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Temporal Relations in Bakweri Oral Narratives*

John Kingston
University of California, Berkeley

Perhaps one of the most perplexing problems encountered
in the —construction of symbolic systems which purport to
represent the real world in any way is.how to represent time
-—- or, more accurately, the relations 1in time between
events. But one can turn to any language one might have
handy and find there readymade a coherent representation of
the temporal relations between events. However, there Iis
not any necessary agreement in how different languages
describe the perception of time nor are the descriptions
even simple. As Whorf (1939) has lucidly argued, turning
from one's own language to another will, at first, reveal a
bewildering difference in how time is perceived or talked
about by the speakers of that language.

The perception of temporal relations between events
find their way into a language in a number of ways. We will
not entertain any abstract speculation about what these
linguistic manifestations of time tell us about how time is
perceived but instead show how these linguistic manifesta-
tions of time in texts provide a coherence and structure to
& text as a narrative event. [1] We will pose two very dgen-
eral questions about the temporal organization of any text:
how are events referred to in a text related to one another
in narrative time and what lingustic form do these relations
take?

The data for this paper are three relatively long texts
in Bakweri, a Bantu language of west Cameroun (Guthrie
A.22): a myth, the story of the little girl v{4, and two
descriptions of everyday events in Cameroun: one of hunting
with traps and the other of going to visit one's grandmoth-
er. [2] This analysis of Bakweri oral narratives focusses on
the temporal relations between individual events and the

collection of events 1into episodes. Three interlocking
tiers provide a frame for temporal organization of a text in
this language. Sentential particles 1linking clauses (or

propositions; in this case, the lingustic representation of
an event) provide the lowest tier. These particles express
strict succession of events in time and through their in-
teraction with tense allow a sequence of contiguous events
to cohere together. Temporary shifts in tense from nonpast
to past forms, which I will describe shortly, create the
second tier, marking episode boundaries between sequences of
events. Since both the sentential particles and tense are
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categories expressed within <clauses, the temporal units
designated by these two tiers are discrete. Finally, lexi-
cal items or phrases, equivalent to English temporal sub-
stantives, allow for separating one series of episodes from
another. Though such overt lexical time reference tends to
coincide with the tense shifts of the second tier, this is
not always true. The domain of the largest temporal units -
for which I lack a good name — may extend slightly beyond a
second tier boundary at times.

In the story of the little girl !ié, the most frequent
temporal linking particle, 2zl translated '(and) then', in-
troduces nearly half of ths some 150 clauses in the text.
Clauses introduced with zI take a variant of a nonpast form
of the verb, specifically a secondary development of the
present/future form consisting of a high rather than low
tone subject prefix. This secondary tense form is contrast-
ed with the primary nonpast tense forms in the following
paradigms:

(1) High tone root Low tone root
~ -k8k 'bite’ ~~ -kdk 'be-big’
2Y form 4k'8k3 (H'HL) 4kSk¥ (HLL)
present/ o~ /N N
future akdka (LHL) akoka (LLL)
progressive  A3kbk3 (HLHL) §3kdka (HLLL)

The basis for deriving the zi forms from the present/future
forms is the tone sandhi in high tone roots. Normally any
high tone following a low tone downsteps, that is, lowers to
a midtone, automatically.

(2) /LH/ ---> [LM]

If for any reason, that low tone should become high, as it
has in the zi forms for morphological reasons, the second
high tone still downsteps, though by rule rather than au-
tomatically; thus preserving in part the original tone con-
figuration (an apostrophe indicates this non-automatic down-
step) .

(3) if {LH; -==2 *{HH}, then *{HH} ---> /H'H/ ~--> [HM]
e.g., 4k'dka 'then he bites' <--- 3k6k3 'he bites'

The zY form for 4k'8ka 'then he bites' shows this
phenomenon; the tone sequence LHML] is derived from the
basic [LML] of the present/future akdka 'he bites'.

The verbs in clauses which mark episode boundaries in
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this text show another secondary form, thg so-called when
tense, but this one, though similar to the zl forms in 1its
high toned subject prefix (though note the :E rather then -é
root extension), is obviously derived from a past rather
than a nonpast base, specifically the hesternal or distant
past form. The following contrastive paradigm demonstrates
this development (Note also that the perfect is secondarily

derived from the hesternal form.).

(4) High tone root Low tone root
/ -kbék 'bite’ / ~-kdk 'be-big’
when form 4mdkSkE (HLHF) m3k3k& (HLLF)
hesternal émékéké\(LLHH) amakBka\(LLLH)
perfect 4m' 4kbéka (H'HHL) &m'Akoka (H'HLL)
*

Tense marking in Bakweri also varies under negation,
relativization of subjects vs. non-subjects, as well as a
number of phonological parameters. A formal and semantic
analysis will be ©presented elsewhere. Only two further
points are relevant here. First, the most elaborated tense
distinctions occur in positive, independent clauses. The
opposition of past and nonpast forms (as illustrated in the

proportion below) provides the source for the secondary
developments just described. Second, on each side of this
fundamental opposition, the distinguishing feature 1is
suprasegmental. Different tone patterns characterize the
various tenses; the segments' purpose being to bear the
tones.

