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Abstract: This study questions the relevance of differentiating between Number (Gender) 
and Nominal Class. After having illustrated the phenomenon of Nominal Class and Gender 
in Ɛga language, this paper has revealed that in Akyé, the object of this study, the empirical 
data show two nominal classes and two genders respectively identified on the basis of the 
semantic features [ ±HUMAN] and [± ANIMATE]. The two nominal classes are split into 
[+HUMAN] and [-HUMAN] Nouns. The two genders are subdivided into [+ANIMATE] 
and [-ANIMATE] Nouns and are realized on all Nouns. This research verifies that these two 
phenomena show an agreement of semantic features. They can be seen as an illustration of 
the Theta-role Assignment. It is therefore on the basis of Number (SG/PL) and Gender 
([+ANIMATE] / [-ANIMATE]) that the nominal classes are realized. Ultimately, inasmuch 
as the Gender phenomenon systematically realizes the correlation SG/PL (Number) on the 
basis of the opposition [+ANIMATE] / [-ANIMATE], whereas the opposition [+HUMAN] 
/ [-HUMAN] morphosyntactically establishes only the plural morpheme for some Nouns, 
this paper admits, in a minimalist approach, the existence of two nominal classes in Akyé 
split into [+ANIMATE] and [-ANIMATE] Nouns. 
 
Keywords: Nominal Class, Number/Gender, Akyé, Ɛga, Agreement. 
 
SUR LE GENRE ET LA CLASSE NOMINALE : ANALYSE ET INTERPRÉTATION 
MINIMALISTE À TRAVERS L'AKYÉ, UNE LANGUE KWA PARLÉE EN CÔTE 
D'IVOIRE 
 
Résumé : Cette étude interroge la pertinence de la différentiation entre Genre (Nombre) et 
Classes Nominales. Après avoir illustré le phénomène de Classe Nominale et de Genre avec 
l’Ɛga, ce travail a relevé qu’en Akyé, l’objet de cette étude, les données empiriques 
indiquent deux classes nominales et deux genres respectivement identifiés sur la base des 
traits sémantiques [±HUMAIN] et [±ANIMÉ]. Les deux Classes Nominales se répartissent 
en Noms [+HUMAIN] et [-HUMAIN] : le marquage ici ne porte que sur certains noms. Les 
deux genres se subdivisent en Noms [+ANIMÉ] et [-ANIMÉ] et le marquage se réalise sur 
tous les noms. Cette recherche vérifie que ces deux phénomènes manifestent l’Accord de 
traits sémantiques. On peut les envisager comme l’illustration de l’Assignation de Thêta-
rôle. En définitive, étant donné que le phénomène du genre réalise systématiquement la 
corrélation SG/PL (Nombre) sur la base de l’opposition [+ANIMÉ] / [-ANIMÉ], alors que 
l’opposition [+HUMAIN] / [-HUMAIN] n’établit morphosyntaxiquement que le morphème 
de pluriel pour certains noms, cette étude admet, dans une approche minimaliste, 
l’existence de deux Genres (qu’on peut aussi assimilés à des Classes Nominales) en Akyé 
répartis en Noms [+ANIMÉ] et [-ANIMÉ]. 
 
Mots-clés : Classe Nominale, Nombre/Genre, Akyé, Ɛga, Accord. 
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Introduction  
The empirical data from some languages tend to confuse both the analysis and 

interpretation of linguistic phenomena identified as Number, namely the plural, and nominal 
classes. There is an amalgam of morphemes displaying these two semantic-syntactic 
phenomena. Is it possible to identify some formal morphosyntactic features which can check 
the distinction between Number and Nominal Class in natural languages? Gender and 
Nominal Class divide nouns on the basis of semantic features that make them peculiar (Bôle-
Richard 1983, Creissels 2001). For instance, Gender in French is sex-based (female/male); 
in Akyé1, Gender is animacy-based ([+ANIMATE/-ANIMATE]). In (1), the [+ANIMATE] 
gender is respectively realized as ɔ́ for singular and bá2 for plural; as for the [-ANIMATE] 
gender, it is realized as ɛ́ and kɛ́ for singular and plural, respectively. Gender can be checked 
with determiners. 

