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ABSTRACT: Compounds of nouns and attributive adjectives have received 
considerable attention in various studies, with two principal issues engaging 
the attention of researchers. The first one is the nature of the modification 
relation between the constituents of the compounds. The second issue, 
which borders on the nature of the morphology-syntax interface, is how to 
distinguish between noun-adjective compounds and corresponding noun-
adjective phrases. This paper provides a descriptive account of the 
properties of Akan (Niger-Congo, Kwa) Noun-Adjective compounds. It 
shows that the constituents of the compounds tend to be simplex bases and 
that there is no restriction on the semantic types of nouns and adjectives that 
may occur in the compounds. There must, however, be a plausible relation 
between the constituents. The interpretation of the compound is shown not 
to be completely straightforward, because the adjectives may not retain their 
core adjectival semantics in the compound or there may be additional 
meaning components that do not emanate from the constituents, or even 
because the compound may have to be interpreted metaphorically. Finally, 
given the considerable formal and semantic similarities between noun-
adjective compounds and noun-adjective phrases, I show how Akan noun-
adjective compounds may be differentiated from Akan noun-adjective 
phrases.1 

KEYWORDS: Akan, Construction Morphology, headedness, noun-adjective 
compound, noun-adjective phrase. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the formal and semantic properties of 
Akan Noun-Adjective compounds like �✄ s✁✄ ✂✄ -nw✁☎ n✁☎  ✆cold water✝ (lit. water-

                                                 
1 The study reported here formed part of my PhD dissertation (Appah 2013b) from Lancaster 
University in the UK, which was supervised by Professor Francis Katamba and funded by 
Scholarship (GHCS-2008-94) from the Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan. I 
am grateful to Professor Katamba and to the Commonwealth Scholarship Commission in the 
UK for the Scholarship. I would also like to thank two anonymous reviewers and editors of 
LeL for their comments and suggestions that helped improve the paper. I am solely responsi-
ble for any remaining shortcomings of the paper. 
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cold). Compounds are words that are made up of nouns and attributive adjec-
tives, whatever the order in which they occur (adjective-noun or noun-
adjective), have received considerable attention in English (cf., inter alia, 
Bauer 1983, 2004; Plag 2003; Giegerich 2004, 2005, 2008, 2009; Gagne & 
Spalding 2015). They have also been studied in other languages, including 
Danish (Bauer 2009), German (Schl�✟ cker 2016), Greek (Ralli & Stavrou 
1998; Ralli 2013) and Italian (Mondini et al. 2002). Spencer (2011) deals 
with their semantics from a typological perspective, but he bases his analysis 
on data from European languages.  

Two principal issues have engaged the attention of researchers. The first 
one is the semantics of the compound, specifically, the nature of the modifi-
cation relation or attribution within the compound (Mondini et al. 2002; 
Giegerich 2005; Gagne & Spalding 2015; Schl✁cker 2016). Following Ferris 
(1993), it is observed that, in such compounds, the adjectives tend not to be 
ascriptive. That is, they usually do not express actual properties of the nouns 
they modify. For example, Bauer (2009: 403), observes that in Danish A-N 
compounds (e.g., hvid-vin ✂✄☎✆✝✞ ✄✆✠✞✡☛☞ ✝☎✞ ✌✍✎✞✏✝✆✑✞ ✌✒✄✌✓✔ ☎✌✔ ✌ ✏✒✌✔✔✆✕✓✖
ing function rather than the function of a genuine attributive modifier. In the 
same vein, discussing why the German compound Rotwein ✂✗✞✍ ✄✆✠✞✡ ✏✘�✒✍
be the name of a kind of wine that is not necessarily red, Spencer (2011: 
501) argues that RED is not really in the compound red wine because it does 
not contain its meaning. The same is true of the English compound blackbird 
for which stating that X is a blackbird does not entail that the bird in ques-
tion is black (cf. Plag 2003: 151). Thus, Spencer (2011: 501) argues that we 
have to conclude that A-N compounds in Germanic languages are semanti-
cally opaque. 

This is consistent with the view that compositionality is a problem for 
compounding and linguistic morphology in general (Bauer 1979, 1983; 
Dressler 2005; Libben 2014; Gagne & Spalding 2015). Libben (2014: 22), 
✕✘✗ ✞✙✌✚✛✒✞☞ ✘✜✔✞✗✑✞✔ ✝☎✌✝☞ ✢✣✆✤✝ ✔✞✞✚✔ ✣✥✤ ✞✙✝✗✞✚✞✒✓ ✗✌✗✞ ✝☎✌✝ ✄✞ ✏✌✠ ✔✌✓

that the meaning of a compound is determined by the meanings of its con-
stituents. At best, constituent semantics enable good guesses at the whole 
✄✘✗✍ ✚✞✌✠✆✠✦✧★ ✩☎✆✔ ✘✜✔✞✗✑✌✝✆✘n, however, should not be constructed to 
mean that compounds, and morphological constructions in general, are never 
compositional. Rather, it should be understood to mean that morphological 
constructions usually have some extra-compositional property that may, for 
example, be the result of lexicalization. This will become clear from the dis-
cussion in section 5. 

The second important issue in the discussion of adjective-noun com-
pounds is how to distinguish between them and the corresponding noun 
phrases whose constituents are nouns and modifying attributive adjectives 
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(cf. Ralli & Stavrou 1998; Giegerich 2005). This issue usually extends to the 
lexicalist-non-lexicalist divide in the debate on the nature of the morpholo-
gy-syntax interface (Ralli 2013; Ralli & Stavrou 1998; Giegerich 2005, 
2008, 2009). 

The present paper is by no means the first study of Akan noun-adjective 
(hereafter, N-A) compounds. They have appeared in many existing accounts 
of Akan compounds dating back to Christaller (1875). Most of them, howev-
er, have been concerned with tone and other phonological processes that oc-
cur when such compounds are formed (cf. Dolphyne 1988; Marfo 2004; 
Abakah 2004, 2006). Very little is said about other properties of the com-
pound, especially the semantics. There is a need, therefore, for a paper like 
the present one, studying the properties that have not receive enough atten-
tion in the study of Akan N-A compounds. 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows: in section 2, I briefly dis-
cuss the important issue of headedness in compounds, as it relates to Akan 
N-A compounds. In section 3, I deal with some issues in the literature on 
Akan N-A compounding, focusing on formal criteria, with minimal attention 
to the semantics, which is discussed later in section 5. In section 4, I present 
the data for this study and discuss their properties. Specifically, I deal with 
the form and the semantic classification of the individual constituents, show-
ing that the constituents tend to be simplex bases and that there seems to be 
no restriction on the semantic classes of the nouns and adjectives that may 
occur in Akan N-A compounds. In section 5, I discuss the overall interpreta-
tion of the compounds, noting the extent to which the properties of the whole 
may be determined by the properties of the parts. I distinguish between 
transparent and lexicalized types of N-A compounds, as first posited in Mar-
fo (2004). Section 6 concludes the paper. 

In presenting the properties of the compounds, I use Construction Mor-
phology (CxM) formalism. CxM is a theory of linguistic morphology, which 
�✁✂✄☎ ✁✆ ✁ ✝✞✆✆✞✟ ✠✡☛✞✟☎✆✁✡☛✂✡☞ ✌✍ ✆✎✞ ✟✞✏✁✆✂✌✡ ✝✞✆✑✞✞✡ ✄✌✟✒✎✌✏✌☞✓✔ ☎✓✡✆✁✕

✁✡☛ ✏✞✕✂✖✌✡ ✁✡☛ ✌✍ ✆✎✞ ☎✞✄✁✡✆✂✖ ✒✟✌✒✞✟✆✂✞☎ ✌✍ ✖✌✄✒✏✞✕ ✑✌✟☛☎✗ ✘✙✌✌✂✚ ✛✜✢✜✁✣

543). Hence, it allows for a systematic account of the similarities and differ-
ences between syntactic and morphological constructions. In CxM, complex 
words are morphological constructions, word-level form-meaning pairs that 
are formed by means of schemas, which are abstractions over sets of existing 
complex words and also serve as a recipe for forming other words of compa-
rable complexity (Booij 2007, 2010b). Constructions can have properties 
that do not emanate from the constituents. These are referred to as holistic 
properties of the constructions themselves (Booij 2010b, 2012).  
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Thus, in CxM, all compositional and extra-compositional properties of 
morphological constructions can be accounted for without having to posit 
abstract categories as the source of extra-compositional semantic compo-
nents.2 

2. HEADEDNESS AND AKAN N-A COMPOUNDS 

It is a well-established fact that compounds tend to be headed constructions 
�✁✂✄✄☎✆✝✞✂✟ ✠✡☛☛☞ ✌✍✎✂✝✏✞ ✠✡✑✒✓ ✠✡✑✑☞ ✁✎✔✞✕ ✠✡✡✖☞ ✗✘✞✙✎✔✞✕ ✚✖✖✖☞ ✛✎✘✎☎✜✎

& Stonham 2006; Scalise & Fábregas 2010). The head is the most important 
constituents of the construction. Among others, the head determines the syn-
tactic category of the compound and the whole compound is supposed to be 
a hyponym of the head constituent (Allen 1978; Williams 1981). 

✌✝✢✍✞ ✣✝✂✂✝✎☎✏✤ �✠✡✑✠✥ ✦✕✄✦✄✏✎✂ ✘✄ ✞✧✘✞✢✟ ✘★✞ ✢✄✘✝✄✢ ✄✆ ★✞ad from syn-
tax to morphology, there have been questions raised about the extent to 
which the notion is fully applicable in the domain of morphology, especially 
as it relates to affixal derivation (cf. Zwicky 1985, 1988; Bauer 1990; 
✗✘✞✙✎✔✞✕ ✚✖✖✖✥✩ ✣✝✘★ ✍✄☎pounding, however, the idea of a head had existed 
much earlier, and formed the basis for the distinction between endocentric 
compounds and exocentric compounds (Bloomfield 1933; Arcodia 2012).3 

Where a word is headed, Williams (1981) proposed that the head should 
occur on the right. This led to the positing of the so-called right-hand head 
rule, which was initially presented as an absolute universal and formulated 
✎✏✪ ✫✬✝✭✢ ☎✄✕✦★✄✂✄✮✯✓ ✰✞ ✟✞✆✝✢✞ ✘★✞ ★✞✎✟ ✄✆ ✎ ☎✄✕✦★✄✂✄✮✝✍✎✂✂✯ ✍✄☎✦✂✞✧

word to be the righthand ☎✞☎✜✞✕ ✄✆ ✘★✎✘ ✰✄✕✟✩ ✬✱✭ ✲✎✂✂ ✘★✝✏ ✟✞✆✝✢✝✘✝✄✢ ✘★✞

Righthand Head Rule (RHR✥✳ �✣✝✂✂✝✎☎✏ ✠✡✑✠✪ ✚✒✑✥✩ ✴✄✰✞✵✞✕✓ ☎✎✢✯ ✏✘✕✎✢✟✏

of research have since shown that right-headedness is not universal (Scalise 
1984, 1988, 1992; Bauer 1990). Even the view that the position of the head 
is a parametric feature of individual languages has been found to be ques-
tionable because some languages have both left-headed and right-headed 
compounds in almost equal measure (Ceccagno & Scalise 2006; Ceccagno 
& Basciano 2009; Pepper 2010). 

