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GENDER AND NUMBER IN MIYA*

RUSSELL G. SCHUH
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Miya is a West Chadic B language of the "North Bauchi" group. Like many Chadic

languages, Miya preserves the Afroasiatic distinction between nouns which are lexically

masculine and those which are lexically feminine. Unlike a number of West Chadic

languages which preserve this distinction, Miya nouns themselves show no overt

phonological or morphological correlations with lexical gender;1 gender is revealed

solely through the agreements it governs. Thus, the words for 'mouth' and

'grindstone'in (1) are homophonous, but the demonstratives they take show them to

This is an offprint from:
(1) mik~n v:m 'this mouth' (m) tak:~n v:m 'this grindstone' (f)
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For nouns referring to humans and larger animals, particularly domestic

animals, grammatical gender correlates with sex. Many such nouns have different

roots for the masculine and feminine counterparts, as in (2a). Some nouns which do

not differentiate masculine and feminine roots mark gender by adding the words dz;;,h;;,

'male' or~~I 'female' as in (2b). Among words for wild animals, some can govern

either gend depending on the sex of the referent (2c), but most are lexically only

masculine ( d) or feminine (2e) and govern only those agreements regardless of sex of

the referent:

* I did field work on Miya during 1982-83, while I was a Visiting Professor in the Department of
Nigerian and African Languages at Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, Nigeria. This research was
supported by a grant from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. My thanks to
Sarkin Miya, Vaziya Chiroma, Haladu Soja, and the people of Miya. I would also like to thank Neil
Skinner, who suggested to me that Miya would be a good place to work.
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(2) (a) UlY (m) 'son' wun(f) 'daughter' (b) Genitive linker:

yas~ (m) 'brother' vili(f) 'sister'

'iy (m) 'dog' atiy (t) 'bitch'

mb~rgu (m) 'ram' ~maku (t) 'ewe'

mb~guna Vazlya

'Vaziya's ram'

dzan na Kasham

'Kasham's beans'

tgmakU ill Vazlya

'Vaziya's ewe'

shim ill Kasham

'Kasham's farm'

(d) Personal pronoun:2 s~m b:rill say

'the man came-ICP'

b. wlyahgn dz~h~ (m) 'Rausa man' wiyahgn dzaku (t) 'Rausa woman'

kay dz~h~ (m) 'orphan' kay dzaku (f) 'orphan'

duwak~ dzgM (m) 'stallion' duwak~ dzaku (f) 'mare'

tembir dz~h~ (m) 'gazelle' tembir dziikU (t) 'gazelle'

(c) dl;)nt::l (mit) 'lion'

gManzakway (mit) 'hyena'

(d) bglgnlcay (m) 'baboon'

derwetli (m) 'leopard'

mb~lam(m) 'crowned crane'

gwagum (m) 'dove'

(e) andazhi (f) 'hippopatomus'

keven (t) 'buffalo'

agar (t) 'Ruppell's griffon'

dzab~nilci 'guinea fowl'

(c) Adjective:

(e) "one who has

or does.....

mb~rgu py60-na

'white ram'

nduwul Mmay-na

'empty pot'

dzuwk~ da-tit say

'the kapok fell-ICP'

mb~rgu ba p;)raw

'ram which

is slaughtered'

tgmaku pyoo-ya

'white ewe'

tsgrdiy h~may-ya

'empty space'

'an b~-tla say

'the woman came

-ICP'

muku da-tla say

'the sun set-ICP'

("fell")

gh~ruw rnapgraw

'cow which

is slaughtered'

Numerous syntactic constructions require agreements which reveal the lexical

gender of a noun. These include those listed in (3):

(3)

(a) Demonstrative:

Masculine noun

nakamMrgu

'that ram'

nak;)n laahg

'this jackal'

Feminine noun

taka t;)ffiaku

'that ewe'

takgn dlgrkiy

'this hen'

illwl ba kawaw kab~ rna z~naw

'meat which is roasted' 'gown which

is spread'

Although Miya does not overtly mark nouns for gender, it does have

morphological processes marking pluralization. Potentially, any noun may be

pluralized morphologically. Without going into details, we may group nouns into four

types according to the plural morphology they take. The largest group includes those

which use a productive process which adds -a-C-aw, where C is the final consonant of
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the noun stem. These are illustrated in (4a). A second group adds the suffix -aw (or,

for a couple of nouns, -uw or.:iY) to the stem without reduplication, as illustrated in

(4b). A third group, (4c) has suppletive plural roots or completely irregular forms.

