
1 
 

WS Auxiliaries Paris June 2025 
Auxiliaries: Primary and Secondary in West Benue Congo 

Ronald P. Schaefer and Francis O. Egbokhare 
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville and University of Ibadan 

 
Auxiliaries are commonly assumed to convey notional categories of the type tense, aspect, and 
modality, often abbreviated as TAM when so limited, or as TAMP with the inclusion of negative 
polarity, or even STAMP when subject pronoun and negative polarity factor into category 
expression. Anderson (2006, 2011), for instance, views auxiliaries as items on a continuum from 
lexical verb to grammatical affix. Despite his insightful syntactic analyses, there is actually little 
sustained attention to auxiliary meanings, as others have argued (Amha 2010). Telling evidence 
consists of insufficient glossing of forms as they change from lexical to grammatical status. Nor 
is attention given to auxiliaries that seem to stretch beyond common notions. 
 
For this paper we examine auxiliaries in an Edoid language of West Africa. Emai is SVO with 
complex predicates that show verbs in series or in phrasal constructions. It also exhibits lexical 
and grammatical tone (high á, low à, downstep high ↓á), with only residual segmental inflection. 
 
Among Emai auxiliaries, there is a split between those assigned to traditional notional classes 
and those engaged in other clausal qualifications (Nuyts 2005, 2016). The split is evident in 
linear order restrictions, mood constructions, and emphatic marking.  
 
In the traditional mode, primary auxiliaries (PAUX) express tense and modality, with aspect 
marked postverbally. Epistemic forms, which express speaker judgment about proposition truth, 
arrange on a scale from true to not true with four operative terms: necessarily (NEC), probably 
(PROB) and possibly (POSS) for true (TR) in addition to not true (NOT-TR). Emai forms map onto 
this factuality scale in (1). Like other PAUX forms they follow the subject and precede the verb. 
 
(1)   TR   NEC-TR  PROB-TR  POSS-TR  POSS-NOT-TR  PROB-NOT-TR  NOT-TR 
    rɛ̀rɛ̀   zà      mà      kà       ʋà         bìà       xà 
 
PAUX forms limit mood and information structure expression. Although most show indicative 
use, epistemic dubitatives (ʋà and bìà) are confined to polar interrogatives. None occur in 
imperatives or negative imperatives. And none are affected by variations in information structure 
aligned with either repositioning for focus and topic or restructuring for emphasis.  
 
Auxiliaries pertaining to clausal qualifications, i.e. secondary auxiliaries (SAUX), are not so 
limited. They involve seven notional classes, viz. phasal aspect, manner demonstrative, in 
addition to values associated with boulomaic modality, dynamic modality (capacity, volitive), 
temporal, and quantum. Respectively, one member of each notional class is shown in the 
indicative structures of (2). With fewer mood limitations, SAUX forms appear in imperatives, 
negative imperatives, polar interrogatives, and negative polarity. In addition, only SAUX forms 
appear in emphatic configurations (3), where they are doubly marked syntactically by either of 
the secondary forms additive gbò ‘too, also’ (gbó AUX gbó) or distal manner demonstrative ìyɔ́ 
‘like that’ (íyɔ́ AUX íyɔ́). Some SAUX items also appear in focus constructions (4a-b).  
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Overall, Emai secondary items follow primary forms and exhibit fewer restrictions as to mood 
and information structure. In other West Benue Congo languages, including Yoruba (Bamgbose 
1966) and Oko (Atoyebi 2010), a similar split among auxiliary meanings is evident.  
 
(2)  a. òjè     yà     é   ɔ́lí   émàè. 
     Oje:PRX PST:IG  eat  ART  food 
     ‘Oje is about to start eating the food.’ 
   b. ójé      ↓íná     gbé   ɔ́lí   ákhè  á. 
     Oje:DST  PST:PMD  break  ART  pot   ITV 
     ‘Oje broke the pot this way (as you see it).’ 
   c. òjè     dúù             gbé  ɔ́lí   ófè. 
     Oje:PRX PST:FOR.NO.REASON  kill  ART  rat 
     ‘Oje has killed the rat for no reason.’ 
   d. ójé     ↓tótóbɔ̀       nwú  ɔ́lì   ɛ̀kpà  mɔ́ɛ́. 
     Oje:DST PST:INTENSELY take  ART  bag  have 
     ‘Oje held the bag with great intensity.’ 
   e. ójé     ↓dábɔ̀           fí    ɔ́lì   ɛ̀kpà  fí     à. 
     Oje:DST PST:DELIBERATELY throw ART  bag  extend ITV 
     ‘Oje deliberately threw the bag away.’ 
   f.  ójé     ↓túá        é   ɔ́lí   émàè. 
     Oje:DST PST.HASTILY  eat  ART  food 
     ‘Oje ate the food hastily.’ 
   g. élí   ímɔ́hé    ↓gbá    híán  ɔ́lí   óràn. 
     ART  men:DST  PST.COL cut   ART  wood 
     ‘The men cut the wood together.’ 
   
(3)  a. ójé     ↓íyɔ́     dábɔ̀         íyɔ́    nwú  ɔ́ì  fí     à. 
     Oje:DST PST:DMD DELIBERATELY DMD  take  3SG propel  ITV 
     ‘Oje really deliberately in that way tossed it away.’ 
   b. ójé     ↓gbó     tùà        gbó  é   émàè. 
     Oje:DST PST:ADD  HURRIEDLY ADD eat  food 
     ‘Oje ate the food in a real hurry.’ 
 
(4)  a. òjè     dóbɔ́     ɔ́ì  gbé ɔ́lí   ófè. 
     Oje:PRX PST:SRFL 3SG kill ART  rat 
     ‘Oje himself (alone) killed the rat.’ 
   b. òjè  dòbɔ́  ɔ́ì  lí   ɔ́      ↓gbé    ɔ́lí   ófè. 
     Oje SRFL 3SG CPF 3SG:DST PST:kill  ART  rat 
     ‘It was Oje himself that killed the rat.’ 
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