Akan compounds are predominantly right-headed (Appah 2009, 2013a, 
2013b), much in agreement with the RHR. However, Akan N-A compounds, 
systematically defy the prediction embodied in the RHR because they are all 

                                                 
2 The abbreviations used in this paper are: A = adjective, CxM = Construction Morphology, N 
= noun, NP = noun phrase, RHR = Righthand Head Rule, SEM = semantics. 
3 The centrality of the head concept to compounding means that even the absence of a head 
constituent results in the positing of a subtype ✶ the exocentric compound (Bloomfield 1933; 
Scalise & Guevara 2006; Bauer 2008, 2010; Scalise & Fábregas 2010; Ralli & Andreou 2012; 
Appah 2017). 
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left-headed nominal constructions. Even Akan N-A compounds that are not 
completely transparent can somehow be shown to be left-headed. For exam-
ple, the compound ☎✄ b�✁ �✁ -b✂✁n✂✁  [woman-unripe] ✆virgin✝ is headed by the left-
hand nominal constituent, although its meaning cannot be derived fully from 
the meanings of the constituents. Such a distinction is made possible within 
the context of a deconstructed notion of head, yielding a distinction between 
a formal/syntactic head and a semantic head, which may not coincide (cf. 
Selkirk 1982; Di Sciullo & Williams 1987; Scalise & Guevara 2006; Scalise 
& Fábregas 2010).4 

3. ISSUES IN THE LITERATURE OF AKAN N-A          
COMPOUNDING 

Christaller (1875) sought to describe the constituents of Akan compounds in 
general and some of the formal changes that occur during the formation of 
compounds. He largely succeeded in that effort. For example, he grouped N-
✞ ✟✠✡☛✠☞✌✍✎ ✏✑✒✓ ✒✓✠✎✔ ✟✠✡☛✠☞✌✍✎ ✑✌ ✏✓✑✟✓ ✕✒✓✔ ✖☞✗✘✑✙✚✑✌✛ ✟✠✡☛✠✌✔✌✒

✎☞✟✟✔✔✍✎ ✜✢✣ ✒✓✔ ✙☞✌✍✗✡✔✌✒✗✘ ☛✗✤✒✥ ✦✧✓✤✑✎✒✗✘✘✔✤ ★✩✪✫✬ ✭6). In contemporary 
parlance, this means that the compounds are left-headed, as noted in section 
2. The examples he cites include those in (1), which are actual N-A com-
pounds because each contains a noun and an adjective in that order (I retain 
the tone marks from the source). 

(1)       COMPOUND CONSTITUENTS GLOSS  TRANSLATION 
a.  adeb☎✄ n✮✁   ade-b☎✄ n✮✁  thing-bad ✆evil✝ 
b.  ☎✄ ponk✯✄ s✮✁  ☎✄ pon-k✯✄ s✮✁  door-great ✆gate✝ 
c.  ayeforo  ☎✄ y✮✁ re-foforo  wife-new ✆bride✝ 

(Christaller 1875: 26) 

✰✠✏✔✱✔✤✲ ☛✠✤✒✑✠✌✎ ✠✙ ✧✓✤✑✎✒✗✘✘✔✤✝✎ ✍✔✎✟✤✑☛✒✑✠✌✎ ✗✤✔ ☞✌✎☞✎✒✗✑✌✗✳✘✔✲ ✛✑✱✔✌

✏✓✗✒ ✑✎ ✟☞✤✤✔✌✒✘✚ ✴✌✠✏✌ ✗✳✠☞✒ ✟✠✡☛✠☞✌✍✑✌✛✵ ✶✓✗✒ ✑✎✲ ✧✓✤✑✎✒✗✘✘✔✤✝✎ ✔✷✔✡✸

plars include some constructs that should clearly be excluded from the list of 
N-A compounds because, as he himself observes, the right-hand constituents 
are either pronouns (2) or numerals (3). In the case of those in (3), Christall-

                                                 
4 The formal head shares its subcategorization and form-class information with the com-
pound, so that the compound has the same distribution as the formal head. The semantic head, 
on the other hand, shares it lexical conceptual information with the whole, so that the com-
pound is a hyponym of the semantic head (cf. Scalise & Guevara 2006; Scalise & Fábregas 
2010). Because these kinds of heads may not coincide in the same constituent of the com-
pound, even a compound that is not a hyponym of either constituent may be shown to be for-
mally headed. 
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�✁ ✂✄☎✆✝✞✟�✠✡�☛ ☞✌✂☞ ☞✌�✍ ✎✏✑✡✌☞ ✂✟☛✝ ✒� ☞✂☎�✆ ☞✝ ✄✟✂☛☛ ✓ ✝✁ ✔✕ ✖✄✗✘ ✙✌✁✑☛☞✂✟✟✚

er 1875: 26), which are classes of noun-noun compounds. Surely, they are 
not N-A compounds. 

(2)      COMPOUND CONSTITUENTS GLOSS  TRANSLATION 
a.  babi   ba-bi  place-some  ✛somewhere✜  
b.  dab✢n  da-b✢n  day-which  ✛when✜ 
c.  dabi   da-bi   day-some ✛someday✜ 

(3)      COMPOUND CONSTITUENTS GLOSS  TRANSLATION 
a.  fako   fa-ko  side-one  ✛one sided✜ 
b.  afanu  a-fa-nu   PL-side-two ✛two sided✜ 

(Christaller 1875: 53) 

After Christaller (1875), we do not find much on N-A compounding in 
the literature on Akan (cf., inter alia, Balmer & Grant 1929; Welmers 1946; 
Boadi 1966) until, as far as I have been able to ascertain, Dolphyne (1988) 
who does a purely descriptive study of the phonological properties of Akan 
compounds. From there on, discussions of Akan compounds focused mainly 
on the phonological properties of compounds, including phonological pro-
cesses that occur when compounds are formed. In this paper, I do not pay 
much attention to the phonology since that has been discussed extensively 
(Abakah 2004, 2006; Dolphyne 1988; Marfo 2004). I concentrate on the de-
scription of other properties of the individual constituents and the interpreta-
tion of the whole compound. 

Again, previous studies have been generally source-oriented (Zager 
1981; Appah 2015) in perspective, assuming that every property of the 
whole comes from the constituents. Thus, for examples, the tonology of 
Akan compounds is accounted for by means of various rules that alter the 
tonal melodies of the compounds by deleting, inserting and/or spreading the 
tones of the constituents (cf, Abakah 2004, 2006; Marfo 2004). However, as 
the discussion of the semantics of N-A compound will show, it is not the 
case that every property of the whole can be accounted for in the constitu-
ents. Sometimes, there are meaning components that are simply not in the 
constituents, a situation that has been noted to be characteristic of such com-
pounds, as discussed in section 1 (cf. Giegerich 2005; Bauer 2009; Spencer 
2011). At other times, the compound can only be interpreted by some figure 
of speech like metaphor or metonymy. Again, this is consistent with the ob-
servation that one needs to sometimes look beyond the semantics of the in-
dividual constituents and to look at general pragmatic principles in the inter-
pretation of compounds (Bauer 1979; Benczes 2005a, 2005b; Libben 2014). 

Because attributive modifiers in Akan occur to the right of the modified 
element, whether in morphology or syntax (cf. Boadi 1965; Saah 2004), 
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Akan N-A nominal compounds ([N-A]N) have the same constituent order as 
Akan NPs in which an attributive adjective modifies a head noun ([N-
A]NP). This is what Boadi (1965: 41) refers to when he writes that 
�✁✂✄☎✆✝✞✟✠✡✝☛ ✞✂☞ ✌✞✞✍✎ ✠☞ ✏✌☛✟✑✝✂☎ ✏✌☛✠✟✠✌☞ ✌☞✒✓✔ ☞✌✟ ✠☞ ✏✎✝✑✝✂☎✕✖ ✗✑✠☛ ✘✌✎✙

mal (and concomitant semantic) similarity between [N-A]N and [N-A]NP 
means that, although the constructions discussed in this paper are called 
compounds, there is room for debate on whether they may not be treated as 
phrases or, at the very least, as having phrasal provenance. In fact, the issue 
of their phrasal provenance has been broached in some extant studies 
(Abakah 2004, 2006; Marfo 2004, 2005). 

Abakah (2006: 16), for example, opens his account of the tonology of N-
✚ ✞✌✛✏✌✍☞☎☛✔ ✂✎✜✍✠☞✜ ✟✑✂✟ �✁✠✄☞ ✚✢✂☞✔ ✟✑✝ ☞✌✍☞ stem and its adjectival 
✛✌☎✠✘✠✝✎✔ ✣✝ ✠✟ ✂✟✟✎✠✣✍✟✠✡✝ ✌✎ ✏✎✝☎✠✞✂✟✠✡✝✔ ✞✂☞ ✛✝✎✜✝ ✟✌ ✘✌✎✛ ✂ ✞✌✛✏✌✍☞☎✕✖

Indeed, in terms of distribution the attributive use of adjectives in Akan 
compounds (4a) cannot be distinguished from their attributive use in phrases 
(4b), although the adjective is reduplicated in the phrase. Therefore, 
✚✣✂✢✂✑✤☛ ✏✌☛✠✟✠✌☞ ✛✂✓ ☛✌✍☞☎ ✆✍☛✟✠✘✠✂✣✒✝✖ ✥✌✦✝✡✝✎✔ ✟✑✝ ☛✂✛✝ ✞✂☞☞✌✟ ✣✝ ☛✂✠☎

about the predicative use of adjectives (4c), which is distributionally distin-
guishable from the use of Adjective in compounds (note that the tonal pat-
terns are also different in the compound and in the phrase). 

