Dahalo: An endangered language

Mauro Tosco

0. Introduction'

Dahalo is a language spoken in the Lamu district of Coast Province, Kenya,
by a few hundred people of all ages (see below, 1., for the ethnic denomina-
tion and the number of speakers); the speakers are former hunter-gatherers
who partly turned to a sedentary existence in recent years,

From a genealogical point of view, Dahalo has been classified as a Cushitic
language, but about its inclusion in the Southern group (as expounded espe-
cially by Ehret 1980) doubts have been expressed (e.g., by Zaborski 1986
and 1987), and the present writer finds a tentative classification within the
Eastern Cushitic group (possibly in a subgroup together with Yaaku) more in
line with the available, still limited, data (Tosco 1992).

Dahalo has a very mixed lexicon, in which a great deal of Somali, Oromo,
Swahili and other Bantu language loans are found, together with ancestral
words of probable Khoisan origin, as can be argued by the presence of two
clicks.

In the following, we shall concentrate on the present sociolinguistic status
of the language vis-a-vis its major neighbour, Swahili, and on the ongoing
process of assimilation of both the Dahalo language and people.

1. Basic information on the sociolinguistic status of Dahalo

Statistics dealing with the number of Dahalo-speakers are totally lacking; the
Kenya Population Census gives, quite naturally, the ethnic affiliation without
regard to the actual language(s) spoken by the communities. In the case of the
Dahalo, the ethnic affiliation is concealed under the cover-term of “Sanye-
Boni”, applied for the Boni of the Lamu District, the Waata of the Tana River
and Kilifi Districts and the far less numerous Dahalo.
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The same confusion is found in Tucker - Bryan — Woodburn (1977: 319},
where Dahale is considered “one of the so-called ‘SANYE’ dialects, spoken
in coastal packets north of Mombasa in Kenya”, therefore puiting the Dahalo
together with the Waata, actually speaking an Oromo dialect {on which see
Heine 1981),

The townspeople’s attitude which is mirrored in these works blurs the dif-
ferences among the different groups of bush-dwellers under a denomination
which, being sociological, reflects the traditional opposition in terms of occu-
pation and social status between the inhabitants of the bush and the “others”,
either agriculturalists, cattle-keepers or townspeople.

On the other hand, the groups of bush-dwellers often lack an ethnic self-
denomination, even if they can understand the derogatory meaning of the
current appellations. As a consequence of this, the same term can be used
for what are ethnically/linguistically different peoples, and, on the contrary,
different appellations can be applied to the same people in different areas.

The question has been discussed by Heine (1977) with regard to the Boni;
Heine refused the denomination “Aweer(a)”, claiming it to be a generic term
{meaning simply ‘hunter’), and adopted the term “Boni”, which is today
generally used in linguistics, even if “Boni™ is in its tum derogatory (being
the Somali denomination of various low-caste groups; in Somalia therefore,
“Aweera” — a foreign term, and conscquently neutral — is preferred}.

We shail return below to the Boni, their language and its radically differ-
ent — in comparison with what we find among the Dahalo — soctolinguistic
situation.

Among the Dahalo themselves, while the term “Dahalo™ {d'ahddlo; Singu-
lative M: d’ahddloto) is understood, it is never used, and the Dahalo pretend
that it means ‘slave’ in their own language (but my informants were not able
to elaborate on this point, such as to give plural forms, etc.):; they further say
that “Dahalo” is a term used by the Swahili, to which they in retum refer
to the Swahili as Lifiidza (Singulative M; kidridzeti), which would likewise
mean ‘slaves’.

The Dahalo we met always referred to themselves as dddko (Singulative
M: dddkoto). Probably this is just the name of & section of the people, as
the informants were also very firm in saying that, while all the Daako are
sedentary, not all the Dahalo are Daako; they furthermore detnonstrated that
they understand the precise sociological valte of the term “Sanye”, applying it
with preference to the lit(le groups of hunters which live only in the bush and
do not practice cultivation. This sharp sociological distinction between the
two groups’is not accompanied, we were assured, by any practical language
difference, and we have been told on many occasions that dialect variability
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is minimal between the D groups, involving above all the lexieon {more
Southern g-oups having been influenced by Pokomo and Elwana}.

