
1 

 

 

 

 

 INSTITUTIONEN FÖR 
SPRÅK OCH LITTERATURER 

 

 

AGREEMENT IN SOMALI CLAUSES WITH 

WAXAA FOCUS AND VS WORD ORDER 
 

 

Abdisalam Hassan Yusuf 
 

 

 

 

 

Essay/Degree Project: 15 hp 

Program or/and course: African Languages, Independent Project at Bachelor Level  

Level: First cycle 

Term/year: Vt/2024 

Supervisor: Morgan Nilsson 

Examiner: Malin Petzell 

Report nr: xx  

 

 

 



2 

 

Abstract 
In clauses, Somali verb conjugate based on the person (first, second, or third), number (singular 

or plural), and gender of the subject (masculine or feminine) for the third person singular. This 

essay investigates and systematically describes how subject-verb agreement functions in 

Somali clauses when the focus particle waxaa is present and the verb-subject (VS) word order 

is used. After an introduction to Somali sentence structure and its agreement patterns and 

comprehensive theoretical background it then focuses specifically on Somali agreement 

patterns. 

To address the research questions, two approaches was adopted. First, a large corpus 

investigation was conducted to collect necessary data. Following this, a survey was created and 

distributed to ten native Somali speakers. 

The data analysis involved examining previous research on Somali clauses with the focus 

particle and comparing the findings with existing data provided by Saeed (1984). This 

comprehensive framework and the collected data were then used to illustrate how agreement 

functions in Somali clauses with waxaa and VS word order. 

The results reveal different construction of agreements in the Somali clauses when it contains 

waxaa. Specifically, some sentences exhibit identical verb forms but have subject nouns 

differing in grammatical gender. On the other hand, other sentences contain the same nouns in 

terms of both gender and number, yet they display different verb forms. 
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Resumé 

I satser böjer sig somaliska verb utifrån person (första, andra eller tredje), antal (singular eller 

plural) och kön på subjektet (maskulinum eller femininum) för tredje person singular. Denna 

uppsats undersöker och beskriver systematiskt hur subjekt-verb överensstämmelse fungerar i 

somaliska satser när fokuspartikeln waxaa är närvarande och ordföljd verb-subjekt (VS) 

används. Efter en introduktion till somalisk meningsstruktur och dess 

överensstämmelsemönster samt en omfattande teoretisk bakgrund fokuserar den sedan specifikt 

på somaliska överensstämmelsemönster. 

För att besvara undersökningsfrågorna antogs två tillvägagångssätt. Först genomfördes en 

omfattande korpusundersökning för att samla in nödvändiga data. Därefter skapades en enkät 

som distribuerades till tio nativa somaliska talare. 

Dataanalysen involverad med att granska tidigare forskning om somaliska satser med 

fokuspartikeln och jämföra resultaten med befintliga data från Saeed (1984). Detta omfattande 

ramverk och de insamlade data användes sedan för att illustrera hur överensstämmelsen 

fungerar i somaliska satser med waxaa och VS ordföljd. 

Resultaten visar att det finns variation i överensstämmelse i de somaliska satserna när de 

innehåller waxaa. Specifikt uppvisar vissa meningar identiska verbformer men olika 

subjektssubstantiv vad gäller i grammatiskt kön. Å andra sidan, innehåller andra meningar 

samma substantiv både i kön och antal, men visar olika verbformer. 



4 

 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to begin by extending my warm thanks. 

To all the participants who contributed to this study by taking the time to answer my survey. 

Their invaluable input was crucial to the study's implementation and results. 

To my supervisor, Morgan Nilsson, whose invaluable guidance, and support throughout the 

process have been crucial. His solid skill and constructive feedback have been instrumental in 

shaping and refining this work. 

To Giorgio Banti for generously sharing his expertise in the field. His insightful answers to my 

questions and valuable points of view significantly strengthened the professional grounding of 

this work. 

To everyone else who contributed in various ways. Their commitment and support have been a 

great motivation and inspiration throughout this process. 

  



5 

 

Table of contents 
Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………….......2 

Resumé…………………………………………………………………………………………3 

Acknowledgements…………………………………………………………………………….4 

1. Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 8 

1.1 Aims and research questions. ................................................................................. 11 

1.2 Outline of the thesis ................................................................................................. 11 

2. Theoretical background .................................................................................................... 13 

2.1 General Linguistic theory and background .......................................................... 13 

2.1.1 Somali focus particle .......................................................................................... 14 

2.1.2 Terms and concepts ............................................................................................ 16 

2.1.3 Typological Linguistic Assumptions ................................................................. 17 

2.2 Somali verb and agreement .................................................................................... 19 

3. Method .............................................................................................................................. 23 

3.1 Somali corpus ........................................................................................................... 23 

3.2 Survey ....................................................................................................................... 24 

3.3 Consult with expert ................................................................................................. 25 