 
(4) a.  ✧★ s✩★ ✪★ -nw✩✫ n✩✫     b.  ✧★ s✩✫ ✪✫  nw✩★ nw✩✫ n✩✫  c.  ✧★ s✩✫ ✪✫   n✪✫       y✬✫   nw✩★ n✩★  

 ✦✂✟✝✎-✞✌✒☎  ✦✂✟✝✎ ✞✌✒☎  ✦✂✟✝✎ ✭✮✯ ✣✝ ✞✌✒☎  
   ✰✞✌✒☎ ✦✂✟✝✎✤    ✰✞✌✒☎ ✦✂✟✝✎✤       ✰✟✑✝ ✦✂✟✝✎ ✠☛ ✞✌✒☎✤ 

Thus, the claim that the compound results from a noun and an adjective 
in predicative modification relation (e.g., 4c) amounts to a rather bold claim 
about the phrasal provenance of the compounds at issue. Marfo (2004) 
makes the assumption about the phrasal provenance of N-A compounds even 
more explicit. He refers to N-A and N-N compounds as phrasal words or 
NP-✠☞✟✝✎☞✂✒ ✞✌☞☛✟✎✍✞✟✠✌☞☛✔ ☎✝☛✞✎✠✣✠☞✜ ✟✑✝✛ ✂☛ �✞✌☞☞✝✞✟✝☎ ☛✏✝✝✞✑✝☛ ✌✘ ✒✝✱✠✞✂✒
units within ✟✑✝ ☞✌✍☞ ✏✑✎✂☛✝✕ ✲✳✂✎✘✌ ✴✵✵✶✷ ✸✹✺✖ ✥✝ ✂✎✜✍✝☛ ✘✍✎✟✑✝✎ ✟✑✂✟ ✞✌☞✙
☛✟✠✟✍✝☞✟ ✌✎☎✝✎ ✠☞ ✏✑✎✂☛✝☛ ✠☛ ✎✝✟✂✠☞✝☎ ✠☞ ✞✌✛✏✌✍☞☎☛ ✂☞☎ ✟✑✂✟ �✘✌✎ ✂ ✞✌✛✏✌✍☞☎

word to materialize in Akan, the constituents involved should map into one 
✏✎✌☛✌☎✠✞ ✏✑✎✂☛✝✻☎✌✛✂✠☞✕ ✲✳✂✎✘✌ ✴✵✵✹✷ ✼✽✺✖ ✗he problem with this view, 
however, is the suggestion that all compounds are formed from underlying 
phrases. This is because the literature on the semantics of compounds makes 
it clear that there are cases where even words like ✰bike✤ and ✰girl✤ which are 
not likely sisters in phrases, still combine to form clearly interpretable com-
pounds like bike girl (Downing 1977; Spencer 2011). In the same way, the 
constituents of neoclassical compounds cannot be sisters in a syntactic 
phrase.  
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Thus we cannot assume that all compounds are formed from underlying 
phrases. 

Marfo (2004: 95) further indicates that he uses the term phrasal words 
�✁✂ ✄☎✆✝☎ ✞✄ ✟✞✠✡ ✠☛✠✡ ☞☎✄✌ ✞✍✝ ✎✄✂✞☎✄✏✝☎✟✡ ✟✑☎☎✄✑✂✆✁✂✒ ✞✍✝ ✆✝☞✁✂✁✞✁✄✂ ✄☞ ✠

✎✄✌✓✄✑✂✆✔✕ ✖✄☛✝✏✝☎✗ ✠✘✞✍✄✑✒✍ ✙✠☎☞✄ ✠✏✄✁✆✟ ☛✍✠✞ ☞✄☎ ✍✁✌ ✁s a controver-
sial issue, he lands in an even more intractable issue that he does not attempt 
to deal with ✚ the issue of how to distinguish between a phrase and a com-
pound, given that they both combine words. 

In fact, the issue of how to distinguish between N-A compounds and the 
analogous NPs in Akan is an important one for which we can find both for-
mal and semantic criteria. One formal criterion is the (im)possibility of mod-
ifying individual constituents of the compounds, especially non-head con-
stituents (Ralli & Stavrou 1998; Giegerich 2005), as exemplified in (5b-d). 
That is, because the construct in (5a) is a compound, it becomes ungrammat-
ical when the modifier nw✛✜n✛✜  ✢cold✣ is itself modified by another modifier ✚ 
the quantifier k✤✥ k✦✜✤✜  ✢✘✁✞✞✘✝✣✗ ✠✟ ✁✂ ✧★✩✪✗ ✄☎ ✁✟ ✎✄✂✫✄✁✂✝✆ ☛✁✞✍ ✠✂✄✞✍✝☎ ✠✆✫✝✎✬

tive, as in (5c). In (5d) the quantifier modifies the whole compound and the 
construction is acceptable, but it has to be regarded as a phrase which con-
trasts with ✭✥ s✛✥ ✮✥  nw✛✜ n✛✜  p✯✥ ✯✥ ✢a lot of cold water✣✗ in which the quantifier is 
changed to p✯✥✯✥  ✢a lot✣✕ 

(5) a.  ✭✥ s✛✥ ✮✥ -nw✛✜ n✛✜         b. *✭✥ s✛✥ ✮✥  [nw✛✜ n✛✜  k✤✥ k✦✜✤✜ ]  
 ☛✠✞✝☎-✎✄✘✆     ☛✠✞✝☎ ✎✄✘✆ ✘✁✞✞✘✝ 

 ✢✎✄✘✆ ☛✠✞✝☎✣    ✢✠ ✘✁✞✞✘✝ ✎✄✘✆ ☛✠✞✝☎✣  

✎✕ ✰✭✥ ✱✛✥ ✮✥ ✲✭✳✛✜ ✭✛✜ ✭✤✥  ✴✯✜✵  ✆✕ ✲✭✥ ✱✛✥ ✮✥ ✭✳✛✜ ✭✛✜ ✵ ✶✤✥ ✶✦✜✤✜   
 ☛✠✞✝☎ ✎✄✘✆ ✷✸✹✺ ✆✁☎✞✡  ☛✠✞✝☎ ✎✄✘✆ ✘✁✞✞✘✝ 

 ✢✎✄✘✆ ✠✂✆ ✆✁☎✞✡ ☛✠✞✝☎✣   ✢✠ ✘✁✞✞✘✝ ✎✄✘✆ ☛✠✞✝☎✣ 

The foregoing restriction on the modification of the modifier in com-
pounds is consistent with the view that a modifier in a compound does not 
✍✠✏✝ ☞☎✝✝✆✄✌ ✄☞ ✁✞✟ ✄☛✂ ✠✂✆ ☛✁✘✘ ✂✄✞ ✠✎✞ �✩✡ ✠✂✆ ☞✄☎ ✁✞✟✝✘☞✔ ✧✻✠✘✘✁ ✼ ✽✞✠✏☎✄✑

1998: 244). However, Giegerich (2005) observes that the restriction on mod-
ification of the constituents of Adjective-Noun compounds applies to both 
✎✄✂✟✞✁✞✑✝✂✞✟✕ ✖✝ ✠☎✒✑✝✟ ✞✍✠✞ �✲✁✵☞ ✠ ✒✁✏✝✂ ✾✆✫✿ ✁✟ ✘✝❀✁✎✠✘ ✚ ✞✍✠✞ ✁✟✗ ✠ ✢✎✄✌✬

✓✄✑✂✆✣ ✚ ✞✍✝✂✗ ✲❁✵ ✂✝✁✞✍✝☎ ✞✍✝ ✠✆✫✝✎✞✁✏✝ ✂✄☎ ✞✍✝ ✂✄✑✂ ✎✄✂✞✠✁✂✝✆ ✞✍✝☎✝✁✂ ✎✠✂

✠✞✞☎✠✎✞ ✌✄✆✁☞✁✝☎✟✔ ✧❂✁✝✒✝☎✁✎✍ ❃❄❄★❅ ★❆❇✪✕5  
Another formal difference between N-A compounds and N-A phrases is 

their respective tonal melodies. The data available to me show that the first 
constituents of almost all Akan N-A compounds have low tone throughout, 

                                                 
5 It is acknowledged that such restrictions may not be absolute; there may be exceptions (cf. 
Lieber 1988; Spencer 1988; Carstairs-McCarthy 2002). See Giegerich (2005: 574, fn. 3). 
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as the data in Table 1 show, but first constituents of N-A phrases are not like 
that, as the data in (4a-b) show. In addition, (4b) shows that there may be 
other differences in the form of the constituents. For instance, the adjective 
is reduplicated obligatorily in the phrase (4b). We find this pattern in other 
compounds like �✄ dw✁✄✂✄ -p�☎  ✆good intentions/discretion✝✞ �✄ s✟✄✂✄ -p�☎  ✆good 
✠✡☛☞✝ ✌✠✍ �✄ kw�✄ ✎✄  dz✁☎ ✎☎  ✆strong paddling (of a canoe)✝ in (Table 1) whose cor-
responding phrases have reduplicated adjectives, as shown in (6).6    

(6)      COMPOUND    ANALOGOUS PHRASES 
a.  �✄ dw✁✄✂✄ -p�☎      �✄ dw✁☎ ✎☎  p�☎~p�☎  
     mind-good     mind good 
    ✆✏✑✑✍ ✒✠✓✡✠✓✒✑✠☞✔✍✒☞✕✖✡✓✒✑✠✝ ✆✌ ✏✑✑✍ ✗✒✠✍✔✒✠✓✡✠✓✒✑✠✝ 
✘✙ �✄ ✚✟✄✂✄ -✛�☎    �✄ ✚✜✢✂☎  ✛�☎ ✣✛�☎  
     news-good    news good 
✆✏✑✑✍✠✡☛☞ ✤✓✥✡ ✦✑☞✧✡★✩✝ ✆✌ ✧✒✡✕✡ ✑✪ ✏✑✑✍ ✠✡☛☞✝ 

c.  �✄ kw�✄ ✎✄ -dz✁☎ ✎☎     �✄ kw�☎ ✎☎   dz✁✄ ✎☎~dz✁☎ ✎☎  
     paddling-hard   paddling  hard 
    ✆☞✓✖✑✠✏ ✧✌✍✍★✒✠✏ ✤✑✪ ✌ ✕✌✠✑✡✩✝ ✆✓✥✡ ☞✓✖✑✠✏ ✧✌✍✍★✒✠✏ ✤✑✪ ✌ ✕✌✠✑✡✩✝ 