(1) Illustrations of Gender with determiners 
a. hōbi᷅-ù3     hōbjɔ̀-ba̋ 

hōbì-ɔ́- ̀    hōbì-ɔ̀-bá- ̀ 
chief-GEN.SG.AN DEF  chiefs-GEN.PL.AN4-DEF 
‘The chief’    ‘The chiefs’ 

b. wo᷄-ɔ̀      wō-ba̋  
wō-ɔ́- ̀     wō-bá- ̀ 
Snake-GEN.SG.AN-DEF  Snake-GEN.PL.AN-DEF 
‘The snake’    ‘The snakes’  
 

c. ke-᷄è5     kē-kɛ̋  
kē-ɛ ́-  ̀    kē-kɛ-́  ̀
porcelain-GEN.SG.-AN DEF porcelain-GEN.PL-AN DEF 
‘The porcelain plate’           ‘The porcelain plates’ 

d. tɔ-ɛ ̀     tɔ-̀kɛ̋  
tɔ-̀ɛ-́  ̀     tɔ-̀kɛ ́–  ̀
Parcel-GEN.SG.-AN-DEF           Parcels-GEN.PL.-AN-DEF 
‘The parcel’                       ‘The parcels’ 
 

Nominal Class is built upon the foundation of Number (SG/PL) according to the 
binary feature [±HUMAN]. The coincidence of Nominal Class and Number can be defined 
as a semantic category which gives room for a classification according to some features. In 

 
1 Akyé or Attié ((ISO 639 -3: ati) is a Kwa language spoken in the South and South-East of Côte d’Ivoire. 
2 On the surface, báà is realized [ba̋ ]  due to the constraint rising the high tone to superhigh when it is mixed with a floating 
tone not being low. Indeed, the Definite tone (actually a topic) is low (Bogny 2013, Krouwa 2021). The high tone of the 
Gender morpheme (animacy) gets associated with that of the previous vowel when there is no onset (consonant) that can 
prevent this combination and its segmental structure becomes the unit bearing the low tone of Definite (see items in the 
singular in (1)). In the plural, the low tone of Definite gets associated with the high tone of Gender (see the items in the 
plural in (1)). 
3 The vowel i replaces its aperture feature by that of ɔ which is realized u (Bogny and Krouwa 2018). 
4 AN = Animate, PERF = Perfective, IMPERF = Imperfective, Cl = Class, DEF = Definite, PL = Plural, SG= Singular, 
GEN = Gender, Rt = Root, RtN = Nominal Root, Vol = Volitive, SUBJ = Subject, LOC = Locative, OBJ = Object, AG 
= Agentive, Num(b) = Number. 
5 The aperture of the vowel ɛ is assimilated by that of e. So, ɛ is realized e. 
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(2), the nouns in (a) and (b), having the [+HUMAN] feature, vary, whereas those in (c) and 
(d), with the [-HUMAN] feature, remain invariable (from singular to plural). 

(2) Illustrations of Nominal Classes 
a. ʃī     ʃɔ 

ʃī-ɔ̀ 
Female.SG  female-PL 
‘A female’    ‘females’ 

b. tsā     tsa 
tsā- ̀ 

human being.SG   human being-PL 
‘A human being’      ‘human beings’  

c. tɛ́     tɛ́ 
hedgehog.SG    hedgehog.PL 
‘A hedgehog’    ‘hedgehogs’ 

d. dzākwɛ́     dzākwɛ́ 
tree.SG     tree.PL 
‘A tree’      ‘trees’ 
 

0.1 Methodology:  
The analysis resorts to written data of Akyé from previous research (Kouadio 1996, 

Bogny 2013, 2014, inter alia) and oral data collected on February 10 and 11, 2022 in Grand-
Alépé (South-East of Côte d’Ivoire). 
 
