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The Mbam languages of Cameroon are classified as Narrow Bantu under the Guthrie system 
(Guthrie no. A40/A60) and are typically included as Bantu in phylogenetic studies (e.g. falling 
under node 1 of Grollemund et al. 2015). At the same time, they are also sometimes regarded 
as (non-Bantu) Bantoid languages on account of their geographical proximity to Bantoid 
languages and their unusual linguistic features relative to canonical Bantu. This talk focuses on 
one such feature, namely a construction in which inflectional material intervenes between the 
subject marker (SM) and a co-referential pronominal element, as shown for Nomaandé in (1):1

  
(1)  i   ŋe  mí   hiite. 
 SM.1SG  PRS PRN.1SG take 
 ‘I am taking.’               (Nomaandé; Taylor 1999:4, glosses adapted) 

While Mous (2005:412) and Philippson (2022:255) write that this discontinuity in subject 
expression is an unusual feature unique to Nomaandé (cf Taylor 1999, Wilkendorf 2001), in 
this talk I show based on new field data and secondary sources that it is also found in the 
neighbouring Mbam language Tunen, albeit to a lesser extent. A Tunen example is shown in (2): 

(2)  A: “- He wrote ‘God hates the wicked’.” 
  B: “I also saw it.” 
  A: “‘God hates the wicked’.” 

B: mɛ ka ámɛ siəkinə na má!mɛ́á məə́sə máfandɛ́ máam! 
/mɛ   ka  ámɛ   siəkinə  na  mâmɛ́á   ma-ə́sə 
SM.1SG  PST3  PRN.1SG  see.DUR  with  PRN.POSS.1SG.6  6-eye  
má-fandɛ́ máama/ 
6-two   DEM.PROX.6 
‘I saw (it) with my own two eyes!’        (Tunen; own data) 

The aim of this talk is to present a detailed description of this split subject construction, 
highlighting the differences between the Mbam languages with a view to determining the origin 
of the construction. I show that the split subject construction is much more frequent in 
Nomaandé than in Tunen. In the former language, it is found consistently in most TAM contexts; 
in the latter, it is found in restricted contexts, primarily seen in dialogic speech. In Nomaandé, 
the second element is monosyllabic; in Tunen, it is bisyllabic. I suggest an original pragmatic 
function in turn-taking still seen in Tunen, with Nomaandé showing grammaticalisation into a 
purely syntactic construction, with broadened semantics and phonological reduction. I then 
reflect on the significance of this construction for understanding the broader morphosyntactic 
profile of the Mbam languages, situating this in a comparative context of Bantoid and Bantu 
morphosyntax. 

 

 
1  Abbreviations: 6 = Bantu noun class 6, 1SG = 1st person singular, DEM = demonstrative, DUR = 
durative/pluractional, POSS = possessive, PRN = pronoun, PROX = proximal, PRS = present tense, PST3 = 3rd degree 
past tense (hestiernal), SM = subject marker. 
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