Finally, Marfo (2004) makes the point that N-A compounds are not al-
ways compositional. He distinguishes between lexicalized N-A compounds 
like �✄ s✟✄ ✎✄ h✫☎ n✫☎  ✆nonsense✝ and non-lexicalized ones like ✟✄ kw�✄ ✎✄ -k✟☎ s✁☎ ✟☎  ✆big 
✖✑✌✍✝ ✌✠✍ d✫✄ �✄ t✁☎ ✎☎ t✁☎ ✎☎  ✆black cola✝✙ However, because Marfo does not develop 
the classification of N-A compounds and he provides only one example of 
the former and two of the latter (the second of which seems mis-glossed),7 it 
is difficult to assess the extent to which the posited classes are internally co-
herent and useful to the task of understanding the properties of Akan N-A 
compounds. Notwithstanding this, it is interesting to note that the two adjec-
tives in the non-lexicalized compounds are dimension adjectives, whilst the 
one in the lexicalized compound, is a value adjective. Does it matter that the 
adjectives in the two classes belong to the specified semantic types? The 
paucity of exemplars makes it difficult to determine. However, in the discus-
sion of the properties of N-A compounds in section 4, it will become clear 
that there is, in principle, no restriction on the classes of nouns and adjec-

                                                 
6 This is not meant to suggest that there are no reduplicated adjectival stems in compounds. 
As noted above, k✬✭ ✮✭ k✬✭ ✮✭  ✯fetid✰ in the compound ✮✱ s✲✱ -k✬✭ ✮✭ k✬✭ ✮✭  ✯smelling water✰ is inherently 
reduplicated. Rather, the point is to show that the only way some compounds and their corre-
sponding phrases may be distinguished is by looking at the differences in the form of the con-
stituents. 
7 Unless it is a mistake, it is unclear why the composition of d✲✱ ✬✭  ✳tree✴ and t✵✭ ✮✭ t✵✭ ✮✭  ✯tall✰ yields 
✶ ✷✸✹✺✸✻✼✽ ✹✾✶✼✿✼❀ ✯❁❂✶✷❃ ✷✸❂✶✰❄ ❅✾❆ Marfo (2004) classifies it as a non-lexicalized N-A 
compound. 
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tives that may occur in N-A compounds. Therefore, in response to the ques-
tion above, there is no link between the degree of transparency of an N-A 
compound and the type of adjective that occurs in it. 

Clearly, there are descriptively and theoretically interesting issues in the 
study of Akan N-A compounds, including how to distinguish between N-A 
compounds and N-A phrases and whether or not we can clearly distinguish 
between lexicalized and non-lexicalized subtypes. Again, the nature of the 
individual constituents has not been discussed. I will attempt to deal with 
these issues in the next section. 

4. PROPERTIES OF AKAN N-A COMPOUNDS 

The present study is based on a sample of 37 N-A compounds constituting 
approximately 8.4% of a dataset of 443 compounds, which was part of a col-
lection of 1000 complex nominals; the rest are affix-derived complex words 
(see Table 1). They were collected from a variety of sources, including an 
elementary school reader on fishing, the Akan translation of the Universal 
�✁✂✄☎✆☎✝✞✟✠ ✟✠ ✡☛☞☎✠ ✌✞✍✎✝✏ ☎✠✑ ☎✠ ✒✓☎✠ ✝✆☎✠✏✄☎✝✞✟✠ ✟✔ ✕✄☎✝✟✖✏ ☎✗✟✄✟✍✘ ✟✔

Socrates. 
In this section, I discuss the formal (section 4.1) and semantic (section 

4.2) properties of the individual constituents of Akan N-A compounds. The 
overall interpretation of the compounds is discussed in section 5, where I al-
so show that some of the properties of N-A compounds are shared by some 
left-headed N-N compounds. 
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� ✁ ✂ 
1 
 

