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Based on a survey of more than 500 documented auxiliaries in sixteen languages and varieties, 
this talk aims to give a broad overview of auxiliary constructions and their significant properties 
in Southern Bantu, a genetically coherent group of languages spoken in South Africa, Zimbabwe, 
Botswana, eSwatini, Lesotho, Mozambique, and (in one exceptional case) Zambia. Auxiliary 
constructions are important features of Bantu languages as a group, but they are, generally 
speaking, underdocumented, largely due to focus on analysing the complex agglutinative 
morphology of single-verb forms. The purpose of this talk is to briefly “advertise” some of the 
special properties of Southern Bantu auxiliaries, which may be exceptional even within Bantu, 
in the following ways: 
 
Unusually large inventories of auxiliary forms. For example, our dataset includes 61 distinct 
auxiliary forms for isiXhosa (Bantu classificatory code S41, ISO 639-3 xho); 61 for Sesotho 
(S33, sot); and 24 for Xitsonga (S53, tso).  
 
Coexisting stages of grammaticalization. Around 75% of the auxiliaries in our database have 
known lexical sources, and the vast majority of these appear to be synchronically active, fully 
lexical verbs. The corresponding auxiliary forms have at least some degree of semantic bleaching 
and grammatical function. Thus, the same form can serve multiple functions, such as Setswana 
(S31, tsn) fela, which can be a fully inflected verb meaning ‘finish’, an inflected aspectual 
auxiliary (habitual/continuous), an uninflected conjunction ‘but’, or an uninflected adverb 
‘only’, with differences evident in inflectional and syntactic properties.   
 
Three significant patterns of complementation. Auxiliaries in Southern Bantu, in general, 
select for one (or more) of three inflectional patterns of the lexical verb they modify: infinitive 
marking (1a); subjunctive and/or “consecutive” marking (1b); or situative (often called 
“participial”) marking (1c). Semantic differences explain complement selection patterns 
partially, at best. 
 
(1)  a.  Tshivenda (S21, ven)   
    Ndi-ḓo-dovha  u-luk-a. 
    SP1SG-FUT-AUX  INF-weave-FV 
    ‘I will weave again.’ (Makwalera 1992: 57, glosses added) 
 

  b.  Silozi (K21, loz) 
    Ni-ta-kuta    ní-mi-bón-a. 
    SP1SGL-FUT-AUX  SP1SG.SIT-OP2PL-see-FV 
    ‘I shall see you again.’ (Gowlett 1967: 161, glosses added) 
 

  c.  Sindebele (S44, nde) 
    Ngi-za-phinda  ngi-phek-e. 
    SP1SG-FUT-AUX  SP1SG-cook-SBJV 
     ‘I will cook again.’ (Pietraszko 2017: 159, glosses adjusted)  
 
All three types are known to participate in further grammaticalization from auxiliary to prefix, 
ultimately producing different inflectional patterns. 
 
Functions beyond TAMP. Southern Bantu auxiliaries encode a wide range of tense, aspect, 
mood, and polarity meanings, including what Gunnink (2023) describes as “unusually specific” 
temporal reference (indicating tense, sequence, or a sort of temporal adverbial meaning), as in 
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(2), from a perfective form of -lobala ‘sleep’, which is used as an auxiliary to mean that the 
situation took place at night. Auxiliaries also encode meanings beyond TAM functions, including 
non-temporal adverbial functions, as in (3), from -shesha ‘hurry’; and evaluative meanings, as 
in (4), from -kona ‘be able to; succeed’. Evaluative meanings can also have mirative senses, as 
in (5), an auxiliary borrowed from “Zunda” Nguni -za ‘come’ and apparently having developed 
new auxiliary functions in siSwati. 
 
(2)   Silozi (K21, loz) 

Lù-lòbézì   lwa̋mbȍl-à. 
  SP2PL-AUX.PFV SP2PL.SIT.talk-FV 

‘We spent the night chatting.’ (Gowlett 1967: 162, glosses added) 
 

(3)  siSwati (S43, ssw) 
   Tin-gulube   ti-sheshe  tin-ats-e    emanti. 
   10-pig    SP10-AUX  SP10-drink-SBJV  6.water  

‘Pigs drink water quickly.’ (Nkuna et al. 2021: 231, glosses adjusted) 
 

(4)  Tshivenda  (S21, ven)   
Ro-kona   ra-dzul-a. 

  SP1PL.PST-AUX SP1PL.CSC-sit/stay-FV 
 ‘We did well to stay behind[/sit].’ (Makwarela 1992: 58, glosses added) 

 

(5)  siSwati (S43, ssw) 
A-ze  a-y-e    kwal-a   umntfwanami! 
SP1-AUX SP1-go-SBJV  INF.refuse-FV 1A.my_child 
‘That she should have the arrogance to refuse my child (as a husband)!’ (Ziervogel & 
Mabuza 1976: 160, glosses added) 

 
Auxiliary “stacking”. Auxiliaries are not restricted to constructions with a single auxiliary 
followed by a lexical verb, but frequently co-occur; we have found up to five auxiliaries 
preceding a single lexical verb (6) (the compositional semantics of [6] are not totally clear to us, 
but we include it to illustrate the extent of documented stacking). 
 
(6)  Setswana (S31, tsn) 

Monna yola  o-nê    a-bile          a-ise  
1.man DEM1  SP1-AUX[PST] SP1.SIT-AUX[FURTHERMORE]  SP1.SIT-AUX [~NEG] 

 

a-ke      a-bo      a-tsene    mo-moweng  wame. 
SP1.SIT-AUX[POT]  SP1.SIT-AUX[TEMP?] SP1.SIT-enter.PFV LOC-1.air.LOC POSS.PRON1/1SG 
‘For that matter, that man had never really appealed to my feelings.’ (Setshedi 1974: 51, 
glosses added)  

 
In this talk, we aim to give a bird’s-eye view of Southern Bantu auxiliaries and their apparently 
exceptional properties within the language family. These striking areal tendencies point to two 
possible explanations: (i) The properties described are not, in fact, unusual for Bantu, but simply 
lack sufficient descriptive attention in other languages; or (ii) Southern Bantu auxiliation is an 
areal phenomenon, possibly – as with other typologically unusually features seen in many of the 
languages – having arisen through intense contact with speakers of languages from other 
families.  
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