4 Data and analysis ................................................................................................................... 26 

4.1.1 Verb joog ................................................................................................................. 27 

4.1.2 Verb jir ..................................................................................................................... 29 

4.1.3 Verb qor ................................................................................................................... 29 

4.1.4 Verb dhal ................................................................................................................. 30 

4.1.5 Verb imow ................................................................................................................ 30 

4.2 The survey ..................................................................................................................... 31 

4.2.2 Verb jir ..................................................................................................................... 33 

4.2.3 Verb qor ................................................................................................................... 33 

4.2.4 Verb dhal ................................................................................................................. 34 



6 

 

4.2.5 Verb imow ................................................................................................................ 34 

4.3 Summary analysis ......................................................................................................... 34 

5 Results and discussion ........................................................................................................... 36 

5.1 Results ............................................................................................................................ 36 

5.2 Agreements found in clauses ................................................................................ 37 

5.3 Can waxaa carry different grammatical meanings? ......................................... 38 

5.4 Discussion ...................................................................................................................... 39 

5.5 Possible agreements ...................................................................................................... 40 

6 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................. 41 

Future research ................................................................................................................... 41 

References ................................................................................................................................ 43 

Appendix 1. survey .................................................................................................................. 44 

Appendix 2. survey result ......................................................................................................... 45 

 

 



7 

 

List of Abbreviations  

FOC  focus particle 

1  first person      

3  third person  

PL  plural    

SG  singular   

DEF  definite      

F  feminine      

M  masculine  

PRS  present  

PST past      

SBJ  subject  

OBJ object 

HAB habitual 

OB opersonal    

 

  



8 

 

1. Introduction 

In this study, the focus will be on the agreement patterns found in sentences with the focus 

particle waxaa and verb-subject (VS) word order and the impact it has on VS sentences and its 

gender agreements. 

Central to Somali grammar is the intricate system of two genders in nouns, masculine and 

feminine. Somali verbs are inflected with the person, number, gender and tense, and the verb 

inflection is the defining factor of gender agreement. This means that verbs and pronouns 

change their form so that that they agree with related words. What this means is that if you have 

a subject masculine noun in the clause the verb adjusts to it and if it is feminine the same role 

applies. 

Focus particles, integral to Somali syntax, serve to express emphasis or focalization on specific 

constituents within a Somali sentence. Somali focus particles are waxaa, baa, ayaa and waa. 

The established word order often follows to the Subject-Object-Verb (SOV) sequence. The 

subject precedes the object, which in turn precedes the verb in the clause.  

 

(1) wiil baa tufaax-a      cun-ay       

      boy FOC apple-DEF    eat-PST      

      ‘a boy ate the apple.’   (source: personal knowledge) 

  

However, Somali language demonstrates a high degree of syntactic flexibility, permitting 

variations in word order contingent upon considerations of emphasis, contextual nuances, and 

pragmatic considerations. 

 

(2) waxaa cun-ay tufaax-a    wiil 

      FOC      eat-PST apple-DEF  boy 

      ‘a boy ate the apple.’   (personal knowledge) 

 

        

In Somali grammar, there exist two distinct types of verb paradigms, namely, the full inflected 

paradigm and reduced paradigm. The full paradigm contains five distinct forms, representing 

the pronouns (3SM/3SF/1SG), (2SG), (3PL), (1PL), and (2PL). In example (3) the verb shows 

long vowel -aa with the full inflected verb. 

(3) wiil-ku  wuu  hees-aa 

      boy-SBJ FOC  sing-HAB 

     ‘the boy sing.’   (personal knowledge) 
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In contrast, the reduced paradigm comprises only three distinctive forms, representing 

(3SM/3SF/1SG/2SG/3PL), (3SF), and (1PL). In example (4) the verb shows short vowel -a 

which indicates the reduced verb form. 

(4) waxaa hees-a     wiil-ka  

      FOC      sing-HAB  boy-DEF 

     ‘the boy sing.’   (personal knowledge) 

 

In Somali, the predicate verb typically agrees with the subject NP. The coherence of Somali 

sentences hinges on the accurate fulfilment of gender and number agreement. Gender and 

number agreement, connected with focus marking are fundamental principles of Somali 

linguistic structure, stressing the significance of concord in maintaining grammatical 

consistency.  

Let's take examples from the corpora Wac (HaBiT) and Korp to illustrate different sentences. 

These examples are of particular interest as they expose the distinctions between masculine and 

feminine agreement in Somali verb-noun clause constructions. Such distinctions may contribute 

to a clearer understanding of agreement mechanisms in Somali syntax. 

