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Abstract
This paper gives an account of Ateso’s intricate and unique case-marking system. Case in the language is marked by tone. The analysis posits four main categories: marked-nominative case system, genitive, locative and instrumental case. Remarkably, Ateso, an Eastern Nilotic language of the Teso-Turkana branch spoken in both Uganda and Kenya, has a marked-nominative case system which is a mixture of both accusative and the ergative system. Its similarity with the accusative system is such that the Agent and Subject are treated the same way, different from the Object. On the other hand, the nominative is morphologically marked in both marked-nominative and ergative languages. Besides, Ateso exhibits split alignment where the only argument of the predicate of specific verbs (usually non-volitional) takes absolute rather than nominative case. 
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1. [bookmark: _Toc476982769]Marked nominative case
In many languages, case marking relates to the syntactic relationship between the verb and its subject or object. Case in the world’s languages is divided into two main systems: ergative-absolutive or nominative-accusative (Dixon 1994). Ateso has a marked nominative case system, a phenomenon highlighted by Dimmendaal (2014) and XXXXXXX (2017) for Eastern Sudanic branch of the Nilo-Saharan family. At the first glance the Subject (S) of the intransitive and the Agent (A) of the transitive clause have the same tonal marking. Consider the following:
1. a. é-móɲ-í   		àbɛ̀rʊ̀			
     3SG-cry-IPFV	woman/NOM	
          ‘the woman was crying’
            b. é-kwènà 		nèsì
   3-laugh:PAST	3SG/NOM
   ‘(s)he laughed’
c. ɛ́-mɪ́ná	àbɛ̀rʊ̀            	èkíljòkít 
                3-loves	woman/NOM	man/SG
                ‘the woman loves the man’ 
d. ɛ́-mɪ́ná	nèsì		èkíljòkít 
                3-loves	3SG/NOM	man/SG
                ‘(s)he loves the man’ 
The ‘woman’ and the independent ‘3SG’ pronoun as the S of intransitive clauses in (1a-b) and the ‘woman’ and 3SG as the A of transitive clauses in (1c) and (1d), respectively, have the same tone namely, LLL and LL. This shows that the S subject is marked as nominative in the intransitive clause and the A subject is marked the same way. Compare this with example (2) below where ‘woman’ and the independent 3SG pronoun occur in the object position.
2. a. ɛ́-mɪ́ná	èkìljòkìt       	àbɛ́rʊ̀ 
   3-loves     	man/NOM     	woman/SG/ABS
   ‘the man loves the woman’
b. ɛ́-mɪ́ná	èkìljòkìt       	nésì
          3-loves      	man/NOM     	3SG/ABS
          ‘(s)he loves the woman’
The ‘woman’ and the ‘3SG’in the S positions of the intransitive clauses have LLL and LL tone pattern, respectively, and the A of the transitive clauses have LLL and LL tone pattern.[footnoteRef:2] On the other hand, the ‘woman’ and the independent ‘3SG’ pronoun in the object positions are marked LHL and HL, respectively. These markings show a nominative-accusative system where the S and A are marked the same way, but Object (O) is treated differently, as shown below. [2: Low tones are the most dominant for the nominative forms in the examples cited in this discussion, but it should be kept in mind that there are various exceptions. Consequently, the nominative does not occur in one simple rule of low tone insertion or spreading.] 

3. Nominative-accusative
A
O
S
Why then is Ateso a marked nominative system? In isolation, the tone pattern of the noun for ‘woman’ and the independent ‘3SG’ pronoun will be as follows:
4. a. àbɛ́rʊ̀	‘woman’
    LHL
b. nésì		‘3SG’
    HL
When the nouns occur in isolation, their tone patterns show a different tone marking from that of the A or the S. The tone on ‘woman’ in (4a) and that on independent ‘3SG’ pronoun in (4b) are similar to the tone marking of the objects, that is, LHL and HL, respectively. 
Further, subjects may occur before verbs in negated forms, among other contexts. The structure of the negated construction would then be noted as: NEG + subject (with absolute tone) + main verb (+ the object, also marked absolute). The subjects in the affirmative clauses in (5a) and (5b) below changes tone from LLL and LL to LHL and HL, respectively, when they are moved at preverb positions in the negated forms in (5c) and (5d) and that demonstrates the absolute marking of the object.
5. a. ɛ́-ɲàm		àbɛ̀rʊ̀ 		épùùsì
    3SG-eat:PAST	woman/NOM 	cat/ABS
    ‘the woman ate the cat’
b. ɛ́-ɲàm		nésì		épùùsì
    3SG-eat:PAST	3SG/NOM 	cat/ABS
         ‘(s)he ate the cat’
           c. mámʊ́ 	àbɛ́rʊ̀		à-ɲàm 		épùùs(ì)
	    NEG	woman/ABS 	INF-eat	cat/ABS
   ‘the woman did not eat the cat’
           d. mámʊ́ 	nésì		à-ɲàm 		épùùs(ì)
	   NEG		3SG/ABS 	INF-eat	cat/ABS
   ‘(s)he did not eat the cat’
From the evidence, above, where words in isolation are marked with the accusative object marking where they occur in the unmarked position, Ateso is a marked nominative language, because the S subject of the intransitive clause and the A subject of the transitive clause are marked, while the object is unmarked. The marked nominative is a hybrid between the ergative-absolutive and the nominative-accusative. It is established when at least two cases are distinguished, namely an accusative covering O, and a nominative covering S and A (Koenig, 2006: 658). And as pointed out further by Koenig, the accusative must be the functionally unmarked form; the case with the widest range of functions, as discussed below.
The occurrence of the marked nominative case system is not only confined to Nilotic languages of the Eastern branch but also occurs in other groups within the Southern and Western Nilotic branches (as cited by Tucker & Bryan 1966: 467).[footnoteRef:3]In the ergative-absolutive and the marked nominative, the object is the unmarked form; and that is why the object in this case will not be called accusative but absolute. Dimmendaal mentions the following properties for the unmarked absolute marking: [3:  The Southern branch consists of Daju, Temeinian, Surmic and Nilotic.] 

