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The identification of adjectives in many languages seems to be a point of concern to many linguists. It has been
established by some scholars that adjectives form a closed word category in many languages of the world, while in
others they are said to form an open word category. The aim of this article is to determine the nature of adjectives
in Runyambo, using the prototype theory. Any item deviating from the prototypical features of a category tends to
be morphologically or syntactically marked. The items discussed in this article therefore range from core adjectives
to adjectives derived from other word categories. Runyambo falls in a group of languages with a closed class of
adjectives forming only 13 items. Among these 13 items, there are only six core adjectives, two adjectives derived

from nouns, two from verbs and three flexible adjectives.

Introduction

Adjectives are traditionally defined as a class of words that
designate property concepts and that are used to modify
nouns as attributes in the noun phrase (Givén, 1984).
According to Baker (2003), adjectives are distinguished
from verbs by not licensing a specifier, and from nouns by
not having a referential index. Despite being clearly defined
by different scholars, the issue of universality of adjectives
has been a point of dissention among scholars. While
some claim that adjectives form a universal word category
(Baker, 2003; Dixon, 2004; Wasike, 2018), others claim
their absence in some languages (Rijkhoff, 2000; Courtz,
2008; Meira and Gildea, 2009). In some languages property
concepts are said to be presented mainly through other
word categories including nouns (Heny, 1972; Hyman,
2003), verbs (Helmbrecht, 2004; Rugemalira, 2008; Dorvlo,
2009), adverbs (Meira and Gildea, 2009), or by nouns and
verbs. For instance, Rugemalira (2008) claims that most
property concepts in almost all the languages he discussed
are represented by nouns and verbs. He gives an example
of komeye ‘be hard’ in Hangaza, a Bantu language spoken
in the north-western part of Tanzania. All the above claims
make the discussion about adjectives controversial and
raise two questions about adjectives in Runyambo: how
are the property concepts represented in this language,
and does the language have an independent category of
adjectives?

The characterisation and identification of adjectives in
Bantu languages seem to be challenging tasks. It has been
established by some scholars (Hyman, 2003; Rugemalira,
2008; Segerer, 2008; De Schryver, 2010) that Bantu
languages possess a closed class of adjectives which in
some languages can be replaced by nouns or verbs without
affecting the meaning of the information being communicated.
In such languages, property concepts (semantic adjectives)
are represented by items from other word categories. In a

language like IsiZulu, only three adjectives are identified by
De Schryver (2010). The presence of few adjectives has
been reported to be the case in many Bantu languages,
including Runyambo.

Therefore, the purpose of this article is to identify
adjectives in Runyambo, a Bantu language (E21) spoken in
the north-western part of Tanzania. Runyambo possesses
a closed number of adjectives which constitutes only 13
lexical items. Among these 13 items, there are only six core
adjectives, two adjectives derived from nouns, two from
verbs and three flexible adjectives. The article starts with a
discussion of adjectives in different languages of the world,
followed by a discussion of adjectives in Runyambo. The
next section presents the general features of adjectives,
while the last section presents a conclusion.

Delineation of adjectives

The identification of adjectives in many languages of the

world has not been challenge-free. Some scholars claim

the absence of adjectives in some languages, while their

presence is reported in other languages. Baker (2003)

believes that however closed the adjective class may be, it

exists in all languages of the world. Baker gives the three
features which distinguish adjectives from nouns and verbs
in all languages as stated below:

i) Adjectives can be direct attributive modifiers of nouns,
but nouns and verbs cannot be as in ‘a rich man’ versus
“a wealth man’ and *a shine coin’

ii) Adjectives can be the complements of degree heads like
s0, as, too, and how in English, but neither nominal nor
verbal projections can be.

iii) Adjectives can be resultative secondary predicates,
unlike nouns and verbs as in ‘They beat the metal flat’
versus “they beat the metal a sword'.

In his discussion about character substance (NP) like

‘fresh milk’, Bloomfield (1933: 202) defines an adjective as
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...the attribute in a construction. In English it is a
word class definable precisely by its functions in a
phrase. It is a qualitative character of specimen of a
species of objects.
Bloomfield further divides adjectives into limiting
(determiners and numeratives) and descriptive adjectives,
where in a construction with both, the limiting will appear
before the descriptive adjectives as in ‘this fresh milk’.

In relation to the number of adjectives in African
languages, Creissels (2000) asserts that adjectives are
generally rare in African languages, particularly in the
Niger-Congo phylum where many languages only have a
very small number of underived/genuine adjectives. To
complement this argument, Rugemalira (2008) suggests
that the Bantu adjective category can be dispensed with
because in many Bantu languages there are only a handful
of words that can be identified as underived adjectives,
and that these may disappear without having any serious
consequences for the grammars of these languages. In
his study on Logba, Dorvlo (2009) argues that in some
languages the non-derived adjectives are few in number.
In those languages the words which express adjectival
(property) concepts are either derived words or belong to
a different word category. He argues that many adjectival
concepts are expressed by means of verbs. Akrofi-Ansah
(2013) presents only thirteen adjectives in Leteh, a Kwa
language spoken in Ghana (see Table 1).

