra-Massuet 2020 for an overview).

• The goal of this talk is to investigate the properties of inflectional classes in Kip-
sigis, a Nilotic language spoken in Kenya:

– in the nominal domain, the language possesses a variety of thematic suffixes
with many similarities to Romance theme vowels; the theory in Oltra-Massuet
& Arregi (2005) can account for their distribution

– in the verbal domain, the language has two conjugation classes, which I will
argue spell out little v, and are closely related to argument structure, espe-
cially the causative alternation

• Recent syntactic approaches to the causative alternation treat it as a Voice alterna-
tion:

– the causative and anticausative variants have the same vP (event) layer, but
differ in the presence vs. absence of an external argument-introducing Voice
head (e.g., Marantz 2013, Alexiadou et al. 2015, Wood 2015, Kastner 2016,
2017, 2018, Wood & Marantz 2017, Nie 2020, Tyler 2020).

(1) a. The cup broke. Anticausative
b. Mary broke the cup. Causative

• I show that the causative alternation in Kipsigis cannot be (just) a Voice alterna-
tion: (in)transitivity in the language is calculated at the little v level for most verbs
that participate in the alternation.

Roadmap:

2: Inflectional classes in Kipsigis
3: Theories of the causative alternation (with a focus on morphology)
4: More on the causative alternation in Kipsigis
5: The challenge for Voice theories
6: Conclusion
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2 Inflectional classes in Kipsigis

2.1 Language background
• Kipsigis is the major variety of Kalenjin, a dialect cluster of the Southern Nilotic

branch of Nilo-Saharan.

• It is spoken by approximately 2 million speakers in Kenya (Eberhard et al. 2020).

• Data in this handout come from Toweett (1979) and fieldwork with six speakers in
Kenya.1, 2

• The language is pro-drop, and the pragmatically unmarked word order is VSO (but
with extensive post-verbal scrambling; see Bossi & Diercks 2019).

• The language has the typologically rare marked nominative case system: alignment
is nominative - accusative, but nominative is the morphologically marked case (see
König 2006, 2008, Handschuh 2014 for typological studies and Baker 2015, van Urk
2015 for theoretical analyses). Case is expressed tonally (Toweett 1979, Kouneli &
Nie 2020).

2.2 Declension classes in the nominal domain
• Nouns in the language generally have the following template (Kouneli 2019, 2020):

(2) Root - (plural/singulative affix) - thematic suffix - ‘secondary suffix’3

(3) a. pe:t- u -It
day-TH-SEC

→ pê:tú:t

‘day’

b. pe:t-u:s- ja -Ik
day-PL-TH-SEC

→ pê:tù:sjék

‘days’

(4) a. la:k- wa -It
child-TH-SEC

→ là:kwÉ:t

‘child’

b. la:k-oj- i -ik
child-PL-TH-SEC

→ lÀ:gó:k

‘children’

• The characteristics of the Kipsigis thematic suffixes are typical of declension class
markers, and bear striking similarities to Romance theme vowels in the nominal
domain (e.g., Roca 1989, Aronoff 1994, Alexiadou & Müller 2008, Oltra-Massuet
1999, 2020).

– Thematic suffixes usually consist of a vowel or glide + vowel combination (-a,
-e, -i, -u, -ja, -wa, -ta), and cannot be predicted by the semantic content or
phonological shape of the root.

1I’m grateful to Boniface Kemboi, Enock Kipkorir, Wesley Kirui, Hillary Mosonik, and Philemon Ronoh
for their valuable work as linguistic consultants. I’d also like to thank Artemis Alexiadou, Alec Marantz,
Yining Nie, Jim Wood, and the audiences at the Yale University, University of Leiden, University of Leipzig,
Humboldt University, and NELS 51 for feedback on previous stages of this work. All errors are my own.

2Glossing abbreviations follow the Leipzig glossing rules with the addition of CL2 = conjugation class II,
MID = middle, NACT = non-active SEC = secondary suffix, TH = thematic suffix. Tone is transcribed when-
ever possible, but some transcriptions are incomplete because of sound difficulties in Skype elicitations.