“(1) because in this form these categories have their widest range of occurrence, (2) because in the absolutive case maximal tonal differentiation occurs, whereby tone pattern is not predictable, and finally (3) because the tonal forms of the categories in question when occurring in other cases can be predicted or derived from the corresponding forms in the absolutive case.”
	(Dimmendaal 1983a: 66)
Out of the three properties, (1) applies most to Ateso. As illustrated above, the absolute tone has the widest range of occurrence. It occurs at preverbal subject position, or with object nouns or pronouns, and for nouns cited in isolation. 
There is an additional “complication” to the marked nominative system: certain verbs with only one argument look like intransitive verbs, and are, therefore, expected to take nominative case. Yet, they do not. Instead, the syntactic argument takes absolute case as illustrated in the following section.
2. [bookmark: _Toc476982770]Split alignment
As already mentioned, Ateso has a marked-nominative case system, i.e. the subject of a transitive and intransitive predication is marked for case, whenever it follows the verb (whereas the object is inflected for absolute case). In addition, Ateso (like other Eastern Nilotic languages) manifests split alignment, i.e. with specific verbs (usually expressing non-volitionality, the only argument of the predicate takes absolute, rather than nominative, case) (XXXXXXX, 2017).
The morphosyntactic evidence for the claim that this argument of a monovalent verb (expressing the S-role) in Ateso is sometimes treated as an O is twofold: First, this argument in the predication takes absolute case, rather than nominative case, when it occurs in post-verbal position.
6. a. kí-cékí		àbɛ́rʊ̀
    3SG-tremble-IPFV	woman/ABS
    ‘the woman is trembling’
            b. kà-ɲìɲìr-ìt		èkíljôkìt
           	    3SG-sweat-PFV	man/ABS
    ‘the man sweated’
The second argument comes from the hierarchical person marking system (discussed in section 5.2.2). When the only argument in such predications is a first or second person, the cross-reference marking on the verb is identical to the object, as in examples (6a, 6b) above.
7. a. kí-rjáŋút-ì		 éòŋ             		
	    3>1-surprise-IPFV	 1SG/ABS       	
    ‘I am surprised (lit. it surprises me)’
	b.ká-sílíkín-ít 		éòŋ
	    3>1-shame-PFV	1SG/ABS
	    ‘I am ashamed (lit. it ashames me)’
The same marker ka-(or ki., with class 2 verbs) occurs with transitive predications where a syntactic subject may occur that however is marked syntactically as object, as in:
8. a. kí-pòs-ì			éòŋ		
    3>1-beat-IPFV		1SG/ABS       	
         ‘(s)he beat me’
	 b. ká-ɪ̀n-àkɪ̀n-ɪ̀t		è-sàpàt		éòŋ
	     3>1-give-DAT-PFV	M-boy/NOM	1SG/ABS
	    ‘The boy gave it to me’ 
The difference between the two constructions is the fact that in example (8b) there is a formal subject, whereas in example (8a) there is not, i.e. the syntactic subject overt position is empty. Hence, Ateso has a split alignment based on the kind of verb (rather than tense-aspect or some other parameter, as found in languages with Fluid-S systems).
3. [bookmark: _Toc436909144][bookmark: _Toc436909358][bookmark: _Toc476982771]The genitive case
