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Auxiliaries and predicative markers in Gban (South Mande) 

Gban1 features an elaborate grammatical TAMP+ system based on both auxiliary-like 

predicative markers and (to a lesser extent) true auxiliary verbs (together with finite and non-finite 

verb forms and other elements). I will present a description of this system with a focus on different 

subtypes of auxiliaries and predicative markers and on the properties that distinguish them. 

Gban has a rigid constituent order X-S-PM-(DO)-V-X. An auxiliary verb occupies the usual 

predicate position (V), while the predicative markers form an inflectional complex (with at 

least five slots in it) in a special position (PM), immediately after the subject NP position (S). 

1. The predicative markers function together as a single auxiliary-like complex inflected for 

several grammatical categories simultaneously (similar to generalized auxiliaries of the Basque type). 

In contrast to the systems of other Mande languages that have predicative markers or 

pronominal predicative markers,2 Gban presents an unusually complex system. We find here 

both (obligatory) pronominal elements expressing the person-number of the subject (in slot 1) 

and elements expressing TAMP+ categories (in other slots), all of which are still 

morphologically well-separable from each other. 

Among the predicative markers, I distinguish core markers (the most grammaticalized, 

obligatory, in five slots) and peripheral markers (less grammaticalized, optional, after slot 5). 

An overview of the predicative marker system is given in Table 1. 

Table 1. The structure of the predicative marker slots and their linear position in the sentence. 

S PM (DO) V 

Slot 1 Slot 2 Slot 3 Slot 4 Slot 5   

i ̰̀ /m(i ̰̀) 1SG -∅ NEUTR -∅ NCOND.AFF -∅ NPST -∅ NIPFVPST 

ù/w(ì)/wù 1PL -lí/-lè FOC -kè/-à IND.NEG -ꜛ PST -è IPFV.HEST 

àù/à(ù)w 1PL_INCL.SBJV -lè(è) PRSV -kȅ‶ COND.AFF  -é IPFV.PREH 

ɛ̰̀ /n(i ̰̀) 2SG  -kě COND.NEG   

bȅ 2SG.SBJV  -a̋ /-ǎ SBJV.NEG   

∅ 2SG.IMP  -a̋ /-ǎ ENIM/APPR   

bë 2SG.IMP_POL     

à 2PL     

ɛ̏‶/‶/∅/y(ȅ) 3SG     

ɔ̏‶/‶/∅/w(ȍ) 3PL     
        

Peripheral predicative markers 

(after slot 5): 
bé CONC (Concessive) 

lé‶ CTNV (Continuative) 

wȍ‶ PSTR (Posterior) 

Notes: 1. The Person-number markers in slot 1 have complex allomorphy; only the first few allomorphs are listed. 

2. The Past predicative marker -  ꜛ is a tonal morpheme that shifts the tone of the preceding syllable two levels up. 

3. There are a few restrictions, but most semantically coherent combinations of markers in different slots are possible. 

As can be seen, the core predicative markers (the majority) make up five rigid consecutive 

“slots” at the beginning of the sentence, right after the subject NP position and before the direct 

object NP position and the verb. In each of these slots, only one marker can appear at a time; 

all five of them can be occupied simultaneously by non-zero markers. When combined, these 

paradigms of predicative markers, together with different forms of the verb3 (and sometimes 

 
1 Gban (gba  ; ggu / gagu1242) is a South Mande language spoken by about 60 000 people in the central 

part of Côte d’Ivoire. The study is based on the data of the Bovo dialect collected by the author in 2011–2024. 
2 Such as Mandinka (Creissels & Sambou 2013: 66–70) and Eastern Dan (Vydrin 2021: 22–26). 
3 These verb forms, considered finite, are marked with grammatical tonal changes, cf. (1) and (2). 



with some other additional elements) form Gban’s seven sentential grammatical categories: 

Person-number, Informational status, Mood, Polarity, Tense, Temporal distance, and Aspect. 

Examples (1) and (2) illustrate two combinations of different members of these categories. 

(1) I ̰̀-lè-ke̋[-ꜛ]-è bȅa̋ wő wíɛ̏. 