✄☎ ✆✝☎ ✞✄☎ -✟✠✡☛✡   
☞✌✍✎✏-✑✎✒✓✔✕✍✖ 
✗✘✙✖✚✖✕✑✙✛ 

☛✄☎ ✜☎ -✢✣☎ ✟✤✡  
✑✕☞✥-✦✕✧ 
✗✦✕✧ ✑✕☞✥✛ 

✄☎ ★✞✤☎✜☎ -✩✄✡  
✪✕✖✏-✧✍✍✏ 
✗✧✍✍✏ ✕✖✔✙✖✔✕✍✖☞✫✏✕☞✓✎✙✔✕✍✖✛ 

2 ✄☎ ✟✄☎ ✄☎ ✟✤☎ -✬✝✡ ☛✠✡☛✠✡ 
✙✒✎✔✥-✦✒✎✎✙✖ 
✗✕✖✑✙✎✔✕✭✙ ✭✒✖✏✛ 

✮☎ -✯✤☎✜☎ -✩✮☎ ☛✡  
✰✱-✚✕✖✧-✧✎✙✒✔ 
✗✘✒✎✒✪✍✲✖✔ ✓✥✕✙✑✛ 

✄☎ ★✞✤☎ ☛✤☎ -✯✄✡ ✳✤✡  
✪✕✖✏-✑✒☞✔✫✭✕✧✥✔ 
✗✭✕✧✥✔-✪✕✖✏✙✏✖✙☞☞✫✘✙✎✓✙✘✔✕✴✙✖✙☞☞✛ 

3 ✄☎ ★✄☎ ☛☎ ✟✤☎ -✢✵✡ ✳✵✡ ✜✡   
✌✕✔✖✙☞☞-✓✎✍✍✚✙✏ 
✗✑✒✭☞✙ ✌✕✔✖✙☞☞✛ 

☛☎ ✯✞✠☎✳✝☎✜✄☎ -✶✟✤✡ ☛✡   
✌✥✕☞✔✭✙-☞✔✎✒✕✧✥✔ 
✗☞✌✙✙✔ ✌✥✕☞✔✭✙☞✛ 

✄☎ ✟✣☎✜☎ -✩✄✡  
✖✙✌☞-✧✍✍✏ 
✗✧✍✍✏✖✙✌☞ ✷✔✥✙ ✱✍☞✘✙✭✸✛ 

4 ✬✄☎ ✟✄☎ -✆✄✡    
✒✎✪-✥✒✭✑ 
✗✥✒✭✑ ✍✑ ✒✖ ✒✎✪-✭✙✖✧✔✥✛ 

☛☎ -✢✮☎ ✶✮☎  ✩✄✡   
✹✺-✓✎✒✦ ✧✍✍✏ 
✗✔✻✘✙ ✍✑ ✓✎✒✦✛ 

☛☎ -☛✤☎ -✬✮☎☛✤✡    
✹✺-✔✥✕✖✧-✦✒✏ 
✗✙✴✕✭ ✏✙✙✏☞✛  

5 ✄☎ ✬✄☎ ✟✄☎ -✜✵✡   
✒✎✪-✌✥✍✭✙ 
✗✑✲✭✭-✒✎✪ ✭✙✖✧✔✥✛ 

✣☎ ✢✞✄☎✜☎ -✜✮☎ ☛✤✡  
✌✒✻-✦✒✏ 
✗✙✴✕✭ ✪✙✒✖☞✫✌✒✻✛ 

☛☎ ✟✵☎ -✢✄✡ ☛✡ ✢✄✡ ☛✡    
✌✒✔✙✎-✑✙✔✕✏ 
✗☞✪✙✭✭✕✖✧ ✌✒✔✙✎✛ 

6 ★✵☎ ✄☎ -✟✠✡☛✡   
✔✎✙✙-✑✎✒✓✔✕✍✖ 
✗☞✔✲✪✘✛ 

☛☎ ✟✵☎ ✝☎ -☛✞✵✡☛✵✡   
✌✒✔✙✎-✓✍✭✏ 
✗✓✍✭✏ ✌✒✔✙✎✛ 

✄☎ ✢✞✄☎ ☛☎  ★✼✤✡ ☛✡    
✘✒✏✏✭✕✖✧ ✥✒✎✏ 
✗☞✔✎✍✖✧ ✘✒✏✏✭✕✖✧ ✷✍✑ ✒ ✓✒✖✍✙✸✛ 

7 ☛☎ -★✵☎ -✩✮✡ ☛✡   
✹✺-✔✎✙✙-✧✎✙✒✔ 
✗✥✲✧✙ ✔✎✙✙☞✛ 

★✠☎✜☎ -✜✮☎ ☛✤✡  
✖✒✪✙-✦✒✏ 
✗✖✒✪✙ ✖✒✪✙✛ 

✄☎ ✟✣☎ ☛☎ -✢✣☎ ✟✤✡   
✪✒✔✔✙✎-✦✕✧ 
✗✦✕✧ ✕☞☞✲✙✛ 

8 ✮☎ -✬✄✡ ✄☎ -✩✄✡ ☛✽✾✡☛✡   
✿❀-✌✍✪✒✖-✙✭✏✙✎ 
✗✙✭✏✙✎✭✻ ✌✍✪✒✖✫✪✒✔✎✕✒✎✓✥✛ 

✮☎ -✬✄✡ ✄✡ -✬✵✡ ☛✵✡  
✿❀-✌✍✪✒✖-✲✖✎✕✘✙ 
✗✴✕✎✧✕✖✛ 

✮☎ -✟✮☎✆✝☎ -✩✄☎ ☛✽✠✡☛✡    
✿❀-✘✎✕✙☞✔-✙✭✏✙✎ 
✗✓✥✕✙✑ ✘✎✕✙☞✔✫☞✙✖✕✍✎ ✪✕✖✕☞✔✙✎✛ 

9 ✬✄✡ ❁★✞✄✡  ✢✣✡
❂✟✤✡ ✣✡  

✒☞☞✙✪✦✭✻ ✦✕✧ 
✗✱✙✖✙✎✒✭ ❃☞☞✙✪✦✭✻ ✷❄❅✸✛ 

✄☎ ✢✞✄☎ ☛☎ -✶✟✤✡ ☛✡   
✌✒✻-☞✔✎✒✕✧✥✔ 
✗✥✕✧✥✌✒✻✫✎✍✒✏✛ 

☛☎ -✟✣☎ ☛☎ -✯✵✡ ☛✵✡    
✹✺-✪✒✔✔✙✎-✲☞✙✭✙☞☞ 
✗✲☞✙✭✙☞☞✫☞✙✖☞✙✭✙☞☞ ✪✒✔✔✙✎✫✔✒✭✚✛ 

10 ✢✞✄✡ ☛✡ -✟✠✡☛✡    
✌✒✻-✑✎✒✓✔✕✍✖ 
✗✪✕✭✙✫✚✕✭✍✪✙✔✎✙✛ 

✢✽✤☎ -✯✵✡ ☛✵✡  
✒✎✎✙☞✔-✴✒✕✖ 
✗✒✎✦✕✔✎✒✎✻ ✒✎✎✙☞✔✛ 

✜✄✡ ☛✡ -✟✠✡☛✡  
✖✒✔✕✍✖-✑✎✒✓✔✕✍✖✫✥✒✭✑ 
✗✒ ✏✕☞✔✎✕✓✔ ✕✖ ✒ ✘✍✭✕✔✕✓✒✭ ☞✻☞✔✙✪✛ 

11 ✟✠☎✢✄☎ ✢✮✡ ✢✮☎ ✮✡  
✪✍✖✙✻-✎✙✏ 
✗✧✍✭✏✛ ✷✭✕✔❆ ✪✍✖✙✻ ✎✙✏✸ 

☛✄☎ -✩✄✡ ☛✽✠✡☛✡   
✪✍✔✥✙✎-☞✙✖✕✍✎ 
✗✪✍✔✥✙✎✛☞ ✙✭✏✙✎ ☞✕☞✔✙✎✛ 

☛☎ ✶✣✡ ☛✡ -✢✽✤✡ ✞✡    
❇✲✏✧✙✪✙✖✔-✓✎✍✍✚✙✏ 
✗☞✚✙✌✙✏ ❇✲✏✧✪✙✖✔✫✪✕☞✓✒✎✎✕✒✧✙ ✍✑

❇✲☞✔✕✓✙✛ 
12 ✝☎ -✢✵☎ ☛☎ -✩✄✡  

✿❀-✥✲☞✦✒✖✏-✧✍✍✏ 
✗✧✍✍✏ ✥✲☞✦✒✖✏✛ 

✄☎ ✬✝✡ ✄✡ -✆✵✡ ☛✡  
✿❀-✒✖✕✪✒✭-✓✍✎✘☞✙ 
✗✏✙✒✏ ✒✖✕✪✒✭✫✓✒✎✓✒☞☞✛ 

☛☎ -✟✣☎✜☎ -✆✝✡ ☛✡    
✹✺-✪✒✔✔✙✎-✦✍✧✲☞ 
✗✖✍✖☞✙✖☞✙✛ 

13 ☛✄☎ -✢✵✡ ✜✄✡  
✪✍✔✥✙✎-✻✍✲✖✧✙✎ 
✗✻✍✲✖✧✙✎ ✪✍✔✥✙✎✛ ✷❄✖✓✭✙✛☞ ✌✕✑✙❈ ✪✍✔✥✙✎✛☞ ✻✍✲✖✧✙✎ ☞✕☞✔✙✎✸  

TABLE 1. AKAN N-A COMPOUNDS 
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4.1 Formal properties of the constituents of Akan N-A compounds 

In discussing the formal properties of the constituents of Akan N-A com-
pounds, I deal with whether the individual constituents can be derived com-
plex words or they can themselves be compounds. I also note the presence of 
inflectional number markers on the noun constituents. 

4.1.1 The noun constituents of Akan N-A compounds 

According to Appah (2013b), in N-A compounds, neither constituent is a 
compound. This seems to be borne out by the data in Table 1, since neither 
constituent is a compound. It has to be pointed out, however, that the obser-
vation of non-compound nominal constituents might not be absolute. Given 
that compounding is a very productive word formation process in Akan and 
the output is invariably nominal (cf. Dolphyne 1988; Appah 2015), we may 
reasonably expect to find a compound as the left-hand constituent of an N-A 
compound, even though we have not found any yet. 

The noun constituent can be a derived complex word, see Table 1, cells 
8c, where ☎✄ s☎� !f✁�  is derived from the base s✞✂✆✂ ✝to worship✟ and the agentive 
suffix -f✁� . Some noun constituents may also bear inflectional prefixes mark-
ing singular (cells 2B, 8A & 8C) or plural (cells 4B, 4C, 7A & 9C) number in 
the nominal base.8   

4.1.2 The adjective constituents of Akan N-A compounds 

The Adjectives found in the compounds include k✠� r✠�✡�  ✝crooked✟☛ s☞�✌�  ✝frac-
✍✎✏✑✒✓✔✕✖✟☛ k✗✄ s✘�  ✝big✟☛ f✙�  ✝half✟☛ m✠�  ✝whole/full✟ and ts✘� ✌�  ✝straight✟✚ We see 
that unlike the noun constituents, which can be derived complex words, the 
adjective constituents are all simplex bases. 

I believe that we do not find complex adjectives in Akan N-A com-
pounds because Akan does not have a really productive derivational means 
of forming adjectives. Besides, compounding is not available as a means of 
forming adjectives, because compounding in Akan is a nominalization strat-
egy (cf. Dolphyne 1988; Appah 2013b, 2015). 

                                                 
8 I believe that these number markers serve some function. In the case of the nouns with sin-
gular markers, the referents tend to be unique in that there can be only one of their kind in any 
domain. For example, there can be only one ✛✜ -h✢✜✣✜ -p✛✜ ✤✥  ✦paramount chief✧ in a chiefdom and 
in a typical Akan extended family, there can be only one person qualified to be called ✛✜ -b★✥ ★✜ -
p★✥ ny✩✥✤✥  ✦the matriarch✧✪ In the case of the nouns with plural markers, they tend to be non-
unique and non-referential. So I believe that the plural markers on the nouns serve to highlight 
the non-preferentiality of the relevant noun constituent. Thus, genericity is enhanced by the 
presence of the plural marker on the noun. 
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Boadi (1965) presents a contrary view on the derivation of adjectives in 
Akan, arguing that adjectives are formed from some subclass of nouns in 
Akan. Boadi (1965: 40-41) writes: 

�✁✂✄☎✆✝✞✟✠✡✝☛ ✂☞✝ ☎✝☞✠✡✝☎ ✌☞✍✎ ✂ ☛✏✑✞✒✂☛☛ ✍✌ ✓✍✏✓☛ ☛✍✎✝ ✍✌ ✔✕✍☛✝

members are ✖✗ tuntu✘✙  ✚black, black one✛✜ ✢✗ ✣✢✣✢✢✙  ✚red, red one✛✜ ✢✗ ✤✥✥✤✥✙  
✚✑✝✂✏✟✠✌✏✒✜ ✑✝✂✏✟✠✌✏✒ ✍✓✝✛✦ ✧✕✝ ✞✍☞☞✝☛★✍✓☎✠✓✩ ✂☎✆✝✞✟✠✡✝☛ ✂☞✝ t✪✗ mm 
✚✑✒✂✞✫✛✜ ✣✢✢ ✚☞✝☎✛✜ ✤✥ ✚✑✝✂✏✟✠✌✏✒✛✦ ✧✕✝ ✓✍✏✓☛ ✕✂✡✝ ✂ ✒✍✔ ✟✍✓✝-bearing 
★☞✝✌✠✬✦ ✁✭✄ ✟✕✝ ☎✝☞✠✡✝☎ ✂☎✆✝✞✟✠✡✝☛✜ ✍✓ ✟✕✝ ✍✟✕✝☞ ✕✂✓☎✜ ✕✂✡✝ ✓✍ ✟✍✓✝-
bearing prefix. Morphologically, then, there is some justification for 
☎✠☛✟✠✓✩✏✠☛✕✠✓✩ ✑✝✟✔✝✝✓ ✟✕✝ ✟✔✍ ✞✒✂☛☛✝☛✦✮ 
Indeed, there is morphological justification for distinguishing between 

nouns and adjectives in Akan, as Boadi observes. However, his reading of 
the direction of derivation (nouns > adjective) in his examples is rather curi-
ous. First, there is overwhelming evidence that Akan speakers form nouns 
from other word classes but none, to the best of my knowledge, to show that 
the kinds of adjective he cites are formed from nouns (but see comment on 
Osam (1999) below). Second, by his line of argumentation, Boadi introduces 
truncation as a morphological process into Akan. That is, if we accept that 
those adjectives that Boadi cites are formed from nouns in the manner he 
suggests, we also have to accept that the putative nominal base, for example, 
✢✗ ✤✥✥✤✥✙  ✚beautiful, beautiful one✛ is truncated or clipped to form the adjective 
f✥✙  ✚beautiful✛✦ Third, and more importantly, the putative derived adjectives 
include basic colour terms, which cross-linguistically come underived (cf. 
✯✠✬✍✓ ✰✱✲✲✳ ✴☛✂✎ ✰✱✱✱✵✦ ✶✟ ✠☛✜ ✟✕✝☞✝✌✍☞✝✜ ☎✠✌✌✠✞✏✒✟ ✟✍ ✔✍☞✫ ✔✠✟✕ ✷✍✂☎✠✛☛

views on the derivation of Adjectives in Akan.  
Following Dixon (1977), Osam (1999: 193) lists a number of forms that 

he calls derived adjectives. They include those formed from nouns through 
reduplication as shown in (7). 

(7)      BASE NOUN GLOSS  ADJECTIVE GLOSS 

a.  ✸✗ b✖✙   ✚☞✍✞✫☛✛  ✸✗ b✖✗~✸✙ b✖✙  ✚☞✍✞✫✹✛ 
b.  ✸✗ p✢✙   ✚✫✓✍✟☛✛  ✸✗ p✢✗ ~✸✙ p✢✙  ✚✫✓✍✟✟✹✛ 
c.  ✺✗ ky✻✙ ✺✙  ✚☛✂✒✟✛  ✺✗ ky✻✗~✺✙ ky✻✙ ✺✙  ✚☛✂✒✟✹✛ 
d.  ✸✗ ✺✗ hw✻✗ ✸✙  ✚☛✂✓☎✛  ✸✗ ✺✗ hw✻✗ ✸✙ ~✺✗ hw✻✗ ✸✙  ✚☛✂✓☎✹✛ 
e.  ✺✗ s✪✙   ✚✔✂✟✝☞✛  ✺✗ s✪✗~i✺✙ s✪✙  ✚✔✂✟✝☞✹✛ 

Another group of derived adjectives is formed from verbs through the 
suffixation of a long front high vowel, which is realized in the orthography 
as either -✻✗ ✻✙  or -✼✗ ✼✙ , in agreement with Akan vowel harmony rules. They are 
said on a rising tone, as shown in the examples in (8) from the Fante dialect 
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of Akan (cf. Osam 1999: 194).9 

(8)       BASE VERB GLOSS    ADJECTIVE GLOSS 

a.  g�✄ ✁✄ ✂✄   ☎to be dry✆   g�✝ ✁✝ n-✞✝ ✞✄  ☎dried✆ 
b.  h✟✄✠✄   ☎to smoke (fish)✆ h✟✝w-✞✝ ✞✄  ☎smoked✆ 
c.  t✟✝ t✟✝   ☎to roast/grill✆   t✟✝ t✟✝ -✞✝ ✞✄  ☎roasted/grilled✆ 
d.  tw�✄ ✠✄  ☎to mash✆   tw�✝w-✡✝ ✡✄ ☎mashed✆ 

☛☞ ✌☞☞ ✍✎☞✏ ✍✎✑✍✒ ✓✔✏✍✕✑ ✖✔✑✗✘✆✌ ✙✘☞✚✒ ✍✎☞ ✔✏✛✜ ✕☞✑✛ ✘✏✌✍✑✏✓☞✌ ✔✢ ✑✗✣☞✓✤

tives formed from nouns are the cases of reduplicated nouns, as shown in 
(7). As far as verbs are concerned, only the front high vowel suffix derives 
adjectives from some culinary verbs, as shown in (8). Thus, I believe that the 
proper construal of the derivational relation between the nouns and the ad-
jectives that Boadi (1965) cites is that the nouns are formed from the redu-
plicated adjectival bases through prefixation, as shown in (9). This is con-
✌✘✌✍☞✏✍ ✚✘✍✎ ✥✌✑✦✆✌ ✧✔✌✘✍✘✔✏ ✔✏ ✗☞✕✘✙☞✗ ✑✗✣☞✓✍✘✙☞✌ ✘✏ ★✩✑✏ ✪✥✌✑✦ ✫✬✬✬✭ ✑✌

well as the derivation of nouns in Akan (Christaller 1875; Appah 2003). 