(5) waxaa  keen-ay    Cumar 

          FOC      bring-PST Cumar 

     ‘Cumar brought it.’    (Korp)1 
 

(6)  waxaa keen-t-ay      iyada 

         FOC     bring-F-PST  she 

       ‘she brought it.’   (HaBiT) 

  

The -t- in (6) gives the 3-person singular feminine (3SF) verb form which indicates that the 

subject is feminine singular (i.e., iyada). However, in example (5) there is not -t- in the verb, 

which means the subject is masculine singular (i.e., Cumar), in addition, this verb form (5) is 

also used for the plural as in example 7 (i.e., iyaga) 

(7) waxaa    keen-ay     iyaga 

      FOC        bring-PST   they 

      ‘they brought it.’   (Korp) 

  

 

1 The are two corpara HaBiT and Korp 

https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16 

https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali# 

 

https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16
https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali
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If we examine further examples from the HaBiT corpus, we can find sentences with the same 

verb inflection but different nouns in terms of grammatical gender. This may seem odd, given 

that verbs typically agree with the nouns in the sentence. One might assume that since the 

sentences have different nouns, they should also have different agreement in the clause. 

 

(8) waxaa    sheeg-ay  wargays-ka  

      FOC        tell-PST     newspaper-DEF.M 

      ‘the newspaper told this.’  (HaBiT) 

 

(9) waxaa     sheeg-ay wakaalad-da  

      FOC         tell-PST    agency-DEF.F 

     ‘the agency told this.’   (HaBiT) 

 

The verbs in examples (8 and 9) do not differentiate between masculine and feminine 

grammatical gender forms. This stands in contrast to examples (5 and 6), where verbs show 

distinct forms depending on whether the subject noun is masculine or feminine in the third 

person singular. In examples (8 and 9), the verbs keep the identical ending regardless of the 

gender of the subject noun, leading to a same grammatical agreement in the sentence. For 

instance, in example (9), the noun wakaalad ‘agency’ is feminine, yet the verb sheeg ‘tell’ 

remains unchanged in the masculine singular or plural form. In contrast, in example (6), where 

the noun iyada is also feminine, the verb takes the feminine form keen-t-ay.  Correspondingly, 

in example (8), where the noun wargays ‘newspaper’ is masculine, the verb sheeg ‘tell’ remains 

in its unmarked form. This shows an instance lack of agreement in (9) between the verbform 

and the following subject noun’s gender. 

If a sentence begins with the focus particle waxaa, speakers have the flexibility to provide any 

information they wish without considering gender distinctions (see (8)(9)). This is an interesting 

characteristic as it often written in Somali grammar books for example Mansuur (2016: 25-27), 

by examining the conjugational forms designated for respective genders in Somali, one can 

anticipate whether the subject noun is masculine or feminine. However, the instances presented 

in (8) and (9) conflict from this basic principle, where the identical verb form is employed 

regardless of the gender of the subject.  

If we, on the other hand, use another word order containing the focus particle ayaa together 

with subject-verb sentence construction to see how the verb is inflected or what verb form we 

get at the end of the sentence, and compare it to (8 and 9) we get a sentence like (10) below. 
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(10) wakaalad-da  ayaa sheeg-t-ay  

        agency-DEF.F FOC   tell-F-PST     

       ‘the agency told this.’   (Korp) 

 

In example (10) the noun wakaalad ‘agency’ is feminine as mentioned before but what is 

different from example (9) is that the verb is changed and agrees with the feminine noun in the 

clause. This prompts an inquiry into the underlying factors of these different agreements, thus, 

requiring a re-evaluation of the gap in Somali linguistic assumptions governing sentence 

agreement with these two construction types (9 and 10).  

Many researchers use the word waxa(a) but in this study I will refer to the focus particle as 

waxaa in order to avoid confusion with the definite form waxa of the noun wax.  

 

1.1  Aims and research questions. 

There is a tendency that can be noticed in Somali texts and also in corpora that waxaa enables 

many speakers to use gender agreement in the Somali sentence in unexpected ways. If a 

sentence starts with the focus particle waxaa, the speaker can give information without adhering 

to gender agreement, indicating that gender agreement is not necessary when this focus particle 

is used.  

Many researchers including Green (2021) and Saeed (2000) have studied the focus particles 

baa, ayaa, waxaa, and waa but those researchers have only described how these particles work 

generally. I did not find any discussions about how the focus particle waxaa works when it 

comes together with the subject-verb agreement.  

These are my research questions. 

1. What kind of subject verb agreement is found in clauses with the particle waxaa and VS 

word order? 

2. Can waxaa carry different grammatical meanings that effect agreement? 

 

 

1.2  Outline of the thesis 

The organisation of this study is as follows. Section 2 reviews the theoretical background of 

agreement and word order phenomenon and then typological linguistic assumptions but also 

important terminology. It also includes a literature review on agreement and the focus particle 

waxaa as well as Somali word order. Section 3 presents the methodology used in this thesis. 
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Section 4 is about data and analysis. Section 5 is results and discussions. Section 6 presents the 

summary of the study. 
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2. Theoretical background  

This study does not follow a particular linguistic theory; instead, it adopts a descriptive 

approach and relies on conventional linguistic theories commonly employed in the analysis of 

languages.  