The people we interviewed accasionally used for themselves the denom-
ination of gihe g*irstso ‘Little People’; on the other side, the denomination
of githe gdrimaani (‘People of the outside’) reported by Elderkin (1974: 2)
was unkpown. The language was called simply 2dfo giuficoni ‘the language
of the peaple’.

Apart from the Daako, we recorded the following names of Dabalo sec-
tions (the Swahili prefix wa- is occasionally used):

L E Hied
d'fgifima
Ailemitu
Hinka

2. Sociolinguistic aspects of language shift

Concerning the actual number of Dahalo speakers, it is calculated in “a few
hundreds™ by Ehret {{980: 12), about 500 (foilowed by a question mark} by
Sasse (1981: 199), while Zaborski “could estimate about 280 of them, though
the uppes limit may be sbout 400" (1987: 223-234). The same estimate of
“less than 400" is made by Ast Rilling of the Kenya Working Group of
the Sumerer Institute of Linguistics, who adds that “This is admittedly a
guess, aed the figure is probably generous” {Rilling 1986: 5). We think that
the figure of 400 cannot greatly exceed the truth: in the peripheral {for the
Dahalo people) area of Mokowe we met in cne occasion about 50 of them,
and we were told that many more lived in the same area.

The 1979 Kenya Population Census gives a number of 4,170 “Boni/Sanye”,
of which 2,212 are living in the Lamu District. If we compare these figures
with those of the 1969 Census (3,972 of which 1,276 are living in the Lamu
District, with an increase of 73.3%), we can get the impression of a vital com-
munity, bt when we consider that the Boni are estimated to be about 3,000,
the vast majority of them living in the Lamu District (only the very little
Wayoore section and the Kilii section living on both sides of the Kenyan-
Somali horder; Heine 1982: 13), very little place is left for the Dahalo, and
also the figure for the Boni should probably also be lowered.

To our knowledge, the Dahalo have never been the object of any sociolin-
guistic research, with the exception of the survey carried out for the Kenya
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Working Group of SIL by Art Rilling and Eric Graham in September 1985.
The aim of the research, which covered both the Dahale and the Boni, was to
aseertain the languages spoken by these communities, their degree of literacy
and the eventual need for written material in their mother tongues. 24 Dahalg
were asked to complete o questionnaire made up of 27 questions: the first
eight concerning general information (age, sex, origin of the subject), the
remaining being sociolinguistic questions, and the last exploring the attitude
toward the eventual development of written material in Dahalo. The results
are presented in the Boni/Dahale Report (Rilling 1980), on which we shall
largely draw in tbe following.?

The results are not surprising. All the 24 Dahalo interviewees {a slight
majority of them being from the area of Mikunumbi and males} claimed
to be bilingual in Swahili, although “29% said that there were very few
monolingual Dahalo speakers, and that these were all elders” (Rilling 1986
14); it is significant that 21% of the interviewees acquired Dahalo as a second
language (i.c., they were brought up in Swahili) and the same rate admitted
net to use Dahale as “the language of the home”. 29% claimed to know
Swahili better than Dahalo.

Our informants repeatedly told us that, while in the olden days there were
Dahalo who did not master Swahili, today everybody can at least understand
it. As a matter of fact, all the Dahalo we met wete bilingual, while nnbody
had a good eommand of any other language. in particular, English — Kenya's
official language — was totally unknown.

Little can be said about age as a factor in language proficiency; the eldest
Dahalc-speaker [ interviewed in the area of Mkunumbi spoke with the same
high amount of Swahili loans as the younger cnes, could not remember the
Dahalo numerais from 6 onwards, nor many words referring to hunting and
other traditional practices {sentences 11] and {2] below were uitered by him}.

In mixed couples (which are very common, given the small size of Dahalo
groups; see below) Swahili is now used as the medium, and the children are
therefore brought up in that language; young people we met in Mkunumbi
had 2 lower proficiency in the Dahalo language than their parents. For many
of them, exposure to the language was limited to listening to stories narrated
by the elders: they had not learnt Dahalo by way of a normal acquisition
process, and had become — or were going to become - semi-speakers {in the
sense outlined by Sasse, Lhis volume).

