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ABSTRACT

This thesis presents a description of selected aspects of morphology and syntax of
Keiyo, a Southern Nilotic language spoken in Kenya. These aspects demonstrate
complex patterns of inflection and derivation and motivate varied interactions between
morphology and syntax that can be used to account for morphosyntactic parameters
such as null subjecthood. The research problem centered on three main objectives: to
identify and describe the form and relevance of selected inflectional and derivational
processes in Keiyo; to describe the structure and interaction of morphology and syntax
within phrasal and clausal categories in Keiyo, and to describe and explain the
classification of Keiyo in a specific null-subject system. The study adopted the
Principles and Parameters framework to account for the structure and variations in the
language. A descriptive design was adopted and the data used was largely self generated
based on native speaker intuitions on the structure of Keiyo morphology and syntax.
The data was also checked against the intuitions of eight adult native informants who
were selected through purposive sampling. Analysis was done using descriptive
techniques where it was established that inflectional morphemes affix to major word
categories to express particular inflectional values. Number and definiteness
morphemes are suffixed to the noun, whereas gender marking is done through
prefixation. As a marked nominative language, Keiyo marks case using tone. Also,
adjectives adjust their forms to agree with the number value of the head noun; while
verbs attach morphemes to indicate number/person values, past/non-past tense,
perfective/imperfective aspect, negation and mood. The processes used in deriving new
lexemes in Keiyo include affixation, compounding, base modifications, reduplication
and borrowing. Furthermore, morphological operations like the applicative, the
causative, the reflexive, the stative and the passive can change the valence of a verb by
either increasing or reducing the number of the verb’s arguments. The study evinced
that Keiyo is both a head-initial and a head-marking language and that the
morphological and syntactic structures are dependent due to the complexities of the
Keiyo verb morphology. Lastly, Keiyo portrays the classical properties that define a
consistent null subject language. The study recommends further investigation
especially on the application of the Minimalist Program on the structure of phrasal
categories other than the nominal and verbal categories that were analyzed in the
present study.
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DEFINITION OF TERMS

The following terms are used in this thesis.

Affix -

A bound morpheme that is attached to a root. A prefix is

attached to the beginning while a suffix attaches to the end
of the root.

Agglutinative language - A language that ‘glues’ together different morphemes.

Argument-

Derivation -

Inflection —

Keiyo -

Morpheme —

Parameters -

Principles —

Pro-drop -

Tense -

Verb Phrase bearing grammatical or semantic relations to a

Noun Phrase.

the process of forming a new word from an existing word,

often by adding a prefix or suffix.

variation in the form of a word, typically by means of an
affix, that expresses a grammatical contrast which is
obligatory for the stem's word classinsome given

grammatical context.

The language spoken by the Keiyo people
The Keiyo people

the smallest grammatical unit of speech

Specific characteristics of a language that make the

language unique.

linguistic universals, or structural features that are common
to all natural languages; hence, they are part of the child's

native endowment.

a language in which certain classes of pronouns may be
omitted when they are in some sense pragmatically

inferable.

Temporal status of an event.



ABS
ACC
ADJ
ADV
AGR
ANTIP
APPL
+ATR
-ATR
ART
AUX
BEN
CAUS
COMP
DEF
DEM
DET
DIR
DP
FUT
FV
GEN
IMP
IND
INDF
INF
Infl
INS
INTR

ABBREVIATIONS

first person
second person
third person
absolutive
accusative
adjective
adverb(ial)
agreement
antipassive
applicative
advanced tongue root
retracted tongue root
article

auxiliary
benefactive
causative
complementizer
definite
demonstrative
determiner
directional marker
determiner phrase
future

final vowel
genitive
impersonal marker
indicative
indefinite
infinitive
inflection
instrumental

intransitive

Xiii



IPFV
LOC

NEG
NMLZ
NOM
NSP
OBJ
PART
PASS
PFV
PL
POSS
PP
P&P
PRED
PRF
PRS
PROG
PST
RECP
REFL
REL

SG
Spec
STAT
SVO
TR
TNS
VP
VSO

imperfective

locative

non- (NPST non-past)
negation, negative
nominalizer/nominalization
nominative

null subject parameter
object

particle

passive

perfective

plural

possessive
prepositional phrase
Principles and Parameters
predicative

perfect

present

progressive

past

reciprocal

reflexive

relative

subject

singular

specifier

stative

subject verb object
transitive

tense

verb phrase

verb subject object

ungrammaticality falling tone or rising tone

Xiv



CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

1.0 Introduction

This thesis presents a descriptive account of the selected aspects of morphology and
syntax of Keiyo, a Nilo-Saharan language spoken in Kenya. The thesis gives a
comprehensive description of the selected inflectional and derivational process in
Keiyo as well as detail how the said processes interact with syntax. It also presents the
features that identify Keiyo as a null subject language. The thesis is divided into six
chapters where chapter one gives a general introduction about the people and the
language, followed by a discussion of the main tenets of the Principles and Parameters
framework under which the analyses of this investigation are based on. The literature
that is of benefit to this investigation is outlined in the second part of chapter two while
the third chapter gives the methodology adopted by the study. This is followed by an
in-depth examination of inflectional and derivational aspects of Keiyo in chapter four.
Chapter five describes the morphology and syntax of phrasal and clausal categories in
Keiyo with the final chapter giving a summary of the main findings before putting