3The secondary suffix has evolved from a specificity marker, but seems to function as a nominal marker
synchronically (see Kouneli 2019, 2020 for details).
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– There are also nouns without/with a zero thematic suffix, which control allo-
morphy on the secondary suffix:

(5) No:k-ta
dog-SEC

→ Nó:k-tÁ

‘dog’

– Thematic suffixes do not have any semantic content and do not play a role in
the syntax.

– The language has a variety of plural affixes, and the choice of plural affix
(partially) depends on the thematic suffix that a noun has in the singular (e.g.,
nouns with an -i theme vowel take the -i:s plural suffix and athematic nouns
usually take the -wa plural suffix). This indicates that thematic suffixes are
associated with declension class in the language.4

• In Kouneli (2020), I extend Oltra-Massuet & Arregi’s (2005) analysis of Spanish
theme vowels to Kipsigis, with one small modification:

– I argue that theme nodes are added post-syntactically

– For Spanish, Oltra-Massuet & Arregi (2005) suggest that only one theme node
is spelled out and that theme node is the highest one below Num

– I argue that in Kipsigis, it is the theme node attached to Num that is spelled
out (thematic suffixes follow the number suffix in Kipsigis, but precede it in
Spanish)

– I tentatively suggest that there is cross-linguistic variation in the choice of the
theme node that is pronounced

2.3 Conjugation classes in the verbal domain
• All verbs in Kipsigis belong to one of two conjugation classes, called Class I and

Class II in the Nilotic literature (Dimmendaal 1983).

• The difference between the two conjugation classes lies in: the length of the subject
prefix, the Aspect allomorph, and the tonal melody of the verb.

Non-past imperfective conjugation paradigm:

(6) Class I verb tSam ‘like’
1SG: Á-tSÁm-é
2SG: í-tSÁm-é
3: ;-tSÁm-è
1PL: kí-tSÁm-é
2PL: ó-tSÁm-é

(7) Class II verb kat ‘greet’
1SG: Â:-kÀt-í
2SG: î:-kÀt-í
3: í-kÀt-ì
1PL: kî:-kÀt-í
2PL: ô:-kÀt-í

4According to Creider & Creider (1989), thematic suffixes have historically evolved from case markers
in Kalenjin.
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• There is no obvious thematic vowel associated with the two conjugation classes, but
Class II contains a prefixal element, possibly an empty mora.5

– The subject agreement prefix is lengthened.

– In 3rd person, there is an i- prefix that is not subject to regular vowel coales-
cence rules. The vowel [i] is the standard epenthetic vowel in the language.

(8) a. ka-I-tSam
PST-2SG-like

→ k E: tSam

‘you liked’

b. ka-I-ka:t
PST-CL2-greet

→ k aI ka:t

‘he/she greeted’

– Dimmendaal (1983) argues that Class II has evolved from a Proto-Nilotic
causative prefix *i.

– Moraic affixes are widespread in Nilotic languages (Trommer & Zimmermann
2014, Trommer 2015).

• Further research is needed to determine whether the moraic prefix is enough to
account for all differences between the two classes (e.g., tonal differences may fol-
low from the presence of an additional mora, but it is not clear whether aspect
allomorphy can be explained).

• According to Toweett (1979), about 60% of Kipsigis verbs alternate between Class I
and Class II, with intransitives (anticausatives) in Class I and transitives (causatives)
in Class II.

• The alternation is fully productive: derived verbs participate, as well as loanwords.

• For those verbs that alternate, there is an additional phonological difference be-
tween the two classes: if the vowel of the last syllable of the verb is short in Class
I, it is lengthened in Class II.

(9) a. KÀ-∅- bét
PST-3-get.lost

Nô:ktÀ.
dog.NOM

‘The dog got lost.’

b. KÀ-∅- í-bê:t
PST-3-CL2-get.lost

Kíbê:t
Kibeet.NOM

Nó:ktÁ.
dog

‘Kibeet lost the dog.’

5Dimmendaal (1983) argues that what I call an empty mora in Class II is actually an i- prefix across
Nilotic. While it is true that we find an i- vowel in some cells of the paradigm in Kipsigis (e.g., 3rd person
of some TAM combinations or the imperative), what seems to be present in other cells is a vocalic slot, and
not necessarily an i-.
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• If the verb already has a long vowel in Class I, no change occurs.

