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Abstract

Linguigtic form compression is a productive morphasemantic process in Dagaare, a Gur language
spoken in northern Ghana and ather parts of West Africa Linguistic form compression results in
‘short forms of words, phrases, and sentences. A ‘short form’ is a word (or ‘fixed expresson’)
which is formed through the reduction in quantity of the morphophontogicd materia of a
longer word, phrase or sentence whil e keging the meaning intad. Thisis a second-order coding
in language in the sense that it is a process which takes an existing linguistic form as input and
produces a mmpressed form as output while kegoing the meaning o the original form intact. The
article propases some general principles governing this process. The aticle focuses on three types
of data in Dagaare: (i) phoretic short form formation from final vowel €ision, (ii) the
compresson of compound and long words, and (iii), the compresson of proverbs.

La compresson des formes lingustiques est un processis morphcsemantique tres frequent en
dagaae, une langue gur du nord du Ghana @ dautres lieux en Afrique de I'ouest. La
compresson des formes lingustiques produt des ‘formes courtes des mots et des phrases. Une

forme courte est un mot qui est le resultat de la reduction de la quantité du materiel
morphosemantique d’un mot ou d' une phrase longe aors que son sens reste intad. C'est un
deuxieme ordre de adificaion en langue dans la mesure ou ¢’ est un processus qui prend une
forme existante comme donrée et produise une forme comprimée alors que le sens reste le
méme. Cet article propose des principes generaux qui sont a la base de ce processus. L’article
porte sur trois types des donrees en dagaae: (i) laformation des formes phoretiques par |’ elision

des voydlles finales, (ii) la cmmpresson des mots longs et complexes, et (iii) la mmpresson des
proverbes.

0. Introduction

Short forms are phondogicdly and lexicdly reduced forms of longer words and phrases of the
language. A salient feaure of the short form is that it is possble to retrieve the full semantic
referents/contents of the long form from the short form. The nature of the orthography d the
language seans to present important consequences with regards to the principles governing the
production d short forms from longer words. This is an important issue for those languags that
have an established writing system. Chinese and English are languages that belong in this
caegory (Luke and Nancarrow 199).



In this paper, we examine a scerario o short formsin the dsenceof anestablished orthography.
This is a stuation in which some languages do nd have an established orthography a one in
which a larger segment of the speders of the language are not literate in an established
orthogaphy, asisthe cage with the Dagaae language of Ghana, West Africa

1. Phonetic short forms
1.1. Short formsfrom final vowel elision/apocope

Final vowel elison is a pervasive phondogicd processin Dagaae and other Gur languages
(Rialland 1985for Moba; Kennedy 1966 Bodamo 1997 and Anttila aand Bodamo 1997 for
Dagaae; Hyman 1993for Dagbane; and Cahill 199 for Konn). In Dagaae, there is the
tendency for the final vowel which is often na a distinctive functional morpheme to be dropped
in various peed situations, such as fast speedy, redtations and songs. In (1) below the fina
high and mid vowels are dided, thus giving us reduced forms of the words in which they are
found

1 a miri O  mir 'rope
wirl O  wir 'horse!
biirs O  biir ‘chil dren'
piirl O  piir 'sheep’
bdorr O  bdor 'goats
bi'ri O  bir ‘seed’
dagaarr O dagaar 'Dagaae
Zimmd O zZm fish'
Isngs 0O Iog 'toad’
5oy O 3y 'woodcarier'
psg-5 0O pog ‘woman'
1€ gé O g ‘only'

b. psg-bs 0O  *pigb 'women'

Sometimes, even vowels representing a distinctive functional morpheme, such as the singuar
suffix marker in the word for woman in (1b) can be dided, with the understanding that the roct
word aso stands for the singuar form of the noun The final vowd of the item psg-b5 cannat
be dided probably becaise the cnsonant segment alone canna indicae the plural form of the
word, and such syll able structure in coda positionisforbidden in Dagaae.