forward the conclusion and recommendations of the study.

The first chapter is organized as follows: the first section places the study in context by
giving the linguistic classification and historical background of Keiyo. This information
is important since it provides insights into the linguistic and social situation of the
research area relevant to this study. It will be followed by a presentation of the problem
statement that this inquiry seeks to address. The aim, objectives, research questions,
justification, and significance of the study are given in sections 1.3 to 1.6. The chapter

ends with a brief explanation of the scope and limitations of the study.



1.1 Linguistic Classification of Keiyo

Keiyo is a southern Nilotic language whose entry code in the Ethnologue is '639-3" and
symbolized as 'eyo'. It is categorized as 6a (vigorous) meaning that it is used for face-
to-face communication by all generations. On the authority of Prah (1998) Nilo Saharan
languages of Africa broadly branch out into Sudanic and Nilotic. The Nilotic group
comprises three language families: Western, Eastern, and Southern where Keiyo is
located alongside Nandi, Kipsigis, Tugen, Marakwet, Sabaot, Pokot, and Kony. Keiyo
is grouped with other mutually intelligible languages which are commonly known as
Kalenjin. Tarus (1994) mentions that there are cultural, historical, and linguistic
connections between all these languages. Although these languages are all supposedly
mutually intelligible, speakers of one language often have difficulty understanding
speakers of another. Kipkorir and Welbourn (1973) also indicate that the term
‘Kalenjin’ is not only a coinage but also artificial and political in its origin because the
people of Kenya who are now known as Kalenjin did not have a common name and

that there is no language called Kalenjin.

Figure 1.1 shows the position of Keiyo in Prah’s Nilo-saharan family of languages.



NILO-SAHARAN

Sudanic Nilotic

WesterL Nilotic Eastern‘ Nilotic Southern Nilotic
Dinka Bari Nandi
Nuer Kakwa Kipsigis
Shilluk Pajulu Tugen
Anuak Nyagwara Keiyo
Jur Bel Mundari Marakwet
Acholi Kuku Sebei
Dholuo Lotukho Kony
Alur Teso Pokot
Lango Turkana Nyangori

Figure 1.1: The position of Keiyo in Prah’s Nilo-Saharan family of languages.
Source: Adapted from Prah (1998)

Changach (2011 a) identified three Kalenjin dialect clusters: one comprised of the
Sabaot, along with the Sebei and Kony; another is made up of Pokot, northern
Marakwet and northern Tugen; and the third dialect includes the Nandi, Kipsigis,

Keiyo, Terik, Southern Tugen and Marakwet.

1.1.1 Historical Background of Keiyo

The central focus of this study is ‘Keiyo’, a term that has several meanings in this work.
The designation refers to both the language that belongs to the Kalenjin language group
and to the area where the language is spoken. The speakers of this language also refer
to themselves as Keiyo or as Elgeyo. This thesis adopts the name Keiyo for consistency
purposes and also owing to the act that the people presently refer to themselves by this

name. The origin of the name ‘keiyo’ is unclear and different schools of thought have



varied explanations. According to Tarus (1994) one group is of the persuasion that the
name was given to them by Nandi women who were sterile and were able to conceive
when they migrated to Keiyoland. They then referred to Keiyoland as the place of Kip-
Keiiyo intimating that it is a place where one goes to give birth. The second school of
thought believes that the people now known as the Keiyo were self-centered people
living singly on the escarpment ledges. Consequently, their neighbours who are the
Tugen and the Nandi referred to them as the Kip-Keiiya (singular) or Kipkeiinik (plural)
insinuating that they are solitary people. These references were corrupted over time to
read ‘Keiyo’. Another version as to the origin of Keiyo indicates that the name is as an
alteration of the former accurate name keisyo ‘the practice of milking” which arose from

the Uasin-Gishu Maasai who was the neighbours of the Keiyo in the mid 19" century.

