West African Word Order Workshop (WAWOW):
TAM-conditioned OV/VO alternations in West African languages

This workshop seeks to bring together researchers working on OV/VO alternations in West
African languages, with a particular focus on diachronic questions and TAM-conditioned
variation.

West African languages are recognized for having tense—aspect-mood (TAM) conditioned
word order alternations (for overviews see Creissels 2005, 2010; Gensler and Guldemann
2003; Guldemann 2007, 2018; Heine 1975a, 1975b; Nurse et al. 2016, Sande et al. 2019; as
well as discussion in Heath 2024, in prep). These alternations involve contrasts between
SVO and SOV orders, sometimes mediated by the presence of an auxiliary (e.g.
SVO/SAuxQV). The alternations may be synchronically productive or only residually
attested. Examples in (1)-(2) are drawn from Dyachkov and Hantgan (forthcoming) to
illustrate the phenomenon in language isolate Bangime, wherein SVO is found in Perfective
contexts and SAuxOV occurs in Imperfectives:

(1) Perfective aspect (2) Imperfective aspect

S A% (0] S AUX (0] v
= yaa bu n= da bu n= yaa
3S buy goat 3S IPFV goat LINK buy
‘He bought a goat.’ ‘He is buying a goat.’

While TAM-conditioned SOV-SVO patterns have been described for some linguistic groups
and individual languages (see e.g. Marchese 1986 for Kru; Aboh 2000, 2009 for the Kwa
language Gungbe; Heath and Hantgan 2018 for Bangime; Mous 2022, Kerr 2024 for the
Bantu language Nyokon), their broader interpretation remains unclear. Several competing
(and not mutually exclusive) perspectives have been proposed:

e that they arise from grammaticalization pathways affecting auxiliaries and verbal
morphology,

e that they reflect information structure-conditioned variation which is linked to
TAM context,

e that they reflect contact-induced convergence across languages in a shared areal
space,

e or that they represent diachronically layered systems, in which older structures
persist alongside newer ones.

A central question is how to interpret these alternations in historical terms. That is:

e How can earlier constituent order be reconstructed in a language with OV/VO
alternations?

e Are the alternations primarily the result of grammaticalization or more recent areal
diffusion from languages with different constituent order?



These patterns also raise methodological questions about how we approach word order
variation. In particular:

e To what extent can variable word order be used as evidence for historical
reconstruction?
How do we distinguish between inherited structure and contact-induced patterns?
What role do TAM systems play in conditioning syntactic change?
Are there shared pathways across language families, or are these developments
language-specific?

The goal of the workshop is to bring together detailed empirical case studies and
perspectives in order to clarify the range of phenomena involved, identify commonalities and
differences, and outline directions for future research.

We welcome abstracts of up to one page for presentations of 30 minutes with 15 minutes for
discussion.

The workshop will take place on July 6th with hybrid format online and at the LLACAN
laboratory within the CNRS campus in Villejuif, a suburb just to the south of Paris.
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