0.2 Hypothesis 

Although Gender [±ANIMATE], Plural and Nominal Classes ([±HUMAN]) display 
the same phenomenon: the binary semantic feature agreement, [±HUMAN] or 
[±ANIMATE], only Gender checks a true agreement scheme (Theta-role Assignment). 
 
0.3 Theoretical framework 

Minimalist Program. According to this theory, the peculiarities and variations 
observable in languages are legitimate due to the existence of optional or fundamental 
constraints which underlie the uniqueness of language. It is then possible to uncover the 
common minimal properties that appropriately describe and explain the facts and 
phenomena which are transversally observed in languages (Chomsky 1995). 
 
1. The facts 

To grasp the facts rightfully, some data from Ɛga, a Kwa language, which provide a 
good illustration of the phenomenon of Nominal Classes are presented in (1.1), before the 
data form Akyé in (1.2). Nouns are marked for a nominal class. In Ɛga, the class morpheme 
morphologically varies from singular to plural. There are six (06) classes in this language. 
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1.1 Nominal classes and genders in Ɛga 
For Bôle-Richard (1983 :379), 

‘The nominal constituent in Ɛga consists of a lexical base (simple, derived, compound, 
qualified) associated with two paradigms of marking morphemes, one being prefixed 
and the other being suffixed. The prefix is a vowel indicating the nominal class that the 
noun belongs to; that vowel varies from singular to plural. The suffix is a nominal 
modality indicating the noun determination.’ (our translation) 

 
The examples in (3) give an overview of the internal structure of noun phrases. -wlá- 

is the nominal root, in these data. It is prefixed by a vowel ʊ̄- for the singular, corresponding 
to ɛ̄- for the plural; it is suffixed by the morpheme -ta marking the determiner. 
 
(3) Internal structure of noun phrases in Ɛga.6  
a. [ʊ̄-wlá-tá]  ʊ̄  lá àlà     ní           wlò     únì 
    SG-chicken-GEN 3SG.SUB sleeps sleep       1SG.SUBJ  see 3SG.OBJ 
   ‘The chicken, it is sleeping, I see it’ 
b. [ɛ̄-wlá-tá]  ɛ̄ lá    àlà  ní wlò énì 
    PL- chicken-GEN 3PL sleep      sleep  1SG.SUBJ see      3SG.OBJ 
 The chickens, they are sleeping, I see them’ 
 

This language presents 6 nominal classes, 14 genders with 8 binary and 6 unary. The 
internal structure of nouns with its modalities can be checked through the data in (3) and 
(4). About the 6 nominal classes, 5 correspond to 9 Advanced Tongue Root vowels in vowel 
harmony of the language phonological system: (i, ɩ), (u, ʊ), (e, ɛ), (o, ɔ) and (a); the 6th 
nominal class is devoid of vowel (Bôle-Richard 1983). Within a minimalist approach, they 
are respectively noted ɩ, ɛ, ʊ, ɔ, a. Likewise, there are 3 morphemes of plural: ɩ, ɛ, a. They 
can also be realized [±ATR] (see (5) and (6)).  

 
  (4) Illustrations of Nominal Classes in Ɛga 

a. Class /i, ɩ/  ìgbē  / ɩ̀gbɔ̄    
‘Door’  ‘hole’ 

b. Class /e, ɛ/ èfí / ɛ̀tá 
‘Eye’  ‘Finger’ 

c. Class /a/  àgbē  / àgbō 
‘Doors’  ‘Holes’ 

d. Class /o,ɔ/ ōkú ɔ̄kʊ́ 
‘Dead’   ‘Corpse’ 

e. Class /u, ʊ/ ùdú  ʊ̀tʊ̀ 
‘Debt’    ‘Feather’ 

f. Classe /ø/  ɟīɲè  gɔ̀ɲɩ̀ 
‘Sea’  ‘Spider’ 
 

These nominal classes enter a singular/plural correlation to assume the gender of 
nouns (5). This is about binary genders. Identical classes in the singular apply a different 
plural, whereas different classes share the same plural (6). Some of those classes do not vary 

 
6 The data of Ɛga come from Bôle-Richard (1983). 



 
Joseph Yapo BOGNY & Ali Kouamé AMADOU 

 