The answers of the intervicwees to the guestions about the degree of
bilingualism and of literacy, and about the need for written material are
very interesting. The SIL researchers {Rilling 1986: 15} comment that “the
Dahato-speaking community seemed to be more proficient [than the Beni;
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MT] in Swahili, but less interested in mother tongue literacy™ 37% admit
that Swahili is the most important language, while only 17% pretend to use
Dahalo “most often” and “1/4 of the Dahalo-speaking interviewees prefer to
use Swahili rother than KiDahalo”. None of them had leamnt to read, and
even the hypothests of written material in Dahalo seems to have been largely
misunderstood: “They seemed personally disinterested though not opposed
1o the devslopment of mother tongue materials™; the totality of the intervie-
wees answered positively to question 27 (“There is a need for literature in
KiDahale™). but were mostly unable to give reasons for that need; one can
note, nevertheless, that eight interviewees answered “To help preserve the
language, that it not be lost” (Rilling 1986: 15).

On the cther hand, Dahalo do not seem conscious of any threat to their
language on the part of Swahili, Reactions to guestion 25 (“KiDahalo will
continue n use?"} are for 79% positive.

Needless to say, the SIL report does not plead for the idea of developing
written materiat in Dahalo, proposing “to re-evaluate the sociolinguistic sit-
uation among the Dahalo community after five or ten years™, while a deeper
interest in the development of material in Boni is recommended (Rilling
1986: 16)

The different “score” of the Boni and the Dahalo raises many questions:
the Boni show all the characteristics of a vital community: there are monolin-
guals, forzign tanguages (Swahili and, to a lesser extent, Somali} are known,
but to a lesser degree and with Jower proficiency than foued among the Da-
halo. The answers to the questions concerning the actual use of the mother
tongue in different occasions show that Boni is practically the only language
used by the Boni-speakers in many social occasions {work, home, meetings,
festivals}. while Dahalo retains the majority of uses only at home {79% of
total) and especially at festivals, dances, etc. (96% of total}, but counting,
praying and, presumably, workiog (“in the forest™} are carried on in Swahili.

3. Motivations for the language shift

The reason for tliis very different resistance of the two languages cannot just
be the difference in numerical strength of the two communities (about 3,000
the Boni, less than 400 the Dahalo). In our opinion, a major role in the decline
of the Dahalo language has been played by the proximity to the Dahalo area
of such important Swahili centres as Lamu and, in the past, Witu. On the
contrary, the Boni have been divided between Swahili and Somali influence,
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and we can assume that a multiplicity of influences can result in a partial
weakening of their strength and, consequently, in a befter resistance of the
“dominated” language.’

Stiles {1988) has recently pointed to the mechanism of casting out as
at least a partial answer to the problem of the origins of “outcast peoples”
such as the Boni: intermarriage and casting out have in our opinion played
a decisive role in the formation of the Dahalo people, just 45 today scem
to work for language shift in favour of Swahili. The Dahalo, being a low-
caste people, intermarry with any other people, especially the Boni, but also
the Giriama, the Pokomo, etc.; iniermarriage is considered by the Dahalo
themselves a decisive factor in the lexical dilferences hetween the various
Dahalo groups.

Economic shift to a semi-agriculturat way of life is of course playing a
decisive role in the process of replacement of Dahale by Swahili.

This shift has been favoured by the increase in land suitable for agricul-
tural use; the government seitlement scheme at Lake Mukunguya, or Lake
Kenyatta, has attracted in the area many Bantu farmers from the overpopu-
lated Highlands, thus complicating the linguistic and ethnic situation of the
area, and exalting the role of Swahili as an inter-community medium; natu-
rally, the precarious role of the little peoples of the interior of the coast has
been affected negatively by these developments.

Agricultural and townlife terms in Dahalo are with no exception Swahili,
often unassimilated loans. The ban on hunting practices in Kenya is likewise
contributing to disrupting traditional ways of life, and, from a linguistic point
of view, knowledge of the hunting-gathering vocabulary is today low among
the young Dahalo we met. And, as we know from other cases of language
death in Africa, the linguistic and cultural collapse of the minority peoples
has increased and is gathering momentumn from the economic upset of the
last decades.

But that the process of language shift is not at all recent is shown by the
fact that even older speakers, living in the bush in the area of Mkunumbi
and economically “unassimilated”, make an extensive use of Swahili loans
and expressions, which cover, in addition to the more technical domains
mentioned above, even general “cultural” vocabulary as ‘to marry’ (hoovaad-,
from Northern Swahili -ofw)a), ‘to pray’ (%" bolefad-, from Swahtlt -emha),
‘to bury {"drigad-, from Northern Swahili -dika), etc.
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4. Cuiteral aspects of language shift

The cuderal identity of the Dahalo seems presently realized “negatively”
througt e only partial assimilation to the agricultural economy predominant
today in the Dahalo area.