(5) Positive, independent tense/apsect proportion [3]

past nonpast

hesternal matinal pres/fut progressive
Sp-ma- 4/ -4 Sp- +/ -éail Sp- + -3 Sp-a- + -3
L...L../..H L...v/..HHL L.../..L H..L..7..L
Perfect
distal proximal exhortative
Sp-m'4- 4/ -2 sp- v/ -é11 Sp- + -¢&
H....H. o/ ..L L...v/..H.L H..../..L

or

Sp- + -1

L..+/..L

I have taken a section of the story of the little girl
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7z 7
Via tgo illustrate the interlocking use of the linking part1:
cle zl1 and tense. In this early section of the story, V1a
has disobeyed her mother's command to stay a2t home and is
sneaking along behind her as she walks to the farm. (For
convenience, the verbs have beeg listed in a column to the
right and glossed closely. The 2zl forms are starred.)
(6) PR PN Lo Verbs
1) pangd  yeéni amad  AvEngE émb'(za  *4- VEggE
mother her just she "glances behind 3s—-glance
l& Her mother/then glances back, THEg .,
2) zi £ ongama dvéwlilé *a-'opgama
then she hides 1in the grasses 3s-hide
2. then she (Via) hides in the elephant THEN
rass, N N
3) nétg z1 3m&  4EndE *4-EndR
until then just she walks 3s-go
3. until just then she walks. THEN
4) 3mé  4dke d-ake
just she should arrive 3s—arrive
4. Just as she's about to arrive, EXHQRTATIVE
5) 4tEEnE gmwana eki *4-tBENnE
she remains small place 3s—-remain
5. she remains (only) a short distance THEN
away,
6) omé 4dke §-Gke
until she should arrive 3s-arrive
6. until she will arrive, EXHORTATIVE
7) z¥ émavEgg nfnf d-ma- vﬁgg
then when she glances 1like that 3s-past-glanc
7. then when she glances (back) like WHEN
that, <«
8) vi{g 3évi4 1EndE ovewule 3-é-viad
Via before she knows to go 1in grasses 3s-before—kno

9}

8. before Via knows to go into the

elephant grass, PN
z1 paggo yen1 anmw'EnE
then mother her she sees her
9. then her mother sees her.

1. Her mother then glances back, 2.

elephant grass. 3. Until Jjust then she
walks, 4. just as she's about to arrive,
only a short distance away, 6. until she

Then when she glances back like that, 8.
to go into the elephant grass, 9.
her.

BEFORE
N\
*4=mo=EnE
3s=3s=see
THEN

then Via hides in the

(her mother)
she remains

will arrive. 7.
before Via knows
then her mother sees
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The shift from a nonpast to a past tense occurs in the
seventh c¢lause, where V{4 is discovered. All events prior
to the dlscovery simply follow one on another as indicated
by gge Ei form of the verbs in (6.1,2,3,5). The expectation
of Via's discovery is intensified by the use of the exhorta-
tive form of the verb in (56.4) and (6.6), which has the con-
notation of an imminent but yet unreallzed event. Though
this event is the arrival of Vi4's mother at the farm, the
new episode begins with the realization of Vi{4's presence
not of arriving. In the new episode, use of the zY form
resumes in (6.9).

Identical nonpast tense marking here draws the events
immediately prior to V{4's discovery tightly together. The
shift to an overt past form momentarily disrupts this coher-
ence, and thus moves the narrative bodily to the next ep-
isode or series of contiguous and <cohering events. This
analysis 1is unintentionally foreshadowed in Jespersen's
(1924) discussion of the difference in usage between the im-
perfect and the aorist,

E. then (1) 'next, after that', as 1in "then he
went to France"... and (2) 'at that time,' as in
"then he lived in France"... The aorist carries
the narrative on, it tells us what happen next,
while the imperfect lingers over the conditions as
they were at that time and expatiates on them with
more or less of prolixity. One tense gives move-
ment, the other a pause... We may perhaps be al-
lowed with some exaggeration to say in the bibli-
cal phrase that the imperfect is used by him to
whom one day is as a thousand years, and the aor-
ist by him to whom a thousand years are as one
day...the distinction has no reference to the ac-
tion 1itself, and we get much nearer the truth of
the matter if we say that it is a difference in
the speed of the narrative; if the speaker wants
his presentation of the facts to hurry on toward
the present moment, he will use the aorist; if, on
the other hand, he 1lingers and takes a look
around, he will use the imperfect. The tense dis-
tinction is really, therefore, a tempo distinc-
tion. The imperfect is lento and the aorist al-
legro, or perhaps we should say ritardando and ac-
celerando, respectively.' (276)

Jespersen's impressions of the differences 1in usage
between the two tenses find a functional parallel in the
tense alternation in Bakweri narratives, though I suspect



164
BLS 5. Linguistic Society of America DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.3765/bls

that a full appreciation of the subjective force of the tem-
poral structure thereby achieved 1s 1inaccessible to the
analyst.

Our next example is taken from a point somewhat later
in the same story.