De Schryver (2010) finds a similar trend in isiZulu where
there are only 17 adjectives including -nye ‘other’, -khulu
‘big’ and -bili two’. However, such adjective stems take
noun class prefixes. They change as they modify nouns in
different classes. For example,

(1) omunye class 1
ezinye class 7
ababili class 2
ezimbili class 7

Being nominal, adjectives in Basaa are classified into
three classes depending on how they behave in a syntactic
construction. Hyman, Jenks and Makasso (2013) claim that
adjectives in Basaa function as heads of noun phrases —
a function that is expected to be performed by nouns. The
first group of adjectives (examples 2a, 2b and 2c) includes
those which only occur in the construction where a nominal
adjective (NA) is connected to a noun (N) by the connective
‘of (NA-of-N) as in:

(2a) balam ba dinuni
ba-lam ba di-nuni
cl.2 beautiful of birds
‘beautiful birds’

Table 1: Adjectives in Leteh

Dimension Colour Age Value

atimi* short’ ofufuru ‘white’  ohue ‘new’ okpamkpa ‘bad’
otonto ‘tall’ obibi ‘black’ adede ‘old’ okose ‘good’
akitibi ‘small’ ohe ‘red’ efe ‘true’
okpomkpa ‘big’ enufu ‘false’

(2b) minlangéd mi dinuni
min-langa mi di-nuni
cl.4 black of birds
‘black birds’

(2¢) hipeda hi hinuni
hi-peda hi hi-nuni
cl.19 small of bird
‘small bird’

This group of adjectives is said to have an inherent gender,
controlling the noun class on the connective, and is referred
to by Hyman et al. (2013) as a nominal adjective (NA). The
same is argued by Hyman (2003) as he classifies adjectives
as adjectival nouns. As seen in the examples above, the
connective ‘of must agree with an adjective in noun class
and number and the noun in the NA-of-N construction. This
group is said to have more terms than others.

The second group of adjectives in Basaa are true
adjectives. This is a group of adjectives that modify nouns.
They follow and agree with the nouns they modify. This
group comprises only seven members, namely -kéni ‘big’,
-tidgi ‘small’, -pubi ‘pure’, -hindi ‘black’, -sani ‘cold’, -lééga
‘warm’ and -yomi ‘live’. The syntax of adjectives in this group
is similar to the syntax of adjectives in many other Bantu
languages, including Runyambo, in agreeing in number and
class with nouns.

The third group of adjectives in Basaa includes n-lam
‘beautiful’ and m-b¢ ‘ugly’ and is said to be the smallest.
The items in this group can occur either in the first group
construction or the second group.

Concluding about the above three groups, Hyman et
al. (2013) suggest that all the adjectives in Basaa are
categorically nouns, enabling them to head a noun phrase.
This claim leads to the conclusion that property concepts in
Basaa cannot form an independent category of adjectives.

In contradistinction to the above, Mpofu (2009) analyses
90 adjectives in Shona. He argues that Shona has eight
semantic types of adjectives including dimension, physical
property, colour, age, value, human propensity, cardinal
numbers and quantification. A similar amount of adjectives
and their classifications are found in Shinyiha (Goodness,
2014). Both Mpofu and Goodness examine core and derived
adjectives. To them, adjectives form an independent word
category in Shona and Shinyiha. This is supported by
Creissels (2014) who differentiates between the new and
traditional adjectives in Setswana. He argues that the new
adjectives act as relatives in some way.

Haspelmath (2012) argues that adjectives in German
have a characteristic pattern of inflection that makes them
different from nouns, and this morphological pattern could
be used to define the class as in roter/rote/rotes ‘red
(masculine/feminine/neuter)’. Courtz (2008), on the other
hand, differentiates between adjectival nouns and adjectives
in Carib, a member of the Cariban language family spoken
in the coastal region of northern South America, in villages
on the rivers and creeks in Venezuela, Guyana, Suriname
and French Guiana. A small group of nouns are referred to
as adjectival nouns as they are used to designate quality.
Courtz (2008: 60-61) gives four arguments that made him
identify such terms as nouns rather than adjectives:

i) They don’t distinguish adverbial forms and adnominal
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forms, but the stem may be used adnominally without any

adnominalising suffix;

ii) Instead of the adjective pluraliser -ine, they combine with
a plural suffix -non, which varies with -konin noun stems
ending in -n, and -konis the most common noun pluraliser;

iii) Without any change of form, they may precede the
postposition me; and

iv) They show possessive forms in some instances.

It is claimed by Meira and Gildea (2009) that in Cariban
languages property concepts belong to adverbs or nouns.
For example, in Akawaio the property concept juwan
‘hunger’ is a noun, while the colour term aimu’ne ‘white’ is an
adverb. However, Courtz (2008) identifies an independent
class of adjectives in the Carib language and defines an
adjective as a word category that designates a quality, i.e.
an adjective qualifies an entity. He groups Carib adjectives
into two forms: an adverbial form and an adnominal form,
which actually supports the arguments by Meira and Gildea
(2009) above.