Mod Dahalo in the Mokowe area live as hired labour in the shambas,
carrying »ut such duties as fruit-picking, water-fetching, etc., but refusing to
sedentarize and cultivate on their own.

A “parasitic” attitude is thus developing, radically transformiog the tra-
ditiona symbiosis between hunter-gatherers and sedentary people, made of
recipro=nd duties and interests {cf. Galaty 1986 for the Torrobo-Maasai rela-
tionshipt

The psychological effects of this marginality are often passivity and a sense
of dejezt.on, in their turn leading to drunkenness, which local - not always
groundicss — rumours frequently associate with the Dahalo (cf. Guenther 1986
for a dascription of similar distuptive effects of sedentarization coupled with
econom;c marginality among the Bushmen of Botswana).

On the other side, it conld perhaps be argued that social macginality is
slowing down the process of cultural and linguisti¢ assimilation, which would
be enhanced by an ucconditioned acceplance of the new culture represented
by agriculture and townlife.

5. Linguistic aspects of language shift

We already mentioned the heavy Borrowing of Swahili lexical items in Da-
halo. I: must be noted that uniil today all Swahili material has been to a con-
siderable extent suceessfully assimilated in the grammar. Phonologically and
motphaogically unassimilated borrowing frequently occurs only in specific
areas af the lexicoo associated with “modern” cultural domains traditionally
alien to Dahalo culture, such as agriculture and housing.

In ke following we shall provide examples from different parts of the
grammsr, mainly on the basis of Tosco (1991},

5.1. Phonological aspects of the impact of Swahili

All the “very few) descriptions of Dahalo phonclogy illustrate the exceptional
richness of consonants; Ehret {1980) arrives at a chart of 51 consonants,
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Elderkin (1974 and 1976) works on the basis of a 57-consonants inventory,
while Tucker - Bryan ~ Woodhurn {[977} record “only” 39 consonants.

Now, similar arrays of phonemes are always suspicious, and indeed we
think that true phonemes and allophones bave been merged in all previous
accounts, together with, probably, idiolectically different realizations. This
is probably true of the presence of both a bilabial // and a labiovelar /v/
fricative, proposed by Ehret (1980}, and which would make of Dahalo a
unicum among the lanpuages of the world (cf. Maddieson 1984 46); another
case in point is the presence of the dental fricative /4, which, when coupled
with an alveolar itnplosive /d’/ and with both dental and alveolar plain stops
would make the Dahalo system at least unusual {cf. Maddieson 1984: 32 for
relevant figures and the constraints on the presence of different stops in the
same places of articulation).

On our side, we regard // and /4 as intervocalic allophones of /b/ and
/d/, respectively.d

The simultaneous presence of dental and aiveolar stops is indeed a feature
of Dahalo, but this typological oddity is well explained when one deparis
from the idea that alveclarity is original and dentality the acquired feature,
as proposed by Ehret (1980} in his reconstruction of Proto-South-Cushitic.
In order to account for Dahalo reality (which knows overwhelmingly more
dentals than alveolars), Ehret has then to propose a rule changing alveclars
to dentals in Dahalo.

Nurse {1985} supports the same idea; he explains dentality — said to be
occurring “in a minority of languages worldwide™ (Nurse [985: 2433, which
seems to us unproved - as an area! feature, arisen firstly in Pahalo and
prohably in Boni and then passed to Bantu languages such as Elwana, Pokomo
and Northern Swahili. This view is consistent with Nurse’s hypothesis of a
long-term influence of Dzhalo over the Kenvan coast {and of an even more
ancient influence of Southern Cushites over most of Kenya, as proposed in
Nurse 1986).

To discuss the soundness of this reconstruction would lead us too far away
from what is our present aim; for what concerns Dahalo, we prefer 1o constder
dentality as original (Cushitic languages as a whole have dental rather than
alveolar stops), and alveolarity as borrowed from Bantu (in Dabalo as in
the South Cushitic languages): only dentals occur in suffixes and are still
predominant in the lexicon; alveolars, on the other hand, are found only in
Swahili words or in items of doubtful origin, but which in any case do not
look Cushitic and are therefore to he reganded, at least tentutively, as loans.®
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In our view, the phonological system of Dahalo can only be understood as
the reflex of a process of heavy and continuous borrowing, especially from
Swabhili.