(7) Verbs

1) zY pangé yan{ 4wdtés *4-woté4
then mother her she begins 3s-begin
11tfa mé'dnda THEN

to till the field
1. Then her mother begins to till

the field,

2) zi mat{& tmat{e 4-ma-t{@
then when she tilled when she tilled 3s-past-till
2. then when she tllled and tllled WHEN

3) ndtE  nmwiémbd v{4 amé {ya
until soon Via she says "Mother,

NN N N_A NN N
naaza lipa "na-aza"
I want to shit" ls-want
3. shortly, Via says "Mother, I want "PRESENT"

to shit.”

4) ama wh'E -
she says "Wee!" (an exclamation of
o, surer}se or/dlsgust)

5) améa 14 éwa nanu N
she says\"the shit 1like here "nd-za-t'A&nE
ndzat'4nE n4l'{13 " ls-not-be able
I cannot I eat it” na=1l'i=1la"
5. She says "The shit here, I 1ls=3s=eat

.cannot eat 1t'" "PRESENT"

6) zi &EndR 8zt §4wa wangé *4-EndE
then she walks to the edge farm 3s-walk
6. Then she walks to the edge of the THEN

of the farm,

7) zY 4EndE a'i{mé 4'{mé& *4-EndE
then she walks she digs she digs 3s -9o
EfOndf *3-'Imd
a hole 3s-dig
7. then she walks, (then) she digs, THEN

(and then) she digs a hole.

8) 3Amé4 éé3a 4dnd "ng-E4"
she says "shit toward here!" shit-toward
80 She says, "Shit in heret!" "IMPERATIVE"

9) zl1 vi4 éEndE *5-Endk
then Via she walks 3s-go

9. Then Via walks (over there), THEN
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16) &p'ééyé 4nga *3-né-é(y) 4
she shits toward there 3s-shit-toward
19. (then) she shits there. THEN

11) 4mané dmané 4-m3-ne
when she shat when she shat 3s-past-shit
11. She shat and shat, WHEN

12) ndtE mé3 méén{ mék'dwi *mé-k ' Gwa
until intestines her they finish 3p—-finish
1' fwidz3 THEN

coming out
12, until he; intestines all .come out, L,
13) 2Y aziténf 11tEmEEE *3-z1-ténk
then she is not able to stand either 3s—-not-be able
13. then she is unable to stand up also. THEN

l1.Then her mother begins to till the field, 2. then when
she has tilled and tilled, 3. shortly Via says “"Mother, I
want to shit." 4. She says "Wee!"™ 5. She says "The shit
here, I cannot eat it!"™ 6. Then she walks to the edge of
the farm, 7. then she walks, (then) she digs, (and then)
she digs a hole. 8, She says "Shit in here!"™ 9. Then Via
walks (over there), 18. (then) she shits there. 11. She
shat and shat, 12. until her intestines all come out, 13.
then she is unable to stand up also. [4]

In 7.2 and 7.11, we find the shifts to a past tense form;
all other clauses, except those containing direct quotation,
show the Ei form of the verb, which again creates immediate
textual coherence. Direct quotation interrupts the other-
wise orderly marking of temporal relations within the narra-
tive. Following Benveniste's (1969) discussion of the dis-
tribution of the French tenses, we can distinguish between
two types of speech events: narrative and discourse. [5]
Discourse precludes the use of few (if any) tenses: in
French, only the aorist (il fait) and the pluperfect (il
avait fait) do not appear, while in Bakweri all tenses may
appear; but in both languages only a few tenses appear in
narrative: the aorist, perfect (il a fait), and the pluper-

fect 1in French (N.B. The perfect apgears in both planes)
and, with few exceptlons (6], the Zl ndE ‘then he goes')
and when (4mEndE 'when he went' ) forms in Bakweri. Thus sim-

pPle paradigmatic oppositions within the category of tense do
not accurately represent the facts of wusage 1in either
language. The essential mark of direct quotation 1in the
Bakweri texts is the appearance of a variety of tense forms,
interrupting the orderly narration of events. Furthermore,
the apparent function of direct quotation is not to advance
the narration of events but rather for the protagonists to
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comment on events or situations. Events only take place in
narrative, strictly construed, compare Benveniste,

"The historical utterance...characterizes the nar-
ration of past events. These three terms, "narra-
tion,” "event," and "past," are of equal impor-
tance. Events which took place at a certain mo-
ment of time are presented without any interven-
tion of the speaker in the narration. 1In order
for them to have occurred, these events must be-
long to the past...The historical intention does
indeed constitute one of the Iimportant functions
of language; it impresses wupon it its specific
temporality" (1969, 206).

i In Bakweri, the secondary developments of past and non-
past bases or more precisely the consequent structural con-
figuration of narrative is the key to the episodic organiza-
tion of a text. That the device for marking episode boun-
dariesis the temporary substitution of a past for a nonpast
form is irrelevant. [7]

The following examples illustrate how tense shift and
lexical time reference interlock.

(8) Verbs

a) wi wémlké wé-ma-(k-8
night when it arrived 3s—past-arrive- 4/ex
'When night arrived...'

b) zY &r&1614é émajé é-ma-j3-&
then the morning when IT came 3s-past-come- v/ex
‘Then when the morning came...'

Cf'~‘/ ~ /4 /. N:A /N N A

c) pangd yenil amaje a-ma-ja—e
mother her when SHE came 3s-past-come- Vex

41414

the—-morning

'When her mother came (in) the
morning..."'