(10) a. Kà-∅- NÉ:t
PST-3-awaken

KÍplàNgàt.
Kiplangat.NOM

Anticausative

‘Kiplangat woke up.’

b. Kà-∅- Í-NÊ:t
PST-3-CL2-awaken

Kíbê:t
Kibeet.NOM

KÌplàNgàt.
Kiplangat

Causative

‘Kibeet woke Kiplangat up.’

• More examples from my fieldnotes that participate in the Class I - Class II alter-
nation: sap ‘to heal’, tOt ‘to rot’, tSO:t ‘to melt’, tSUs ‘to deflate’, nu:r ‘to soak’, pI:t ‘to
grow’.

• All de-adjectival verbs take part in the alternation.

(11) a. KÀ- múr-í:t
PST-dirty-V

ÌNgÓrÍjÈ:t.
cloth.NOM

‘The cloth got dirty.’

b. kÀ- í-mùr-í:t
PST-CL2-dirty-V

Kíbê:t
Kibeet.NOM

ÍNgÒráÌ:k.
clothes

‘Kibeet got the clothes dirty.’

• The Class I - Class II distinction is sometimes associated with slightly irregular
meanings. So, we have the verb kOnOr, which means ‘to keep’ in Class I, but ‘to
dedicate’ in Class II.

• About 40% of verbs, however, do not alternate between Class I and Class II: they
occur only in one of the two classes.

– Most verbs in this category are Class I (transitive and intransitive).

– Toweett (1979) notes that out of 714 verbs in his sample, there are 60 non-
alternating Class II verbs: 40 transitive and 20 intransitive.

Interim summary: Class I is unmarked, and Class II contains a prefix. Verbs that
alternate have their intransitive variant in Class I, and their transitive variant in
Class II. Non-alternating verbs can belong to either class irrespective of transitivity,
but most verbs in Class II are transitive.

2.4 Morphological classes in other Nilotic languages
• Dimmendaal (1983) provides an overview of the Class I - Class II distinction in

the Nilotic family, which comprises three branches: Southern (Kalenjin, Datooga-
Omotik), Eastern (e.g., Turkana, Maa), and Western (e.g., Dinka, Dholuo).
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• He argues that it has evolved from a Proto-Nilotic causative prefix *i, with the
causative semantics productively used only in the Kalenjin branch of Southern
Nilotic (e.g., Kipsigis).6

• For the rest of the Nilotic languages, he identifies at least two stages:

– Eastern Nilotic (with the exception of Bari): he argues that the distinction
is purely morphological, with relics of the causative semantics:

* there are a couple of verbs that alternate (but these are very rare)

* most verbs in Class II are transitive (but intransitives also exist)

* most verbs in Class II are eventive (but statives also exist)

* most languages have developed a new causative prefix, but while in some
languages (e.g., Turkana) it can attach to any verb, in others (e.g., Maa
dialects), it can only attach to Class I verbs

– Western Nilotic (and Bari): the distinction is mostly lost; prosodic classes
have emerged in some of these languages.

3 Theories of the causative alternation (with a focus
on morphology)

• I cannot do justice here to the vast literature on the causative alternation (see
Schäfer 2009, Tubino-Blanco 2020 and references therein), but a major question in
research in this area is the relationship between the two variants in (1-a) and (1-b).

• In most Distributed Morphology theories of the alternation, the assumption is that
both the causative and the anticausative variant are derived from a common base,
which minimally includes the root.

• Most of these theories also assume an architecture in which there are (at least)
two heads above the root: little v (responsible for verbalizing roots and introduc-
ing event semantics) and Voice (responsible for introducing the external argument)
(Harley 2013, Legate 2014 a.o.).

• But there are differences in what happens above the root:

– in flavors of little v theories (e.g., Folli & Harley 2005, Pylkkänen 2008, Key
2013, Harley 2017), there are different types of little v heads which introduce
(anti)causative semantics (e.g. vcause and vbecome). In variants of this approach,
there are also dedicated functional Caus heads.

– in Voice theories (e.g., Alexiadou et al. 2015), there are no different types of lit-
tle v’s; rather, the causative and anticausative variants are the same at the vP
level, but they differ in the type of Voice head they merge with. (Anti)causative
semantics are read off the structural configuration.