Menon (2012) asserts that in Dravidian languages
including Malayalam, adjectives are not found in the lexicon
nor are they created in syntax. Menon (ibid.) claims that
adjectival-like constructions can be syntactically created
for the purpose of attributive modification and predication.
He presents two classes of roots in Malayalam that look
adjectival, in that they participate in positions in which
English would have an adjective as follows:

Class 1 (-a ending relativised roots) like valiya ‘big’,
ceriya ‘small’, puthiya ‘new’, nalla ‘good’, pacca
‘green’, velutta ‘white’, manna ‘yellow’, pazhaya ‘old’
Class 2 (-am ending nominalised roots) santosham
‘happiness’, sankatam ‘sadness’, prayasam
‘difficulty’, pokkam ‘tallness’, bedham ‘better’,
madhuram ‘sweetness’

From the above examples, it is clear that the adjectives

in Malayalam are presented as either relative clauses or

nouns.

The universalist idea presented by Chomsky (1970) is
doubted by many scholars who argue against the universality
of adjectives. Beck (2000), among others, argues that
adjectives are not found in all languages, and even in
languages where they are found they differ tremendously in
terms of their numbers. Haspelmath (2012) argues that in
contrast to nouns and verbs, adjectives are sometimes like
function words in that they form a rather small, closed class.
He claims that many languages appear to lack adjectives
entirely, expressing all property concepts by words that
look like verbs or nouns. He gives examples from Korean
where property concepts inflect for tense and mood and they
require a relative marker just like verbs as presented below:

(3a) sani nophessta
san-i noph-ess-ta
hill- NOM high-past-DEC
‘The hill was high’

(3b) nophun san
noph-un san
high-relative hill
‘a high hill’

In support of this argument, Givon (1984) argues that
adjectives are somewhat between permanent time-stable
properties (nouns) and less time-stable, changing and
temporary properties (verbs). Adjectives in Sakha are
classified under the nominal paradigm (Vinokurova, 2005). In
Mohawk, putative adjectives take some agreement prefixes
and others take tense/aspect suffixes as uncontroversial
intransitive verbs (Baker, 2003). The situation in Mohawk
seems to present what Van Lier and Rijkhoff (2013) call
flexible word categories. They present a flexible class of
modifiers in Krongo and non-verbs in Turkish which seem
to fulfil the functions of a number of word categories. The
examples in Krongo are given below:

(4a) gizelim
glizel-im
beauty-1.POSS
‘my beauty’ (noun)
(4b) gtizel bir kopek
beauty ART dog
‘a beautiful dog’ (adjective)

According to Hengeveld (2013), flexible parts of speech
systems display classes of lexemes that can be used in
more than one function without requiring lexical or syntactic
derivation. He defined verb as a head of a predicate phrase
and manner adverb as a modifier of a verb, while noun is
defined as a referential phrase and adjective as a modifier
of a noun.

Segerer (2008) discusses adjectives in seventy-two
languages, some of which lack an adjective class. All these
languages vary in the number and types of adjectives that
they possess. Meira and Gildea (2009) argue that adjectives
and adverbs form one class of adverbs, while Hengeveld
(2007) claims that in Garo the adjectival concepts are
presented through bound morphemes attached to the verbs.

In order to come up with a clearer discussion of adjectives
in Runyambo, we employ the prototype theory which states
that ‘a prototype is a typical case of a category, and other
elements are assimilated to the category on the basis of their
perceived resemblance to the prototype’ (Langacker, 1987:
371). The theory posits that there are degrees of membership
based on degrees of similarity. The prototype theory allows
for more or fewer prototype members. One of the principles
of prototype theory is to achieve maximum differentiation
with the prototypical instance of a category being that which
distinguishes it most clearly from all other categories. Taylor
(1995) argues that membership in a prototype category is a
matter of gradience, which is referred to as a fuzzy feature.
There is no clear-cut distinction between prototype and
non-prototype, but only a range from 0 to 1. On the other
hand, Croft (1991) asserts that prototypicality correlates
with two kinds of markedness pattern across languages,
including structural markedness, in that items deviating
from the semantic prototype tend to occur with additional
morphemes. This article considers structural markedness,
among other issues.
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An inventory of adjectives in Runyambo

This part presents a detailed analysis of adjectives in
Runyambo. A total of 13 adjectives are discussed. Among
these adjectives only six are underived, while two are
derived from verbs, two from nouns and three are flexible.
These will be divided into three subgroups depending on
their prototypicality.

Adjective Gloss

to ‘young’

ce ‘small/thin/few/somel/little’

bi ‘bad/ugly/evil/dirty/contaminated’
héngo ‘big/wide/fat’

inji ‘many’

sya ‘new’

bisi ‘raw/wet/uncooked’

gufu ‘short’

kuru ‘old’

runji ‘good/beautiful/handsome/generous’
reingwa ‘tall/long’

heihi ‘near’

hare ‘far’

Core adjectives

Runyambo has only six lexical items that are purely
adjectival. We argue that these lexical items are adjectives
due to their morphological, syntactic and semantic
behaviour. However, the same lexical items can be
nominalised, as will be discussed. Such lexical items are
presented below:

Adjective gloss

to ‘young’

ce ‘small/thin/fewl/little/some’

bi ‘bad/evil/ugly/dirty/contaminated’
hango ‘big/wide/fat’

inji ‘many’

sya ‘new’

The above data were extracted from both written sources
and the field. The structural and behavioural characteristics
of these adjectives are presented below.