These examples are especially crucial to the argument that
temporal organization in Bakweri oral narratives is a matter
of alternating between two opposed types of tense marking,
since they demonstrate how when a narrative is advanced sig-
nificantly through the mention of later times of day, these
mentions coincide with the shift to a past tense form in the
clause in which they occur. The mention may be thematic or
adjunctive; in (8b) the temporal substantive is the subject
of the clause while in (8c) it is simply a sort of adverbial
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adjunct indicating more precisely when Xéé's mother reap-
peared. Progressing from an earlier to a later time of day
can be accomplished in a single leap through the use of tem-
poral substantives and this can, though it need not be, the
event which advances the narrative to the next episode.

Thus far we have seen that temporal organization of
Bakweri oral narratives is episodic and that the boundaries
between episodes occur where a clause containing a secondary
past form interrupts a series of clauses 'containing nonpast
forms. However, in the descriptions of everyday events, the
picture is Somewhat different. Within episodes
present/future (3BEndE 'he goes/he will go', marked with an
asterisk below) forms predominate, while either a distal

Z 4 R .
(am'EndE 'he has gone') or, much more frequently, a proximal
(3EndY "he has just gone') perfect mark episode boundaries.

In the section from the description of hunting in Cam-
eroon (below), proximal perfects, in vékgwél}tf 'if they
have just entered' and wéwitf 'if they have Jjust killed'
mark episode boundaries in the fourth and eighth clauses,
but there are two other episode boundaries, in the second
agd\ /séx;h clauses, both with the familiar when form
vamakGlEtE 'if when they finished'.

(9) Verbs
1) a) wdnga vén'é4 mandéo *vé—égg%
they build small houses 3p-build
b) émé& vaténE 1inangéa *y&-tanE
which they can sleep in 3p-be able
1. They build small houses which PRESENT
they can sleep in.
2) z¥ vamak(1EtE v&-m3-kG1B-tE
then 1if when they finished 3p-past-finish-if
2. Then, if they finished, WHEN
3) m3tdtE 3kpwé&a béwangé *a-kpwa-43
each person he enters intd bush 3s—-enter-toward
na védzd vé ngundéll PRESENT

with wires of trap
3. each person enters the bush
with trapping wires.
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5)

6)

7)

8)

9)
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/ V4 4
vékpwel}tE vé-kpwa-6é11-tE
if they ve just entered PN 3p-enter-prf-if
owégga na védzd véAwn PROXIMAL PERFECT

intéd the bush with wires their
4. If they've just gone into the
bush with their w1res,

a) vak ' Swo fggundell ek{ *y3-k'3wo
they set traps , Place 3p-set traps
b) ém& vEn'E na *y3-En'k
where they see like 3p see |
c) 'émh4 vét'dnE  v&l'Embed *y5-t'4nE
where they can they catch 3p be able
pana *v4-1'Embea
game 3p-catch
5. (then) they set traps (in a) THEN
place where they see that
they can catch game. s s
vAmak(1EtE 11kéwé vé-ma-kUlE-tE
if when they finished setting 3p-past-finish-if
traps WHEN
6. If they flnlshed settlng traps, , N
vatimba 4émind4d mawl *ya-timba
they return to houses their 3p-return
7. they return to their houses. PRESENT
A 7 z Panyd
loggo émé valdm'a va-loma
some who they make before 3p-precede
11kéwd 3ngald vé PRESENT
settlng traps the time of Lo . s
md13mE wow1tE va-ow—1-tE
first if they've just killed 3p-kill-prf-if
8. Some who set their traps PROXIMAL PERFECT
before, if they've killed
first,
/3NN / 14 770N / P
vajaana ov'an'aawu va va—-ja-ana
they br1n to_their small of 3p-come-with
mand4d tO dmawéndd miwl PRESENT
houses or to huts their

9. they bring (the game) to their
small houses or to their huts.

1. They build small houses which they can sleep in. 2.
Then, if they are finished (building), 3. each person
enters the bush with trapping wires. 4, If they have
gone into the bush with their wires, 5a. they set traps
in places b. where they see c¢. that they can catch game.
6, If they have finished setting traps, 7. they return to
their houses. 8. Some, who set their traps before, if
they have killed first, 9. they carry (the game) back to
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their small houses or to their huts.

Is there, then, any difference between the two means of
marking episode boundaries?