6Interestingly, this prefix is the only argument-structure-related prefix in Nilotic, with all other mor-
phology being suffixal. Dimmendaal (1983) shows that Nilo-Saharan languages (beyond Nilotic) are mostly
prefixal and also show a similar causative prefix. So, he tentatively suggests that it is possible for this to
be an old Nilo-Saharan causative marker.
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• Let’s see how Alexiadou et al. (2015) works for the Greek example below, where the
anticausative is marked with non-active morphology.7

(12) a. I
the.NOM

bluza
shirt.NOM

skis-tik-e.
tear-NACT-3SG

Anticausative

‘The shirt tore.’

b. I
the.NOM

Maria
Maria.NOM

eskis-e
tore-3SG

tin
the.ACC

bluza.
shirt.ACC

Causative

‘Maria tore the shirt.’

(13) Causative variant:
VoiceP

Voice’

vP

DPvP

p
rootv

Voice

DP

(14) Anticausative variant:
VoiceP

vP

DPvP

p
rootv

Voice

• A Voice head without a specifier is spelled out as non-active morphology in Greek.

• Different predictions for morphological exponence of (anti)causative morphology in
flavors of little v vs. Voice theories:

– flavors of little v theories: it could be the spellout of vcause, vbecome, or different
types of Voice; also, contextual allomorphs of these heads

– Voice theories: it could be the spellout of different types of Voice heads or the
allomorph of little v in the context of the right Voice head (Marantz 2013,
Hopperdietzel 2020)

• We will see that Class II causative morphology in Kipsigis spells out little v, and
not Voice, but crucially it is not the contextual allomorph of v in the context of a
transitive Voice head.8

4 More on the causative alternation in Kipsigis
Most verbs that participate in the causative alternation in Kipsigis do so by alternat-
ing between Class I (anticausative) and Class II (causative). However, some verbs with
causative and anticausative variants follow a different morphological pattern.

7Alexiadou et al. (2015) also discuss a ResP phrase inside the vP, but it is not important for our purposes
here.

8The assumption throughout will be that in Kipsigis little v and Voice are distinct heads, i.e., Kipsigis
is a non-bundling language in Harley’s 2017 typology. Some arguments against bundling: i) unaccusatives
(i.e., predicates without an external argument) clearly have verbal properties, ii) the language has a num-
ber of argument structure-related morphemes that appear above verbal derivational morphology (e.g., high
applicative, antipassive, a middle suffix).
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4.1 The causative suffix -si
• Some verbs not only change from Class I to Class II, but they also take a causative

suffix -si.

(15) a. KÀ-∅- jÁ:m -jÁ
PST-3-dry-PL

pà:ndÈ:k.
maize.nom

‘The maize dried.’

b. Kà-∅- Í-jà:m-sÌ
PST-CL2-3-dry-CAUS

TSé:bê:t/
Cheebet.NOM/

àsÍ:stà
sun.NOM

pà:ndÉ:k.
maize

‘Cheebeet/ the sun dried the maize.’

(16) a. Kà-∅- NÉt
PST-3-tire

Kíbê:t.
Kibeet.NOM

‘Kibeet got tired.’

b. Kà-∅- Í-NÈ:t-sÌ

PST-3-CL2-tire-CAUS

kà:sÌ:t
work.NOM

Kìbê:t.
Kibeet

‘Work got Kibeet tired.’

• Other (potential) unaccusatives in my fieldnotes that are Class I and form their
causative by Class II + si are: ilis ‘to drown/sink’, jE ‘to break’, nUn ‘to rot’, jE:t ‘to
grow’, sa ‘to dry’, nErE:tS ‘to get angry’, me ‘die’.

• The causative suffix -si also appears on some (potential) unergative verbs.

(17) a. ∅- rì:r -é
3-cry-IPFV

là:kwÈ:t.
child.NOM

‘The child is crying.’

b. KÀ-∅- í-rì:r-sì
PST-3-CL2-cry-CAUS

Kíbê:t
Kibeet.NOM

là:kwÉ:t.
child

‘Kibeet made the baby cry.’

(18) a. Ka-∅- I-twá:l
PST-3-CL2-jump

Kíbê:t.
Kibeet.NOM

‘Kibeet jumped.’

b. Ka-∅- I-twa:l-sI
PST-3-CL2-jump-CAUS

Kíbê:t.
Kibeet.NOM

‘Kibeet made him/her jump.’

