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Grammaticization of locative progressives in Chadic: verbal nouns in focus 

 

This presentation aims at showing the behaviour of nominalized verb stems as 

part of locative-based progressive constructions in their course of grammaticization.  

In my research I concentrate on the progressive, an aspectual category that views 

an action as ongoing at reference time and more specifically on the locative progressive 

constructions in Chadic. Heine, Claudi and Hünnemeyer 1991 stated that locative-based 

progressives are prevalent across African languages. This statement was supported by 

Bybee et al. (1994), whose data only displayed progressives constructed with the use of 

a locative element or a more general concept of “being located within an action”. The 

same authors consider the progressive to be a first link in “the chain of developments 

leading eventually to the highly generalized imperfective or present” (ibid. 126). It is 

important to note that it is not isolated lexical items that run down grammaticization 

paths, but entire constructions. While examining only the locative element, which is 

almost always subject to intensive semantic bleaching and segmental reduction, another 

integral part of the locative progressive tends to be forgotten – the nominalized verb 

stem or verbal noun.  

Chadic languages demonstrate a variety of strategies as to the initial formation of 

locative progressive constructions: locative auxiliaries (Hausa), postural verbs (Goemai), 

body parts (Bole and Tangale) – all of these coupled with nominalized verb stems. It is 

important to note that, cross-linguistically, such nominalized verb stems used in 

predication display less noun-prototypical features than all other verb-derived nouns.  

 

Once a notion of a prolonged, unbound action is conceptualized in a language in 

terms of space, and not time, a locative progressive (abbreviated LOC.PROG hereafter) 

rises. The strategy is then to literally place the subject in the midst of some action, and 

any existing language would already dispose of necessary devices: locative means 

(used in prepositional and/or adverbial phrases) and principles of verbal 

nominalization. A typical LOC.PROG construction in Chadic looks the following way: S 

[subject] + LOC [locative element] + VN [nominalized verb stem]. 

In course of grammaticization a form is exposed to two main processes: formal 

reduction and broadening of semantics, which are in part fairly easy to investigate and 

to trace down when looking at the locative element. I suggest that not only substance, 

but also the strategy itself could go through alternation processes. An imperfective, 

even in a form of a LOC.PROG (where a verbal NOUN plays the role of a predicating 

lexeme), still belongs to an action domain of a language. It is semantically distinguished 

and/or opposed to categories that are expressed by verbs (in Chadic these would 



usually be perfective tenses and modalities) and that feature verbal properties. Just like 

body parts used as locative elements broaden and/or loose their initial semantics, the 

locative and nominal nature of the LOC.PROG blurs in the direction of verbality, 

because that is where the rest of TAMs resides.  

This is where construction grammar comes into play: it is necessary to analyse a 

LOC.PROG as a construction in order to estimate the degree of nouniness of the 

nominalized verb stem in a language. In case of Chadic this is possible when applying 

the following implication: 

The lexeme in question should be analysed as placed at the “full-fledged noun” 

end of the nouniness scale if: 

 nominalization is driven rather by the construction’s properties and\or 

semantics, than by syntax and morphophonology,  

 verbal noun takes on and treats its complements (in particular direct objects) 

using the same mechanisms as a full-fledged noun with its adjuncts; 

 imperfective negation strategy correlates with general negation strategy in 

purely nominal locative constructions (prepositional/adverbial phrases) 

 positioning & nature of the locative elements – free-morpheme markers, particles 

or auxiliaries – correlates with general locative strategy in purely nominal 

prepositional/adverbial phrases. 
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