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1 Introduction
• Word order possibilities between the noun, demonstrative, numeral, and adjective

in the noun phrase (Universal 20) have played an important role in theories of word
order variation (e.g. Cinque 2005, Abels & Neeleman 2012).

– Cinque (2005) argues that word order in the DP is derived entirely via phrasal
movement; Head Movement of the noun is not an option.

• In this talk, I present novel data from Kipsigis (Nilotic; Kenya) that show that:

– Head Movement captures the word order facts of the Kipsigis DP in a more
straightforward way.

– There is greater cross-linguistic variation in the syntactic structure of demon-
stratives, numerals etc. than usually assumed in work on Universal 20.

Roadmap:
2: Background on Head Movement in the DP
3: Background on Kipsigis
4: Head Movement in the Kipsigis DP
5: A previously unattested order
6: Conclusion

2 Background on Head Movement in the DP
• Early approaches to the relative order of the noun and its modifiers relied on N-to-D

movement to account for cross-linguistic variation.

• For example, assuming that adjectives are universally generated higher than the
head noun they modify, the difference between pre-nominal and post-nominal adjec-
tives in Germanic and Romance respectively was explained by postulating N-to-D
movement in the latter case (e.g. Bernstein 1993, Longobardi 1994).

• Later research, however, highlighted both empirical and theoretical issues with
the head movement approach, and Cinque’s (2005) influential work on Greenberg’s
Universal 20 set a trend against head movement accounts of word order variation in
the DP (see Alexiadou et al. 2007 and Cinque 2010 for overviews of the arguments
against N-to-D movement for at least Romance).
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• Cinque (2005) provides a theory of variation in the order of the noun, numeral,
adjective, and demonstrative by adopting the following main assumptions:

– Adjectives, numerals, and demonstratives are merged (as specifiers of dedi-
cated, often silent, functional projections) in this order in a universal hierar-
chy.

– Only phrasal movement is allowed.

– All movement in the DP must include the NP.

– Movement may be movement of the NP alone, or it could involve pied-piping.

• However, it is not clear that phrasal movement is better-equipped than head move-
ment to account for word order in the DP in all languages; Carstens (2017), for
example, argues that word order in the Bantu noun phrase is better explained by
head movement.

3 Background on Kipsigis
• Kipsigis is the major variety of Kalenjin, a cluster of dialects of the Southern Nilotic

branch of Nilo-Saharan.

• It is is spoken by approximately 2 million speakers in the Rift Valley region of
Western Kenya (Eberhard et al. 2020).

• The language has VSO word order in the clausal domain (Bossi & Diercks 2019).

• The language has a system of dominant [ATR] harmony (Hall et al. 1974, Halle &
Vergnaud 1981, Lodge 1995, Baković 2000, Nevins 2010): the harmony domain is
the phonological word.

• Data in this handout come from original fieldwork with 12 native speakers in Kenya
and the US in the period 2016-2019.

4 Head Movement in the Kipsigis DP

4.1 General information on the Kipsigis DP
• Kipsigis lacks articles. It has three basic demonstrative morphemes (proximal vs.

medial vs. distal).

• All elements in the DP agree with the head noun in number (there is no gender).

(1) a. là:kwà:-nÌ
child-PROX.SG
‘this child’

b. lÀ:Gó:(k)-tSù
children-PROX.PL
‘these children’

• The DP is strictly noun-initial; no element can ever precede the noun.
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(2) a. là:kwÉ:t
child

agE-tÚGÙl
every

‘every child’

b. *agE-tÚGÙl
every

là:kwÉ:t
child

‘every child’

• Adjectives in the language constitute a distinct morphosyntactic category, but can
only modify the noun in a relative clause stucture (Kouneli 2019).

(3) a. là:kwÉ:t
child

*(nè)
REL.SG

Â:-Ngén
1SG-know

‘a/the child that I know’

b. là:kwÉ:t
child

*(nè)
REL.SG

tórô:r
tall.SG

‘a/the tall child’

(4) a. là:kwà:-nÌ
child-PROX.SG

(*nè)
REL.SG

Â:-Ngén
1SG-know

‘this child that I know’

b. là:kwà:-nÌ
child-PROX.SG

(*nè)
rel.SG

tórô:r
tall.SG

‘this tall child’

• Numerals directly modify the noun.

(5) lÀ:Gó:k
children

(*nè)
REL.SG

sómòk
three

‘(the) three children’

4.2 Noun - Dem - Q - Numeral order
• A problem for Cinque’s (2005) analysis comes from the relative order of nominal

modifiers in the presence of a universal quantifier.