• It only appears on 2 transitives: la:ñ ‘to climb’ and si:r ‘to pass’. These are Class I
in their transitive use.

(19) a. Kà-∅- lá:ñ
PST-3-climb

KÍplàNgàt
Kiplangat.NOM

kê:tít.
tree

‘Kiplangat climbed a tree.’
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b. Kà-∅- Í-lá:N-sÌ

PST-3-CL2-climb-CAUS

Kíbê:t
Kibeet.NOM

KÌplàNgàt
Kiplangat

kê:tít
tree

‘Kibeet made Kiplangat climb the tree.’

• The suffix -si is not productive: it depends on the root.

• When it is present on unergatives and transitives, the causative suffix behaves as
a VP-selecting (as opposed to Voice-selecting) causative (Pylkkänen 2008, Harley
2017).

– For example, adding kòtSÀmé:NgÉ: ‘on purpose’ (an agent-oriented modifier) to
(17-b), the interpretation in which the child cries on purpose is not possible.

– Similarly, adding ák rOgOE:t ‘with a rope’ to (19-b), it must be Kibeet (i.e. the
causer) using the rope.

4.2 Kipsigis also has marked anticausatives
• Kipsigis has a suffix -ak that is productively used to form middles.

(20) a. ∅-é-è
3-drink-IPFV

Kíbê:t
Kibeet.NOM

pé:k.
water

‘Kibeet is drinking/drinks water.’

b. ∅-e- Ak -sej
3-drink-MID-IPFV

pè:k.
water.NOM

‘The water is potable.’

• The same suffix is used to form marked anticausatives from Class I transitive verbs.

(21) a. Kà- sÌrÌñ-ák
PST-wrinkle-MID

ÌNgÓráÌ:k.
clothes.NOM

‘The clothes wrinkled.’

b. Kà- sÍrÍñ
PST-wrinkle

TSé:bê:t
Cheebeet.NOM

ÍNgÒráÌ:k.
clothes

‘Cheebeet made the clothes wrinkle.’

• Other verbs in my fieldnotes that form their anticausative with -ak are the follow-
ing: ja:t ‘to open’, kEr ‘to close’, arU:ñ ‘to fold’, NEm ‘to destroy’.
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4.3 Summary of the patterns
• The most common morphological patterns for the causative alternation are sum-

marized below (Tr = transitive, Intr = intransitive):

(22) Morphological marking of causative vs. anticausative variant

Class I + ak Class I Class II Class II + si
Intr Tr

Intr Tr
Intr Tr

Intr Tr

5 The challenge for Voice theories
• I argue that -si and -ak could spell out Voice, but Class II morphology spells out little

v. Crucially, this little v is independent of Voice. Thus, the causative alternation for
the majority of Kipsigis verbs is regulated by operations below Voice.

5.1 Class II morphology is little v morphology
5.1.1 Class II is a conjugation class

• ‘Class II morphology’ is an umbrella term for all morphophonological effects associ-
ated with this conjugation class.

• Verbs that do not participate in the alternation (and even some that do) are arbi-
trarily assigned to Class I and II, which has a purely morphological effect for those
verbs. The class distinction is also purely morphological in other Nilotic languages.

• Class features are usually associated with little v in DM.

5.1.2 Locality effects

• Class II is determined by individual roots and it sometimes causes vowel lengthen-
ing of the root.

• A class switch sometimes gives rise to idiomatic interpretations (e.g., the verb kOnOr
means ‘to keep’ in Class I, but ‘to dedicate’ in Class II).

• Given standard assumptions about locality in DM (Marantz 1997), these facts re-
ceive a straightforward explanation if Class II is on little v.

5.1.3 Derived nominals

• There is a debate in the literature about ‘how much’ functional structure is em-
bedded in complex event nominals, especially with respect to Voice (see Alexiadou
2001, 2017, Wood 2019 and references therein). It is uncontroversial though that
result nominals do not embed Voice.
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• In Kipsigis, all nouns derived from Class II verbs (whether they alternate or not)
contain a prefix ka:-, the nominal allomorph of Class II morphology (Toweett 1979).
Below you see the (non-event) nominalization of the non-alternating transitive verb
ka:t ‘to greet’.