Now, the phonological system of Dahalo is indeed rich and asymmetrical,
and these characteristics are a function of the mixed nature of its lexicon, in
which maltiple borrowings have not (yet) been equally absorbed.

In other words, it is simply unrealistic to look at the “sounds” of Dahale
as constituting a system: they do not, because different systems are always
present in any uiterance of a Dahalo speaker. As it is probably the case
in any bi- and multitingual community, the boundaries between the systems,
initially strangly perceived by the speakers, graduaily fade away, as one of the
systems conquers new communicative fields; while in the first phase the lcans
are adapied to the phonological system of the target-language, successively,
as more and more loans creep in, they are simply stored, unanalyzed. In
other words, looking at Dahalo phionology one has to distinguish between
Lehnwérter and Fremdwdrter, and their respective phonological systems.

Therzfore. the size of the consonantat inventory of Dahalo is a function of
the histcry of the Dahalo people: like all hunter-gatherers, the Dahalo have
probably always been subject to multiple, long and deep influences, resulting
in heavy borrowing, and, probably, recurrent language shifts; in recent years
we have “witnessed” the shift of the Yaaku from their Cushitic language to
Maa and, some centuries ago, the shift of the Boni to Somali (Al 1985 has
proposed that the Boni are just Dahalo who switched to a Somali dialect —
more precisely, the Karre dialect — some centuries ago).

As a consequence of all this, many of the consonantal phonemes of Dahalo
have a very low rate of occurrence, or are subject to positional restrictions.

The following phonemes have been found in initial position only:

idlf  (three itéms)
/' rihree items, two Swahili loans)-
fk*'}  {four ilems)
s’/ 'three items)

The following phonemes have not been found in initial position:

fdf
Mo/ {the only voiced bilabial stop in initial position being the implosive
b'h)

Other very rare phonemes without positional restrictions are:

T
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/'t (found in two items in initial position — probably as an allophone of
f& — and in ene item medially)

&/ (found only in a few items in initial position and medially in one
item — probably a reduplicated stem: ¢ikodik- ‘to saw’)

A%t (found in one item only: #*al- ‘to pitck"}

/p’!  (found only in initial position — except in one instance in a reduplicated
stem and stem-finally in k'arap’- ‘to cut’ and £'up’- ‘to leak’}

18/ (found in ten items, all of them loans, mainly from Swahili, but also
from Somali)

itr4 (found in six items in initial position and stem-finatty in varid'- *to
return’ and bunsi- ‘to chew™)

fy/ (found only in yddye ‘mother (alive)'}

Md/ (two items, loans from Nerthern Swahili; freely alternating with /#de/
and /t/ (as it does in Amu and Baraawa dialects of Swahili). ’

The Iabialized velars (probably all of loan origin} and several prenasalized
phonemes are for the most part of limited occurrence; in particular, /g*/
occurs only in hd" g nra®g%ira ‘centipede’; 7§/ in kipu™ju ‘place where the
maize is seasoned’, Mdz/ in three items; // / {prenasalized dental click) in
five.

Other phonemes occur enly in unassimilated Swahili loans (and are there-
fore not to be considered as parts of the phonolegica! system of Dahalo), such
as /z/, which is constantly replaced by /d/ — phonetically 4%/ intervocalically
{see above) — in assimilated lcans {as in the Swahili word kaskazi 'drought,
hot season’, realized both as kdsikazi and kdsikadi).

The phonological shape of words has been so much influenced by Swahil
that today all Dahalo words end by one (short) vowel. This constraint is
surely the effect of heavy Swahili loaning, as no other Cushitic language has
anything similar,

3.2. Morphological aspects of the impact of Swahili

In the domain of morphology, a first effect of loaning has been the fading
away of the deeply rooted Cushitic gender distinction (masculine/feminine).
Today, Dahala nouns do not have any affix which could be interpreted. at least
synchronically, as gender-marking. Given the existence of separate masculine
(3M} and feminine {3F) forms of the determinants and of the 3 singular verbal
forms, an obvious possibility is that nouns are subcategorized according to
gender, Now, only semantically feminine subject nouns (i.e. nouns whose
referent has female sex)} govern feminine forms of the determinants and, as
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subjects, of 35 verbal forms; this seems to have already been recognized by
Elderkin (1976: 292}: “Gender in Dahalo is natural”. All evidence seems to
indicate that the category of gender is gradually dying out in Dahajo. That
we are facing here the fading away of & single category, and not of nominal
morpiclogy as 2 whole — and that therefore bilingualism is probably the
cause — is demonstrated by the fact that number marking is vitel in Dahale,
even more than in those neighboring Cushitic languages (Oromo, Scuthern
Somati diajects, Boni} in which overt expressicn of the plural on the noun is
often avoided if number can be recovered semantically or is already marked
{e.g., on the verb).