Akofena ⎜Varia n°16, Vol.5 ⎜CC BY 4.0 177 

from singular to plural. Here, the class morpheme remains invariable. This property 
corresponds to unary genders; they are 6 altogether. 
(5) Identical classes, different plural 
a. Gender  o, ɔ / a 
  ōtē / ātē  (‘Tree.s’) 
  ɔ̄ɠlā / āɠlā  (‘Palm tree.s’) 
b. Gender  o, ɔ / i, ɩ 
  ōkú/ īkú  (‘Illness.es’) 
  ɔ̄pʊ́ / ɩ̄pʊ́  (‘Thigh.s’) 
c. Gender o,ɔ / e, ɛ 
  òfì / èfì   (‘Kid.s’) 
  ɔ̀kʊ́ / ɛ̀kʊ́  (‘Corpse.s’) 
 
(6) Different classes, unique plural 
a. Gender i, ɩ / a 
     i ̄nu ̄ / a ̄nu ̄   (‘Head.s’) 
             ɩ̀fʊ̀ / àfù    (‘Egg.s’) 
b. Gender e, ɛ / a 
    e ̄lōwá / a ̄lōwá  (‘Ear.s) 
    ɛ̀tɛ̀ / àtɛ̀  (‘Elephant.s’) 
c. Gender o, ɔ / a 
     o ̄tē / a ̄tē   (‘Tree.s’) 
     ɔ̄ɠlā / a ̄ɠlā   (‘Palm tree.s) 
     
The Akyé language does not have as many nominal classes or genders as the Ɛga language. 
Akyé has 2 nominal classes and 2 genders (1.2).  
 
1.2 Nominal classes and genders in Akyé 

In Akyé, Nominal Classes can only be checked on the basis of the movement from 
singular to plural. No morpheme can make it possible to identify noun classes in that 
language, like it is the case in Ɛga (see section (1.1)). In other words, only the plural of nouns 
uncovers nominal classification. The plural marking is dependent on the semantic feature of 
the item denoted by the noun. This constraint is illustrated in the corpus from Akyé, a Kwa 
language spoken in Côte d’Ivoire. The plural marking (Number) justifies the existence of two 
nominal classes: the [+HUMAN] class and the [-HUMAN] class. Before exemplifying the 
classes, the internal structure of noun phrases is shown in (6). In noun phrases, in Akyé, the 
nominal root is immediately followed by the gender morpheme [±ANIMATE]. The latter is 
also immediately followed by the floating low tone of Definite7 that copies the gender 
morpheme vowel as segmental support (see (7)). 

 
(7) Internal structure of noun phrases in Akyé 
     a. [kwa ᷅-̰ɔ́-   ̀]    ò            lā lʌ ̄ mɛ̰̀          ó               hʌ̰ ̀
        SG-chicken-GEN-DEF   3SG.SUBJ sleep LOC  1SG.SUBJ  3SG.OBJ   see 
      « Le poulet, il dort, je le vois » 

 
7 In Akyé, the Definite morpheme is a floating low tone which uses the gender morpheme as segmental support. 
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     b. [kwa ᷅-̰bá-   ̀]  bà lā    lʌ ̄   mɛ̰̀           bá       hʌ̰ ̀
         Chickens-GEN-DEF 3PL   sleep      LOC  1SG.SUBJ 3PL.OBJ   see      
       ‘The chickens, they are sleeping, I see them’ 
 
-The [+HUMAN] class. 

The plural of this class nouns is marked either by a floating low tone (see (8)) or by the 
vowel ɔ8 (see (9)). The floating low tone copies the nominal root’s final vowel as segmental 
support (see (8)) or is substituted by the root tone (see (9)). 