(9)       ADJECTIVE GLOSS  DERIVED NOUN GLOSS 

a.   tuntu✮✄  ☎black✆  ✟✝ -tuntu✮✄  ☎black one✆  
b.   k✯k✯✯✄   ☎red✆   ✯✝ -k✯k✯✯✄   ☎red one✆ 
c.   f✰✰f✰✄   ☎beautiful✆ ✯✝ -f✰✰f✰✄   ☎beautiful one✆ 

(examples from Boadi (1965: 40-41) re-analysed) 

The data in Table 1 above show that the adjective constituent of Akan N-
A compounds may be reduplicated. Even so, the only reduplicated adjective 
that occurs in the data (kankan ☎✌✦☞✛✛✘✏✱✆✒ ✓☞✛✛ ✲✳✭ ✌☞☞✦✌ ✍✔ ✴☞ ✘✏✎☞✕☞✏✍✛✜
reduplicated so that the potential simplex form (*kan) does not occur alone 
in an N-A compound, or anywhere else in the grammar, as far as I know. 
Thus, even this adjective may be considered simplex, confirming the obser-
vation that only simplex adjectives occur in Akan N-A compounds (Appah 
2013b). 

Indeed, Appah (2003, 2004) suggested that reduplicated adjectives may 
have the reduplication reversed when the construction they occur in is nomi-
nalized. For example, the adjective p✁✄ p✁✄  ☎good✆ always occurs reduplicated, 
whether in isolation or in a phrasal constructions. However, in compound 
constructions, only the simplex form occurs as we find in compounds like: 
✁✝ dw✞✝ ✮✝ -p✁✄  ☎good intensions/discretion✆ (1C), ✂✝ k✯✝ t✯✝ -p✁✄  ☎type of crab✆ (4B) 
and ✟✝ k�✝ ✂✝ -p✁✄  ☎good husband✆ (12A), in Table 1. Now the observation that on-
                                                 
9 In addition to the data in (7) and (8), Osam mentions a class he refers to as nouns used as 
adjectives. They include nouns like ohiani ✵✶✷✷✸ ✶✹✸✺✷✻✼✽ sikanyi ✵✸✾✿❀ ✶✹✸✺✷✻✼ ❁✻❂ ❃❄❃❄❅ ✵❆✾✺❇
✾❈✷✸✼❉  
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ly simplex adjectives occur in Akan N-A compounds explains what was 
originally presented as the reversal of the reduplication in the relevant adjec-
tives. This is because, like other researchers, Appah (2003, 2004) assumed 
that such N-A compounds ultimately derived from underlying phrases. The 
present study has shown that the adjectives in the relevant compounds were 
not reduplicated in the first place. 

In this section, I have shown that the adjective constituents of Akan N-A 
compounds are invariably simplex. The nouns, on the other hand, can be de-
rived complex words. However, neither constituent seems to be a compound. 
Given this, we can add a condition to any description of the class of Akan N-
A compounds that neither constituent may be a compound. 

4.2 Semantic types of the constituents of Akan N-A compounds 

The noun constituents of the Akan N-A compounds in my dataset are seman-
tically varied. They include: concrete objects, body parts, animals, human 
relations and abstract nominals, as shown in (10). 

(10)  SEMANTIC TYPE EXAMPLES 
a. HUMAN RELATIONS  n�✄  ✁mother✂☎ ✆✝ b�✄  ✁child✂☎ ✞k✟✠p�✄  ✁hus-

✡☛☞✌✂ 
b. ABSTRACT NOMINALS  �✝ s✍✎✏✄  ✁news✂☎ ✑✝ t✒✄ ✑✄  ✁judgement✂☎ �✝ d�✄ ✑✄ s✓ 

✁✔✕✖☞✗✘✘✂ 
c. ANIMALS  �✝ b✙✄ �✄  ✁animal✂☎ k✆✄ t✆✄  ✁crab✂☎ n�✄ ✏✄  ✁fish✂ 
d. BODY PARTS  n�✄ ✑✄  ✁leg✂☎ t✒✝ ky✚r✒✝m�✄  ✁tongue✂☎ �✝ b�✝ s�✄  

✁☛✛✜✂  
e. CONCRETE OBJECTS  �✝ s�✝ �✄ s✢✄  ✁land✂☎ �✝ f✙✝w�✄ , ✁knife✂☎ d✣✝ �✄  ✁tree✂☎

✒✝ kw�✄ ✑✄  ✁way✂ 

The adjective constituents also belong to diverse semantic classes. Fol-
lowing Osam (1999) we can identify adjectives that belong to semantic clas-
ses like value, physical property, dimension, human propensity and age, as 
shown in (11). 

(11)  SEMANTIC TYPE EXAMPLES 
a. AGE p�✝ ny✤✄✑✄  ✁elder✂☎ k✣✄m�✄  ✁younger✂ 
b. HUMAN PROPENSITY h�✄ r✢✄  ✁swift✂☎ b✙✄n✤✄n✤✄  ✁barren✂ 
c. DIMENSION s✤✄✑✄  ✁fraction✂☎ k✒✝ s✢✄  ✁big✂☎ f�✄  ✁half✂☎ m✣✄  

✁✔✥✦✧✗★✩✪✧✧✂ 
d. VALUE p�✄  ✁good✂☎ b✆✝ n✢✄  ✁bad✂☎ p✆✄ ✑✄  ✁great✂☎ h✣✄ n✣✄  

✁✪✘✗✧✗✘✘★✡✦✫✪✘✂ 
e. PHYSICAL PROPERTY k✣✄ r✣✄ ✏✄  ✁crocked✂☎ ts✢✄ ✑✄  ✁straight✂☎ k�✄ ✑✄ k�✄ ✑✄  

✁✩✗✖✕✌✂☎ dz✢✄ ✑✄  ✁hard✂☎ ✁cold✂☎ b✣✄ n✣✄  ✁unripe✂ 
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It is fair to stress that these semantic types of nouns and adjectives are 
the only ones that occur in our dataset and that probably with an expanded 
dataset we might find other types. Thus, in principle, there seems to be no 
restriction on the semantic types of nouns and adjectives that can occur in 
Akan N-A compounds. However, there should be some plausible relation be-
tween the meanings of the noun and the adjective. For instance, a dimension 
adjective should be found in composition with and modifying a noun that 
has dimensions in the appropriate sense (cf. Lieber 2004, 2009). 

5. INTERPRETATION OF AKAN N-A COMPOUNDS 

It would seem that the interpretation of N-A compounds would be a straight-
forward matter because they are each made up of a noun head which is mod-
ified by an adjective expressing some salient property of the referent of the 
noun. The data show that for a significant number of Akan N-A compounds, 
this might be the case. However, as shown in section 1, it is generally ac-
cepted that in such compounds the interpretation is usually not as straight-
forward as it might appear at first blush (cf. Mondini et al. 2002; Bauer 
2009; Spencer 2011; Gagne & Spalding 2015; Schl�✟ cker 2016). 

Indeed, the relative difficulty of interpreting N-A compounds, compared 
to phrases, is argued to be a criterion for distinguishing between N-A com-
pounds and analogous N-A phrases (Appah 2013b). It is argued that adjec-
tival modification in N-A compounds is such that the adjectives do not quite 
retain the core adjectival properties they have in isolation and in analogous 
phrases. That is, adjectives in phrases, are usually ascriptive in that they refer 
t✁ ✂✄☎�✂✆ ✝✞✁✝✠✞☎✡✠☛ ✁☞ ☎✌✠ ✍✁�✍☛ ☎✌✠✎ ✏✁✑✡☞✎✒ ✝✞✁✝✠✞☎✡✠☛ ☎✌✂☎ ✂✞✠ ✓✔✂✆✡✑ ☞✁✞

☎✌✠ ✠✍☎✡☎✎ ✡✍☛☎✂✍☎✡✂☎✠✑ ✕✎ ☎✌✠ ✍✁�✍✖ ✗✘✠✞✞✡☛ ✙✚✚✛✜ ✢✣✤✥ ✦✑✧✠✄☎✡✔✠☛ ✡✍ ✄✁✏★

pounds, however, tend to function merely as classifiers (Bauer 2009; Spen-
cer 2011). This might probably be due to the fact that nouns in compounds 
tend to be non-referential. Hence, the meanings of N-A compounds, unlike 
N-A phrases, are relatively non-transparent. 