The Keiyo continued to live in the Kerio Valley when the other Kalenjin languages
moved to their current homes. Keiyo is mainly spoken in Elgeyo Marakwet County and
in parts of Uasin Gishu County in Kenya. Elgeyo Marakwet County, which covers a
total area of 3029.6 square kilometers, borders Uasin Gishu to the West, Baringo to the
East, West Pokot to the North and Trans Nzoia to the North West. The county has four
sub-counties namely Keiyo North which covers a total of 541.0 square kilometers,
Keiyo South that has 899.7 square kilometers, Marakwet East covering 784.3 square
kilometers and Marakwet West which has 804.6 square kilometers. Besides Keiyo, the
other tribes found in the county are Sengwer and Marakwet. Within the county, the
Keiyos are predominantly found in Keiyo South and Keiyo North Sub-counties.
According to KNBS (2019), Elgeyo Marakwet County has a total population of 454,480
(Male 227,317, Female 227,151, intersex 12) while the country’s total population is
47,564,296 which gives the county approximately 1% of the total Kenyan population.

The annual population growth rate in the County is 3.5%. Some members of the Keiyo



community have gradually moved and settled in urban areas like Eldoret in Uasin Gishu
County and the other neighboring counties. Figure 1.2 is the map of Elgeyo Marakwet

County.

ELGEYO MARAKWET COUNTY

S T

— IR EERETL——

Figure 1. 2: Map of Elgeyo Marakwet County

(Map credit: KNBS, 2009 National Population and Housing Census, and IEBC
Reports)

Elgeyo-Marakwet County is one of Kenya’s 47 counties located in the former Rift
Valley Province whose capital and largest town is Iten. The county is divided into 4

sub-counties, 20 county assembly wards, 68 locations and 199 sub-locations. The sub



counties are Marakwet East, Marakwet West, Keiyo North and Keiyo South. Keiyo
North has 4 county assembly wards while Keiyo South is made up of 6 wards namely:
Chepkorio, Kaptarakwa, Soy North, Soy South, Kabiemit and Metkei. Chepkorio Ward
borders Uasin Gishu County to the West, Kabiemit Ward to the South, Soy North to the
North East and Soy South to the South West. The Ward covers an estimated area of
93.7 square kilometers which is approximately 3.2% of Elgeyo Marakwet County’s
total area. Its population is estimated to be 23,349 according to KNBS. The ward
comprises 2 locations namely Nyaru and Marichor. Nyaru has 3 sub-locations:
Kipsaina, Mwen and Kapchptek. Sitienei (2018) indicates that Keiyo is divided into
four sub-dialects which are mutually intelligible. These sub-dialects are Marichor,

Metkei, Mutei and Irong. The map of Keiyo South Sub County is shown in figure 1.3.
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Keiyo has been influenced by English, Kiswahili and the other languages of the
Kalenjin group resulting from the population's access to education, urbanization and
their day-to-day interactions with the neighboring counties. Apart from being the
official language, English is also used as the medium of instruction in all schools in
Kenya; while Kiswahili is both the official and the national language. Several loan
words from these donor languages adjust their roots and fit within the language’s
morphological system. Furthermore, many speakers of the language often intersperse
words of English and Kiswahili into Keiyo. It is only very old persons who do not speak

at least some English.

1.1.2 Linguistic Aspects of Keiyo

Generally, linguists all over the world have aspired to describe various aspects of a
language as a contribution to the understanding of the nature of human languages.
Carnie et al (2005) worked on diverse verb-initial languages from a wide variety of
theoretical perspectives. Similarly, Gordon (1986) described several topics in Maricopa
Syntax while Round (2013) presents an account of the complex inflectional
morphology of Kayardild, a rapidly disappearing language of Australia. Nilo-Saharan
languages have also received attention from linguists like Dimmendaal (1982, 1983a,
2009) and Moodie (2019) among others. Apart from documenting the world's
endangered languages, language research equally presents the complexity of the
structure that languages possess. Just like other natural languages, Keiyo has complex

morphological and syntactic structures which are described in this study.

The next sections present the general linguistic features of Keiyo.



1.1.2.1 Overview of Keiyo Morphology and Syntax

The morphology of a language shows a large set of meaningful elements which
combine to express an even larger set of meanings. Inflectional morphology endows a
language with the mechanism for combining lexical and grammatical information. For
example, the single Keiyo word bikyo ‘our people’ conveys grammatical information
of plurality and possession alongside the lexical one (people). Of all word categories,
the Keiyo verb has a highly productive system of inflectional and derivational
morphemes that can be attached by way of prefixation, suffixation and reduplication of
the root morpheme, Sitienei (2018). They inflect for grammatical features like tense,
negation, aspect, person, voice, mood, number and case. Consider the structure in (6)

which marks some of these features.

(6) Ki-ma- a- kweer- e- nen keetit ne Koi
PST-NEG-1SG- hit- INS- 2SG.OBJ  stick REL long
'l did not hit you with a long stick.'