Such a pervasive cae of final vowel elision gives rise to the posshility of reduced forms for the
majority of wordsin the languag that ends in vowels.

One interesting dff erence between Dagaae on the one hand and English on the other is that
apocope (deletion d final element in the word) is more productive than aphaeresis (the deletion



of an initia soundin a word as e with Engish He's come.") and syncope (the deletion of
soundin the midde of theword e.g. pdlice- p'lice).

2. Compoundsand long words

Phoretic reduction invalving apocope of words ending in high front vowel and mid vowels is
one type of processinducing short forms in Dagaae. Anather type deds with lexicd shortening
and the linguistic domain for such a processis mainly compourd words and other words of more
than ore syllable. These may be cdegorized into persona names, travel names, and common
compoundnours.

2.1. Personal names

Every personal namein Dagaae alture has a meaning, however oblique it may be. The birth of
a child is often an oppatunity for the head o the family or any of the parents to come up with a
concise statement, a view of the world, a maxim, a philosophicd observation, or some padliti cd
indiredionin the form of a personal name for the new-born chil d.

As may be seen in (2), it could be an expresson d joy of being the aistodian of a new-born
child in plrases and exclamations guch as ‘Joy read me' or ‘Good tidings!’ It could be an
expresson d gratitude to God for getting a much awaited child, as is the cae in (2c&d) in
expressonssuch as‘l lookupto God’ or ‘GodisKing'.

2 a No 5-ta-md O No 5
joy-reatr-me ‘Joy'
I‘byl

b. Yelvilaa O Vilad
deal-good '‘Good'
'‘Gooddeed= Goodtidings

C. Ngmén-ka-n g-kaa-ra 0 Ngmén
God-COMP-1SG-watch-IMP 'God'

'l look up to God!

d. Ngmén-la-naa 0 Ngmén
God-FOC-king '‘God'
'‘Godisking.'

e Sorigléédong 0 Song
goodbemme-enmity ‘good’

'My good ceals breed enmity.'



More often than not, this name given to the infant is quite long, and it is anather feaure of the
naming situation to seled some part of the original name to represent the name of the dild. This
isnot conscioudy dore andit is not part of the formal naming ceremony. It is often an informal,
spontaneous outcome, beginning with closer relatives of the dild and finally getting acceted by
the community as an aternative way of referring to the child. Thus, short forms like Ngmén,

No s and Vilaa are used by family and friends to refer to the person who has any o the dove
longer names.

Now, the question is, is there a systematic way in which this radicd shortening process takes
place? Wiich segments of the longer words are targets for the formation of shorter forms? From
the éowve data, it may be observed that two paosition morphemes are targets for the short forms,
namely the first position morphemes, Ngmén and No 5 and the end pasition morpheme, Vilaa.
This observation seems to be wnguent with the case in Chinese and English, in which any o
the front or end morphemes are used to form the short forms.

What, then, is the principle guiding the choice of candidates for the short forms in Dagaae
names? To answer this, let us look at more cases of names. We wnsider yet ancther type of
namesin Dagaae.

While the @owve invalve names given to infants by their guardians, there is a diff erent situation
in which Dagaae speders give themselves names. Travel names are a particularly interesting
asped of ‘autonyms among the Dagaaa. It is often the cae that young Dagaaa travel from
their homeland in the north of Ghana to the southern parts of the @wuntry in seach of jobs and
better standards of living. This is often seasonal. Upon reading these parts they are often in
identifiable Dagaae spesing communities. Autonymy has become a ailture of these Dagaae-
gpeking communiti es in southern Ghana. Members give themselves new names whil e they are
in the South of the country, and may even use these when they go badk to Dagao, home of the
Dagaaba. As with the personal names at birth, these travel names often encode some view of the
world or some experiences of the person carrying the name. Let us consider afew of them in the
next sedion.

2. 2. Travel names

3 a Gaa-zié-nyé 0 Gaazié 0 Gaanyé
go-placesee go-place go-see
'‘travel and seé ' travel and seé

b. Y5-bong-yang 0 Y5-bong
roam-know-knowledge roam-know (knowledge cli pped)
" Travelling gives us a better understanding of the world.’