As first suggested by Marfo (2004), we may distinguish two types of 
Akan N-A compounds based on their relative transparency. They are the 
transparent type and the lexicalized type. The transparent compounds are 
usually hyponyms of their nominal head constituents and the adjective con-
stituents express actual properties of the referent of the nouns (cf. Ferris 
1993). Thus, the meaning of the whole may be worked out fully from the 
meanings of the parts, as shown by the compounds in (12). That is, n✩✪ ✫✪ -k✬✪ s✭✮  
✯✕✡✰ ☞✡☛✌✱ ✗✙✢✂✤ ✡☛ ✂ ☎✎✝✠ ✁☞ ✯☞✡☛✌✱ ☎✌✂☎ ✡☛ ✯✕✡✰✱✒ ✂✍✑ ☎✌✂☎ ✡☛ ✂✆✆ ☎✌✠✞✠ ✡☛ ☎✁ ✡☎ ✕✠★

cause the constituents retain their core semantics. Such a compound can be 
contrasted with another compound that expresses a contrary view to the de-
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notatum. For example, �✄ dw✁✄✂✄ -p�☎  ✆good intentions✝ (12b) can be contrasted 
with �✄ dw✁✄✂✄ -m✞✄ n✁☎  ✆bad intensions✝✟ 

(12)  COMPOUND CONSTITUENTS GLOSS TRANSLATION 
a. n✠✡ ☛✡ -k☞✡ s✌✍   n✠✍ ☛✍ -k☞✡ s✌✍   fish-big ✎big fish✏ 
b. ✠✡ dw✌✡ ☛✡ -p✠✍  ✠✡ ✑✒✓✔-p✠✍ (p✕)  mind-good ✎✖✗✗✘ ✙✚✛✜✚✛ions✏ 
c. ✠✡ s✠✡ ✠✡ s✌✡ -

b✢✍ !n✣✍n✤ 
✠✡ -s✠✡ ✠✡ s✌✍ -b✢✡n✣✍n✣✍  SG-earth-

barren 
✎infertile land✏ 

d. ✠✡ d✠✡ ✥✡ s✌✡ -
k✦✍ r✦✍ ☛✍  

✠✡ d✠✍ ✥✍ s✌✍ ✧-k✦✍ r✦✍ ☛✍   witness-
crooked 

✎false witness✏ 

e. ★✡ h✌✡ ☛✡ -p★✡ ✥✍  ★✡ -h✌✍n✌✍ -p★✡ ✥✍   SG-king-great ✎paramount chief✏ 
f. b✠✡ s✩-f✠✍  ✠✡ -b✩s✠✍ -f✠✍   SG-arm-half ✎half of an arm-

length✏ 
g. ✠✡ s☞✡ ☛✡ -p✠✍  ✠✡ -s✧☛✍ -p✠✍ (p✕)  SG-news-good ✎good news✏ (Gos-

pel) 
h. ✥✡ n✪-b★✡n✌✍  ✥✡ -n✓-b★✡n✌✍   PL-thing-bad ✎evil deeds✏ 
i. ✠✡ b✩s✠✡ -m✦✍  ✠✡ -b✩s✠✍ -m✦✍   SG-arm-whole ✎full-arm length✏ 
j. ✥✡ s✫-k✠✍ ✥✍ k✠✍ ✥✍  ✥✡ s✬-k✠✍ ✥✍ k✠✍ ✥✍   water-fetid ✎smelling water✏ 
k. ✠✡ kw✠✡ ✥✡  dz✌✍ ✥✍  ✠✡ kw✠✍ ✥✍  dz✌✍ ✥✍   paddling-hard ✎strong paddling (of 

canoe)✏ 
l. ☞✡ kw✠✡ ☛✡ -

m★✡ n✌✍  
☞✡ -kw✠✍ ✥✍ -b★✡ n✌✍   SG-way-bad ✎evil means/way✏ 

m. ✠✡ s☞✡ ✥✡ -k☞✡ s✓ ✠✡ -s☞✡ ☛✍ -k☞✡ s✌✍   SG-matter-big ✎big issue✏ 
n. ✥✡ s✦✡ ✢✡ -nw✦✍ n✬ ✥✡ s✦✍ ✢✍ -nw✦✍ n✦✍   water-cold ✎cold water✏ 
o. ✥✡ d✫-p★✡ ✥✍   ✥✡ -d✦✡ ✠✍ -p★✡ ✥✍   PL-tree-great ✎huge trees✏ 
p. d✭☛✡-m★✡n✌✍  d✣✍✥✍ -b★✡ n✌✍   name-bad ✎bad name✏ 
q. ✥✡ s☞✡ ✥✡ -h✦✍n✬ ✥✡ -s☞✡ ☛✍ -h✦✍ n✦✍   PL-matter-

useless 
✎useless/senseless 
matter✏ 

r. ky✌✡ -h✦✍ n✦✍  ky✌✍ -h✦✍ n✦✍   arrest-vain ✎arbitrary arrest✏ 
s. ✥✡ t☞✍ ✥✍ -ky✌✍✒✍  ✥✡ t☞✍ ✥✍ -ky✌✍ ✒✍   judgement-

crooked 
✎skewed judgment/ 
miscarriage of jus-
tice✏ 

t. ★✡ s★✡ f✮-
p✠✡ ny✣✍✥✍  

★✡ -s★✍ f✯-p✠✡ ny✤✔  SG-priest-elder ✎chief priest✏ 

u. ★✡ b✠✍ ✠✡ -
p✠✍ ny✣✍✥✍  

★✡ -b✠✍ ✠✍ -p✠✡ ny✣✍✥✍   SG-woman-
elder 

✎elderly woman✏ 

v. n✠✡ -p✠✍ ny✣✍✥✍  n✠✍ -p✠✍ ny✤✔  mother-senior ✎mothers elder sister✏ 
w. n✠✡ -k✦✍m✠✍  n✠✍ -k✦✍m✠✍   mother-

younger 
✎younger mother✏ 
✰✱✚✲✳✜✏✴ ✵✙✶✜✷ ✸✗✛✹✺

✜✻✏✴ ✼✗✱✚✖✜✻ ✴✙✴✛✜✻✽ 

 

NOUN-ADJECTIVE COMPOUNDS IN AKAN

275



Following the observation that Akan N-A compounds are left-headed 
(Appah 2013b; Christaller 1875), I assume that the transparent N-A com-
pounds instantiate the constructional schema in (13) which is the schema for 
left-headed compounds in Akan (Appah 2015). The schema shows that the 
whole compound is a subtype of the left-hand nominal constituent, so the re-
lationship between the schema and the compound n�✄ ✁✄ k☎✄ s✂✆  ✝big fish✞ may be 
represented as (14). 

(13) < [[N]i [A]j]Nk ✟ [SEMi which is/has PROPERTYj]k > 

(14) < [[N]i [A]j]Nk  ✟ [SEMi which has PROPERTYj]k > 

 [[n✠✡☛✡ -]Ni [k☞✡s✌✍]Aj]Nk     ✎big fish✏ 

As noted above, the literature shows that compared to the corresponding N-
A phrases, N-A compounds tend to be non-compositional. This is illustrated 
by the class we call lexicalized compounds. See (15). 

(15)  COMPOUND CONSTITUENTS GLOSS TRANSLATION 
a. ✑✒ ✓✔✒ ✕✑✒ -✖✗✘✙✘  ✑✒ ✓✔✒ ✕✑✘ -✖✗✘✙✘  ✚✛✜✢✣-✤✢✥✦✧★✜✩ ✪penknife✫ 
b. ✑✒ dw✬n✬-

h✑✘ r✭✘  
✑✒ dw✭✘n✭✘ -h✮r✭✘  mind-fast/light ✪perceptiveness✫ 

c. ✙✒ hw✯r✰m✱-
ts✭✘ ✙✘  

✙✒ hw✯r✰m✮-ts✭✘ ✙✘  whistle-
straight 

✪sweet whistles✫ 

d. ✙✒ k✲✒ t✲✒ -p✑✘  ✙✒ -k✲✘t✲✘ -p✑✘  PL-crab-good ✪type of crab✫ 
e. d✳✒ ✑✒ -s✗✘✙✘  d✳✒ ✑✘ -s✗✘✙✘   tree-fraction ✪✚✧✴✵✶✫ 

f. b✑✘ !dw✑✘  
k✷✘ !s✭✘ ✷✘  

b✑✘ dw✑✘  k✷✒ s✸✷✘ assembly-big ✪General Assembly✫ 
(UN) 

g, ✑✒ kw✑✒ ✙✒ -ts✭✘ ✙✘  ✑✒ kw✑✘ ✙✘ -ts✭✘ ✙✘  way-straight ✪highway/road✫ 
h. ✑✒ kw✑✘ ✙✘ -s✗✘✙✘  ✑✒ kw✑✘ ✙✘ -s✗✘✙✘  way-fraction ✪mile/kilometre✫ 
i. ✲✒ b✑✘ ✑✘ -b✳✘ n✹ ✲✒ -b✑✘ ✑✘ -b✳✘ n✳✘  SG-woman-

unripe 
✪virgin✫ 

j. m✑✘ ✙✘ -s✺✻ m✑✘ ✙✘ -s✗✘✙✘   nation-
fraction/half 

✪a district in a politi-
cal system✫ 

These lexicalized N-A compounds are not totally non-transparent. They 
may also be hyponyms of their left-hand head constituents. For example, 
✼✄ k✽✄ t✽✄ -p�✆  (15d) is a type of k✽✆ t✽✆  ✝crab✞ and b�✆ !dw�✆  k☎✆

!s✂✆ ☎✆  ✝general assembly✞
✾✿❀❁❂✞ ❃❄ ❅ ❆❃❇❈ ❉❁ b�✆ !dw�✆  ✝Assembly✞❊ However, their meanings cannot be 
fully deduced from the meanings of their constituents. This is not too strange 
for compounds, because it is acknowledged that compositionality is usually a 
challenge for compounds (Libben 2014; Gagne & Spalding 2015). 
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One reason such compounds are not totally transparent is that some of 
the adjectives do not retain their core semantics, as noted above. For exam-
ple, the adjective p�✄  ✁good✂ in (15d) cannot be interpreted literally because 
☎✆ k✝✆ t✝✆ -p�✄  ✁a type of crab✂ [lit. good crab], does not contrasts with ☎✆ k✝✆ t✝✆ -b✝✄ ☎✄  
✁✞✟✠ ✡☛✟✞✂☞ ✟✌ ✟ ✍✎✏✑☛✟✍ ☛✑✡✒✓✔✎✔✕ ✓✖ ✏✗✑ ✘✑✟✔✎✔✕ ✓✖ ✏✗✑ ✖✓☛✘✑☛ ✙✓✚✍✠ ✌✚✕✛

gest. It is simply the name of a particular type of crab. Thus, we can say, fol-
lowing Spencer (2011) that the meaning of GOOD is not in the compound 
✙✗✓✌✑ ✍✎✏✑☛✟✍ ✘✑✟✔✎✔✕ ✎✌ ✁✕✓✓✠ ✡☛✟✞✂✜ ✢✟✏✗✑☛☞ ✏✗✑ ✟✠✣✑✡✏✎✤✑✌ p�✄  ✁good✂ has 
only a classifying function.10 

A second reason why such compounds are not totally transparent, obvi-
ously related to the first one, is that sometimes there are meaning compo-
nents that do not come from the constituents. For example, the compounds 
that have the adjective s✥✄☎✄  ✁fraction✂ ✦✧★✩ refer literally to portions of the en-
tities named by the noun constituents, but the idiomatic meanings are some-
what different. For instance, it is not just any portion of a knife (16a) or even 
any small knife that may pass for a penknife, just as we do not cut just any 
portion of a road and call it �✆ kw�✄ ☎✄ -s✥✄☎✄  ✁mile/kilometre✂✜ The relevant portion 
must meet a certain measure, which is not expressly coded in the constitu-
ents of the compound. 