 

2.1  General Linguistic theory and background 

There are more than seven thousand languages, each characterized by its own unique features. 

Haspelmath (2020: 347-48) explains, languages show differences in structural aspects, 

including both grammatical and semantic dimensions. Different languages also differ in the 

form of their words and morphemes. He also underscores, each language constitutes a distinct 

set of conventions specific to its linguistic settings, and so each language should be described 

in its own terms. 

 

But at the same time, there are major principles, concepts and frameworks that can form the 

basis for studying different languages and their various components. One concept is agreement, 

according to Haspelmath (2020) agreement is a grammatical phenomenon where certain words 

in a sentence, usually verbs, change their form based on the properties of other words in the 

sentence, typically nouns. This change is to ensure grammatical coherence and can involve 

categories such as gender and number. Agreement is, clearly, a way to show syntactic 

relationships and dependencies between different parts of a sentence.  

Haspelmath also describes that word order is a crucial aspect of syntax, as it affects how 

information is structured and understood in a sentence. Different languages employ different 

strategies to indicate relationships between sentence elements, and word order plays a key role 

in this regard. Corbett (1983: 1) for instance gives two English sentences below (11 and 12).  

 

(11) The committee believes. 

(12) The committee believe. 

 

Both constructions are possible according to Corbett, while he continues that various 

constructions where such alternative forms occur is viable in many languages. This flexibility 
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between singular/plural agreement in formal expressions can depend on different factors. One 

notable factor is the classification of the noun; certain nouns that appear singular represent a 

group comprising many individuals. Therefore, some speakers choose for plural agreement in 

such contexts. 

2.1.1 Somali focus particles  

Every declarative Somali main clause contains some kind of focus particle. This makes focus 

particles crucial for understanding agreement in clauses and how they may influence word 

order. Therefore, a brief overview of Somali focus particles is necessary, even though this study 

primarily focuses on the particle waxaa. Somali focus particles include baa, ayaa, waa and 

waxaa. Focus particles baa/ayaa are often used in similar contexts and can sometimes be 

interchangeable. Both particles are placed after the element they focus on (see example (13) 

where Asli is focused), which is usually the subject of the sentence. On the other hand, Waxaa 

in main clauses states that the noun phrase at the end of the sentence is focused. There is 

currently no existing research discussing solely the focus particle waxaa. Saeed (2000) 

illustrates waxaa as a cleft type of focus particle, in an 2expletive element waxaa precedes the 

verb, and the focused elements follow the verb. The most common word order in Somali is 

SOV, However, when waxaa is used to focus the noun phrase, the word order becomes SVO 

or OVS instead, this study explores into this phenomenon. Mansuur & Puglielli (2018: 185-87) 

point out, a sentence containing waxaa and a noun phrase after the verb (which is focused) is 

semantically the same as a sentence with the same noun phrase preceding the verb and marked 

with focus particle baa/ayaa.  

Sentences (13) and (14) convey the same semantic meaning; however, the placement of the 

focus particle differs between the sentences. In sentence (13), the focus particle ayaa follows 

the subject noun Asli, but, in sentence (14), the focus particle precedes the subject noun Asli. 

(13) Asli ayaa timid 

       Asli FOC   come.F.PST 

         ‘Asli came.’   (personal knowledge) 

 

(14) waxaa timid       Asli 

               FOC    come.F.PST Asli 

        ‘Asli came.’   (personal knowledge) 

 

 

2 Expletive element: Phrase inserted into a sentence to satisfy syntactic rules but does not carry semantic content 

itself like waxaa 
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Since the subject noun is the focused part of the sentences (13) and (14), there is always waxaa 

focus, when the noun phrase after the verb is focused as in (14). The important thing comes 

after the main verb in the clause. 

Both Saeed (1984) and Banti (2024, personal conversation) mean waxa ‘the thing’ or waxaa is 

a word derived from the noun wax ‘thing’ and have grammatical masculine gender. The only 

difference between wax ‘thing’ and waxaa is that waxaa also indicates grammatical 

connections, for instance as focus particle in the sentence. On the other hand, Svolacchia (1995: 

12) challenges it and claims that waxaa functions primarily as a focus particle rather than a 

noun phrase (NP). Its main role is to structure the sentence in a way that emphasizes the focused 

element. But Svolacchia also believes that further investigations are needed as there are 

shortcomings and contradictions in the current research. Despite focus particle waxaa´s 

constraint for the focused element to be positioned to the left of the verb, waxaa should be seen 

as a nominal focus particle as baa and ayaa according to Svolacchia. An alternative analysis 

previously suggested that waxa, meaning ‘the thing’ functions as a fully-fledged lexical noun 

phrase. This phrase acts as the head of a relative clause and serves as the subject in a structure 

known as waxa-Cleft Reductions. In this construction, the focused element tareen ‘train’, 

positioned after the verb, is seen as the predicate of the clefted sentence as the example (15) 

below shows, (Svolacchia, 1995) 