Table 2: Noun class system and adjectival concords in Runyambo

The morphology of core adjectives

The prototype adjectives in Runyambo, just like in other
Bantu languages, agree with the nouns they modify. An
adjectival root (RT) is a bound morpheme of which the
structure is completed by a noun class prefix (NCP).
Runyambo divides its nouns into 18 classes. This brings
about an agreement pattern between a noun and an
adjective. The morphological structure of the adjective
therefore, is NCP+RT as in the examples below:

(5a) Omukazi muto
o-mu-kazi mu-to
AUG-cl.1-woman  cl.1-young
‘a young woman’

(5b) Entaama nto
e-n-taama n-to

AUG-cl.9-sheep  cl.9-young
‘a young sheep’

(5¢) Ecaana cito
e-ci-ana ci-to
AUG-cl.7-child cl.7-young

‘a fat young child’

As seen in the above examples, the adjective -fo ‘young’
agrees with the nouns it modifies by means of an agreement
morpheme (AM). This morphological behaviour is not
inherent to prototype adjectives only but to all adjectives
in Runyambo. The noun class and adjectival concords in
Runyambo are presented in Table 2.

Adjectival roots in Runyambo have the other morphological
feature of changing into nouns and verbs freely. The
attachment of the augment and the noun class prefix changes
adjectives into nouns. These morphological features are
complemented by the syntactic features unique to adjectives
which are discussed in the next subsection. The augment
in Runyambo differentiates between nouns and adjectives.
Nouns have an augment, while the adjectives have only
the noun class prefix. This is a very important feature that
differentiates between nominal modifiers and nouns. In
Runyambo, the adjectival roots are bound morphemes just like

NC AUG NCP Stem AM Example Gloss

1 o- -mu- -ntu mu- omuntu muto young person

2 a- -ba- -ntu ba- abantu bace a few people

3 o- -mu- -péera  gu- omupeera guto young guava tree
4 e- -mi- -péera  mi- emipeera mito young guava trees
5 e- i-/-ri -iso ri- eriiso rice a small eye

6 a- -ma- -iso ga- ameiso gace small eyes

7 e- -Ci- -riibwa  ci- ecirilbbwa cihango a big cassava

8 e- -bi- -riibbwa  bi- ebiriibwa bihango big cassavas

9 e- -(n)- -te N- ente nce a small cow

10 e- -(n)- -te zi- ente zice few cows

11 o- -ru- -hu ru- oruhu ruhango a big skin

12 a- -ka- -ana ka- akaana kato a small young child
13 o- -bu-/tu  -ana bu-/tu obwaana buto small young children
15 o- -ku- -ju ku- okuju kuhango a big kneel

15a o- -ku- -jenda  ku- okujenda kubi a bad walk

16 a- -ha- -ntu ha- ahantu habi a bad place

18 o- -mu- -nju ha- omunju habi in the bad house
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nominal roots and they all receive AUG and NCP to become
nouns. Most of these nouns are inherently found in noun class
14 by the augment o- and the noun class prefix -bu-.

Adjective  gloss noun gloss

to young obuto youngness
ce small/thin/ffew  obuce thinness

bi bad obubi badness
hango big/wide obuhango  bigness
sya new obusya newness

The abovementioned five core adjectives can become
nouns in noun class 14. These adjectives can also be
nominalised and used as nouns when the referents are
definite. This means when a selection among many people is
made and a small one is taken, omuce can be used to refer
to such a person. In this case the output will be a noun as in
the examples below.

(6a) Omuto nakweta
o-mu-to ni-a-ku-eta
AUG-cl.1-young Prs-SM-INF-call
‘The young one is calling you.’
(6b) Omuce akajeenda ohamujera
o-mu-ce a-ka-jeenda
AUG-cl.1-small SM-Pst-go
‘The thin one went to the well.’
(6¢) Ababi bakamuroga
a-ba-bi ba-ka-mu-roga
AUG-cl.2-bad SM-Pst-OM-bewitch
‘The bad ones bewitched him/her’

The noun phrase is always headed by a noun, hence
the words omuto, omuce and ababi are nouns rather than
adjectives. Rugemalira (2005) presents class 14 abstract
nouns derived from adjectives but he does not present the
noun forms in other noun classes as we do in this article.
Runyambo adjectives have a very productive nominalising
morphology in which a single adjective can be nominalised
into many noun classes.

Adjectives in Runyambo therefore behave like nouns as
they can be attached to different noun class prefixes, the
behaviour possessed by nouns. They are easily nominalised
and they take the same agreement affixes as the nouns they
modify (see Table 2). Their behaviour makes the adjective
category more similar to nouns than verbs and adverbs.
Nouns can easily share the syntactic position of an adjective
when they function as nominal modifiers as in (7).