(16)  COMPOUND CONSTITUENTS GLOSS TRANSLATION 

a. ✪✫ ✬✭✫ ✮✪✫ -✯✰✱✲✱  ✪✫ ✬✭✫ ✮✪✱ -✯✰✱✲✱  ✳✴✵✶✷-✸✶✹✺✻✼✵✽ ✾penknife✿ 

b. d❀✫ ✪✫ -s✰✱✲✱  d❀✫ ✪✱ -s✰✱✲✱   tree-fraction ✾stump✿ 

c. ✪✫ kw✪✱ ✲✱ -s✰✱✲✱  ✪✫ kw✪✱ ✲✱ -s✰✱✲✱  way-fraction ✾mile/kilometre✿ 

d. m✪✱ ✲✱ -s❁❂ m✪✱ ✲✱ -s✰✱✲✱   nation-
fraction/half 

✾a district in a politi-
cal system✿ 

Thus, for these compounds, the meaning of the head noun (e.g. d❃✆ �✄  
✁✏☛✑✑✂✩ ✟✔✠ ✏✗✟✏ ✓✖ ✏✗✑ ✘✓✠✎✖❄✎✔✕ ✟✠✣✑✡✏✎✤✑ ✦✑✜✕✜ s✥✄☎✄  ✁fraction✂✩ are in the 
compound. However, to complete the meaning of the compound, some 

                                                 
10 There are noun-noun compounds that behave in the same way as the lexicalized N-A com-
pounds (see examples below). For example, there is no reason why the combination 
t❅❆ ky❇❆ r❅❆ m❈❉  ❊tongue❋ and n●❉n●❉ ❊male❋ (1a) should mean sharp tongue. In a phrase, the combina-
tion can only mean a male tongue, which will be meaningless since the human tongue is not 
gendered. So here too we can suggest that the meaning of n●❉n●❉ ❍male■ is actually not in the 
compound. 

COMPOUND  CONSTITUENTS  GLOSS  TRANSLATION 
a. ❏❆ w❈❆ -n●❉n●❉  ❏❆ w❈❉ -n●❉n●❉  snail-male ❊a large snail 
b. t❅❆ ky❇❆ r❅❆ m❈❆ -n●❉n●❉ t❅❆ ky❇❆ r❅❆ m❈❉ -n●❉n●❉ tongue-male ❊a sharp tongued❋ 
c. ❑▲▼❉k❏❉ -n●❉n●❉  ❈❆ -k▼❉k❏❉ -n●❉n●❉ SG-fowl-male ❊cockerel/rooster❋ 
d. n❈❆ ◆❆ tw●❆-n●❉n●❉  n❈❆ ◆❆ tw●❆-n●❉n●❉ cow-male  ❊bull❋ 
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meaning component has to be supplied from the encyclopaedic knowledge 
of the item that the competent speaker possesses. This is consistent with the 
�✁✂✄☎✆✝✞✟�✠ ✞✡✝✞ ☛✞he meaning of a complex word, although based on the 
constituents, often contain information that is not directly inherited from the 
☞✄✝✠✟✠✌✂ �✍ ✞✡✄ ✎�✠✂✞✟✞✏✄✠✞✂✑ ✒✓✝✌✠✄ & Spalding 2015: 10).11 

A third reason why the so-called lexicalized compounds are not totally 
transparent is that some compounds have to be interpreted, on occasion, by 
means of some figure of speech like metaphor or metonymy. For example, 
the link between ✔✕ b✖✗ ✖✗ -b✘✗ n✘✗  (17) and its idiomatic meaning ✙virgin✚ is indi-
rect. The meaning is arrived at through the metaphorical extension of UN-

RIPENESS to VIRGINITY. 

(17)  COMPOUND CONSTITUENTS GLOSS TRANSLATION 

 ✛✜ b✢✣ ✢✣ -b✤✣ n✥ ✛✜ -b✢✣ ✢✣ -b✤✣ n✤✣  SG-woman-
unripe 

✦virgin✧ 

Definitely, someone can be a virgin at age 45 years, but it would be in-
appropriate, in my opinion, to think that such a person is unripe. That is why 
this compound cannot be interpreted literally. 

Given the foregoing, the question that comes up naturally is: how do we 
account for the properties of the lexicalized N-A compounds? Appah (2015) 
has suggested that one way of accounting for the properties of complex 
forms in which a meaning component does not come from its constituents, is 
to treat the extra-compositional meaning component as a semantic operator 
over the meaning of the whole construction or over the meaning of the con-
stituent that it relates to. This approach works for situations where a number 
of constructions share the non-compositional semantic feature in question. 
We can illustrate this with the Akan compounds that contain n★✗n★✗ , including 
n✖✕ ✩✕ tw★✕-n★✗n★✗  ✙bull✚ and ✖✕ k✪✗k✔✗ n★✗n★✗  ✙cockerel/rooster✚ (footnote 11) for which 
the meaning [+ADULT] is not formally anchored in the compound. Here, we 
posit a constructional idiom, a schema which has one of its slots pre-
specified or filled (Jackendoff 2002; Booij 2010b), like the one in (18), 
where the form n★✗n★✗  already occurs in the schema. To form a compound, a 

                                                 
11 Again, there are some left-headed noun-noun compounds that behave like this. For in-
stance, whereas the referents of compounds containing the modifier n✫✬n✫✬/ny✫✬✭✬  in the examples 
below are definitely male and hyponyms of their head constituents, there is usually an addi-
tional meaning component ✮ [+ADULT] ✮ that is not overtly coded in the constituents. For in-
stance, ✯✰ k✱✬ k✲✬ n✫✬n✫✬  ✳cockerel/rooster✴ is not just any male fowl, but an adult male fowl. 

COMPOUND  CONSTITUENTS  GLOSS  TRANSLATION 
a. ✵✶w✯✰ -n✫✬n✫✬  ✲✰w✯✬ -n✫✬n✫✬  snail-male a large snail 
b. n✯✰ ✭✰ tw✫✰-n✫✬n✫✬  n✯✰ ✭✰ tw✫✬-n✫✬n✫✬ cow-male  bull 
c. ✷✸✱✬ k✲✬ -n✫✬n✫✬  ✯✰ k✱✬ k✲✬ -n✫✬n✫✬ fowl-male cock/rooster 
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nominal that is either the generic or the feminine name substitutes for x, as 
shown in (19). 

(18) < [[x]i [n�☎n�☎]j]Nk ✁ [Adultj which is SEMi]]k > 

(19) < [[x]i [n�☎n�☎]j]Nk ✁ [Adultj which is SEMi]]k > 

[[n✂✄✆✄ tw✝✄]Ni [n✝✞n✝✞]Aj]Nk  ✟bull✠ 

Clearly, the suggestion by Appah (2015) works for the compounds that 
contain n✡☛n✡☛ because there is a clear pattern/schema emerging from the in-
stantiating noun-noun compounds. The case of the lexicalized N-A com-
pounds is somewhat different. Each one seems to be rather idiosyncratic in 
its semantic makeup and not schema-generated and the additional meaning is 
different for each N-A compound. Thus, for each one, the form has to be 
paired directly with the corresponding meaning, as in the compound ☞✌ b✍☛ ✍☛ -
b✎☛ n✎☛  ✏virgin✑✒ whose metaphorical interpretation is an idiosyncratic property. 

In this section, I have dealt with the overall interpretation of Akan N-A 
compounds, introducing semantically transparent and lexicalized subtypes, 
as first broached in Marfo (2004). I have shown that the interpretation of the 
transparent type is quite straightforward. However, the same cannot be said 
about the lexicalized type for a number of reasons, principally because the 
adjectival constituents may not retain their core meanings, or there may be 
some additional meaning components that are not in the constituents, or the 
compounds may have to be interpreted by means of some figure of speech. 
Thus, to fully account for the compositional and non-compositional proper-
ties of Akan N-A compounds, we need to be able to distinguish between 
structures that are productive and schema-generated and those whose mean-
ings are no more than individual lexicalised idiosyncrasies. 

The foregoing observations about the adjective constituent in the N-A 
compound are consistent with the observed behaviour of adjectives in com-
pounds cross-linguistically (cf. Mondini et al. 2002; Bauer 2009; Spencer 
2011; Gagne & Spalding 2015; Schl✓cker 2016). We see that even what we 
call transparent compounds may not be wholly transparent. For example, 
✍✌ dw✔✌✕✌ -p✍☛  ✏go✖✗ ✘✙✚✛✙✜✘✖✙✜✑ ✢✣✘✤✣ ✢✛ ✤✥✦✜✜✘✧★ ✦✜ ✚✩✦✙✜✪✦✩✛✙✚ ✘✜ ✙✖✚ ✢✣✖✥✥★
so because the mind is more than just intentions. Thus, the nature of adjec-
tival modification (and by reasonable extension, nominal modification) in 
compounds portrays the compounds as serving to identify culturally institu-
tionalized entities/concept in a way that the corresponding phrases do not, 
unless they are lexicalized. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

In this paper, I have discussed N-A compounds, showing that they are dif-
ferent from phrases and that they have properties that do not emanate from 
either constituent. I have discussed the properties of the individual constitu-
ents, showing that in terms of form, neither constituent is a compound, alt-
hough the noun constituents can be derived complex words. The adjective 
constituents are invariably simplex. In terms of semantics, I have shown that 
both the noun and the adjective belong to varied semantic classes, with no 
restriction, in principle, on the semantic classes that may occur in the com-
pound. 

Regarding the overall interpretation of the compounds, I have shown that 
we can posit two subclasses of N-A compounds � transparent and lexicalized 
subtypes. The transparent subtype is fairly easy to interpret because they 
tend to be largely compositional, with the adjective constituent expressing 
actual properties of the head. The lexicalized ones are not so easy to interpret 
because, even where they are hyponyms of their head constituents, there is 
usually something unusual about the meaning contribution of the modifying 
constituents or there will be a meaning component that is external to the 
whole compound. Thus, it is suggested that the adjectives in such com-
pounds have only classifying functions. 
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