(8)  The floating low tone, nominal class morpheme 
a. tsā     tsāà 
   ‘Person’            ‘People’ 
b. kɛ̄    kɛ̄ɛ̀ 
   ‘Friend’            ‘Friends’ 

     (9) The vowels ɛ or ɔ, nominal class morphemes 
 a. jī    jɔ̀ 
 ‘Father’            ‘Fathers’ 
 

            b. tsābí    tsāàbjɔ́ ~ tsāàbjɛ́   
              ‘Human being’  ‘Human beings’ 

 c. kí    kjɛ́    
  ‘Husband’   ‘Husbands’ 

 
When the [-ATR] vowel ɔ marks the plural, for [+HUMAN] nouns having i as vowel 

(see (10), (11)), the low tone is not realized if the nominal root’s lexical tone is high (see 
(10), (11)). In (14), the plural is marked by [-ATR] vowel ɔ, while the constraint on vowel i 
is not checked. As a matter of fact, the derived agentive sɛ̰̄ is always realized sɔ̰̄ in the plural 
to be distinguished from the lexical morpheme sɛ̰̄ (‘male’) which is realized sa ̰̄-a ̰̀ (‘males’) in 
the plural (see (15)). That sɛ̰̄, homophone of the agentive sɛ̰̄ which is its grammaticalization, 
is an autonomous morpheme (see (16)). Obviously, the agentive is not semantically 
autonomous (see (16)). That is why the examples in (16) are ungrammatical. In (12) and 
(13), the vowel i having the [+CORONAL] feature, has been mixed with the palatal 
consonants ʃ and j sharing the same feature. The mixture process explains why the mid tone 
is maintained for the item (11), whereas it has been mixed in item (13). In fact, the voiced 
consonant j has assimilated the mid tone into low tone in (13); in (12), the voiceless 
consonant ʃ cannot assimilate the mid tone into low tone because it does not have such a 
feature in its matrix. 
(10) tsābí   tsāàbjɔ́ ~ tsāàbjɛ́   
      ‘Human being’   ‘Human beings’ 
(11)  kí    kjɛ́   
       ‘Husband’   ‘Husbands’ 
(12)  ʃī    ʃɔ̄ɔ̀ (< ʃīɔ̀)   
       ‘Female’   ‘Females’ 
(13)  jī    jɔ̀ 
       ‘Father’              ‘Fathers’ 

 
8 The vowel ɔ is realized ɛ through an assimilation of the [-POST] feature of i (see (9b) and (9c)). 
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(14)  dzālèsɛ̰̄   dzālèsɔ̰̀ 
        ‘Healer’    ‘Healers’ 
(15)  sɛ̰̄    sā̰à̰ 
       ‘Male’   ‘Males’ 
(16) *sɛ̰̄   *sɔ̰̀ 
 
-The [-HUMAN] class. 
The nouns of this class do not vary. They are marked by a ø morpheme. 
(17) bú    bú 
      ‘Chasm’   ‘Chasms’ 
(18) wō    wō 
       ‘Snake’              ‘Snakes’ 
(19) bèdí   bèdí 
      ‘Panther’   Panthers’ 
(20) kwa̰᷅   kwa̰᷅ 
      ‘Chicken’   ‘Chickens’ 
 

Thus, there is only one marked nominal class, by the segmental morpheme ɛ in the 
plural or ɔ and the suprasegmental low tone. The two nominal classes can be formulated as 
follows: 
    SG    PL 

- [+HUMAN] :    ø    ɛ, ɔ, low (tone) 
- [-HUMAN] :    ø    ø   

 
-Genders 

The Akyé language has two genders: the first one encompasses nouns with the 
[+ANIMATE] feature, and the second one contains nouns having the [-ANIMATE] feature. 
The [+ANIMATE] gender morphemes are -ɔ́ and bá for the singular and plural, respectively 
(see (21)); the [-ANIMATE] ones are -ɛ́ and -kɛ́, respectively for the singular and plural (see 
(22)). These morphemes are compulsorily associated with the floating low tone of the Definite 
which copies their segmental support to be realized. The agreement schemes of both genders 
are as follows: 
 