Also, adjectives are changed into nouns when they are
used as relative clauses in different constructions. In this
case, both the noun and the nominalised adjective are used.
This morphological behaviour is presented in the examples
below:

(7a) Omwaana omuto narira
o-mu-ana o-mu-to ni-a-rira
AUG-cl.1-child AUG-cl.1-small Prs-SM-cry
‘The child who is young is crying.’

(7b) Omuti oguce gugwiire
o-mu-ti 0-gu-ce
AUG-cl.3-tree AUG-cl.3-small
‘The tree which is small fell.’

qu-gw-ire
SM-fall-PERF

The foregoing discussion reveals the fact that
morphologically adjectives can behave like nouns as nouns
can behave like adjectives when they are used to modify
nouns as in examples in (7). As also suggested by Kahigi
(2008), the distinction between nouns and adjectives is
problematic in Bantu. However, the only morphological
difference is that adjectives do not take an augment, while
nouns do. Also the noun class prefix is not inherent to
adjectives, hence a single adjective can take an NCP from
any noun it modifies. That is, an adjective inherits the NCP
of a noun it modifies. Despite the morphological similarities
between adjectives and nouns, they still form two distinct
word categories.

Adjectives in Runyambo can also be changed into verbs
by suffixing the verbalising morpheme -ha to the adjectival
root. However, only four roots among the six core adjectives
possess this ability. This morphological feature is inherent
to adjectives as it cannot be possessed by nouns. Nouns in
Runyambo cannot be verbalised by attaching -ha, instead
they receive the suffix -haara.

Generally, adjectives are differentiated from prototype
nouns because such nouns cannot be verbalised. Thus,
only property concept nouns can be verbalised. The two
adjectives -sya and -inji behave differently. However, their
existence can be traced in other Bantu languages including
Kiswabhili, a situation that makes them prototype Bantu words.
Their behaviour in the examples below reflects the reality
that originally -inji is a quantifier and -sya was originally a
verb in Proto-Bantu *-pi ‘burn’, which in Runyambo is used
for both ‘burn’ and ‘new’. Such differences make them less
prototypical than the four adjectives shown below.

Adjective  gloss verb gloss

-to young tooha become young
-ce small/thin ceeha become small/thin
-bi bad/ugly biiha become bad/ugly
-hango big/wide hanguha  become fat/big
-inji many -

-sya new -

These examples reveal the fact that Runyambo has only
four inherent prototype adjectives. In Runyambo it is possible
for adjectives to become verbs, but very rare for verbs to
become adjectives. Only two adjectives from verbs will be
presented in the next subtype of adjectives.

Syntactic features

In their original form, the core adjectives in Runyambo
occur attributively following the nouns they modify. This
position cannot be occupied by a noun unless it functions
as a relative clause. Even when a noun is used, only nouns
representing property concepts or derived from adjectives
are allowed. For example,

(8a) Omwaana muto
omwaana omuto
(8b) Omukazi muce
omukazi omuce
(8¢) eka mbi
eka embi

‘a young child’

‘a child who is young’
‘a thin woman’

‘a woman who is thin’
‘a bad family’

‘a family which is bad’

From these examples, it is evident that Runyambo
possesses a closed class of adjectives which behave
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differently from nouns and verbs. However few they are,
they are still important and worthy to be recognised and
differentiated from the other word categories, including
nouns and verbs.

The nominalised adjectives can function as subjects of
the sentence — an inherent feature of nouns in Runyambo.
However, they differ from core nouns as they cannot be
modified by other adjectives. They semantically carry two
notions of a noun and adjective at the same time. Compare
the following examples:

(9a) omuce neiza
(9b) enuunji nerya
(9¢) oguruunji bagutemire

*omuce muruunji neiza
*enuunji nto nerya
*oguruunji gureigwa bagutemire

The fact that they can be subjects of a sentence in (9a),
(9b) and (9c) proves their being nouns. However, the
adjectives cannot syntactically function as subjects. This
feature differentiates adjectives from nouns in Runyambo.
The following constructions in Runyambo are therefore
impossible:

(10a) *muce neiza
(10b) *nuunji nerya
(10c) *guruunji bagutemire

The examples in (10) differentiate adjectives from nouns.
Nouns cannot be regarded as nouns unless they carry an
augment, hence *mukazi and *muti in the constructions
*mukazi neiza, *muti bagutemire are not nouns. The nouns
are omukazi ‘a woman’ and omuti ‘a tree’.

The other syntactic function of adjectives is subject
complement. The adjectives in Runyambo follow the
copular verb ni ‘is’ or ti ‘is not’. They occur as predicates in
a sentence.

(11a) Omuseiza ni muto ‘the man is young’

(11b) Entebe ti mpango ‘the chair is not big’

(11c) Omunyembe ni guce ‘a mango tree is small’

(11d) Ahanzu ti habi ‘at the house is not bad
(the area)

Generally, Runyambo adjectives possess some unique
syntactic features which are inherent to them. Thus, despite
being the smallest word category, they must be appreciated
as an independent word category worthy to be presented as
such in Runyambo linguistics.

