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Phominence in Central Somali Narrative Discourse
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1. Introduction.

The purpose of this paper is to describe the grammatical structure
of narrative discourse in Central Somali, and in particular to discuss
the marking of prominence within the discourse. In addition, it will be

' shown that although the same surface grammatﬁca] markers can be found 1in
(both dialogue discourse and narrative discourse structures of Centra1
KSumu11, the pragmatic function of these markers i1n the two Systems is
(qU1te different. Thus it will be claimed that pragmatic functions (e.g
focus and topic) must be studied within the context of a particular dis-

course genre in order to gain a full understanding of their nature.

Central Somali (also known as Rahaween) is closely related to Standard
Somali, although the two are not mutually intelligible. It is spoken by
apprnxiMate?y‘lgjgpp people living in the northeast corner of Kenya, as
well as by large populations residing within Somalia. The language
agéistanté fn; this paper wereboth from Kenya: Hassan Abdirahman and

Mohamed Adan, both from Mandera. The texts used in this paper were all
2

| narrated by Madowbi Maalim, also from Mandera.

Thé_nvera]] grammatical system of Central Somali has recently, been
described by Saeed (1981). I will provide a few of the details of the
grammatical system here, but otherwise the reader is referred to Saeed's
paper. Throughout the following discussion, all phnnet1c symbols have
their usual value, except for j, which represents the affricate [di] I
- >D, J, and G, which are voiced implosive consonants; and the diglot sh which
will be used for [¥] (in conformity with the standard Somali orthography).

One of the more noteworthy features of Central Somali grammar is
the fact that every independent clause must contain a focus marker, yaa.
This particle functions to mark the.most salient NP in the clause, i.e.

normally the constituent which is either asserted as new information or



counterasserted in order to contradict a preceding statement. For
example:

l.a. aay dilee gool
who killed f.-11ion 'Who killed a she-1ion?'

b. lanke yaa gool dilee 'The man(!) killed a she-lion.'
man-the F f.-11ion killed

2.a, lanke yaa gool dilee 'The man killed a she-lion.,'
man-the F f-lion killed

b. may (lanke) mas aa dilee 'No, (the man) he killed a snake(!).
no, man-the snake F killed

As can be seen, yaa marks the immediately preceding constituent as
the item in focus (i.e. lanke in #1b and mas in #2b). 2b also illustrates

one of three possible contractions of an NP+yaa sequence, i.e.:

e o

JREEAERC 18yad “==»" 1t Caal
4. OIS (VAR el T o B (1)
5. ...EEE Py et s o ...EEE + waa

The other major grammatical device which serves as a marker of
pragmatic function is word order permutations (the interaction of word
" order and the focus markers in Standard Somali is described in detail in
(Biber, 1981)7 The unmarked word order in Central Somali is S O V ,

/where S 15 the constituent in focus. When the object 1s in focus, the

—

Expectéd:wﬂrd order is 0 V S . That is, in general the focused constituent
is sentence-initial. ‘Exceptions to this generalisation serve to mark the
tnpic; At 1S, a tﬂpiﬂa]ised constituent is fronted to sentence-initial
position, preceding the focused constituent, and functions to establish

a framework of "aboutness" for the following predication. For example,

in the story "The fox, the ticks, and the elephant", the ticks slowly

suck the fox's blood until she dies (and the fox was formerly the owner

of the goats), and then we are told that: erinkii shillinaa Dahalli
goats-the ticks - F inherited

Iiterally 'the goats the ticks inherited'. But due to the 0 S V word

order (object in sentence-initial position, preceding the focused subject),
this sentence would have the force: 'As for the goats, the ticks(!)

inherited them.' Thus, this construction marks a return to 'the goats'



as the topic, with the following comment describing what happened to them.

One final construction should be discussed before moving on to the
narrative discourse structures, that is the conjunction +na. There are
three separate conjunctions in Central Somali: iiye which joins two NPs
together, oo which joins two clauses together, and +na. This last con-
junction also joins two clauses together, but it additionally functions
to single out some constituent in the second clause (i.e. the constituent
it is attached to) as a contrastive topic. For example, a section in the
story "The man and the snake" discusses the attitudes and probable inten-
tions of the man, and then switches to the snake with the sentence:

maskiina S aa ngali
snake-the-and cheating F entered into 'And as for the snake, he
decided to cheat.'

Note here that maskii 'the snake' is not old or presupposed information,

although it is the topic (marked as such by its sentential position).
That is, maskii establishes the framework of aboutness for this sentence,

but in addition it contrasts with the topic of the immediately preceding
sentence ('the man'). This latter fact is marked by the suffix +na.

Given this background, it is possible to proceed to the analysis of
narrative discourse Structures? However, I will return to the discussion

of these pragmatic functions later in the paper.