(23) *(ka:)-kat-E:t
CL2-greet-N

‘hello’.
hello

‘Hello is a greeting.’

• Since no Voice projection is present here, it follows that Class II morphology is on
little v.

• It also means that ka:- is the allomorph of a Class II v in the context of n.

5.1.4 Reduplication

• Kipsigis has productive verbal reduplication for multiple events.

(24) ∅-í-twÀl-twÂ:l-é
3-CL2-jump.RED-IPFV

là:kwÈ:t
child.NOM

‘The child is jumping repeatedly.’

• Verbs that alternate between Class I and Class II not only have the right conjuga-
tion class in reduplicated contexts, but they also have the right vowel length on the
verbal stem. Importantly, we know that vowel length has been calculated before
reduplication because of the linking vowel [a:], which is present for reduplicated
CVC stems, but absent for reduplicated CVVC stems (Toweett 1979).

(25) sÁp vs. sÂ:p ‘to heal’

a. Kì:-∅- sÁp-Â:-sáp -ì
PST-3-heal.RED-IPFV

Kíbê:t.
Kibeet.NOM

‘Kibeet healed (himself) over and over.’ (anticausative)

b. Kì:-∅- i-sÂ:p-sÀ:p -ì
PST-3-CL2-heal.RED-IPFV

Kíbê:t
Kibeet.NOM

KÌp-làNgàt.
Kiplangat

‘Kibeet was healing Kiplangat over and over.’ (causative)

• Assuming that verbal reduplication targets little v, and not Voice, this indicates
that Class II causative morphology is on little v.

• Verbs that form their causative with -si and verbs that form their anticausative
with -ak have pluractional forms for both the causative and anticausative variant,
but these suffixes are outside of the reduplication domain.

(26) ka-∅- Nwal-Nwa:l-ak
PST-3-bend.RED.MID

kê:tít.
tree.NOM

‘The tree bended repeatedly.’
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(27) ?Ka-∅- I-tSO:t-tSO:t-sI
PST-3-CL2-melt.RED-CAUS

kÓjá:t.
ice

‘He/she melted the ice repeatedly.’

5.2 Class II is not Voice-conditioned allomorphy
• We have seen so far that there is evidence that Class II morphology is associated

with little v, and not Voice.

• I show that Class II morphology is not an allomorph conditioned by Voice.

5.2.1 Nominalizations

• Languages like Greek and Icelandic morphologically distinguish between causatives
and anticausatives in the verbal domain, but not in the nominal domain.

(28) a. I
the.NOM

bluza
shirt.NOM

skis-tik-e.
tear-NACT-3SG

Anticausative

‘The shirt tore.’

b. I
the.NOM

Maria
Maria.NOM

eskis-e
tore-3SG

tin
the.ACC

bluza.
shirt.ACC

Causative

‘Maria tore the shirt.’

(29) to
the

skis-imo
tear-N

tis
the.GEN

bluzas
shirt.GEN

‘the tearing of the shirt’

• This has been taken as evidence for the absence of (at least transitive) Voice in
derived nominals (Wood 2019).

• In general, there is increasing evidence from a variety of languages that little n
can never embed a transitive Voice head (Alexiadou 2001, 2017, Wood 2019) (as
opposed to D in gerunds).

• Nouns in Kipsigis that are derived from verbs that form anticausatives with -ak
conform to this generalization; importantly, -ak is ungrammatical in nominaliza-
tions, which is consistent with Wood’s (2019) arguments against the presence of
Voice in nominalizations.

(30) (*ka:-)sIrIñ-(*ák)-E:t-à:p
CL2-wrinkle-MID-N-POSS

ÍNgÒráÌ:k
clothes

‘the wrinkling of the clothes (on their own/by someone)’

• The external argument cannot be expressed in any way in the nominalization, as
there is a strict rule of only one genitive in the DP.

• These data show that Voice is not present in Kipsigis nominalizations.
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• But nouns that involve a switch from Class I to Class II (with or without -si) do
maintain the distinction in the derived nominal; the distinction is through the pre-
fix ka:-, which we have already seen is the allomorph of a Class II little v in the
context of little n.

(31) sAp -e:t-à:p
heal-N-POSS

Kìbê:t.
Kibet

‘Kibeet’s healing (on his own)
(antic.)’