 

(15) waxa        yimid      waa   tareen 

        thing-the come.PST FOC   train 

       ‘The thing that came is a train.’  (Svolacchia, 1995: 12)  

 

Consider a descriptive example found from Somali linguistic context to compare with the 

English sentence earlier (11) and (12). Saeed (1984: 53) provides a suitable examples (16) and 

(17) in this regard. The examples are appropriate, as the English examples illustrate singular 

and plural verb forms, while the Somali examples demonstrate masculine and feminine verb 

forms. 

 

(16)  waxaa dhac-ay  waa    malqacad 

         FOC     fall-PST    FOC     spoon.F 

        ‘a spoon was fallen.’  (Saeed 1984: 53) 
 

(17)  waxaa dhac-d-ay waa malqacad  

         FOC     fall-F-PST    FOC     spoon.F 
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       ’a spoon was fallen.’  (Saeed 1984: 53) 

 

Saeed considers that both constructions are possible because of the clause structure.  

Corbett (1983: 7-8) distinguishes two agreements namely, syntactic agreement and semantic 

agreement. In syntactic agreement syntax is implemented, the rules and principles that govern 

the structure of sentences and phrases in language, including word order, sentence structure, 

and grammatical relationships. Whereas in semantic agreement, on the other hand, semantics 

is applied i.e., the meaning of words, phrases, and sentences, as well as the relationships 

between linguistic expressions and the concepts they represent. The reading may vary 

depending on the perspective implemented, syntactic analysis may result one interpretation, 

whereas a semantic approach may give another picture. Corbett (1983) explains that syntactic 

agreement is strict, as it predicts sentence structure based on the morphological properties of 

the element controlling the agreement as in (11) and (16). In contrast, semantic agreement is 

more flexible and focuses on the logical coherence of the sentence according to its meaning 

rather than its form as in (12) and (17). 

 Finally, this provides a background for analysing and understanding the primary properties of 

a given language, as well as the complex interplay between its various components. 

2.1.2 Terms and concepts  

Before proceeding more into this, the establishment of terminology definitions are necessary. 

Such definitions serve to facilitate comprehension and enhance the overall clarity and coherence 

of the following study contents.  

According to Corbett (2023) the agreement phenomena presents an interesting aspect of 

linguistic examination. In some cases, there are not many agreement opportunities in clauses 

and may therefore appear easy, but in other circumstances an agreement becomes more 

sophisticated with more than one alternative, for instance, “This family has/have lost 

everything”. Family in the example is one group of people but it contains more than one 

individual and therefore can take both have/has (Corbett 2023: 183). As mentioned before there 

are semantic agreement and syntactic agreement but Corbett also describes agreement hierarchy 

with four different principal which occur in target positions. In linguistic terms, Target 

(agreeing element) refers to attributive (adjective or noun), predicate (verb), relative pronoun, 

personal pronoun that harmonizes with nouns or phrases. This alignment typically occurs in 

terms of number, gender, or case, and is observed across various linguistic elements such as 
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nouns, verbs, and adjectives. Conversely, the controller (element agreed with) is the entity that 

dictates the specific form assumed by the elements involved in the agreement. For instance, 

nouns exert control over the form taken by adjectives or verbs.  Furthermore, Corbett (2023) 

points out that variations in agreement depends on more than one factor, but the most important 

are the controller and the target. In clauses a target agrees with its controller. The controller and 

the target must be flexible with two ways agreement because the existence of the two agreement 

possibilities does not depend only on the controller, but even the target according to Corbett.  

 

2.1.3 Typological Linguistic Assumptions 

 

Haspelmath (2021) underlines, comparative understanding or typological linguistic is needed 

because it is valuable both in making descriptions transparent and comprehensible, and in 

helping researchers ask a wide range of questions that would not have occurred to them 

otherwise. Haspelmath (2020: 350) discusses about a language having classes of elements such 

as forms and concepts that are important to understand when intending to describe the structure 

of the language to formulate different grammatical rules. This means that if each language is 

special in some way, it does not mean that everything about a language is different from all 

other languages.  

According to Fakih (2016), two common word orders exist in standard Arabic (SA) namely, 

SVO as in example (18 a-b) and VSO in example (19 a-b). In VSO, the subject follows the 

verb, while in SVO, it precedes the verb. This distinction in word order significantly influences 

the verb's morphology agreement patterns based on the subject's position in relation to the verb. 

Additionally, Arabic verbs conjugate for tense, aspect, mood, and agreement with both subject 

and object. Verbs are also marked for person, number, gender.  