The semantics of Runyambo core adjectives
Adjectives are words that designate property. They are
used to modify nouns. All adjectives in Runyambo function
as semantic modifiers of nouns. We thus agree with Baker
(2003), who argues that the ability to modify nouns is the
defining or at least the characteristic, prototypical property
of adjectives. They are used to characterise a noun which
they modify. Haspelmath (2012) also suggests that the
category adjective be established based on the meaning
of roots. Runyambo makes use of only six core adjectives
some of which designate more than one meaning.

-to ‘young’

-ce ‘small/thin/few/little’

-bi ‘bad/ugly’
-hango  ‘big/wide/fat’
-inji ‘many’

-sya ‘new’

A few existing core adjectives in Runyambo fit in only five of
the thirteen semantic types of adjectives identified by Dixon
(2004). However, some of them fit into more than one type
as will be shown. The other semantic types are presented
by verbs and nouns representing property concepts, namely:

Dimension: -hango ‘big/fat/wide’, -reingwa ‘tall’, -ce ‘small/
thin’, -gufu ‘short’

Age: -sya ‘new’, -to ‘young’, -kuru ‘old’

Value: -ruunji ‘good’, -bi ‘bad/ugly/evil’

Quantification: -inji ‘many’, -ce ‘few’, -onka ‘only’

Position: eihi ‘near’, hare ‘far’

In Runyambo, a differentiation in dimension can be made
between big and small, and tall and short. The terms -hango
and -ce carry more than one meaning each. In Runyambo
the terms ‘fat’, ‘wide’, ‘big’ are stated by one term. What
differentiates them are the nouns they modify. All things that
can be measured in terms of the space they occupy use the
term -hango if they occupy a big space. The evidence is
given below:

(13a) enyanja mpango
e-n-yanja n-hango
AUG-cl.9-water body cl.9-big
‘a big water body’

(13b) omuntu muhango
o-mu-ntu mu-hango
AUG-cl.1-root cl.1-big
‘a fat person’

The adjective -ce on the other hand falls into two semantic
types of dimension and quantification. In dimension, -ce
means small or thin, while in quantification it means few,
some or little. Therefore in quantification -inji ‘many’ is
differentiated from -ce ‘few’. Value differentiates between
-bi ‘bad/evil/ugly/dirty/contaminated’ and -ruunji ‘good/
beautiful/handsome’, which will be discussed later in derived
adjectives.

Runyambo adjectives can also be grouped into quantifiers
and qualifiers. Some adjectives are used to show the quantity
of the entities in the noun they modify. Such adjectives
include -ce and -inji. Other adjectives are used to qualify the
nouns they modify by showing the quality. Such adjectives
include -kuru, -to, -sya, -hango and -ce. Thus, the adjective
-ce falls into both qualifiers and quantifiers as it presents a
range of meanings.

Derived adjectives
Adjectives derived from nouns
In Runyambo, adjectives look similar to nouns in that they
agree in noun class with the nouns they modify. Also just
like nouns, adjectives are made up of bound roots which
cannot stand alone as a word. The adjectives in this
group are argued to be derived from nouns due to their
morphological behaviour which is similar to that of other
nouns that are not changed into adjectives.

The suffix -haara is attached to adjectives in this group to
make them verbs. The same affix is attached to other nouns
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to form verbs as well. This is also supported by Rugemalira
(2005) as he argues for the presence of verbal derivatives
from nouns, including the nouns obugufu and obubisi.
However, only two adjectives of this sort exist, as shown
below:

obugufu  ‘shortness’ -gufu ‘short’
gufahaara  ‘be short’
obubisi  ‘rawness’ -bisi ‘raw/wet’
bisahaara  ‘be raw’
obunaku ‘poverty’ -nakuhaara ‘be poor’
obujune  ‘sorrow/sadness’ -junahaara ‘be sad’
oburenga ‘dull’ -rengahaara ‘be dull’
obunafu ‘laziness’ -nafahaara ‘be lazy’

The above examples reveal the fact that the adjectives
-gufu and -bisi are derived from nouns. The evidence of their
being derived from nouns is presented by the morphological
behaviour of the nouns. It is evident that nouns in Runyambo
are changed into verbs by attaching the suffix -haara. Just
like the core adjectives, this group of adjectives agrees in
NCP with the nouns they modify. -bisi is selective on the
nouns it modifies; it cannot modify nouns in class 1/2. -gufu
can be used to designate duration or distance in Runyambo
as in:

(14a) Oruguudo rugufu
o-ru-guudo ru-gufu
AUG-cl.11-road cl.11 short
‘A short road’

(14b) Amaciro gagufu
a-ma-ciro ga-gufu
AUG-cl.6-season cl.6-short
‘A short season’

-bisi on the other hand is used to mean unripe, as
opposed to -hiire (verb) ‘ripe’ in fruit, while it is used to mean
‘uncooked’ or ‘not properly cooked’ in food, as in ebitoce
bibisi ‘uncooked food’. The same can be used for wounds
when the wound is new, or not healed; one will use -bisi. -bisi
is also used to designate wet in Runyambo. It is used as a
synonym of the verb robha ‘be wet'.