In Ateso, the genitive case is formed by tone, marked on the possessor Noun (N). The possessor N is embedded within a larger matrix NP headed by the possessed N. The possessor N follows the possessed, appearing on the right of the nominative N, and occurs with a genitive tone on its stem. The prepositional marker ka links the possessed with the possessor proper names that start with a consonant. In the following example, Letiʃa would have a tone pattern HLL in the absolute form, but LLL in the genitive case.
9. è-kítàbò 	kà      	Lètìʃà
N-book/SG	PREP	Letiʃa/GEN
‘Letisha’s book’
For proper nouns beginning with a vowel, a clitic prepositional marker k= is prefixed to the possessor noun as illustrated in (10c) below. This combination of prepositional marker plus a noun inflected for genitive case by way of tone is more common in Eastern Nilotic, for example in a language closely related to Bari, Kuku, as described by Cohen (2000). Compare the tone marking on the possessor N in (10c) to the same form with absolute and nominative marking in (10a) and (10b), respectively.
10. a. àbɛ́rʊ̀
    woman/ABS
b. àbɛ̀rʊ̀
    woman/NOM
            c.  í-kókù		k=ábɛ̀rʊ̀
                D-child/SG 		PREP=woman/GEN
              ‘the woman’s child’
The possessor genitive N in (10c) has a clitic prepositional marker k= and distinct tone marking for genitive which is HLL. Example (9) versus (10c) provides evidence that the ka-/k=alternation is phonologically conditioned and thus that it is phonologically bound; in (9) the possessor noun starts with a consonant. This is in contrast with (10c) where the linker k=is latched onto the a possesser noun with an initial vowel. In the absolute ‘woman’ has LHL, nominative LLL (see examples (10a) and (10b), respectively), and in the genitive, it has the HLL tone pattern. 
The prepositions prefixed to the N are subject to vowel fusion and vowel deletion. This leads to an internal change in the noun where also the tones of the nominal stem change with the genitive just like with the nominative. The second N in the genitive phrase shows an overt kinship relationship between the possessed entity and the possessor component. Consider the following examples with the genitive tone marking on the possessor N in (11c-d) as opposed to the same N in the absolute form in (11a-b); see also Table (1) below for their nominative counterpart.
11. a. é-tòɡó     
    D-house/ABS
    ‘house’     
b. í-tòɡó-í
D-house-PL/ABS
    ‘houses’     
c. à-kàcìt 	k=ètòɡò
                F-roof    	PREP=house/GEN
                ‘the roof of the house’
d. à-kàcìt 	k=ìtòɡò-í
    F-roof	PREP-house-PL/GEN
	    ‘the houses’ roof’
In the constructions in (11c), à-kàcìt‘roof’ is the possessed (nomen rectum) and the possessor (nomen regens) is k=ètòɡò. The clitick=, is linked to the possessor N, è-tòɡò‘house’ by a clitic boundary. The morphophonological form ka=e-toɡo is thus phonologically realised as k=è-tòɡò. In plural form, the clitic fuses with the morpheme associated with the plural marker on the possessor N. 
Table 1 below gives some examples with nouns in their absolute and nominative forms and their genitive counterparts. It illustrates the changed tone pattern on the possessor N when it occurs in the genitive case frame.
[bookmark: _Toc473996600]Table 1: Comparison of the absolute, nominative and genitive forms
	Absolute
	Nominative
	Genitive