C. WOng-tio-ta 0 * Wongtuio
suff er-pain-read
‘enduring journey’



The @owve three names are typicd of the structure of travel names. They often involve two or
more verbs and some objeds or adverbs of place such as 'go-placese€, meaning travel and find
out, 'roam-know-knowledge, meaning traveling gives one abetter view of the world or even
‘suffer-pain-readY’, meaning the individual involved has experienced some painful encourters
during the journey to the south of Ghana.

In (3a) and (3b), the short form comprises the first and middle morpheme, Gaazie 'go-place,
and Y3-bong 'roam-know' respedively. The prediction then would be that the short form of the

third shoud also follow the previously observed pattern. However, thisis not the cae. How then
does one predict the right candidate for the short form?

It seans that two principles work here to predict the right candidate for short forms. These may
be stated asfoll ows:

4 a Principle of semantic equivalence the short form andthelonger  counterpart of
aname must have the same referent or semantic content {p erspicuity}

b. Principle of salience to form a short form, pick out the most semanticaly salient
segment of thelong form

Principle (4a) will rule out (3c) because it seems that WOngtuid, the short form, only expresses
the idea of suffering and dces not adequately trandate the idea of perseverance, ending in a
satisfactory acaomplishment of the aa of travelling. In the ame \ein, if one were to seled tama
inNootama or Yel in Yelvilaa one may not be achieving a semanticdly perspicuous version
of the origina name. So the principle of semantic equivalence works to predict why certain
morphemes by themselves would not be adequate candidates for the shart form.

The principle of salience (4b) seems to be the principle that adually predicts or guides the
seledion d the winning candidate for the short form. Intuitively, the most compelling asped of
the this informal, sportaneous asped of assgning short forms to names is that it is usualy the
most meaningful word in the phrase that gets retanedas the short form. Thus we hae Ngmén in
any of the longer names containing this, Nos in Nootama and Vilaa inYelvilaa; Gaaz é in
Gaazeénys, Yobong in Ysbongyang. The mere mention of the name of God alone shows the
gratitude of the personor hisrecogntion of God asauthor of good aeds, thus rendering al other
items in the name less glient. In Nootama, it isbasicdly abou the expresson d joy and once
the word for joy is mentioned the message is fairly well trandated. In Yelvilad, the primary
target is to express the naotion of goad tidings and thus Yel would be less glient in the
circumstances.

In the cae of travel names, the salience principle will ensure that the most important verbs are
picked up with or withou the intervening objeds or adverbials. In Y5bong bah verbs are
picked up and their meaning makes the objed 'knowledge' quite redundant or lessprominent. In
the cae of Gaazénys, two aternatives are available, Gaazé or Gaanyé. In the first
dternative, the aldition d the alverb of placez é renders the seoond \erb lessnecessary, while



if the seandverb is chaosen the alverb of placeisnot necessary. The first altemative seens to be
more frequent. It seems then that the principle of salience seleds the most salient verb gaa, and
leaves the dhoice of the alverb of placeor aseand \erb to some other principles or fadors. The
sadlience principle would also seled wontlid as the most prominent semantic items but the

hedging acceptability of this candidate & the short form demonstrates a @nflict between the
principle of salienceand the principle of semantic equity.

It thus ®ams possble to predict that any of threetypes of short forms can occur: clipping from
thefirst, midde or final paosition of the inpu. However, this typology is constrained by principles
of interpretation such as the salience principle axd the principle of semantic equivalence
Dagaae seems to favour the first position candidates in this typoogy of short forms, as
demonstrated by the prevalence of first position morphemes as sort forms in the data. The
midde paosition typology is the least preferable in Dagaae. However, this preference for first
position morphemes as candidates can be overridden by stronger principles. Let us push the
description further with more types of short formsin the language.