Adjectives derived from verbs

The findings show that some adjectives are derived from
verbs. Good examples of such adjectives are -kuru ‘old’
which is derived from the verb root -kur- ‘grow’ and -runji
‘good’ from the verb root -rung- ‘season/spice’. To show the
evidence that they are derived from verbs, a list of other
property concept verbs changed to nouns is given. This is to
reflect how verbs change into nouns and adjectives as in the
examples below:

Root  Verb Adjective/Noun
-kur-  -Kkura ‘grow’ -kuru ‘old’

-rung- -runga ‘spice’ -runji ‘good’

-tung- -tunga ‘become rich’ -tunji richness’

-nur-  -nura ‘be delicious’ -nuzi ‘deliciousness’

The adjectives -kuru and -runji are derived from the
bound roots which, as seen earlier, are originally verbs.
The evidence that these adjectives derive from verbs is also
reflected in other Bantu languages as suggested by Hyman
(2003) that synchronic alternations are found in languages
which use the /y/ and /j/ suffix to derive adjectives or nouns
from verbs.

Just like other adjectives in Runyambo, -kuru and -runji
agree with the nouns they modify. When used with the noun,
-tunji functions as an adjectival clause in a noun phrase as
in omuntu omutunji ‘a rich person’, as opposed to *omuntu
mutunji, which is not a possible construction in Runyambo.
If one wants to say ‘a rich person’, omutunji will be used.
This is, however, different from the word -nuzi ‘sweetness’ in
which a verb is used to designate property in this word. For
example, the delicious food will be termed ‘ebitoce binuzire’
in Runyambo.

Flexible adjectives

Adjectives modifying locative nouns in Runyambo can
function as adverbs and adjectives. This means when
attached to locative prefixes the same adjectives can
function as place adverbs. Such adjectives include heihi
‘near’ and hare ‘far’. When these are used with nouns that
they modify, they become adjectives, as in the examples
below:

(15a) Enkoko ekanaga (ahantu) hare
e-n-koko e-ka-naga (a-ha-ntu) ha-re
AUG-cl.9-hen SM-Pst-lay eggs (AUG-cl.16-being) cl.16-far
‘A hen laid eggs at a far place.’

(15b) Embeba bakazinaga (ahantu) heihi
e-n-beba ba-ka-zi-naga (a-ha-ntu) he-ihi
AUG-cl.10-rat SM-Pst-OM-throw (AUG-cl.16-being) cl.16-near
‘They threw the rats to a near place.’

These examples reveal the fact that prototypicality is a
matter of gradience. The lexical items range from prototype
adjectives to derived and flexible adjectives that fall between
adverbial and property concepts in Runyambo to items which
are not adjectives at all.

For example, the adjective -reingwa ‘tall’ is derived from
the root “rei’ whose nominal and adjectival root is -reingwa.
The same root is found in the class 3 noun omureiba ‘long
straight tree’ and a verb reiha ‘become tall’. The forms of
rei- reveal the fact that rei- possesses a trilateral category
membership. Thus, it is nominal, verbal and adjectival. This
root, however, is different from the other adjectives, including
-kuru and -rungi which seem to be derived from verbs.

General features of property concepts in Runyambo
Gradability

Many word classes — including nouns, verbs and adjectives
— can be graded. However, only adjectives that denote a
property can be graded or compared. Hence only gradable
adjectives can be compared and intensified. Runyambo
uses three strategies to express gradability. Adjectives
in Runyambo can be intensified through the use of the
adverbs muno ‘very’ and munonga ‘very much’, vowel
lengthening and intonation, change of the root, clitic -mu
and reduplication. The property concepts in Runyambo can
also be compared through the use of comparatives saaga/
cira, ‘surpass’ and superlative sagurirana ‘surpass all’.

Intensification

As stated earlier, adjectives in Runyambo can be intensified
by a degree word muno ‘very/much’ and munonga ‘very
much’.
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(16a) omukazi muhdngo muno
o-mu-kazi mu-hédngo muno
AUG- cl.1-woman  cl.1-fat very
‘a very fat woman’

(16b) ente nce munonga
e-n-te n-ce
AUG-cl.9-cow  cl.9-small
‘an extremely small cow’

munonga
very much

From the above examples, it is revealed that muno and
munonga do not agree with the noun or the verbs they
intensify. Also, some Runyambo core and derived adjectives
can be intensified by vowel lengthening and intonation. Thus
the prolonged vowels are also high toned as in the examples
below:

(17a) abaisici barunji

‘beautiful girls’
‘extremely beautiful girls’
‘a fat child’

‘an extremely fat child’

(17b) omwéana muhéango
omwéna muhaadango

The adjective -ce ‘small’ (or -ke as some speakers
pronounce it), however, is intensified differently by changing
the root into -nti and vowel lengthening is done on the
noun class agreement morpheme attached to the root. For
example:

(18a) Akaana kace ‘a small (good) child’
Akaana kaaaanti ‘an extremely small child’
(18b) Omujera guce ‘a small well’

Omujera guauunti ‘an extremely small well’

Reduplication can also be used in some Runyambo
adjectives to show the intensity of the quality possessed by
a noun. In this case, it is when the quality is not extreme.
In monosyllabic adjectives, the root and the noun class
agreement prefix are reduplicated, as in the example of
-ce in (19a), while in property concepts with more than one
syllable only the root is reduplicated, as in the example of
-bisi in (19b):

(19a) omwisici muce ‘a small girl’
omwisici muce muce ‘a relatively thin girl’
akaana kacekace ‘a relatively small fine child’
(19b) ebitoce bibisi ‘uncooked food’
isibisi ‘relatively uncooked plantain’
omwongo gubisibisi  ‘a relatively uncooked pumpkin’
Different from reduplication, the native speakers of
Runyambo use the clitic -mu ‘somehow’ which is attached to
the adjective as exemplified below:
(20a) Nyangoma ni muhdngomu  ‘Nyangoma is somehow
fat’
(20b) Muka wenene ni murunjimu ‘His wife is somehow
beautiful’

The foregoing discussion presents an interesting fact that
in Runyambo a single quality can be intensified differently to
give different qualities.

Compatrability

Adjectives in Runyambo can be compared. In Runyambo,
this comparison is done by the verb saaga/cira ‘surpass’
and sagurirana ‘be beyond normal’. Saaga/cira is used
to compare two things, while sagurirana states how
something/one possesses a trait exceedingly, hence only
one thing is involved. For example,

(21a) Nyamwiza ni murunji kusaaga Nyamicu
Nyamwiza ni  mu-runji ku-saaga
Nyamwiza  be cl.1-beautiful  INF-surpass
‘Nyamwiza is more beautiful than Nyamicu’

(21b) Nyanjura ni murunji kusagurirana
Nyanjura ni mu-runji ku-saagurirana
Nyanjura  be cl.1-beautiful  INF-be beyond normal
‘Nyanjura is exceedingly beautiful’

Nyamicu
Nyamicu

Core and derived adjectives do not need adverbs when
compared. The comparative marker saaga/cira is made
infinitive when comparing adjectives and other property
concepts. Therefore, however few they are, Runyambo
possesses an independent category of adjectives.

Co-occurrence of adjectives

In Runyambo, adjectives can co-occur. A noun can have
up to four qualities. The co-occurrence of adjectives is not
restricted to certain positions. They can occur freely without
any obligations as to which should come before which, as in
the examples below:

(22a) Omwaéana muce murunji mugufu narira
o-mu-ana mu-ce mu-runji mu-gufu ni-a-rira
AUG-cl.1-child cl.1-small cl.1-good cl.1-short FOC-SM-cry
‘A thin beautiful short child is crying’
Or
Omwaéna murunji mugufu muce narira

(22b) Ente nto nunji mpango ekafa
e-n-te n-to n-runji
AUG-cl.9-cow cl.9-young cl.9.good cl.9 big
‘A good fat young cow died’

n-hango e-ka-fa
SM-Pst-die

Conclusion

Adjectives in Runyambo form a closed class of only 13
members with only six core adjectives. Most of the property
concepts in Runyambo are presented through lexical items
from other word categories including nouns and verbs.
There also exists a weak boundary between nouns and
adjectives in Runyambo, a situation that makes adjectives
similar to nouns and they can freely change into nouns.

Syntactically, all adjectives can appear in attributive and
predicative positions. In attributive position, adjectives occur
after the nouns they modify, while in predicative position,
they occur as subject complements following the copular
verb ni ‘is’. This feature is inherent to prototype adjectives
and nouns in Runyambo.

Generally, Runyambo adjectives can be differentiated
from other word categories through the following features:
i) Adjectives in Runyambo function as direct modifiers of

nouns. When they modify nouns, they need not appear
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as relative clauses as property concept words from other

word categories.

i) Adjectives in Runyambo do not carry augments and they
agree in noun class with the noun they modify.

iii) Runyambo adjectives appear with a copular ni when they
appear in a predicative position. This differentiates them
from verbs not nouns.

iv) Adjectives in Runyambo cannot function as subjects,
hence they cannot appear without the nouns they modify
in a noun phrase.

Generally, this article shows that there are items in this
language which deserve to be categorised as adjectives
even if they form a very small group. Linguists working on
Runyambo would not do justice to the grammar of Runyambo
if they lumped them together with nouns.

Abbreviations used

AM Agreement morpheme
ART Article

AUG Augment

Cl class

DEC declarative

FOC Focus

INF infinitive

N Noun

NA Nominal adjective
NC Noun class

NCP Noun class prefix
NP Noun phrase

NOM Nominative
oM Object marker
PERF perfective
POSS Possessive

Prs Present
Pst Past
RT Root

SM Subject marker
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