All four clauses indicate the completion of a task be-~
gun earlier: building huts in (9.2), entering the bush in
(9.4), and setting traps in (9.6); the killing completed 1in
(9.8) 1is at 1least inferable as the intended result of the
earlier events. 1In two cases, the event is echoed through
repetition of the verb in the boundary clause: (9.3) BkgwééQ
'he (each person) enters into... (9.4) v8kpwélitE 'if they
have just entered! and (9.5a) vék' 8w ' (then) they set
traps... (9.6) vamdkG1E th 11k8w8 'if when they finished set-
ting traps'. Though (9.1) wénga ‘they build' > 169g5
'build'-nonfinite (cf. (9.6) 1Yk3w 'set traps’'-nonfinite)
is not echoed in (9.2), it is fairly evident that 16335 has
undergone ellipsis, since what they've finished, i.e.,
building, is recoverable from the preceding clause. Finally
subsequent events in each case are contingent on the comple-
t;og /og ,the eerlier events in the boundary clauses: (9.2)
vamakulEtE,glogga) 'if when they fivished (building);..
$9}3).ékgweeé "he geach person) enters into'; (9.4) vakpwél-
itE 'if they have just entered.., (9.5a) vak'owo T (then)
they set traps'; (9.6) vamdkQlEtE 11kéwd 'if when they fin-
ished setting traps... (9.7) v&timbd 'they return'; and
(9.8) wéwltE 'if they have Jjust killed... (9.9) v&jadnd
'they bring'. The sequence of an indicative following a
conditional in each pair further reinforces the sense that
later events depend on earlier ones. All of these similari-
ties lead us to ask why bother to use a perfect at all? (8]

The difference lies ;n\tbe/ngtu;e of the event 1in the
boundary clause. vakpwelitE owanga 'if they have just en-
tered (into) the bush® tells us something abogt\tge\s;ate/of
the hunters, i.e., their location. Neither vamak{lEtE (lon-
g3) 'if when they finished (building) nor vim3kG1EtE 11k3wd
'if when they finished setting traps' tells us anything
about the state of the hunters, rather the hunters have
brought building huts and setting traps to a state of com-
pletion. The focus of the action in clauses in the proximal
perfect 1is back onto the subject rather than outward onto
the object.

Subject focus is even more evident in (9.8), where the
proximal perfect in wéwitE 'if they have just killed' inac-
tivates an otherwise transitive action. The killing 1is an
accomplishment of the hunters at this point in the text
rather than an action which they are performing. As argued
above, 1its accomplishment is a prerequisite for the action
'performed' in (9.9) v4j33anad 'they carry', but is also the
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desired result of the entire enterprize. Once the killing
is accomplished the hunters can return home to their fami-
lies. That the killing is only hypothetical (indicated by
the verbal suffix -tE 'if') represents a separate layer of
connectivity between events, specifically the dependency of
subsequent events on prior preparation. The use of the per-
fect, however, represents the result or sum of prior events,
now evident in the narrative present. The absence of a

direct object in (9.8) and in (9.92) as well stems from a
tendency to delete noun phrases recoverable from context,
here amd ‘'game,meat’. The two kinds of episode boundary

differ, then, in focus: in the marked case the proximal per-
fect brings the state of the subject to the fore [9], but in
the neutral case, the event simply happens and a shift to a
past tense is sufficient.

A distal perfect is also exercised to mark episode
boundaries in the descriptions of everyday events; for exam-—
ple, in

(12) .. , N . Verbs ,
1) nwé'éna mo yOndo mdém' dkatk mé-m' §-Uuka-tk
the day of going 1if it has arrived 3s-past-arrive-
1. If the day of the_journey has arrived, DISTAL PERFECT
2) mdmb&mb& yen1 3vEmE wékdma *3-vEnE
grandchild her she leaves town 3s-leave
2. her grandchlld leaves her town. PRESENT
3) zY aaja 4-a- ja
then she is coming 3s-augt-come
3. Then she is comlng PROGRESSIVE
4) anga m'fnf  4m'&kokatf &-m' 4-kOka-tE
there Jjust if she has become big 3s-past—be big-
4, If she has grown up already, DISTAL PERFECT
5) 3BndE mOnmw1tT *3-EndE
she goes herself . 3s-go
5. she goes by herself PRESEN1 ~
6) avellet £ mozall 3-vé-11-fE-tE
if she is still a small one 3s-be-prf-stil!
6. If she is still small, PROXIMAL PERFEC
7) émd 3z{kdk{ gwémd a-z{i-kdk-1{
who she has not grown up good 3s—-not-be big-r
7. who has not grown up enough yet, PROXIMAL PERFE!
g8y &£ {tf 1EndE mOgmw1t1 -frie-1
she is fit to go herself 3s-be fit-prf

8. (who is) fit to go by herself, PROXIMAL PERFE(
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9) zangdé yen{ affta *a-£{t3
father  her he is fit 3s—-be_fit
anmwEndEnk *3=md=End-£n
hé goes with her 3s=3s=go-with
9. Her father is fit to go with her. PRESENT

18) Amd1{'E1§ *3=md=1{'E1F
he escorts her 3s=3s=escort
19. He escorts her. PRESENT

1. Tf the day of the Jjourney has arrived, 2. her
grandchild leaves her town. 3. Then she is coming. 4. If
she has grown up already, 5. she goes by herself. 6. 1If
she is still small, 7. (one) who has not grown up enough
yet, 8. to be fit to go by herself, 9. her father is fit
ot go with her. 18. He escorts her.

a distal perfect appears in (10.1) and (19.4), while a prox-
imal perfect in (16.6) marks another episode boundary in
this excerpt from the description of a young girl's visit to
her grandmother. ,