Finally, some nouns, particularly a number of those which use the gender marking

words for "male" and "female" above in (2b), use the noun stem plus a word gh~naw,

as in (4d). This root does not seem to have any other function in Miya.

(4) (a) d~m (f) (pI.) d~matmiw 'tree'

kunkul (m) (pI.) kunkulaIaw 'cap'

tuwatUw (f) (pI.) tuwatuwawaw 'body'

z~kly (f) (pI.) z~klyayaw 'stone'

dl~nt~ (m, f) (pI.) dl~ntataw 'lion'

mb~rgu (m) (pI.) mb~rgwagwaw 'ram'

derwetli (m) (pI.) derwatlyatlyaw 'leopard'

duwak~ dz~h~ (m) (pt) duwakakaw 'stallion' 'horses'

duwak~ dzakU (f) 'mare'

(b) dl~rkiy (f) (pI.) dl~rkaw 'chicken'

t~gwar dz~h~ (m) (pI.) t~gwaraw 'leper'

t~gwardzaku (f)

gh~ruw (f) (pI.) gh~ruwiy 'cow; cattle'

'iy (m) (pI.) 'iyuw 'dog' (m) 'dogs'

atiy (f) 'bitch'

(c) s~m (m) (pI.) s~b~ 'person'

'am (f) (pI.) t~vam 'woman'

yas~ (m) (pI.) dawan 'brother' 'siblings'

vill(f) 'sister'

'afuw (f) (pI.) cuw 'goat'

(d) gaIuw d~h;,) (m) (pI.) gaIuw gh;')naw 'slave'

gaIuw dzakU (f)

kay dz;,)h~ (m) (pI.) kay gh;')naw 'orphan'

kay dzaku (f)f

rembirdz;,)h;,) (m) (pI.) tembir gh;')naw 'gazelle'

rembir dzakU (f)

In addition to the lexical distinction between masculine and feminine nouns,

Miya has a second lexical distinction, which I will refer to as "animate" vs.

"inanimate". The [+animate] class includes all humans, most, if not all, domestic

animals and fowl, and some large wild animals. The [-animate] class includes all

inanimate objects and flora and most non-domestic fauna. I did not carefully check the

"animacy" of items in the grey area of large wild animals, and I suspect there may be

some variability, but, for example, 'monkey' and 'python' and [-animate] whereas

'gazelle' and 'roan antelope' are [+animate].

The lexical animacy distinction shows up in the way it interacts with gender and

number agreement. First, let us consider number. As I noted above, any noun in Miya

can be morphologically marked for plurality. In phrases which are semantically plural,

[+animate] nouns must be marked for plurality; for [-animate] nouns, plural marking is

optional. These facts are most evident in phrases containing nouns modified by

numbers greater than 1, where, unlike many Chadic languages, Miya does not allow

animate nouns to have a morphological singular form:

(5) (a) Animate nouns

t;')vam ts~r "* *'am ts~r 'two women'

(cf. 'am wut~ 'one woman')

dl~rkaw fM;') "* *dl~rkiy f;')o;') 'four chickens'

cuwawaw d~rf>itim3 "* *'afuw d~rDitim 'ten goats'

(b) Inanimate nouns

z~kly vaatl~ =z~klyayaw vaatl~ 'five stones'

kam maaha =kamamaw maaha 'six houses'

kUsam vaatl~ =kUsamamaw vaatl~ 'five mice'
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gh~rUwiy s~ba p~raw [gh~rUw f] daangangaw rna biy [daang~ f]

'cows which are slaughtered' 'pots which have water

(in them)'

So far, the discussion has assumed that every noun is either lexically marked as

masculine or as feminine. We have seen, however, that there are three agreement

types, viz. masculine, feminine, and plural. Might there then be nominal roots which

are lexically plural, always requiring plural agreement? The answer is yes. We saw a

few in (4c) which have suppletive singular counterparts, e.g., cuw 'goats' which is the

plural counterpart of the unrelated root 'afuw, and there are others not listed there. The

