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TONAL INVERSION IN GEJI AND PELU 
B. CARON* 

Geji and Pelu are two dialects of Geji proper, a language spoken in Bauchi State, Nigeria. It belongs to 
the Northern sub-group of the South-Bauchi West Chadic languages.  

South Bauchi West Classification1 

Language clusters Languages Dialects 
   
Sub-group North    

Geji 

 
Geji 

Bolu 
Pelu 
Geji 

Zaranda Zaranda 

 
 

Polci 

 
Dir 

Zul 
Baram 
Diir 

 
Polci 

Buli 
Langas (Luri†) 
Lundur 
Polci 

Sub-group South   
 

Zeem 
 

Chaari 
Zeem†, Dyarum (?) 
Tule† 
Chaari 

Lushi Lushi† 
 
 

Dass 

Baraza Bàraza 
Dùr 

 
Dott 

Zumbul 
Wangdày 
Zòɗì 

 
 

Saya 

 
Zakshi 

Zàkshì 
Boto 
Zari 

 
Zaar 

Sigidi 
Zaar of Kal 
Zaar of Marti 
Zaar of Ɓogoro 

                                                      
* UMR 8135 (Llacan). CNRS-Inalco. caron@vjf.cnrs.fr. http://llacan.vjf.cnrs.fr/.  

1 After Shimizu 1978. 
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Geji Dialects 
Pelu and Geji are two very close dialects with very similar lexicon.  

 Pelu Geji 
wasp kábə̀lkàn2 kábə̀lkàn 
ant sp. ʃyá̰ː ʃya̰ː ʃyá̰ː ʃya̰ː 
dog káɗi káɗi 
cat kúle kúle 
horn no̰ː no̰ː 
tree sp. (wild custard apple) mbwaːki mbwaːki 
mahogany lənka lənka 

Tone inversion (pre‐pausal form) 
However, tonal inversion is frequently observed in pre-pausal forms: 

 Pelu  Geji  
head gǎ̰ː R ga̰ː  M 
guinea-fowl ʤǒːn R ʤo̰ M 
head gǎ̰ː R ga̰ː  M 
baboon ɦṵ̌ː R ɦwoːmi MM 
testicle ndiːsí MH ndíːsí HH 
scorpion yendə́l MH yéndə́l HH 
dove kulú MH kúlú HH 
tongue ləká MH lə́ká HH 
beans ɓaːlí MH ɓáːlí HH 
millet sp. swaːɲí MH swá̰ːgí HH 
bird yaːɬí MH yáːɮì HL 
porcupine gusní MH gùsnì LL 
dirt dəskə́n MH dəskən MM 
fish kweːsí MH kweːsi MM 
tree sp. (Bombax costatum) ɓiːkí MH ɓiːki MM 

Comments:  

1) All corresponding Pelu patterns = rising 
2) Geji : rising pattern possible for verbs:  

Mə pakí wi.  
PL.AOR finish ACC 
‘we finished’ 

3) Geji = no rising pattern in nouns (except for a few Hausa loanwords, e.g. dòːríná, 
‘hippopotamus’; àgwàːgá, ‘duck’, etc. )  

                                                      
2 Geji and Pelu are 3-tone language. High tone (H) is noted by an acute accent on the vowel, Low tone (L) with a 
grave accent, Mid tone (M) is left unmarked. Falling tone (F) is noted by a circumflex accent, and Rising tone 
(R) by a caron.  
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Floating tones in Geji 
A first explanation is possible if a survey of lexical tones done with the copula kən ‘it is’ = Hausa 
stabilizer neː/ʧe3ː 

  Geji Pelu 
bedbug ɓúlí kə́n kən 
flea swaːsi kən kə́n 
warthog də̀nzì kə̀n kə́n 

Geji: the stabilizer has a Mid tone that copies the last tone of the noun it follows.  
Pelu: the stabilizer has polar tone: M after H and H after –H (i.e. M and L).  
 
In Geji4, with some nouns having L or M tone, kən appears with a H tone. This can be accounted for 
by positing a floating H tone linking with the particle:  
 
(13) a. dàːzì (LLH), ‘eleusine’: dàːzì kə́n, ‘it is eleusine’. 
 