The use of the distal perfect mdm'dkatE 'if it has ar-
rived' with a temporal substantive nmw&' énd md yOndd 'the
day of going' as subject is identical fo use of when forms
with similar subjects in the V{4 story in (8) to announce
the arrival of a particular_day or time of day. The distal
perfect in (18.4) &m'&kokatE 'if she has become big (grown
up) ' (conditionally) designates reaching a state. Use of the
distal rather than proximal form in (lﬂ.4)/adds a sense that
growing up takes some time; cf. vékgwélitE 'if they have
just entered in (9.4) above where the transition from the
earlier to the present state is much briefer. The distal
form also contrasts syntagmatically with the proximal forms
in (19.6,7,8), which are simply stative. Proximal forms lack
the inchoative force of distal forms, which overtly desig-
nate a transition from an earlier state antonymous to the
present one,

The episodic structure described for the V{4 myth 1is
obviously retained in the everyday descriptions. Individual
events progress chronologically in much the same way in both
kinds of narrative. However, the substitution of past for
nonpast forms as the signifiant of an episode boundary 1is
partially replaced by the marked subject focus construction
in the perfect. This is essentially a change in detail
(with respect to temporal organization of a text), the au-
thor of a text is telling us more about the involvement of
the protagonists in the events of the story. I suspect that
the simple and basic episodic structure of the V{4 myth is a
rhetorical and mnemonic frame for a text. The more informal
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everyday descriptions which do not belong to the oral tradi-
tion show a greater variety of boundary devices because they
were composed on the spot rather than remembered.

Conclusion

To briefly recapitulate, the linking particles and the
parallelism in nonpast tense forms allow the speaker to ex-
press an immediate connectivity of successive events within
a certain restricted span of time. It would of interest to
determine what the size of this span of time may be, though
at least for the myths it is likely that episodes are to
some extent formulaically limited. My suspicion is that,
otherwise, there 1is really no limit except that which the
speaker may impose to organize his story. shifting to past
tense forms allows him to shift each episode to a state of
being both prior and complete with respect to later events.
Overt lexical time reference allows him to place large sec-
tions of his narrative within a time scale independent of
the more immediate temporal relations between events. Each
tier, however, preserves the sense that time, at least
cosmologically, goes forward; tense changes and clause link-
age simply allow the speaker to indicate that the place in
time occupied by any one event is not temporarily arbitrary.

This investigation has had two purposes: one overt, the
other covert. The overt purpose has been to describe the
device of tense alternation used in organizing a text tem-
porally in Bakweri. The array of clauses produced by the
past - nonpast alternation defines the episodic structure of
a text in this language. The covert purpose was to determine
what the various tense and aspect distinctions 1in Bakweri
mean from their behavior in connected speech. This purpose
was not achieved in any simple way, since we have neither
found out what distinguishes individual verb forms in the
‘present', 'past', ‘'perfect', etc. nor determined the mean-
ing of individual oppositions such as past : nonpast. What
we have discovered is how the forms may be used to organize
a text. To repeat a point made earlier, it is not important
that the episodic structure of Bakweri texts is based on a
past - nonpast alternation. What is important is that there
be some device which provides structure to a text. In
Bakweri it happens to be a tense alternation.

Epilogue

Recently, Nessa Wolfson (1979) has discussed the use of
the English ‘'historical present' and its alternation with
past tense forms in ordinary conversational narratives. She
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argues that the places 1in a narrative where a past tense
form replaces the historical present coincide with a signi-
ficant event in the course of the story (here, for conveni-
ence, an 'episode boundary'). English and Bakweri are strik-
ingly similar 1in how narratives are temporally organized,
except in English past forms are not restricted to single
clauses at a boundary, but instead an entire episode may be
in the past. That two otherwise dissimilar languages should
hit on nearly the same device strongly suggests that there
is something fundamentally meaningful about the past - non-
past (= E. historical present) alternation. However, neither
individual forms in isolation nor paradigmatic oppositions
of tense and aspect in the two languages have similar mean-
ings. Their alternation within a narrative temporally cali-
brates the progression of events with respect to the chro-
nology of narrative time. Further investigation of the tem-
poral organization of narratives would do well to determine
the psychological advantage obtained from an episodic struc-
ture for the remembering, telling, and understanding of
stories, rather than worrying about the significance of us-
ing a nonpast form to describe a past event.

FOOTNOTES

* This paper has greatly benefited from discussions with
Charles Fillmore, Meredith Hoffman, George Lakoff, Sarah
Michaels, Johanna Nichols, and Anthony Woodbury. I
should probably have taken more heed of their sugges-—
tions. Of course, any errors or faults which remain are
mine alone. The inspiration and patience of the two con-
sultants for Bakweri, Mary and Martin, has been inestim-
able. I offer them my warmest thanks.

The phonemes of Bakweri are given in the chart

below:
CONSONANTS

Lab. Alv. Ret. Pal. Vel. Lab.-Vel.
Stops
vls. t 3 k kpw
vd. gb(w)
N-vd. mb nd nj ng nmgbw
Nasals m n p nmw
Spirants f A
Glides v Yy w

Lateral 1
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VOWELS
Front Back

High i u

High-mid e o

Low-mid E 0

Low a

/ ~ A .