     SG     PL 
- [+ANIMATE]: ɔ́- ̀      bá- ̀ 
-  [-ANIMATE]:  ɛ́- ̀     kɛ́- ̀ 
 
(21) Exemplification of [+ANIMATE] Gender 
a. ʃē-ó- ̀ 9   /  ʃē-ba̋10  
    ʃē- ɔ́- ̀   /  ʃē-bá- ̀    
    gazelle-GEN.SG-DEF   gazelle-GEN.PL-DEF 
    ‘The gazelle’             ‘The gazelles’ 

 
9 The open vowel ɔ gets its aperture feature assimilated by the mid-open vowel e: it is then realized e. Its high tone is 
associated with that of the previous vowel. Actually, here is the configuration: ʃē-ó- ̀ <  fē-ó-ò < fe᷅-ò. 
10 The floating low tone gets associated with the segmental support immediately before, by raising the high tone to superhigh. 
The morphematic transcription of this rising-and-falling tone is the high-low modulated. Thus, ba ̋ phonetically realizes the 
form ba ̂. 
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b. n ̀sáfu ̰᷅-ù ̰   /  n ̀sáfu ̰᷅-ba̋  
    n ̀sáfu ̰᷅-ɔ́- ̀   /  n ̀sáfu ̰᷅-bá- ̀ 
    soldier-GEN.SG-DEF   soldier-GEN.PL-DEF  
   ‘The soldier’    ‘The soldiers’ 
(22)  Exemplification of [-ANIMATE] Gender 
a. lɛ᷅-ɛ̀      lʌ̄-kɛ̋ 
   lʌ̄-ɛ́- ̀        lʌ̄-kɛ́- ̀ 
  day-GEN.SG-DEF             day-GEN.PL-DEF 
  ‘The day’     ‘The days’ 
b. àku ̰́da᷅-ɛ̀     àku ̰́dà-kɛ̋ 
    àku ̰́dà-ɛ́- ̀     àkú ̰dà-kɛ́-  ̀ 
   thought-GEN.SG-DEF   thought-GEN.PL-DEF 
  ‘The thought’    ‘The thoughts’ 
 
In principle, in Akyé, any noun (abstract notion, countless (or mass), liquid, etc.) may enter 
the Gender system. 
 
2. Analysis 

The data from Akyé show that the plural marker is a floating low tone for nouns 
denoting humans. That floating tone gets associated with the noun’s vowel or its copy. That 
tone may be borne by a segmental support which is probably the marker of [+HUMAN] 
nominal class: this is the [-ATR] vowel ɔ. There may be a constraint crash: the expected low 
tone does not appear. It is replaced by the [-ATR] prosodic feature which is 
morphosyntactically realized by the vowel ɔ, its equivalent (see Krouwa 2021). In this case, 
that vocalic marker keeps the lexical tone of the nominal. Nouns denoting entities with the 
[-HUMAN] feature do not morphologically vary (in Number). The lexical tone of the nominal 
may undergo a total assimilation of the low tone, the suprasegmental morpheme of the plural 
(see examples (23a) and (23b)). 
 
(23) Total assimilation of the lexical tone of the nominal 
a.  jī     jɔ ̀
    jī-ø     jī-ɔ̀ 
    father-Cl.SG.AN            father-Cl.PL.AN 
    ‘Father’        ‘Fathers’ 
b.  kwas᷅ɛ ̰̄    kwas᷅ɔ̀   
    kwa-᷅sɛ ̰̄-ø    kwa-᷅sɛ ̰̄-ɔ̀    
    country-AG-Cl.SG .AN  countries-AG-Cl.PL.AN 
 ‘Companion, Compatriot’  ‘Companions, Compatriots’   
c. ʃī     ʃɔɔ̄ ̀  
  ʃī-ø     ʃī-ɔ̀    
  female-Cl.SG.AN   female-Cl.PL.AN 
  ‘Female’     ‘Females’ 
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The data in (1.2) allow for the analysis here. On the basis of the two revealed semantic 
features, namely [±HUMAN] and [±ANIMATE], the following three subsets are identified: 

- [+HUMAN, +ANIMATE]   
- [-HUMAN, +ANIMATE]      
- [-HUMAN, -ANIMATE]          