 1SG-FOC-IND.NEG-PST-IPFV.HEST work IPFV\put yesterday 

‘It wasn’t me who was working yesterday.’ 

(1st-p. sg. + Subject focus + Indicative + Negative + Past + Hesternal + Imperfective) 

(2) Sɔ̰̀ kȕ ɛ́[-∅-∅-ꜛ-∅] yì zɛ̰̀  tűɛ̋ sȁkȁȁ. 

 Soku 3SG-NEUTR-NCOND.AFF-PST-NIPFVPST sleep kill[PFV.HOD] at_night well 

‘Soku slept (lit. “killed sleep”) well this night.’ (3rd-p. sg. + Neutral informational status 

+ Indicative + Affirmative + Past + Hodiernal + Perfective) 

After slot 5, several peripheral predicative markers can occur: Concessive bé, Continuative lé‶, 

and Posterior wȍ‶. These are non-obligatory and can combine with each other in different orders. 

2. Turning to auxiliary verbs, they retain in Gban at least some syntactic properties of a 

verb and in most cases also some morphological verbal properties, too. 

There are many variable auxiliaries, which allow grammatical tone changes in the same way 

as lexical verbs, cf. Prospective nu ̰̀  (< ‘come’) or Immediate precedence wa ̰̀ (=lè) (< ‘come 

out’), but there are also several invariable auxiliaries that have a fixed tone, cf. Hodiernal 

Imperfective wa ̏  (< ‘come out’ (?)) or Apprehensive nu ̰̀  (< Prospective / ‘come’).4 

Most auxiliaries are intransitive and attach the lexical verb in a zero (Infinitive) form to the 

right (all already mentioned auxiliaries). But some auxiliaries are transitive and attach the 

lexical verb in a zero (unmarked nominalization) form to the left, as their direct object, cf. the 

auxiliary wò (< ‘put’) that forms the Predicate focus and Pluractional constructions. 

3. Two of the subtypes described above — the peripheral predicative markers and the 

invariable auxiliaries — turn out to be superficially very similar in Gban. To distinguish between 

them, tests can be employed that indicate whether the element is syntactically in the predicate 

position (auxiliary) or not (predicative marker). These involve the addition of a post-verbal 

emphatic particle ké or a pre-verbal particle~adverb vȍ ‘already, early, quickly’. Cf. (3) and (4): 

(3) I ̋  wa ̰̏  (OK ké) flűa̋ klɛ̋. 

 1SG\PST IPFV.HOD EMPH paper write[INF] 

‘I was writing a letter [today].’ (wa ̏  is an auxiliary verb) 

(4) Za   ɛ  lé (* ké) bȅa̋ wò (OK ké) flűa̋gi ̏ dìà dò. 

 Zan 3SG\PST CTNV EMPH work put[PFV.HOD?] EMPH school once 

‘Zan has once worked in a school.’ (lé is a predicative marker) 

Glosses: 1/2/3 — 1st/2nd/3rd person, 1PL_INCL — 1st-p. pl. inclusive, AFF — affirmative, APPR — 

apprehensive, CONC — concessive, COND — conditional, CTNV — continuative, EMPH — emphatic, 

ENIM — enimitive, FOC — subject focus, HEST — hesternal (past), HOD — hodiernal (past), IMP — 

imperative, IMP_POLIT — polite imperative, IND — indicative, INF — infinitive, IPFV — imperfective, 

NCOND — a simplified gloss for ‘not Conditional/Enimitive/Apprehensional’, NEG — negation, NEUTR 

— neutral informational status of the subject, NIPFVPST — a simplified gloss for ‘not Imperfective 

Hesternal/Pre-hesternal Past’, NPST — non-past, PFV — perfective, PL — plural, PREH — pre-hesternal 

(past), PRSV — presentative, PST — past, PSTR — posterior, SBJV — subjunctive, SG — singular. 
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4 The same two invariable auxiliaries also are the only ones that form constructions that make part of 

core inflectional paradigms in Gban. The other (variable) auxiliaries form optional constructions. 