2.3 Common compound nouns

Compoundng in Dagaae invalves any combinations of lexicd items from the same or diff erent
word classes such as N+N or N+A combinations. Some, but nat all, compourd words are dso
subjed to the processof shortening in Dagaare. Two paositions are targets for this shortening, the
first and last members of the compound In (5) — (8), | list abou four compound words,
indicating their short forms where available, and gammatica contexts in which both short and
full forms may be usedas the same grammaticafunctions.

) a dsokta-yiri 0 dokta
doctor-house doctor
'hospita’ 'hospita’
b. n gé-ré la  dokta-yiri
1.SG goIMP FOC doctor-house
'l am going to the hospital .’
C. n gé-ré la  dokta
1.SG golIMP FOC dactor
'l am going to the hospital .’
6) a Kar-wiri 0 Wi ri
iron-horse horse
‘bicycle 'bicycle
b. ka n dée ma kwri-wiri  kili yaa

COMP 1.SGtake 1.SG.GEND. iron-horse go.home PART
‘Let me ke ny bicycle home.'



C. ka ndé ma wiri  kdli yaa
COMP 1.SG take 1.SG.GEND. horse go.home PART
'Let me ake ny bicycle home.' [but could also mean horse herd

(7 a dalugri 0 lagri
bar bar
b. a dahigri nye koo-€ la

DEF stick-bar this be&k-PERF FOC
‘Thisbar is broken.'

C. a lhigri nyé koo-¢ la
DEF bar this bre&k-PERF FOC
‘Thisbar is broken.'

8 a sasié 0 SIE

wind'

b. saseé fiire  la
wind bbwing FOC
It iswindy"'

C. seé fitire  la
wind bbwing FOC
It iswindy"'

However, certain compourd words do nat easily lend themselves to shortening and this will need
some amountof explaration.

9 a kpankpangbiél-i [ *kpangbiéli

arm-arm-pad-SG
‘elbow'
b. ghéngbélaa O *gbélaa
'dry place
3. Proverbs

A third category of word classes that exhibits visible form compresson is proverbs. As with
many West African languages, Dagaae makes a pervasive use of proverbs as a form of verbal
indiredion. Proverbs are so much frequently used that many average speders of the language
can ealy infer their meanings and applicaion in the dightest of contexts and as $on as one
beginsto use them.



Ease and frequency of use and predictability of context are fertile environments that lend
themselves to linguistic form compresson. Proverbs £em to satisfy al of these, hence the
productivity with which they lend themselves to shorteningin Dagaae. In (10a) to (19a) below, |
list about ten proverbs, and indicae amost likely candidate for shortening in  (10b) to (19b)
constructions. The mnstructions in (10c) to (19¢c) show contexts in which the short form would
be used in the language.

(10 a ta ta  md séé la bare md n nu
NEG reach m bebetter TOP leave me my hand
'‘Dont get nea meis better than leave my hand.'
ENG: Prevention is better than cure.

b. ta ta  ma
NEG readh 1.SG
'Don't get nea me.'

C. a YEIE nyé nang ta ta ma yélé la  yaa
DEF. matter these just NEGread 1.SG matter FOC PART

Thisisacas of "Prevention is better thancure".

11y a tage ka n tage la  kyée-né ngmané
pul and | pull TOP tea-IMP calabash
'If wefight over auseful thing we may both loseit.'

b. tage ka n tdgé
pul ad | pul
'If wefight over auseful thing'

C. tage kan tage yélé la a amé
pull and pdl  matter FOCDEF these

‘Thisisacas of "fighting overauseful thing" .