2. Episodic structure within narrative discourse.

The following sections will provide a detailed analysis of the
overall episodic structure of and prominence within the narrative text
"The woman and the thieves". The full text of this story can be found
in Appendix I, and all line references will be to this appendix.

Throughout a narrative discourse, clauses can be divided into the
two categories of eventfiand nonevents. Evenp clauses are marked 1in
two wajs: 1) the verb is always a past tense form (as opposed to non-
event information (e.g. lines 12 and 25) which utilises both past and
present tenses), and 2) the clause always contains yaa (as opposed to
nonevent clauses which by definition are never marked by yaa, e.g. lines
25 and 26). Beyond this, there seem to be three general types of event



clauses. The first type 1s a clause consisting of only a verb, e.qg.

line 16 (i.e. there is no nominal constituent, and therefore no focus

marker). The second type is the clause structure discussed in the first

section of this paper, consisting minimally of an NP which 15 in focus,

and a verb (see for example lines 13, 14, 22, 23, etc.). Finally, the {i
third type of event clause consists of an entire subordinate clause which

marks a major new setting, followed by yaa, followed by an event clause.

This type of construction seems to always mark a more major event, and

functions to break the discourse down into smaller structural units (referred to as
paragraphs)? In the story "The woman and the thieves", the first ex-

ample of this type is found in line 12, which begins the description of

the woman's first meeting with the thieves (lines 12-16). The second

example, in line 17, begins the description of the thieves' plotting

and initial preparation (1ines 17-20). The construction maddaas aa in

line 21 marks the beginning of a major aew episode (see following dis-

cussion). However, at the same time, maddaas aa here also initiates a

new paragraph (lines 21-23), which describes the first step in the ex-
ecution of the thieves' plot. Finally, the subordinate clause-yaa
construction in line 24 begins the last paragraph before the climax, in
which the thieves take the second step in executing their plan. Thus

this construction serves to break the narrative into logical event-units

which are larger than sentences.

Some other examples of this type of construction follow: In the
story “The fox, the ticks and the elephant", the first major event of

the story 1s: shilin* oo meel Daraaran yaa too ku roogsidoi
- ticks which place are together F one let him stand on

'(when) the ticks are at a place where they are all together, yaa, he

(the elephant) stood on one of them.' This event is the incident -
whigbrinitiates all of the following action in the story. In the story
"The man who kept his promise", after a very long setting, the events

begin as follows: ...iddile hanka hoyidayan yaa lamankii lan ku mid
village-the they come home to F  men-the man one of

eh yaa balaankii ku baihi
being F  promise-the went out from

'...as they are (every night) coming to sleep only at the village, yaa,
one of the two men, yaa, left the promise.' Again, the whole following



plot centers around the consequences which result from this broken
promise. Finally, in the story "The boy who did not cheat", we are

told that the boy was sent to school, where he was learning various

things, and then .. Tarte Gorooshe baradi yaa aawkii Dimidi
symbols-the writing he learned F father-the died

'...(when) he learned the symbols of writing, yaa, the father died.' which
is the event which causes the boy to set out upon his subsequent adven-
tures. In all of these examples, the event described begins a whole
mini-episode within the narrative. Thus, this type of construction brings
a major event or turning point into focus through the use of yaa, while

at the same time serving as a boundary marker of a paragraph.

The construction maddaas aa 'then yaa' functions to mark even

larger units within the discourse. This construction can be noted 1in
Jines 6 and 21, both of which mark the beginning point of a major new
episode in the narrative. The first episode, starting in line 6, begins
with the woman going back to her own village, then moves on to her
meeting the thieves, and the thieves subsequent planning. Then in line
21, the second episode is begun when the thieves actually start to
imp1emént their plan; and this entire episode describes only the way

in which they carry out the plan. The construction maddaas aa marks

the beginning points of these two episodes.

3. Narrative Discourse Prominence.

This section will discuss several methods of marking prominence
within a narrative discourse. That is, just as yaa functions to mark
the most salient constituent in a sentence, so there are grammatical
devices which mark parts of a narrative as more salient than other parts.
These devices include event chains, repetition, and collateral state-
ments. - Finally, it will be shown that these devices often combine to

mark the climax (or most prominent section) of a narrative.

g5l Evant chains:.

I have previously described the three most common types of event



clauses. Normally these clauses occur in a discourse mixed together

with nonevent information (setting, background, etc.). However, at

certain points, the event line of a narrative can bz brought into

prominence. The most common way of doing this is through an event

chain, i.e. a chain of event clauses, each of which contains a minimum number
of nominal constituents (e.g. lines 18-20). Longer chains are more

marked structures, and therefore result in a greater prominence. For
example, in "The fox, the ticks, and the elephant", the ticks attacked

the elephant when he was sleeping, and then:

kaheey, ka taanDowidi, lugaagii yaa Dulke ka Dowi,

he woke up, he shook himself, legs-the F ground-the he beat on,
Degaagii yaa "geb geb geb" ku siiyi, "uuuuuu..." yaa erri,
ears-the F gave out, F  he said,
(koraa fiiriyee ogtaa )

up-F he was looking know it

'He (the elephant) woke up, he shook himself, he beat his legs on the
ground, he made his ears go "geb geb...", he said "uuuu...", (he was
looking up, do you know it?!).' This sequence seems to be the high
point uf the entire narrative, and it is marked as such by the length

of the event chain.