The second, more interesting, correlate of the animacy distinction involves

gender agreement. As we say in (3), singular nouns require agreement with lexical

gender in a number of syntactic environments. When nouns are plural, however, the

situation is different. Plural [+animate] nouns require plural agreements in these

environments. There is no gender distinction in the plural, so for these nouns the

lexical gender distinction is neutralized, just as it is neutralized morphologically (cf.

some of the nouns in (4) where a gender distinction in the singular has no plural

counterpart). For [-animate] nouns, on the other hand, agreement is always with

lexical gender, whether or not the noun is morphologically plural. In (6), the

morphologically plural [+animate] nouns in the lefthand column show plural

agreements, whereas the [-animate] nouns on the right, though morphologically plural,

show the lexical gender agreements. The corresponding singular noun with its gender

is given in brackets following each example.

(6) Animates with plural agreement Inanimates with gender agreement

(a) Demonstratives:

niykin dzahu [jifil.-na m] nak~n viyayuwawaw

[viyil.yuw m]

'these men' 'these fireplaces'

niykin ~vil.m ['am f] tak;ln tlfu-kayayaw [tl~rkay f]

'these women' 'these calabashes'

(b) Genitive linkers:

dzaf~ my tl~n [jifil.-na m] nduwulalaw na Vaziya

[nduwul m]

'their husbands' 'Vaziya's pots'

~makwiymy Vaziya [~makU f] kaknraw til. Vil.ziya [kak~r f]

'Vaziya's sheep' 'Vaziya's shoes'

(c) Adjectives:

s~b~ mbiy-niy [s~m m]

'red people, Europeans'

dlfu-kaw mbiy-niy [dl~rkiy f]

'red chickens'

(d) Personal pronouns:

s~b~ ghiir-tl~n say [s~m m]

'the people grew old'

cuw dziir-tl;)n say ['afuw f]

'the goats scattered'

(e) "one that has/does...":

s~b~ s~ba bUwa-tl~n [s~m m]

'people who came'

nduwulalaw mbiy:-na

[nduwul m]

'red pots'

t~k~rnamawmbiy-ya [t~k~m f]

'red chairs'

zhawawaw oill-ill say [zhaw m]

'the ropes broke'

nduwulalaw ba rgf;) [nduwul m]

'pots which have sauce (in them)'
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plurals in (4c) are all in the [+animate] category. Since [-animate] nouns call for

agreement in lexical gender, whether they are mOtphologically pluralized or not, we

would expect not to fmd any lexically plural [-animate] nouns. However, there are

three lexically [-animate] nouns which are also lexically plural rather than masculine or
feminine. These are the most canonical of [-animate] nouns, viz. kut~ and ham both

meaning 'thing' and maa 'what?', their interrogative countetpart. Ham is used only in

conjunction with ba 'one that has/does.. .',4 kut~ is the noun meaning 'thing'

elsewhere. The examples in (7) show these words in constructions marked for plural
agreement. (The only environment in which such agreement can be seen for maa

'what?' is where maa is subject of an intransitive verb and takes ICP agreement; maa

obviously cannot appear in any of the other construction types which call for gender or

number agreement.)

(7) (a) Demonstrative:

niykin kU~

niykin ham ba taw

(b) Genitive linker:

kut~niywan

ku~ niya tsak~n

(c) Adjective:

In summary, [+animate] nouns require morphology and agreements

commensurate with their real world gender and number. In the singular, [+animate]

nouns all have referents with distinct male and female sexes which correlate with

masculine and feminine lexical gender; they are all count nouns, thus permitting plural

reference. When reference is plural, the gender dichotomy is neutralized

motphologically and, in some cases, semantically (words like 'ram' can be pluralized

yet retain exclusively masculine reference, of course).

Nouns which are [-animate], on the other hand, govern agreement on a strictly

lexical basis: lexically masculine or feminine nouns take the corresponding agreements

regardless of referential number and regardless of sex in the case of animals which are

[-animate] (cf. 'mouse' in (5b»; lexically plural inanimates take plural agreements even

where the referent is semantically singular.5

Within Chadic, the Miya gender system is unusual in a number of ways.6 West

Chadic gender systems have tended to evolve in one of two directions. One direction

has been to retain an active gender system, but to develop a phonological and/or

motphological means of overtly marking gender so that the gender of a noun is usually

evident from its citation form. This is the case for Hausa, Bade, Ron-Fyer, and Warji

(cf. fn. 1). The other, more frequent direction, has been to lose gender as a lexical

distinction for nouns (though remnants of the gender system may remain in other

functions or as apparently non-functional variation). This has been the case for most of

West Chadic A (Rausa and the Ron languages being the exceptions), for Ngizim

(though it is linguistically very close to Bade), and for many languages outside West

Chadic.