• Setting aside adjectives for the moment, let’s look at the order in the DP when a
noun is modified by a numeral, demonstrative, and universal quantifier:

(6) lÀ:Gó:(k)-tSù
children-PROX.PL

tÚGÙl
all

sómòk
three

N - Dem - Q - Num

‘all these three children’

• Even though Cinque (2005) does not discuss quantifiers, given the semantic in-
terpretation of (6) and the position of universal quantifiers in better-studied lan-
guages, the hierarchy that makes sense for (6) is Q > Dem > Num > N.

• Assuming this Merge order (and assuming that all modifiers occupy specifier posi-
tions), Cinque’s (2005) allowed movement operations cannot derive this order.

• Maintaining this Merge order, the pattern is easily derived if we make the following
two assumptions:

– Demonstratives in Kipsigis are heads (and not phrasal specifiers).

– There is N-to-D movement.

3



Maria Kouneli LCAD, October 16th, 2020

(7) DP

QP

Q’

DP

NumP

Num’

nP√
laagookn

Num

sómòk

D

tSù

Q

tÚGÙl

D

• Demonstratives as heads in Kipsigis:

– In Kouneli (2019), I argue that demonstratives in Kipsigis are D heads that
can (optionally) introduce a relative clause; this explains a complex phenomenon
of demonstrative spreading in the language.

(8) lÀ:Gó:(k)- tSÁ:n
children-MED.PL

sómòk
three

tSÀ:n -tórô:r-è:n
MED.PL-tall-PL

tSÀ:n -kÁrÂ:rÁn
MED.PL-beautiful.PL

‘those three beautiful tall children’

– Demonstratives in Kipsigis are not independent phonological words. Previous
descriptions (e.g. Toweett 1979, Creider & Creider 1989) call them ‘affixes’
(they could also be clitics), since they display certain word-level phonological
properties.

– The proximal demonstrative is obligatorily in the [ATR] harmony domain of
the noun (but not the medial/distal demonstratives; more on this in a bit).

– In the singular at least, the form of the noun that the demonstratives attach
to is not a self-standing word.

– Anecdotal evidence: my consultants often ask why I have a dash between the
noun and the demonstrative in my notes, indicating that they probably per-
ceive them as one word.

• Demonstratives as heads coupled with N-to-D movement can explain both the order
in DPs with quantifiers and the phonological facts about demonstrative morphemes
(e.g. in theories in which wordhood is associated with complex heads; e.g. Embick
2010).

4.3 The small possessee restriction
• Possession in the Kipsigis DP is expressed in a construction where the possessive

clitic -a:p attaches to the possessee, which is then followed by the possessor.
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(9) là:kwÉ:t-à:p
child-POSS

Kìbê:t
Kibeet

‘Kibeet’s child’

• The order of elements in (9) is fixed: no modifier of any sort can intervene between
the two nouns.

(10) là:kwÉ:t-à:p
child-POSS

(*agE:NgE/nè
one/REL.SG

tórô:r)
tall

Kìbê:t
Kibeet

(agE:NgE/nè
one/REL.SG

tórô:r)
tall

‘Kibeet’s (one/tall) child’

• These facts are reminiscent of the Semitic construct state.

• The size of the possessee is restricted to either a noun (as in (9)) or a noun with a
proximal demonstrative (11). In this case, we see allomorphy of the possessive clitic
conditioned by the demonstrative.

(11) là:kwá:- nÌ-È:p
child-PROX.SG-POSS

Kìbê:t
Kibeet

‘this child of Kibeet’

• The restriction in the size of the possessee, as well as the impossibility of inter-
vening material between the two nouns in the possession construction, receive a
straightforward explanation if we assume N-to-D movement.

– The allomorphy of the possessive clitic is also easily accounted for if it forms a
complex head with the demonstrative (e.g. Bobaljik 2012).

(12) DP

PossP

Poss’

DP

nP

p
laakwaan

D

nI

Poss

E:p

Kìbê:t

D

• However, the structure above requires two D layers. This might help explain an-
other curious restriction in the possessee slot: only the proximal demonstrative is
allowed; the medial and distal demonstrative are ungrammatical.

(13) *là:kwá:- nÁ:n/nÍ:n-È:p
child-MED.SG/DIST.SG-POSS

Kìbê:t
Kibeet

‘that child of Kibeet’
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• This difference between the proximal demonstrative and the medial/distal ones cor-
relates with a phonological difference: while the former is in the harmony domain
of the noun, the latter two are not.

– Since all demonstratives behave in the same way with respect to other diag-
nostics that support their analysis as heads (e.g. participation in demonstra-
tive spreading and cliticization), the harmony and possessive facts probably
indicate that the two are merged at different heights.