L  H M   L  H   
           
dàː zì  kən   dàː zì  kən  

 

 Pelu  Geji  
eleusine dàːzí LH dàːzì (H) LL (H) 
red sorrel ʤìɗá LH ʤìɗà (H) LL (H) 
blood hùlán LH ɦùlàn (H) LL (H) 
speech gə̀ɓá LH gə̀ɓà (H) LL (H) 
donkey ʒàːkí LH ʤàːkì (H) LL (H) 
bark gùɮɮə́n LH gùbɮə̀n (H) LL (H) 
wild yam gùlkí LH gùlkì (H) LL (H) 
lungs huːhúː MH huːhuː (H) MM (H) 
lizard ɓàlkə́ŋ LH ɓalkəŋ (H) MM (H) 
land monitor də̀kə́l LH dəkəl (H) MM (H) 
friend yelə́n MH yelən (H) MM (H) 
lie lalí MH lali (H) MM (H) 
mucus yeɬə́l MH yeɬəl (H) MM (H) 
hornbill burtú MH burtu (H)  MM (H) 
tree sp. (Grewia bicolor) ɦollí MH ɦolli (H) MM (H) 
horse kapsí MH kapsi (H) MM (H) 
thorn jiːlí MH iːli (H) MM (H) 
citrus leːmó MH leːmo (H) MM (H) 
tree sp. (Detarium S.) gə̀ŋə́l MH gəngəl (H) MM (H) 
pepper tattaːséj  MMH tattaːʃi (H) MM (H) 
mosquito ɦuləndí MMH ɦuləndi (H) MMM (H) 

The same floating H tone cannot link with syllables with an initial depressor consonant5, as can be 
seen with the quantifier gwon, pl. : ʤon, ‘some’. The quantifier is realized with a M tone and the 
floating H tone links with the last syllable of the noun. This can be accounted for by saying that gwon 
has a Mid tone pattern, and D consonants act as a barrier (are “opaque”) to H tones.  

                                                      
3 This is a first intuitive presentation of the data. See below for another interpretation, taking into account the 
dialect variation.  

4 Pelu has H and M “floating” tones that behave differently from Geji.  

5 Cf. Caron 2009. 
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(13) b.  dàːzì (LLH) + gwon  > dàːzí gwon 
L  H M   L  H M  

           
dàː zì  gwon   dàː zí  gwon  

Floating tones in Geji?  
However, the tones of gwon in other contexts vary in a way that is difficult to explain if it has a Mid 
tone. Let us compare the behaviour of gwon with that of kən:  

 
(14) a. kaɗi ‘dog’   kaɗi kən kaɗi gwòn 
 b. kúlú ‘dove’   kúlú kə́n kúlú gwon 
 c. bə̀lì ‘monkey’  bə̀lì kə̀n bə̀lì gwon 
 d. də̀nzìH ‘warthog’  də̀nzì kə́n də̀nzí gwon 
 e. wá:ɬə̂n rain season  wá:ɬə́n kən wá:ɬə́n gwòn 
 

Now, if gwon has a lexical Lo tone, and if we consider that it does not block the rightward spreading 
of H, the following rules6 for the surface realization of tone combinations apply:  
 

 L H M 
L M H L 
H M H H 
M L H M 

 
In Caron (2009) we hypothesized that the lexical form of də̀nzì (H) was də̀nzí, and the floating  H tone 
was only a surface realization of the citation form, yielding the following general derivation:  

(15) a. kaɗi  + kən > kaɗi kən (M+M > M) 
 b. kaɗi  + gwòn > kaɗi gwòn (M+L > L) 
        
(16) a. kúlú  + kən > kúlú kə́n (H+M > H) 
 b.  kúlú  + gwòn > kúlú gwon (H+L > M) 
        
(17) a. bə̀lì  + kən > bə̀lì kə̀n (L+M > L) 
 b. bə̀lì  + gwòn > bə̀lì gwon (L+L > M) 
        
(18) a. də̀nzí  + kən > də̀nzì kə́n (H+M > H) 
 b.  də̀nzí  + gwòn > də̀nzí gwon (H+L > M) 
        
(19) a. wá:ɬə̂n + kən > wá:ɬə́n kən (M+M > M)7 
 b.  wá:ɬə̂n + gwòn > wá:ɬə́n gwòn (M+L > L) 

 

However, (18a) yields an exception : də̀nzì kə́n instead of *də̀nzí kə́n as predicted by the rules. This 
exception can be accounted for if we state that kən is a clitic with no lexical tone, and the OCP applies 
on the domain N=clitic, də̀nzì=kə́n.  

                                                      
6 idem. 

7 The non-H part of contour tones is M: F < H-M ; R < M-H. 
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Conclusion 
- It is much desirable, as a rule, to find a systematic way of accounting for tonal inversion in the 

dialect, by presenting a unified description of the lexicon;  
- this presents a further limitation of the role of Depressor Consonants in Geji: this role is 

limited to the diachronic explanation of the birth of a 3-tone system (Caron 2009);  
- once again, we can but notice the need for distinctive features among close neighbours as a 

source for the develmopment of dialects. 
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