	a. è-kíljòkít ‘man’
b. é-tòɡó     ‘house’     
c. í-tòɡóí     ‘house’ 
d. à-bɛ́rʊ̀     ‘woman’
	è-kìljòkìt ‘man’
é-tóɡò ‘house/SG’
í-tòɡòì ‘house/PL’
à-bɛ̀rʊ̀ ‘woman’
	k=èkíljòkít  ‘PREP=man/GEN’
k=étòɡò      ‘PREP=house/GEN’
k=ítòɡòí      ‘PREP=house/GEN’
k=ábɛ̀rʊ̀       ‘PREP=woman/GEN’



In summary, a genitive construction occurs in the order where the possessed is followed by a linking particle ka which in turn is followed by the possessor noun when the possessor is a proper noun beginning with a consonant. If the possessor begins with a vowel, it is preceded by a prepositional marker/clitic k= that is prefixed to it. Looking at the last two examples in Table 1 above, genitive marking is not just a simple lowering of tone and thus further research on the topic is recommended. 
4. [bookmark: _Toc436909145][bookmark: _Toc436909359][bookmark: _Toc476982772]The locative case
Locationals are usually full segments or prefix morphemes that provide specific information about location. The locations can be expressed in both horizontal and vertical positions. Nouns in the locative case are introduced by apreposition ka, which procliticizes onto the noun; the latter is inflected for case by way of tone, parallel to the nominative, genitive, and instrumental (the latter is discussed in 5 below). Taking the noun ‘woman’ again, the following morphological and tonal marking is realised when it occurs in locative case.
12.    k=à-bɛ́rʊ̀
   PREP=F-woman/LOC
   ‘in woman [lit. at the woman’s place]’
The noun has a prepositional marker and the tonal marking LHL that is similar to its absolute marking which also has LHL tone. This is coincidental rather than a norm. The nominative tone for the same noun is LLL.
Basically, the locative or directional prefix o-and ka-for both singular and for plural forms is used to denote something that is ‘inside’. These nouns are formed in semantically limited domains. In examples (13), the absolute forms appearing on the left is compared to the locative forms on the right. The first set of examples, i.e. (13a-c) is a case of syncretism, because a formal distinction between masculine and diminutive gender is neutralised with locative case. Some plural forms are presented in the structures in (14). 
13. Absolute			LOC/SG	LOC/PL	
a. í-tòɡò	‘house’		ò-tóɡò 		ò-tóɡò-ì	‘inside the house’
b. è-bólè 	‘bible’		ò-bólè 		ò-bólè-ì	‘inside the bible’
c. è-cóò 	‘toilet/latrine’ 	ò-có-ò 		ò-có-ì		‘inside the toilet/latrine’
d. à-kân	‘hand’		k=à-kàn	k=à-kàn-ìn	‘in the hand’
e. à-kèɟù	‘leg’		k=à-kéɟù	k=à-kéɟ-èn 	‘in the leg’ 
f. à-kòòkì	‘stomach’	k=à-kòòkî	k=à-kòòk-îs 	‘in the stomach’
Number marking may be replacive as is the case with (13c) or plurative marking, as with all other examples in (13). Further illustration of the locative is in constructions (14) below.
14. a. é-bóljá-té		kà-làpàtàn
	    3-play-PL		PREP-yard/LOC	
    ‘they play in the yard’
b. ò-síbàà		k=ìsáp
	    LOC-cottage	PREP=boys/LOC
    ‘inside the boys’ cottages’
The prefix o- is used for ‘inside’ while ka- is used for ‘in’. Both prefixes occur with a low tone marked on them. The morphological prefixes, together with the tone are markers of locative case on these nouns.
5. [bookmark: _Toc436909147][bookmark: _Toc436909361][bookmark: _Toc476982773]The instrumental case
Instrumental case is marked on the noun by both tonal inflection and a proclitic similar to that which introduces the genitive case. The morpheme k-that is also used with genitive forms precedes the gender markers on the N that is used to perform a specified action. The verb is extended by an instrumental morpheme in a clause where an instrument is involved.
15. a. à-tùb-ìò		émàèmbèt 	k=èkíléŋ
    3-cut:PAST-INST	mango/ABS	PREP=knife/INST
          ‘(s)he was cutting the mango with a knife’
b. à-tìŋ-ìò			èmún 		k=àkítòì
    3-hold:PAST-INST		snake/ABS	PREP=stick/INST
    ‘(s)he held the snake with a stick’
c. à-bɪ̀l-ɪ̀ɔ̀			èkék 		k=àmórù
   3-break:PAST-INST	door/ABS	PREP=stone/INST
   ‘(s)he broke the door with a stone’
d. à-ɲèm-àì		èmùcèrè	k=àkɪ́ɟɪ̀kɔ̀tɔ̀
    3-eat:PAST-INST	rice/ABS	PREP=spoon/INST
                ‘they ate rice with a spoon’
Instrumental NPs occur at peripheral positions; these are unmarked focus positions. The absolute forms for (15a-d) will be èkíléŋ ‘knife’, àkítòì ‘stick’, àmórù ‘stone’ and àkɪ́ɟɪ̀kɔ̀tɔ̀ ‘spoon’, respectively. These absolute forms have the same tone marking as the locative. The following table provides a summary of Ateso case markers; where the noun ‘woman’ is used to illustrate the tonal shifts in the different case.




[bookmark: _Toc473991778][bookmark: _Toc473996601]Table 2: Ateso case markers
	Case type
	Marker
	Tone on ‘woman’

	Absolute
Nominative
Genitive
Locative
Instrumental 
	Tone
tone
tone
gender prefix and tone
tone
	LHL
LLL
HLL
LHL
LHL



6. [bookmark: _Toc436909148][bookmark: _Toc436909362][bookmark: _Toc476982774]Conclusion
In Ateso, there are several possibilities with regard to case marking that may not be dependent on the position of the subject or object in clauses. Instead, as evidenced in the discussion in the present paper, case marking in Ateso is done by tone. Principally, Ateso’s nouns as well as independent pronouns are affected by case marking. Nouns occur in all cases whereas pronouns occur in all cases except the instrumental case. The paper contends that Ateso has a marked nominative case system. Furthermore, the language also reveals split alignment; and the genitive, the locative and the instrumental case.
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