In rurber marking, the impact of loans hag shifted the balance between
the d:fferent types of Dahalo plurals, which can take the form of:

partial reduplication;

. partial reduplication plus suffixation

suffixation

. change of final vowel

chenge of fonatl pattern {without change in segments)
irregular formaticn

DR o

While “original” Dahalo nouns are pluralized by any of the above types,
loanwords never form their plural by types b., e. or f.,, and only very cc-
casionally by type d. Indeed, Swahili loanwords are consistently piuralized
through reduplication {type a.} and, less frequently, suffixation (type c.}.

The high percentage of tcans in Dahale vocabulary has as its major con-
sequence that plural types a. and c. are the most frequent (accounting for,
respectively, about 34% and 44% of all plurals in our corpus). Moreover,
many nouns which form their plural through the change of the tonal pattern
{type e.) have another alternative plurat in types a. or c. One may say that
plurais of types d. {change of final vowel) and e. {change of tonal pattern}
are no Tonger productive in Dahalo.

Stift another possibility in number marking is to recur to Swahili plural
prefixes. This frequently occurs with phonologically unassimilated toans, and
especrally with adjectives, which never change their final vowel to -/, as most
Dahado adjectives do. Note the following short sentence:

(1} Fadddk*a mambo  Jdkkale mapya
day-this-M  things  all new-P8
‘everything is new today’

wher= mapya is in agreement with mambo ‘things, affairs’.
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As we know it often occurs in bilingual contexts, it may well be that the
presence of an unassimilated noun as manbe (a Swahili plural) enhances
the adjective in its Swahili plural form; normally, mpia would rather be left
unchanged.

This means that, when loans enter in a language as phrases. their “strength”
i.e. their possibility to be accepted and to resist assimilation, is increased,

With nouns my informants were normally able to provide a true plural,
or even more than one - as it often happens in Cushilic -, and even for
unassimilated singulars, but nccasionally the Swahili plurals were used (and
they were offen given first, (herefere demwnstrating that they weie mose
“normal™ than the use of the Dahalo pluralizing devices); an example is zimba
‘reoms’, as plural of ¢&#i” ba, alongside the proper Dahalo plural &l bahbi.

Bilingualism can result in the substituticn of native Dabhalo words with
Swahili equivalents, especially if the word is a member of a set in which
Swahili is predominant, as the numerals: Dahaln pumerals are preserved un-
til *5°; from ‘6’ onwards Swabili numerals are used; but in the following
sentence the Dahale nuineral ddwarre *5° Las been substituted by Swahili
tanu; naturally, Panpna is Swahili, teo:

£l

2y MS  saSdla Fomma  tane ratsisi pricde
men 4 or 5 go-PrfPs-3P  hush
‘four or five men went into the bush’

5.3. Syntactic aspects of the impact of Swahili

Dzhalo has up until today retained the Cushitic SOV basic word-order, but
SVO is frequent: while in many cases it cam be said that this permutation
serves a topical function, sometimes it is just a reflex of Swahili SVO word-
order:
(3 Fd+natire veihg déélc

O+PERF+AFF  see-PrfPs-1S  girl

‘I have seen the girl’

Swahili #i is perhaps at the origin of Dahado ##i, which is best interpreted
as a focus marker {the initial syllable 7?1/, whizh serves the purpose of bearing
the high tone, is deleted when the particle is suffixed); while it would be
possible to analyze Ani as an invariable copula (which would be more in
line with the value of Swahili /), we must note that a true copula seems

to occur in Dahalo -si, which is sometimes found in nominal sentences,
otherwise without overt marking,
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The following sentences illustrate the use of Hnui:

4y ndretstsa Mol Ani d’ahddiotsesi
woman-F  that-F FOC D.-F
‘thiz woman is Dahalo’

(5) nar'd+to] Ani  te libo
womran+that-F  FOC AFF  beat-Pr-15
‘I am going to beat that woman'

(6) Todra A deddkotstst
you-S FOC D.-F
‘are you (SF) Daako?’