(32) kA:-sA:p -e:t-à:p
CL2-heal-N-POSS

Kìbê:t.
Kibet

‘Kibet’s healing (by someone)
(caus.)’

• The external argument cannot be expressed overtly in (32).

• Since there is evidence from other nominalizations in the language and robust
cross-linguistic generalizations about the unavailability of transitive Voice in nom-
inalizations, (31)-(32) show that Class II morphology must be available even in the
absence of Voice.9

5.2.2 Applicatives

• Assuming that allomorphy can only be conditioned by adjacent (overt) nodes (e.g.,
Embick 2010), for little v to show an allomorph conditioned by Voice, these two
nodes should be adjacent, without intervening overt material.

• Prediction: a high applicative morpheme should thus bleed this allomorphy rule,
because Appl is merged between v and Voice (Pylkkänen 2008).10

• This is not borne out:

(33) kÀ-∅- í-sÂ:p-tSi
PST-3-CL2-heal-APPL

KÌplàNgàt
Kiplangat

TSé:bê:t
Chebet.NOM

Kìbê:t.
Kibet

‘Chebet healed Kibet for Kiplangat.’

5.3 Summary and open questions
• Class II causative morphology in Kipsigis cannot be analyzed as the allomorph of

little v in the context of Voice; causative morphology is thus ‘calculated’ lower in the
structure.

• The data can be easily accounted for in theories that use flavors of little v, such as
Folli & Harley (2005).

– In those theories, Class II morphology would spell out vcause.

• At first glance, the data are problematic for Voice theories of the causative alterna-
tion, since their morphological predictions are not borne out. But:

9A possibility is that these nominalizations are D nominalizations in Alexiadou’s (2017) terms, which
are not subject to the ban against transitive Voice. However, the morphology of the nominals in (31)-(32) is
morphology associated with little n in Kipsigis (Kouneli 2019, 2020), which points against such an analysis.
Thanks to Yininig Nie for discussion of this point.

10This argument is weakened if the spellout of the Kipsigis applicative is a raising applicative in Nie’s
(2020) analysis.
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– We see a distinction between anticausative (ok for Voice theories) and causative
morphology (problematic for Voice theories) in Kipsigis, and Voice theories
have been developed mostly for languages with morphologically marked an-
ticausatives - is this significant?

– Class II morphology seems to be very low in the structure; other processes in
the language show a similar sensitivity to low (in)transitivity, which indicates
there might be an alternation in the way the internal argument is introduced
for some verbs (Kouneli 2021).

• I have shown that Class II morphology spells out little v, but some important ques-
tions remain:

– How exactly do we account for the fact that Class II has a regular syntactic
and semantic import for verbs that alternate, but seems purely morphological
for verbs that don’t?

– Possible answer to this question: little v in Kipsigis is spelled out as Class I
by default, and as Class II if it carries causative semantics (vcause). But there
is also a Class II non-causative little v, which is chosen by indvidual roots (we
could think of this in terms of syncretism).

– Relevant observation (also a puzzle at this point): while alternating Class II
verbs must have a long vowel in their last syllable, no such requirement exists
for non-alternating Class II verbs.

6 Conclusion
• Kipsigis has two conjugation classes, with Class II being morphologically associated

with (at least) a moraic prefix.

– Spyropoulos et al. (2015) have argued that the second conjugation class in
Modern Greek is an empty vocalic slot spelling out little v.

• Verbs that participate in the causative alternation do so by alternating between
Class I and Class II, but the remainder of the verbs are arbitrarily assigned to one
of the two classes.

– As many talks in this workshop show (e.g., Kovačević et al., Mišmaš & Si-
monović today, Kastner & Martin tomorrow), there seems to be a connection
between conjugation class (and theme vowels) and argument structure even
in European languages.

– In other Nilotic languages, the distinction between classes is ‘more’ morpho-
logical. Thus, Nilotic is a good testing ground for theories of the evolution of
conjugation classes in the verbal domain, and could offer insights into their
correct treatment in other languages (Grestenberger tomorrow).

• The Class I - Class II distinction cannot be easily captured by Voice theories of the
causative alternation, which indicates that not all cross-linguistic variation in the
alternation can be explained by variation in the typology of Voice heads.
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