 

(18)  

a. al-walad -u       ?akala     al-tuffaah- a 

    the-boy-DEF-OBJ eat.M.SG the-apples-DEF.OBJ 

   ‘The boy ate the apples.’    

 

b. al-bint -u             ?akala-t   al-tuffaah- a 

    the-girl-DEF-SBJ eat-F.SG     the-apples-DEF.OBJ 

   ‘The girl ate the apples.’    (Fakih 2016: 30) 
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As mentioned before, Arabic verbs conjugate based on the gender of the subject. Therefore, the 

second sentences verb have -t- in the end ?akal-a-t, which indicates that the subject is feminine 

singular form of the verb ?akala ‘to eat’. 

 

(19)  

a.  qara?a     zaydun  riwaayatan 

    read.M.SG Zayd.M novel 

   ‘Zayd read a novel.’    

b. qara?a-t   hind-un riwaayatan 

    read-F.SG Hind.F  novel 

   ‘Hind read a novel.’   (Fakih 2016: 29) 

 

In conclusion, the VSO word order in SA emphasizes the action or event by placing the verb 

first, making it suitable for focusing on what happened rather than who performed the action. 

In contrast, the SVO word order emphasizes the doer by placing the subject first, highlighting 

the subject when it is already known or important in the context. For information structure in 

Arabic, VSO is typically used to introduce new information or events, common in narrative 

sequences. SVO, on the other hand, is used when the subject is already known, focusing on the 

action or object for a clear presentation of who did what. In terms of syntax and agreement, 

VSO requires the verb to agree in gender and number with the subject post-verbally. SVO 

requires the verb to agree with the subject pre-verbally, in both gender and number, before the 

object appears (Fakih 2016). 

Somali verbs change their form depending on who or what is doing the action. This change is 

called subject agreement in the inflection of verbs. 

Consider two examples from the Somali language that are comparable to those in example (19). 

We will then examine the agreement distinction in terms of noun gender in these examples.  

 

(20) wiil baa cun-ay      tufaax-a 

        boy FOC eat-PST      apple-DEF 

        ‘the boy ate the apple.’  (personal knowledge) 

 

Similarly, Somali verbs conjugate on the gender of the subject. As we can see, the verb with 

the suffix -t- in cun-t-ay indicates that the subject is in the feminine singular form cun ‘eat’. 

 

(21) gabar baa cun-t-ay    tufaax-a   

        girl     FOC eat-F.PST  apple-DEF 

       ‘the girl ate the apple.’   (personal knowledge) 
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On the other hand, Somali typically follows a subject-object-verb (SOV) word order according 

to Svolacchia (1995: 7) but there is flexibility in Somali in terms of word order since there are 

many different constructions as shown in the following examples with different orders. 

 

(22) 

a. Cali moos    buu        cun-ay  SOV 

    Cali banana FOC.he    aet-PST 

   ‘Cali ate a BANANA.’ 

 

b. moos   buu       Cali     cun-ay  OSV 

    banana FOC.he Cali   aet-PST 

  ‘Cali ate a BANANA.’ 

 

c. moos    buu       cun-ay Cali  OVS 

    banana FOC.he  aet-PST Cali 

    ‘Cali ate a BANANA.’ 

 

d. Cali baa cun-ay     moos   SVO 

    Cali FOC aet-PST     banana 

   ‘CALI ate a banana’   (Svolacchia 1995: 7)  

 

There is no difference in meaning between these examples. 

2.2  Somali verb and agreement  

Somali verbs conjugate based on the person (first, second, or third), number (singular or plural), 

and gender of the subject masculine or feminine only in the third person singular. Then there 

are different verbs forms, the restricted verb paradigm, and the full inflected paradigm. The 

restricted verb paradigm is distinguished by specific suffixes for the feminine 3SG and the 1PL. 

In the feminine 3SG, the suffix -t is used, while the 1PL is characterized by the suffix -n. 

Additionally, the reduced present forms have a short -a instead of the long -aa found in the full 

forms. This pattern applies to all tenses and aspects. Somali nouns can be classified into two 

categories based on grammar, not biology: masculine and feminine. Unlike some languages 

where gender reflects real-world distinctions e.g., male and female, Somali's grammatical 

gender is purely a linguistic feature (Nilsson 2023: 89-90). 

 

Irregular verb imow 

 Full inflected paradigm Restricted verb paradigm 
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I imid  imid  

you timid yimid   

He  yimid yimid  

She  timid timid  

We nimid nimid  

You pl timaadeen  yimid  

They  yimaadeen  yimid  

Table 1: Full and restricted verb inflection  (source: Svolacchia 1995: 6) 

 

As described in table 1, distinct variations do exist between the full and reduced verb 

conjugations. The reduced verb shows four distinct variants, but the full verb demonstrates 

more. Notably, the first-person singular and plural forms remain unchanged in the restricted 

verb conjugation. However, it's crucial to highlight the unique conjugation of the third person 

singular feminine, as it stands out as particularly relevant for our discussion. 