At other times, there may be almost no explicit marking of the
participants in an event chain. An example of this is in lines 36-44.
Here, the subject switches from the man (36) to the woman (37), back
to the man (40), and back to the woman again (41), with no explicit
markingﬁﬂf any of the switches. It is possible to understand the par-
ticipant orientation ihrough the verb morphology, but this i1s a marked
construction, in which all attention 1s focused on the event line.

3.2. Repetition.

[t 1s also possible to bring into prominence one particular event
in the event line. One way of doing this is through repetition. For
instance, in "The man who kept his promise", the man hid inside a hyena

hole, and then: lama waraabii ha gelen. Jlamadii waraaba yaa ha gelen.
two hyenas entered two-the hyenas F entered

'Two hyenas entered. The two hyenas entered.' In this case, the repeated



clause is not even part of an event chain, but it i1s marked through

repetition as being an important event 1in the narrative (the man

learned from the hyenas a secret which later helped him to become rich).

Another example comes from "The man and the snake". After a long setting,

describing the good relationship which a man and a snake had established,

we are told that: maskii iiye ariirkii lankii Dali iiye maskii
snake-the and boy-the man-the birthed and snake-the

yaa isgifen. wal isgifen.

F  fought they fought each other

'The snake and the boy who the man gave birth to, and the snake, yaa,

fought each other. They fought each other.' Again, these clauses are

not part of an event chain. Rather, in both of these examples, the

event is focused upon through repetition because it has a crucial relation

to later events in the narrative.

3.3. Collateral statements/rhetorical questions.

Collateral statements also function to focus on some particular
event clause in the narrative. Grimes (1975.64-70) classifies all instances
of telling what did not happen as collateral information. Collateral
clauses are Aimportant in Central Somali narrative in that they bring into
prominence the immediately following clause, which tells what gig_happen.
For instance, line 19 notes that "they did not follow", but rather they
passed a different way. Thus the reader's attention 1s focused on the
fact thét the thieves circled around the woman by the explicit collateral
statement that they did not follow her.

Rhetorical questions are a special case of collateral statements
(Grimes 1975.68). In Central Somali narrative, they normally seem’ to
bring a whole sequence of events into prominence, rather than one par-
ticular event clause. For instance, in "The man who kept his promise",
we are told that a second man, who was dishonest, also went into the
hyena hole, that he fought with the hyenas in the hole, and then:

lankow iiye lama waraaba God Datiis eh, maay taawiiyaasa
man-one and two hyenas hole inside being what do you think

'One man and two hyenas inside a hole, what do you think (will happen)?'



After which we are told that the man was mutilated by the hyenas. In
this way, the event describing the final outcome of this character 1is

emphasised.

There is a special type of rhetorical question used in Central
Somali narratives, ogtaa 'do you know it?!', which has a separate
function. It is used mainly to focus on background information, 1i.e.
explanations or comments about what has happened. For instance, in
line 25, when the woman and one thief meet the other thief, the narrator
wants us to understand that these two thieves are the ones that we
have met previously, and that they know each other; and so he uses this
construction. In other cases, ogtaa can mark background information
which is a type of foreshadowing. For instance, in "The man and the
snake", a boy was about to enter a well, and the narrator tells us that:

malaksheeyaa ha galee ogtaa
angel-his-F is entering know 1t

'His angel of death is entering, do you know 121 TR e s eSS rabouERto
die. Then later, when the boy's father is trying to negotiate with the

snake, we are told that: maskiina siraa ngali ogtaa
snake-the-and cheating-F entered know 1t

'‘And the snake decided to cheat, do you know it?!' That is, we are to
note beforehand that the snake did not intend to honor any agreement.

3.4. Climax structures.

Longacre (1976.217-28) provides a description of several common
grammatical devices used to mark the surface structure peak. In Central
Suma]i_qarrative discourse, the climax (or peak) is marked as the section
which combines the greatest number of prominence constructions, and
therefore it might be defined as the point of greatest prominence (or

focus) in the narrative.

It seems proper to speak of both well-defined climaxes and more
loosely defined climaxes. For instance, the event chain previously dis-
cussed in "The fox, the ticks, and the elephant" (see section 3.1) is
an example of a moderately well-defined climax. It utilises only the
feature of longest event chain. But since it is the most marked sequence

in the discourse, it constitutes the climax.



















