 
The [+ANIMATE] gender encompasses two class subsets: [+ANIMATE, +HUMAN] 

and [+ANIMATE, -HUMAN] (24 and 25). The [-ANIMATE, -HUMAN] subset belongs to 
the [-ANIMATE] gender (26).  
(24) Constituent integrating a [+HUMAN] class and [+ANIMATE] gender. 
a. ʃi᷄-ù      /   ʃɔ᷆-ba̋ 
    ʃī-ɔ́- ̀    /   ʃī-ɔ̀-bá- ̀ 
   woman-GEN.SG-DEF   women-PL-GEN.PL-DEF 
‘The woman’     ‘The women’ 
b. tsa᷄-ɔ̀   /   tsa᷆-ba̋ 
    tsā-ɔ́- ̀  /   tsā- ̀- bá - ̀ 
    person-GEN-DEF    people-DEF- GEN-DEF 
    ‘The person’     ‘The people’  
(25) Constituent integrating a [-HUMAN] class and [+ANIMATE] gender. 
a. kʌ̰᷄-ɔ̰̀      kʌ̰̄-ba̋ 
    kʌ̰̄-ɔ́- ̀     kʌ̰̄-bá- ̀ 
   fish-GEN.SG-DEF   fish-GEN.PL-DEF 
   ‘The fish’     ‘The fish’ 
b. lo᷅-ò      lò-ba̋ 
    lò-ɔ́- ̀     lò-bá- ̀ 
 chimpanzee-GEN.SG-DEF   chimpanzee-GEN.PL-DEF 
‘The chimpanzee’    ‘The chimpanzees’ 
 
 
(26) Constituent integrating a [-HUMAN] class and [-ANIMATE] gender. 
 a. bú-ì      bú-kɛ̋ 
     bú- ɛ́- ̀     bú- kɛ́- ̀ 
     ravine.SG-GEN.SG-DEF   ravine.PL-GEN.PL-DEF 
     ‘The ravine’     ‘The ravines’ 
b. ke᷄-è      kē-kɛ̋ 
    kē-ɛ́- ̀     kē-kɛ́- ̀  
    period.SG-GEN.SG-DEF   period.PL-GEN.PL-DEF 
    ‘The period’     ‘The periods’ 
(27) RtN (<Numb)<GEN<DEF 
 
The Number morpheme (plural) is only realized for [+HUMAN] classes. That morpheme is 
null for [-HUMAN] classes, reason why it is bracketed in the common structure in (27). 
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3. Interpretation 
The data enable to check that the plural and the nominal classes display the same 

phenomenon: the agreement of the binary semantic feature [±HUMAN]. The [+HUMAN] 
class is marked by the floating low tone that can cooccur with the [-ATR] feature that is 
realized by the ɔ or ɛ vowel (Bogny and Krouwa 2018). The [-ATR] feature uncovers a feature 
agreement concordance observable in the aspect-modal system of Akyé. That concordance 
occurs for high-vowel verbs, such as i or u (see (28) and (29)). The [-ATR] feature 
concordance alternates with a floating mid tone whenever the subject is nominal (30). The 
tone and [-ATR] feature are two prosodic elements serving to mark Agreement in Akyé 
(Bogny 2014, Krouwa 2021). 
 

(28) ó         ʃì     n ̀kóò  / wɔ̀                n ̀kóò     ʃɛ̀       /         ò        ʃè        n ̀kóò 
              3SG.Vol. eat  tilapia./3SG.IMPERF  tilapia.  eat. IMPERF/3SG.PERF  eat.PERF tilapia. 
   ‘He will eat some tilapia / He is eating some tilapia / He has eaten some tilapia’ 

 
 (29) bú           kú  àbà̰dé /   bɔ̀   àbà̰dé    kwɔ̀ /   bù      kwò    àbà̰dé 

              2SG.VOL dig.up potato. / 2SG. potato dig.up.IMPERF /2SG. Dig.up.PERF potato.  
     ‘He will dig up potato / He is digging up potato / He dug up potato’ 
 