 

Regular verb hees 

 Full Forms  Reduced Forms 

1 sg. heesaa Heesa 

2 sg. heestaa Heesa 

3 sg. m. heesaa Heesa 

3 sg. f. heestaa Heesta 

1 pl. heesnaa Heesna 

2 pl. heestaan Heesa 

3 pl. heesaan Heesa 

Table 2: Full and restricted verb inflection  (source: Nilsson 2023: 89) 

 

In Table 2, the inflection patterns of regular verbs are presented, highlighting the distinctions 

between fully inflected verbs and restricted verbs. Specifically, the fully inflected verbs are 

characterized by the presence of the suffix -aa, however, the restricted verbs are marked by a 

shorter suffix -a. This distinction is a key feature in the morphological inflection of verbs in the 

Somali language. According to Mansuur & Puglielli (2018: 37-39) Somali nouns are either 

feminine or masculine. The gender of the noun can be uncovered looking into the definite 

articles attached to nouns in definite forms. The articles are -ka for the masculine nouns and -

ta in feminine nouns. However, articles vary based on the noun's phonological ending. Which 

means that (k) can become -g-, -h- or just - a -. When it comes to (t) it can become -sh- or -d-.  
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Somali, a member of the Cushitic branch of the Afro-Asiatic language family, has more than 

25 dialects.  

These dialectal variations are caused by geographical and sociopolitical factors, leading to 

distinct linguistic features, at the same time shares a common core of vocabulary and grammar. 

However, there is differences in pronunciation, vocabulary usage, and grammatical structures 

in certain regard. Major Somali dialect groups include maxaa tiri also known as Northern 

Somali Dialects and Maay dialects found in southern regions of Somalia specially between the 

rivers Jubba and Shabelle (Mansuur 2016: 30-31). The consideration of dialects is particularly 

relevant to this essay, as dialectal variations or regional varieties can play a crucial role in 

determining the agreement patterns in the Somali clause. In this context, it is essential to 

acknowledge the existence of numerous dialects within the Somali language, a phenomenon 

common to most languages. 

This becomes especially apparent when examining inconsistent grammatical constructions. For 

instance, Saeed (1984:53) presents two Somali sentences with the same main verb but differing 

grammaticality. Sentence (23) is described as ungrammatical, while sentence (24) is considered 

grammatically correct. This apparent difference can potentially be attributed to the influence of 

dialects. If a masculine verb is claimed to agree with feminine noun as in (23), the resulting 

sentence should be considered ungrammatical. However, due to dialectal variations, these 

constructions may be commonly accepted in certain regions.  

(23) waxaa yimid          gabar 

         FOC      come.PST    girl 

        ‘a girl came.’   (Saeed 1984: 53) 

 

(24) waxaa timid           gabar 

       FOC        come.F.PST girl 

      ‘a girl came.’   (Saeed 1984: 53) 

 

In the first sentence, yimid ‘came’ represents 2SG regardless gender, 3SG masculine and 2PL 

and 3PL verb conjugation in the restricted verb paradigm commonly used to convey imow 

‘come’. However, in the second sentence, timid is used, referring to the third person singular 

feminine past tense inflection of the verb imow. It is worth noting that timid is a more frequent 

form in the verb's inflectional paradigm compared to yimid in the restricted verb paradigm 

(Saeed 1984, Svolacchia 1995).  

Saeed further continues with other Somali examples which he believes occur in different 

contexts even though there may be dialectal nuances. 
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(25) waxaa yimid        aniga 

          FOC     come.PST  1SG 

       ‘I came.’    (Svolacchia 1995:13)  

 

(26) waxaa yimid         annaga  

        FOC    come.PST    1PL 

          ‘we came.’   (Saeed 1984: 56) 

 

Both sentences employ the same verb form, yimid which is the past tense of the verb imow 

despite referring to different pronouns aniga ‘1SG’ and annaga ‘1PL’. In standard Somali, the 

verb conjugation for imow would change for ‘I’ imid and ‘we’ nimid. For instance, ‘I came’ 

would typically be expressed as waxaa imid aniga while ‘we came’ would be expressed as 

waxaa nimid annaga. However, in these sentences, yimid is used for both ‘1SG’ and ‘1PL’(Saeed 

1984, Svolacchia 1995).  
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3. Method 

As mentioned in previous chapters, there is not much research on Somali agreement in general 

and especially the waxaa focus particle. Therefore, material availability is limited, I therefore 

turn to previous linguistic studies that deal with the grammatical works of the Somali language, 

and a new data collection will be done to be able to answer the research questions in this study.  

3.1  Somali corpus 

In this thesis, five Somali verbs were established and chosen. Due to the difficulty in gathering 

comprehensive statistics on the different agreements found in the corpus. But also because of 

their frequent occurrence in the language. It is also important to note that any verb can occur in 

this type of sentence.  