• I conclude that the possessive structure of Kipsigis is best explained by N-to-D
movement.

– It also has important similarities to the Semitic construct state (see Creissels
2009 for a typological perspective on the Nilotic construct state in comparison
to Semitic), which is often analyzed in terms of N-to-D movement (e.g. Ritter
1991). Even though phrasal movement accounts of the construct state exist
(e.g Shlonsky 2004), they build on certain properties of Semitic that are absent
in Kipsigis (e.g. adjectives in Hebrew, but not in Kipsigis, may sometimes head
a construct state).

4.4 Strict noun initiality in the Nilotic DP
• There is significant variation in word order within Nilotic in the clausal domain

(e.g. VSO in Kipsigis, V2 in Dinka, and the rare OVS in Northern Lwoo).

• In the DP, however, almost all Nilotic languages (with very few exceptions) are
strictly noun-initial: no element may ever precede the noun. Furthermore, all of
them display a construct state; in many Western Nilotic languages, the noun has a
special head-marking inflection in this construction (Creissels 2009, Kouneli 2019).

• Even though most Nilotic languages share the strong noun initiality property, there
is flexibility in the order of Num - Dem - Adj, as long (as they follow the noun);
different languages display different orders among these three elements.

• As Carstens (2017) also argues for word order flexibility in Bantu, a head movement
account captures tendencies of this sort in a more natural way: if N-to-D movement
is obligatory in Nilotic, we expect to find noun-initial orders with some flexibility in
the order of the modifiers, depending on language-specific constraints.

4.5 Summary
• Even though a phrasal account of word order may in principle be plausible for in-

dependent phenomena in the Kipsigis DP, I have argued that N-to-D movement
(coupled with the assumption that demonstratives are heads in Kipsigis) provides
a straightforward, unified explanation to a range of facts:

– The (typologically rare) phonological properties of Kipsigis demonstratives.

– The observed restrictions in the construct-like possessive construction (size of
the possessee, position of modifiers, allomorphy of the possessive clitic).

– The N - Dem - Q - Num word order.
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– Variation within Nilotic (somewhat more tentative)

• Finally, it is worth pointing out that Bossi & Diercks (2019) give a series of argu-
ments against phrasal movement and in favor of head movement to account for
verb-initiality in the clausal domain, which highlights an interesting parallel with
the nominal domain.

5 A previously unattested order
• So far, I have been vague about the relative order of the noun, numeral, adjective,

and demonstrative in Kipsigis.

• Demonstrative spreading obscures this question, since two copies of the demon-
strative are usually present. However, it turns out that it is the first copy of the
demonstrative that is optional, making Kipsigis a language with N - Num - Dem -
Adj order.

(14) lÀ:Gò:k-(tSù)
children-PROX.PL

sómòk
three

tSù-tórô:r-è:n
PROX.PL-tall-PL

‘these three tall children’

• This order is ruled out by most theories of word order in the DP (e.g. Cinque 2005,
Abels & Neeleman 2012), since it was assumed to be unattested (though Dryer
2018 mentions one language, Haya, with this order).

• In Kouneli (2019), I argue that this rare order arises from three independent prop-
erties of Kipsigis: adjectives are always in a reduced relative clause structure,
demonstratives are heads that can introduce said relative clauses, and there is an
EPP feature on D which triggers N-to-D movement in the simple case and phrasal
movement from inside the relative clause in structures with adjectives (along the
lines of Alexiadou & Wilder 1998 for Greek determiner spreading).

• Setting the details of the analysis aside, what this type of examples highlight is
that the syntax of adjectives and demonstratives is not uniform cross-linguistically.
As a result, word order variation in the DP cannot be explained by differences in
movement possibilities alone.

6 Conclusion
• Several facts about the Kipsigis noun phrase receive a more straightforward expla-

nation if there is N-to-D movement, rather than (just) phrasal movement.

• There is cross-linguistic variation in the exact syntactic structure of various modi-
fiers. Thus, theories of word order variation in the DP must take into account both
different structures (contra Cinque 2005) and different movement possibilities.

• Some open questions:
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– Are the two D layers present in my derivations independently motivated and/or
do they exist in other languages (e.g. Cinque 2010 proposes a little d head in
addition to D)?

– Could reprojection (along the lines of Georgi & Müller 2010) account for the
same data?

• Studying the structure of noun phrases in other Nilotic languages, which are ex-
tremely understudied in the generative literature and differ in interesting ways
from Kipsigis, may help shed light on more questions on DP syntax.
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