(30) kòfí  ó           ʃì   kà /  kòfí-i ̄ kà  ʃɛ̀  /  kòfí  ʃè    kà 
           Kofi 3SG.Vol eat sth / Kofi-IMPERF sth eat.IMPERF / Kofi  eat.PERF sth 
                  ‘Kofi will eat sth/ He is eating sth / Kofi has eaten sth’ 
 

Number coincides or is indexed with Nominal Class. Their morphemes relate through 
a concordance of semantic feature agreement, which is morphosyntactically manifested by 
some prosodic features (low tone and [-ATR] feature). Nominal Classes are realized on the 
basis of Number. The Number assigns the semantic features of Agreement to both Noun and 
Definite. The latter is a suprasegmental morpheme (low tone) using the gender morpheme 
(ɔ́, bá or ɛ́, kɛ́) as support unit (see (24b), (25b), (26a), respectively retaken as (31a), (31b), 
and (31c)). An analogy can be established between the aspect morpheme (see (28), (29), and 
(30)) and the gender morpheme (see (31)). 
 
           (31) The gender morpheme as support for Definite.  
a. tsa᷄-ɔ̀   /   tsa᷆-ba̋ 
    tsā-ɔ́- ̀  /   tsā- ̀- bá - ̀ 
    person-GEN.SG-DEF     people-PL-GEN.PL-DEF 
    ‘The person’     ‘The people’ 
b. lo᷅-ò      lò-ba̋ 
    lò-ɔ́- ̀     lò-bá- ̀ 
 chimpanzee-GEN.SG-DEF   chimpanzee-GEN.PL-DEF 
‘The chimpanzee’    ‘The chimpanzees’ 
c. bú-ì      bú-kɛ̋ 
    bú- ɛ́- ̀     bú- kɛ́- ̀ 
    ravine-GEN.SG-DEF   ravine-GEN.PL-DEF 
   ‘The ravine’     ‘The ravines’  

The analyzed data show that gender morphemes account for semantic agreement 
better than class morphemes. In other words, the animacy feature [±ANIMATE] better 
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describes and explains the facts: the SG/PL agreement scheme is systematically marked; the 
morphosyntactically realized morpheme of the singular corresponds to an established 
counterpart in the plural, whereas the class nominal morpheme is only realized in the plural. 
Thus, within a minimalist approach, it is less costly to opt for the phenomenon that account 
for the Gender and Number properties all at once. In this perspective, the [±ANIMATE] 
feature is the best option regarding both language economy and minimalism of syntactic 
objects.  

 
Conclusion  

This study questions the relevance of differentiating between Gender and Nominal 
Classes. After having illustrated the phenomenon of Nominal Class and Gender in Ɛga 
language, this paper has revealed that in Akyé, the object of this study, the empirical data 
show two nominal classes and two genders respectively identified on the basis of the semantic 
features [ ±HUMAN] and [± ANIMATE]. The two nominal classes are split into 
[+HUMAN] and [-HUMAN] and the morphemes are realized only for the plural of 
[+HUMAN] Nouns. The two genders are subdivided into [+ANIMATE] and [-ANIMATE] 
Nouns and are realized on both singular and plural Nouns. This research verifies that these 
two phenomena show an agreement of semantic features. They can be seen as an illustration 
of the Theta-role Assignment. It is therefore on the basis of Definite morpheme (Low Tone) 
and Gender ([+ANIMATE] / [-ANIMATE]) that Nouns uncover their morphosyntactic 
status. Ultimately, inasmuch as the Gender phenomenon systematically realizes the 
correlation SG/PL (Number) on the basis of the opposition [+ANIMATE] / [-ANIMATE], 
whereas the opposition [+HUMAN] / [-HUMAN] morphosyntactically establishes only the 
plural morpheme for some Nouns, this paper admits, in a minimalist approach, that Gender 
subsumes Nominal Classes in Akyé: this is a formally established system. The notion of 
Gender turns out to be more relevant than that of class. At the Conceptual-Intentional 
interface, animacy wins over humanness11. In a nutshell, it can be assumed that the 
phenomenon of Agreement based on animacy may also be referred to as a kind of Nominal 
Class. 
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