Two basic morphological tenses: past and non-past forms, exist in Keiyo. The ‘non-
past’ refers to present and future time and is marked by the insertion of the suffix -e or
-ei at the verb final position as shown in (8a). In addition, a future-time adverbial like
nguuno ‘now’, raani ‘today’ and karoon ‘tomorrow morning’ has to be added to the
relevant verbs of the non-past form as a way of marking the future. The past form is
divided into the immediate, recent and distant. These are represented by the prefixes
ka-, ko- and ki- respectively, on the verb. The prefixes are placed right in front of the
verb as indicated in (7) where the immediate past morpheme ka- heads the structure.
7)Ka - a - mwa ng’al

PST-1SG-say PL-INDF-word
‘I said words.’

Nouns also inflect to express grammatical contrasts such as number, definiteness and

gender. Number and definiteness are expressed via suffixation as illustrated in (8a-d),
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while gender morphemes are prefixed on people’s names. Males’ names mostly begin
with the prefix kip like in Kipkemoi, Kimutai while females’ names start with the
morphemes Jep- as in Jebet, Jepkemoi, Jemutai.
8 (a) Keet  (tree) singular indefinite
(b) keet-in (trees) plural indefinite

(c) keet-it (tree) singular definite
(d) keet-ik (trees) plural definite

Derivational morphology offers a language the means of forming new lexemes.
Affixation is the commonest rule for the derivation of new words and word forms.
Nouns, verbs and adjectives attach various affixes to form new lexemes. The Keiyo
noun tookset ‘invitation’ is formed from the verb taach ‘invite’ by way of suffixing the
derivative morpheme -set and changing the quality of the vowel. Furthermore, there
exist many words in Keiyo which have been borrowed from other languages. Zwarts
(2004) observes that most Kalenjin languages have borrowed extensively from Swahili
and English. These loan words fit into the regular system for nouns since they inflect
for definiteness and number, just like the standard nouns. Suffixes are added to the
indefinite to turn them into definite nouns as exemplified by the English word
‘computer’. After appropriate inflection, the resultant forms are kompyuta ‘singular
indefinite’, kompyuta-in ‘plural indefinite’, kompyuta-it ‘singular definite’, and

kompyuta-isiek ‘plural definite’.

Also, Keiyo has pronouns that may occur either as independent word forms or as
agreement markers that attach to the verb stems. Examples of these pronouns are given
in (9a-c).

9 a) Personal pronouns: anee ‘me’, inyee 'you' and icheek ‘them’
b) Interrogative pronouns e.g ng o ‘who’, ano ‘where’, ingiro ‘which’ and
nee ‘what’
c) Demonstrative pronouns e.g ni ‘this’, noo ‘that’, chuu ‘these’ and choo
‘those’
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Zeller (2015) posits that the basic order of constituents in a language is defined by the
position of the subject (S), verb (V), and object (O) in declarative, affirmative and active
main clauses which are morphologically and pragmatically unmarked. Furthermore,
Cysouw (1998) observes that the split between the Eastern and Southern branches on
one hand and the Western branch of Nilo-Saharan languages on the other is found in
the basic word order pattern. Almost all Eastern and Southern Nilotic languages are
quite straightforward VSO. Keiyo being a member of the Southern Nilotic group has
VSO structure in unmarked constructions as seen in (10a) where subject affixes are
used and in (10b) which has a lexical argument. The verb comes initially in both cases
and the postverbal pronominal argument in (10 a) is optional. The VOS order is also
present as seen in (10c).
(10 a) A-kon- u (ane) amitwogik.
1SG-provide-FV (I) food
‘I will provide the food’.
(b) Ka- ko-  nyo lakw- et.
PST-PFV-come child-DEF
‘The child has come.’
(c) Ser- ei kitabu-t  Jerono

Write- IPFV book-DEF Jerono
‘Jerono is writing a book.’

From the data given in (10), it is evident that Keiyo has a rich inflectional system; a
property that facilitates the dropping of subject arguments (the pro-drop parameter)
since most or all of the information about it can be recovered from the inflection.
Haegeman (1994) points out that when the verb inflection is rich in a language, we can
recover the subject by inflection. In such languages, inflections on the verb usually
mark agreement with the subject NP. Syntactic information like person and number will
be shown in the inflections. This, in effect, constitutes recognition of the role of the

morphological component operating within the syntax.
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Chomsky (1981) outlines and explains all the properties of the pro-drop parameter. In
his illustration, he makes a comparison between Italian, English and French. A pro-
drop language permits the omission of certain pronouns. The phenomenon is also
referred to as zero or null subject parameter. Radford (2006) opi