Tones: 'V' = high tone; '‘V' = low tone; 'V' = falling
tone; 'V' = rising tone (the last two frequently are the
result of coalescence of level tones). An apostrophe in-
dicates downstep. For further discussion, see Kingston
(1978). )

I should also note that I will not be speculating about
time 1itself 1in this paper at all, but rather about tem-
poral relations between events and how specific languages
refer to them. The concern here is with time as it is
manifest in grammatical categories, particularly the
deictic category of tense. Of course, all such linguis-
tic representations are the result of a speech
community's continuing perception and description of the
information that impinges on their senses, but it does
not concern me here whether these representations are
phenomenologically accurate -~ if accuracy can be meas-—
ured independently of a linguistic or some other symbolic
description. Temporal relations are so thoroughly con-
tained within the linguistic system that one would hardly
expect anyone to sincerely complain that he had no way to
express a particular and precise perception in his
language, though he may express it more or less well or
it may require more or less thought depending. Such com-
plaints will only arise in the context of translation
from one language or symbolic system to another. The is-
sue of complete autonomy or relativity of perception is,
of course, arguable, for each individual's perception
will differ somewhat from any other's. But in the case
where two individuals speak the same language, they will
at least share the knowledge of one selfconsistent means
of communicating a perception.

The texts were collected from two speakers of Bakweri,
Mary Efosi Ngomba Westbrook and Martin Yangange Musonge,
during the spring and summer of 1978 in a field methods
class taught at the University of California at Berkeley
by Charles J. Fillmore. Mary told the story of !ié and
Martin gave the descriptions of everyday life in Cam-
eroun. According to both Mary and Martin the myths are
the kind told around the hearth at night following
supper. Each member of the family, including children,
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will tell a story. Visitors bring new stories, which may
be added to a family's stock, or a family member may
bring back a new story from a visit to another compound.
In some not fully understood way the stories which are
"told around the hearth are a class apart, different from
stories which can be told at any time. They are referred
to by different words: gbwﬁté pl. maitd for stories told
at night, which may include singing, and mBndéngE pl.
méndnéngd which are stories which can be told during the
day, conversationally, and which don't include singing.
There are even different verbs for describing the telling
of the two kinds of stories: for gbwitd the verb 1dv4 or
13vé4 'tell' or 'tell to' is used and for mdndénga the
verb 1itlvd also 'tell' is used. It may even be the case
that there are stories which are not told when a stranger
is present. Also, it appears that there are stories that
one tells as a child and stories that only an adult may
tell, though it may be that one doesn't or can't 1learn
the stories all at once.

Labels are only mnemonic at this point in our investiga-
tion; otherwise: 'Sp' indicates subject prefix, '/ '
root, other symbols in the line below the labels indicate
actual segments. The next line indicates the the tones of
the form: 'A/ ' in this line indicates that the tone of
the root does not change. The formal description of
tense distinctions in Bakweri depends crucially on the
detailed data provided in Gensler (1978), without which
this discussion would have been much 1less satisfactory.
See his work for sample paradigms. It should be noted
that he may not agree with the analysis presented here
nor is he responsible for any errors of interpretation.
An hesternal past (yesterday and before) with low tone
subject prefix and low tone tense prefix ma- differs from
a distal perfect which has the prercot tone sequence
/B'H/ (> [HM]) rather than /LL/. The suffixes, -§41 and
-é11 (for vowel final roots) or —i (for roots ending in a
consonant), mark a recent past (earlier today, e.g., this
morning, thus 'matinal') and a proximal perfect, respec-—
tively. Non-past forms are expressed by alternations in
the tone pattern of the verb and alternations of the root
extension, i.e., low tone on the subject prefix for
present/future forms and high tone on the subject prefix
for progressive and exhortative forms. A preroot augment
—é- with low tone creates the preroot falling contour
characteristic of the progressive, which is absent in the
exhortative forms; however, an —§ root extension replaces
the -3 of the rest of the paradigm.

This section of the narrative describes the beginning of



S . 176
BLS 5. Linguistic Society of America DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.3765/bls

!ié's punishment for having disobeyed her mother. The
appropriateness of the punishment becomes evident once
you know that the reason that she shouldn't have followed
her mother to the farm is that one is not allowed to uri-
nate or pass excrement there. In addition, the passing
of her intestines is not, in fact, as fantastic as it
might appear for the edema which accompanies amoebic
dysentery can cause prolapsis of the colon, not to men—
tion the fact that the loss of fluids can make one so
weak as not to be able to stand up again. I am indebted
to Newton Kingston, a parasitologist, for this explana-
tion of yig's predicament. See also Hemingway's account
of suffering from this condition in his Green Hills of
Africa,

Already I had had one of the diseases and had
experienced the necessity of washing a three-
inch bit of my large intestine with soap and
water and tucking it back where it belonged an
unnumbered amount of times a day. (283)

That Via is suffering from something like dysentery may
also be suggested by the intensifying repetition of the
verb 4mapd 'when she shat' in (7.11). Similar intensifi-
cation, though with the purpose of stretching the episode
preceding Via's becoming stuck in a hole in_ the ground,

occurs in the repetition of the verbs smat{é@ 'when she
tilled' and §'{m4 'then she digs' in (7.2) and (7.7),
respectively.