(7 hddj>  Piku i jikotu
man than-M  FOC  who-M
‘who is that man?

(8) déékn Pal Ani  jlkotstsi
girl that-F  FOC  who-F
‘who is that girl?”

Swahili ni has better retained its copular value in Dahalo negative sen-
tences (in which ni is changed to si in Swahili}, where it is suffixed to the
negative selector #’a (in past sentences) and the negative+irrealis selectors
b’d+ka (in non-past sentences}, as a quicker and invariable alternative to the
use of the Dahalo verb Feek- ‘to be’:
9y mii Aiku Ani  b'dt+ka+ni b'dratani
homte this-sM FOC NEGHRR+FOC  before+GEN
‘that house is not old’

(10) b’d+ka+nitva+ia haw
NEG+IRR+FOC+PAST+0 men
‘they were not men’

(1) b'd—kat+ni+va+ia hddjo
NEG+IRR+FOC+PAST+0O  man
‘I was not a man’

As can be seen in the last two sentences, this construction is ambiguous
as far as the subject is concerned; cf, the similar explicit sentences with the
Dahalo verb feek-:

(12} b'd-ka Pééketo vine
NEG+IRR  be-Pr-28  good
‘you {SM)} are not good’
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(13} b'd+ku+va lecka  hddjo
NEG+you-SM+PAST  be-Inf man
‘you (SM) were not a man’

(14} b'd+va reeka  Iddjo
NEG+PAST be-inf man
‘he was not a man’

(15} pdni  b’d+nitva fecka  hofi
we NEG+us+Past be-Inf men
“we were not men’

A Dahalo conversation is normally interwoven with (Northern) Swahili
expressions, such as b'asi ‘well!, that’s all¥", "dro ‘welll’, héla ‘come onf’,
eic.; other Swahili elements is present in positional terms (adverbs, prepo-
sitions): saa ‘time, hour', saa sifa ‘noon’, sasa ‘now’, sikuzote ‘always’,
zamani ‘formerly’, fa”de “outside’ {cf. Baraawa "de), mpaka ‘until’, and in
WH-words: kwani ‘why? because’, "bona ‘why?" (Swahili mbona). Myers-
Scotton {this volume) points to the attractiveness for borrowing of these
“discourse markers, lexemes hovering near the border between content and
system morphemes. These morphemes have ‘positional salience’ in that they
may occur in initial position in a conversational turn, or at least as heads of
constituents (e.g., as prepositions in PPs). Also, of course, they are often free
forms™ {(Myers-Scotton, this volumne).

Actually, many sentences of a Dahalo text often begin with b’asi, sasa,
"dro, etc. In our opinion, the importance of the extensive use of these dis-
course markers as a hint of deep borrowing and bilingualism has often been
neglected. In the case of a bilingual society, it can become fashjonable to use
them in the L1 from the very beginning of the contact, when the material
from L2, aithough extensively borrowed, has not yet been assimitated in L}
and the two languages are kept distinct.” It does not seem possible, therefore,
to regard the borrowing of the “discourse markers™ as secondary in respect
to the borrowing of content words as nouns and verbs.

Moreover, these words, being free forms, can be accepted in the language
without being assimilated phonologically, but they can have at the same time
deep repercussions in the syntax, if, for example, 2 language with postposi-
tions borrows prepositional terms, as it is the case in Dahalo. In this way,
these positional words can act as a sort of “advanced column™ toward the
refexification of the language.

Naturally, Swahili loans enter in Dahalo both as isolated words and as
idioms, such as nafddsi patad- ‘to get a chance, an opportunity” (from Swabhili
nafasi and -pata}; under the influence of Swahili, a Dahalo item can shift and
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extend its meaning in order to cover the range of meanings of a corresponding
Swahi': word; it is the case of the verb pah- *to hit, beat’, used with an object
in order to iranslale many Swahili expressions built with the verb -piga; we
have even recorded ripoti pah- ‘to report’.