(12 a bi-bil-tong-zagr-d ba di-ré bon-kda
child-small-send-refuse-AG NEG ed-IMP  thing-oil
‘A child who refusesto goon errands does not get the oppatunity to ed juicy

things

b. bi-bil-tong-zagr-d
child-small-send-refuse-AG
‘A child who refusesto goon errands

C. bi-bil-tong-zagr-a la
child-small-send-refuse-AG FOC
‘That is one who refusesto go on errands.’



(13

(14

(19

(16)

ngmaa-da-koré ba yinn-é tee  dio-u
monkey-male-old NEG forget-IMP tree climb-NOM
'‘An old monkey rever forgets how to climb trees.’

ngmaa-da-koré
monkey-male-old
'‘An old monkey'

ngmaa-da-korée la ma
monkey-male-old ke 1.SG
'l am an old monkey.'

nimi-e ayl ba  muiul-c  tokokyile
eye-PL two NEG pee-IMP baobab.fruit
"Youdo nd usetwo eyesto look into a baobab.fruit (like abattle).’

nimi-e ayi
eye-PL two
‘Two eyes

nimi-e ayi sobd la

eye-PL two person FOC

‘That is a person with two eyes.' = but this canalso mean laving supenatural
powers.'

bada-ré ayi sésngda bd bo-rs

dogPL two rabbit EG lose-IMP

"When two dogs chase arabhit, it hardly escapes.’

ENG: Two heals are better than one: referernceto thevirtues of teamwork.
bdda-ré ayl sésngaa  a

dogPL two rabbit matter FOC

"Two dogs rabbit'

bada-ré ayli soéingaa yélé la
dogPL two gbbit nmetter FOC
It is a cae of two dogs rabbit’

wd-bong-ns  la tee-ré ki ri
NEG-know-AG TOP shoad-IMP tortoise
"It isonly anovice hurter who shods at the tortoise.'

wd-bong-ns
NEG-know-AG
'‘Novice
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(18)

(19

ma wa-bsng-ns mos la  we
NEG-know-AG PART FOC PART
'| seeheor sheisanovice'

sadnd lda pio‘ré wongo
stranger TOP gred-IMP ded
It isonly astranger who greds the ded'

sddna la puo-r6  wongo
stranger TOP gred-IMP ded
It isonly astranger who greds the ded'

sdaanda néo wongo ld
stranger and 3.SG ded FOC
'Itis a cae d astranger andthe ded .

ba ba pug-ro  ba-zo-rda o nigé sogd
they NEG praise-IMP dog-run-AG it face in fran
"Youdo nd praiseafast doginitspresence’

ba-zo-raa
dog-run-AG
‘A fast dog'

ang ld pig-ro ba-zo-raa o nige sogo ?
who FOC praise dog-run-AG 3.SG facein front
'Who praisesa fast dogin its presence?

zi-ngmdd-ra la zo-ro  sos
head-cut-AG TOP fea-IMP knife
"The exeationer feasthe knife'

zi-ngmda-ra
Head-cut-AG
'Headcutter'

ma fo bong la bon nd zii-ngmdd-rd ndng zo-ro
PART 2.SG know FOC thing that head-cutter know fea-IMP
'l suppose you know what the executioner feas.'

The aowe processof shortening proverbs may even lead to new word formation. The foll owing
proverb in (20a) can adually serve & inpu to alexicd operation in which the output is a new
word in the language and hes a dightly different meaning from the original proverb as in (20b).
This shows that lexicdized items may result from (proverb) shortening.
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(200 a bi-bile seé bad
child-small better than dog
‘A Child is better than a pet'

b. bibil-see-baa
chil d-small -better-than-dog
‘A quite grown child'

4. Summary and conclusion

In this paper, we have discussed the phenomenon d lingustic form compresson in the Dagaae
language of northern Ghana. While many types of word classes and expressons lend themselves
to this process we have discussd just three types here, viz, apocope, compourd word
compresson, and proverb compresson. Two main principles have been fourd to gowern the
morphosemantic process of linguistic form compresson. These ae the principle of semantic
equivalence and the principle of sdience The former imposes a onstraint of semantic
equivalence between the inpus and ouputs to the process while the later acually picks out the
best cendidate from alist of eligible onesthat satisfy the principle of semantic equivalence.

Further investigation of the phenomenon d linguistic form compresson, both within individual
languages and aaoss them, shoud enable lingusts to dscover yet other principles —
grammaticd, pragmatic, and sociolingustic - that further constrain and explain the process
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