Benveniste distinguishes "two planes of utterance...that
of history and that of discourse." (206, his emphasis).
Our distinction is equivalent, except that we are talking
about quotation rather than ordinary discourse; we simply
use the word 'narrative' in place of ‘*history' since
‘narrative’ fits better within the discussion of
varieties of oral (as opposed to written) speech events.
One is the use of the exhortative in the first section of
the Via story, but note that the exhortative is properly
a nonpast (both formally and semantically) and as such
its appearance is appropriately embedded within the body
of a single episode.

Except that the clear derivation of the when form from a
past base and the z1 form from a nonpast base allows us
to construe the event in_a when tensed clause as anterior
to those in following zl tensed clauses; thereby linking
that event to the following rather than preceding ep-
isode.

A more fundamental question also arises at this point;
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that 1is, what is an episode boundary? I have spoken of a
correlation between the presentation of events and verb
morphology, particularly tense marking. Otherwise, a
first pass through the texts revealed that one event is
at least locally linked to the next. I then searched for
a means of extending this local notion of narrative time.
The chaining of clauses through nonpast tense marking in-
terrupted by single clauses in the past augments 1local
linkage (by 21) and order of presentation. 1In this
analysis the interruptions mark episode boundaries. Two
further questions follow: what, if anything, in the pro-
gression of events coincides with a temporal episode
boundary and are there any other means of dividing a text
into episodes? To a great extent, both of these questions
are beyond the scope of this paper; however, episode
boundaries signal shifts in narrative time of substantial
if wunspecified duration, as compared to the sense of im-
mediate succession of one event on another within an ep-
isode. Shifts in 1location, completion of an event or
series of events, beginning a new series, and other
changes of state relevant to the participants also coin-
cide with episode boundaries. 1In brief, the configura-
tion of tense marking in a narrative formally defines an
episodic structure within which events semantically
cohere. The semantic analogue of the episode, which is
structurally defined, might be the paragraph, in which
events related to one another in kind, result, or direc-
tion are drawn together.

Two other closely related functions can be attributed to
the proximal perfect. First, predicate nominal construc-
tions take the form

(i) (NPx) pr—(vell) (-nd{) NPy, 'NPx is an NPy'
(venl)

with the copula 1n its two most common (and possibly
only) forms: —ve11 < —ve—(e)11 'be' in the proximal per-
fect and -vénl < -vé- Enfji "be with' = ‘'have', used in
possessive constructions, and also in the proximal per-
fect. The copula indicates that the referent of NPx be-
longs to the class designated by NPy (- ndf is an emphatic
postposition frequently occurring in these construc-
tions), e.g.,
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(ii) a) &féo émé nd*4z% 18v'4nu néaggé
she—vay which I want to tell-of-here now
&vélind{ e&féd ya 1120 g
it-be the-way of hunting

'*The way that I want to talk about here now
1s thg way of hunt1ng...\ y “

b) mé azOggO mavéll 4 na ai
the—-hunting they—-be kind by 'kind
'...the huntings are of various kinds'

In (a) 8£4s X_ l1zOngO '*the way of hunting' is an identi-

fying pred1cate of &féd ema... ‘the way which...' and
/N Ve . . . .

ndl nd ndi ‘'various kinds' is a distributive equational

predicate of mé ' 4z0 'the huntings’ Second, Bakwerli

lacks adjectives as a separable form class, stative verbs

take their place. When these verbs appear in predlcatgs,

their unmarked form is_ the prox1mal perfect, e.qg., nawaw

'IT am tall’ (cf. nawawd in the/s1gple\nonpast ‘I will
become tall’, an inchoative, and ném'awawa in the distal
perfect 'I've become tall'. Both are different from a

simple description of the subject's state or attributes.)
Stative verbs may take what Chao (1968: 312) has called
"cognate objects", i.e., nouns related semantically to,
or expressing extent or direction of, the condition ex-
pressed by the stat1ve verb e.d., dwiwi{ mOtf 'he is tall
(of) height', awidmi mdfd 'she is clever (of) head', dwdml
l&é 'she is clever (of) hand' = 'she 1s k1nd' 3 t1 mbO—
ti 'he 1is dressed (with) clothes’' 3tdml mozémb3 "he is
stripped naked'. Neither of the last two examples is
strictly a stative verb, but they take on stative force
in the prox1mal perfect and may enter into cognate object
constructions. Frequently, cognate object constructions
have pred1cate nominal paraphrases, .g., avélind{ mozdm—-
bé 'he is  naked', 3vé11fEtE mdzall 'If-she-still-be
small', aven1 makpwaz1 "she has smartness', avéni nmwéma
gé w'évé 'she has heart of badness' = she is mean, cru-
el'. Nonfinite verbal complements are also poss1ble w1th
these stative verbs in the proximal perfect, e.g., af{tl
1EndE mOnmwit{ 'she-is-fit to-go herself' and the stan-
dard form for comparat1ve constructions with 14ka 'to
pass, exceed', e.g., njfng 0396 mdndnd 4w'dmi 14k¥ ‘'who
that man he-be-tall to-pass?' = ‘who is that man taller
than?'. This evidence of predication of identity, posses-
sion, quantity, quality, etc.; in short, states rather
than activities of the subject reinforces the interpreta-
tion of the difference between the two kinds of episode
boundaries.
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