
1

Pius W. Akumbu
LLACAN (CNRS-INaLCO-EPHE)

Babanki logophoricity in a Ring 
perspective

Reported discourse within grammar – Cross-linguistic insights
Villejuif, July 3-7 2023

Roland Kiessling
University of Hamburg



2

Babanki logophoric system

(1) Market announcement by the village council messenger 
revealing the use of logophoric pronouns
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Logophoricity in African languages (Güldemann 2008)
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Road map
1. Central parameters of Babanki logophoric system
 logophoric trigger in the matrix clause 
 marking of person and number
 syntactic functions
 creation of the logophoric domain by the interaction of report 

opener and report predicates

2. Recurrent contexts and institutions of Babanki “triadic 
communication” (Ameka 2004)

3. Summary with a perspective on the broader situation of 
logophoricity in the Ring subgroup of Grassfields Bantu.
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Ring 

West Ring

Central Ring

?WR/CR?

East Ring

South Ring

Hyman 1979 



7

1. Central parameters of the logophoric system of Babanki

1.1 Logophoric trigger in the matrix clause

 Ring languages have a ‘reported speaker logophoric pronoun’ system (Ameka
2017: 517), e.g., Aghem (Hyman 1979: 50-51) and Babanki.

 Therefore, logophoric pronouns refer exclusively to the source of the reported 
speech, i.e., the subject of the matrix clause, not the addressee.
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Central parameters of the logophoric system of Babanki

1.2 Logophoricity marking

Person: In many languages, logophoric pronouns are restricted to 
third person reference, while some also allow for second and first 
person reference, following Hyman & Comrie’s (1981) 
implicational hierarchy of 3 > 2 > 1 for logophoric pronouns.

Number: Languages may distinguish logophoric singular 
pronouns from plurals.
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Person and number: Babanki non-logophoric pronouns
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Logophoricity marking
1.2.1 Person

 Ring languages, LOG pronoun restricted to 3SG.
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Logophoricity marking
1.2.1 Person

 1SG and 2SG in the reported speech domain cannot refer to a third person subject in the 
matrix clause but only to speaker and addressee of the entire speech act.
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Logophoricity marking
1.2.1 Person

 Vice versa, yì ‘LOG’ cannot refer to 1SG or 2SG trigger in the matrix clause. 
1SG or 2SG must be repeated in the reported speech clause. 
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Support for implicational person logophoric pronouns hierarchy 3 > 2 > 1 
(Hyman & Comrie 1981): 3rd persons more easily accessible than 2nd and 
1st persons to logophoric marking.
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Logophoricity marking
1.2.2 Number

 Ring languages LOG restricted to singular use. 

 Ordinary 3PL markers used for both (non-)logophoric reference, which 
produces ambiguity. 
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‘If a language has logophoric pronouns it will have a singular pronoun, 
but not all logophoric pronoun languages have plural pronouns’ (Ameka
2017: 524) .
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Central parameters of the logophoric system of Babanki

1.3 Grammatical functions of Ring logophoric pronouns

May vary according to their syntactic functions as subject, object or possessor

14



15

Grammatical functions of Ring logophoric pronouns
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Grammatical functions of Ring logophoric pronouns
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Grammatical functions of Ring logophoric pronouns
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Central parameters of the logophoric system of Babanki

1.4 Report opener and report predicates

Ring languages require a report opener, e.g., Babanki quotative 
particle lá, and a licensing verb to create the logophoric domain.

Verbs that license the use of logophorics (Stirling 1993; Culy
1994; Huang 2000) in Babanki are numerous and come from the 
semantic domains of speech acts, cognition, conception, volition 
and perception.

Relatively high degree of grammaticalization of logophoric
marking in Babanki which is in accordance with the hierarchy of 
logophoric licensers [speech > thought > knowledge > direct 
perception] (Stirling 1993: 259, Culy 1994). 18
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Report opener and report predicates
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2. Logophoricity in the Babanki culture of communication
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Logophoricity marking indicates that information transmitted 
originates from a different source and that the ‘transmitter’ is 
only acting as a mouthpiece and is not responsible for the 
message.

Protects intermediary from any negative consequences e.g. 
insults or rebukes of delivering unpleasant information from 
a secondary source. In Yoruba land consequences can be 
misfortunes, illness and even death (Bamgboṣe 1986).
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Babanki contexts of triadic communication, i.e. ‘the art of 
communicating with another through a third party’ (Ameka
2017: 531)
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Palace messengers are sent regularly with announcements or 
invitations to various activities.

Village court secretary sent to announce court session 
verdicts to observers

Marriage negotiations carried out by representatives of the 
families of the bride and bridegroom

Birth and death announcements by a person other than the 
concerned or affected.

Translation of the speech of a non-Babanki speaker during 
visits or church services
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3. Logophoricity in the Ring subgroup of Grassfields Bantu:  
concluding remarks
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3.1 Logophoricity marking 

Person: Ring logophoric pronouns restricted to third person 
reference

Number: Single LOC in Ring languages restricted to singular 
use. In plural contexts, ordinary 3PL markers used for both (non-) 
logophoric reference.



23

Concluding remarks
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3.2 Grammatical functions of Ring logophoric pronouns: 

May vary according to their syntactic functions as subject, object 
or possessor

Consequently, two distinct logophorics systems:

1. subject vs. object and possessive (Aghem, Men)

2. subject and object vs. possessive (Babanki, Kom, Oku, Babungo).
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 Common element i identified with the reconstructed Proto-Grassfields Bantu plain 
third person singular pronoun *i ́ which serves both anaphoric and logophoric
functions in Eastern Grassfields (Hyman 2018).
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Concluding remarks
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Rather than innovation of contemporary logophorics, Ring 
languages have renewed plain third person pronouns by 
grammaticalisation of either proximal demonstratives or the noun 
‘body’. 
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