Miya retains an active gender system, yet there are no motphological or

phonological cues on the nouns themselves as to their gender. Indeed Miya has gone in

the opposite direction from those languages where a gender/number agreement system

has given way to a simple singular/plural distinction. In Miya, the largest class of

nouns, the [-animate] class, requires agreement with underlying, lexical gender rather

than morphological or semantic number.

(d)

kU~ h~may-niy

ham ba ta tyamatyama-niy

Personal pronoun:

maa faara-tl~ a?

what happen-ICP Q-marker

'this thing'

'this food' (this thing-for-eating)

'my thing'

'wild animal' (thing of bush)

'empty thing'

'smelly food'

'what happened?'

ham ba faara-tl~n 'the thing that happened'
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NOTES

1) Among West Chadic languages which do have overt phonological or morphological correlates with
gender, see Newman (1979) for Hausa, Schuh (1977) for Bade, ungraithmayr(1970) for Ron-Fyer,
and lungraithmayr (1967) for Warji. Paul Newman, in unpublished field notes, confirms
lungraithmayr's rather tentative suggestion that a WaIji suffix -na marks a noun as masculine and~
as feminine. The fact that WaIji marks nouns for lexical gender is particularly interesting, since both
WaIji and Miya are North Bauchi languages and are quite closely related, even within that group.

2) The personal pronouns illustrating agreement are Intransitive Copy Pronouns (ICP), which are
pronominal clitics added to intransitive verbs and which reflect person, number, and gender of the
subject It is difficult to find textual examples of personal pronouns of other types referring to non­
human nouns, since Miya prefers 0-anaphora in these cases. However, pronominal reference to
non-human nouns is not ungrammatical, e.g., m~n tsaa oy Kasham 'I gave i! to Kasham', where tiY
'it' refers to money, known from previous context.

3) Cuwawaw is the morphologically pluralized form of cuw 'goats', which itself is a lexical plural. The
regular morphological plural is so productive that it can be added to any nominal stem. When added
to a noun which is lexically plural, such as cuw, it is usually translated as a "plural of abundance",
e.g., 'a very large number of X'. In the phrase here, 'to' may qualify as a "larger than average"
number.

4) Though agreements with ham ba ... are plural, ba is the masculine singular member of the 'one that
has/does.. .' set! Probably the best solution is to take ham ba as a lexical unit which is [+plural].

5) We have been considering two main kinds of [-animate] nouns, lexically plural (of which there are
only three) and count nouns. Count nouns need not be lexically specified for number, since they can
have either singular or plural referents. Corresponding to lexically plural nouns, however, there is a
class of lexically singular nouns, viz. mass nouns. Though lexical singularity has no syntactic
consequences that I know of in Miya, it does have consequences for semantic interpretation. A
morphologically pluralized, lexically singular noun will mean something like "many kinds of...",
"many instances of...", as opposed to simple plurality for count nouns. Though lexical singularity is
largely predictable from the meaning of the noun, this is not entirely the case. For example, 'seed(s)'
and 'drum(s)' are lexically singular. Note the following interpretations of morphologically pluralized,
but lexically singular nouns:

Newman, Paul. 1979. "Explaining Hausa Feminines". Studies in African Linguistics

10.197-226.

Schuh, Russell G. 1977. "BadelNgizim Determiner System". Afroasiatic Linguistics

4:3.1-74.

guts~r

gara~

tal
gaangam

'mucous'
'rib(s)'
'beer'
'drums(s)'

guts~r3.raw

garababaw
talaIaw
gaangamamaw

'mucous of many people'
'ribs of many people'
'beer being cooked by many people'
'many types of drums'

6) Most of the Ron languages seem to be similar to Miya in this respect, revealing gender mainly
through agreement phenomena (Jungraithmayr 1970).
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