Taking into consideration both assimilated and unassimilated foreign ma-
terial, the net result is often some kind of Mischsprache, in which Swahili
is framed into Dahalo; bui it may be surprising to know that Swahili loans
account for about 15% only of our Dahalo glossary (made up of nearly 1,000
words ® This Swahili-borrowed section of the glossary is made up for the
most part of nouns (63%), then follow the verbs {23%) and the “discourse
markers™ {14%). This would seem to rule out the possibitity for Dahalo to
becorre a lrue Mischsprache. Rather, if the sociolinguistic conditions which
we tried to sketch persist in the next years, Dahalo will soon be on the verge
of extinction, the economic and social conditions which so far have permitted
this little language and people to exist having disappeared.

MNotes

|. Thiz work originates from a two-month period of field work among the Dahato
in the Lamu District {Coast Province, Kenya), in January-March 1988, which was
madc possible by a scholarship granted by the Istituto Italo-Africang. The main
atm of onr work was to collect material on the orpho-syntax of this fanguage.
The morphalogy has been dealt with by Elderkin (espectally 1974) and a certzin
am-ount of lexicon has been presented in various sources, most notably Ehret
{1980) in his reconstruction of Proto-South-Cushitic.

Our principal informant was Dawa Hamadi, 30 years old, niece of one of
Zaborski's infarmants. Although she had been living in Lamu town for many
yezTs, she was born in the area of Mkunumbi and wes {luent in Dahalo, Like mnost
Dao, she was bilingual in (Amu} Swahili and spoke no other language.

The research was carried out in Lamu town and in the surrounding areas of
Mckowe and Mkunumbi,

We want (0 express our thanks to: the Istituto ltalo- Africano for the grant which
macle this research possible; Mr. Alhman Lalli, the Curator of the Lainu Museum,
who helped us in any possible way during our stay in Lamu, and, naturaily, our
infrrmants.

2. We thank Mr., Athman Lalli for having provided us with this precious source
of data, amd Mr. Ed Loving {Kenya Working Group, Language Programs Co-
orcinator} for kaving granted us the permission to quote it.

3. Th's would apply cnly to the last centuries, if Ali's (1985) hypothesis about the
orizins of the Boni proves correct. See section 5.1,
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4, In our informant’s specch [B] never occurs initially; e.g., Elderkin’s (1974: 81)
PBuddad is for us bnddad- *to ask’. Concerning the use of the subscript |_1. sce
nole {5} below. One can note 1hal Tucker — Bryan — Woodburn {1977: 3204 noted
the existence of a voiced velar fricative fy/, unknown to other auvthors {and which
we never heard). [t can perhaps be seen as a "negative” proof of the aliomorphic
character of the other two fricatives /3 and A/, too.

5. Coherently with this approach, we mark alveolarity (with subscript | 1) and leave
dentality unmarked.

6. The following lags are used i the glosses to the Dahalo sentences:

0: particle-complex marker
AFF: aflirmative selecior

F: fewninine

FOC: focus marker

GEN: genitival postposition
inf; infinitive

IRR: unrealised action selector
M: masculine

NEG: negative seleclor

P: piural

PAST: past selector
PERT: perfect selector

Pr: present paradigm

PriPs: petfective past paradigm
S: singular

+ a morpheme boundary

7. One can here mention Matlese, in which a conversation is frequently interwogven
with English expressions such as “all right!”, “that’s all!", even if the English
borrowed in Maltese has not been assimilated yet, contrary to the Siculo-Italian
material, borrowed at an earfier date and for a longer time,

8. This is a rough - and probably underestitated ~ figure, obtained by ruling out
many prohable early loans fromn Swahili {or seme older forins of it}, fully assini-
Hlated and no more recognizable todny as such, not even to the Dahalo speakers.
Loans from Lower Pokomo, Giriama, as well as forms for which a parallel can
be found in ChiMiini {Barnawa Swahili} are likewise exeluded.

To draw up an etymological dictionary of Dzhalo would require the joint work
of both Cushitisls and Bantuists (not to speak of Khoisanists}, and it is well beyond
our possibilities. Ehret — Elderkin — Nurse (1989) is a Rrst step in this direction,
afthough flawed by the “Southern Cushitic™ bias of the authors, which makes them
recur to Proto-South-Cushitic roots in cases in which borrowing from an Eastern
Cushitic language {as Somali and Oromo) is more probuble. Siill in other cases,
the authors are inclined to see in a Dahalo word not a Bantu loan, but, conversely,
the source of words found in varicus Bantu languages of Kenya; this view is
consistenl with Nurse {1985 and 1986).