 

The verb in Somali Meaning  

Joog Stay 

Jir Exist 

Qor write  

Dhal  give birth 

Imaad come  

Table 2: The verbs in the study 

 

The corpus research aimed to investigate the possibility of different Somali sentence forms 

together with focus particle waxaa in the clause. There are several corpora for the Somali 

language. However, the two biggest were chosen, first a Somali corpus with 79.74 million of 

Somali words namely Somali WaC HaBiT 3 , and second, Somali Korp 4  at the Swedish 

Language Bank, which has 22.19 million of Somali tokens.  The choice was made because 

these two corpora are larger than others currently available, and that their servers could handle 

the important sentences in different ways but also being able to formulate and present the 

sentences in varying categories. This means that they could perform the searches i wanted. The 

 

3 https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align= 

 
4 https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali 

 

https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align=
https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali
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texts that corpora offer is collected from the internet, although it can sometimes be seen as 

incomplete as it does not include ordinary people's way of speaking which is important for an 

investigation like this one. Therefore, a small interview was also conducted to see how people 

react and act in relation to different sentences, but also if there is more information to collect. 

Besides, the texts were from different time periods, which made these corpora more varied in 

terms of text types. The intention was to see if the investigation shows different formations of 

Somali sentences that can suggest that there are different agreements in the clause. If it then 

showed that there is a sentence that differed from the conventional Somali sentence, it was 

included in this investigation. The aim was to demonstrate potential differences between 

traditional grammatical constructions and logically “semantically correct” constructions. The 

collected data will help categorize VS agreements and examine the patterns they exhibit when 

the sentence contains the focus particle waxaa. As mentioned earlier, this data will serve as the 

foundation for the remaining part of the investigation, including the survey and the subsequent 

short interviews with some participants 

3.2  Survey 

When the corpus research was completed, a selection of five sentences was made as the base 

content for the following questionnaire survey. Instead of processing large amounts of data, 

specific sentences with the five verbs and subject noun in singular or plural together with waxaa 

were examined to identify any variations in agreement. These sentences followed to a specific 

structure characterized by the order of waxaa-verb-noun. Thus, five nouns were obtained from 

the sentences to serve as potential alternative options for survey participants, see appendix: 

survey. In conducting the survey, a group of ten individuals was considered for participation. 

The selection process involved choosing from a group of twenty individuals, comprising 

individuals reading or have completed Somali Courses at the University of Gothenburg, native 

language teachers, and other familiar individuals. It is important to underline that the selection 

process was conducted randomly from the above-mentioned group of twenty individuals. 

Participants were deliberately chosen to reflect a diverse range of ages covering from 27 to 67, 

containing different genders, and representing diverse backgrounds within the Somali language 

area. The distribution of the questionnaire was facilitated through electronic mail (email) due 

to its perceived simplicity of understanding. While participants were briefed on the general 

theme of the survey, specific details relating to the main themes of the inquiry were intentionally 
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reserved to ease potential overthinking. The primary objective of the survey was to assess 

various sentences derived from the corpus, with a specific focus on comparing potential 

deviations across different waxaa sentence formations.  

 

  

3.3  Consulting with an expert 

There are some experts who have conducted significant research in Somali grammar but have 

not focused only on the subject-verb agreement. But this does not imply a lack of knowledge 

regarding this type of construction, which is why I choose to consult with a linguistics expert 

in my study. An expert in Afro-asiatic languages among other areas of specialization, Giorgio 

Banti, is an emeritus professor who worked at the Department of Asia, Africa, and the 

Mediterranean at the University of Naples L'Orientale. There can be considerable benefits to 

consult with a linguistics expert who has a lot of expertise in the Somali language and conducted 

research before. This will hopefully help with the analysing of the survey outcome and how to 

look at different agreements in the clause. 
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4 Data and analysis 

This chapter presents the data that forms the basis of the analysis. Data has been collected from 

two sources: a corpus survey and a questionnaire survey. In the first part of the chapter, data 

from the corpus is presented. In the second part, data from the survey is presented. 

 

4.1 The corpus 

The corpus analysis was employed to examine agreement patterns in Somali sentences. In this 

study the relevant sentences must contain a specific focus particle that appears in two different 

forms waxa and waxaa. To ensure consistency, a search for both variants in the corpora was 

done. However, to simplify the text, all examples in this thesis were converted to the longer 

variant waxaa. While the chosen examples are typically short and often start with the focus 

particle, it is important to note that this does not necessarily mean that the sentences always 

begin and end in that structure.  

This study aimed to examine agreement in Somali clauses containing the focus particle waxaa 

and its impact on agreement, particularly gender agreement in sentences. To narrow the scope, 

five verbs were selected. In sentences with a verb and the focus particle waxaa, a subject noun 

can be either feminine or masculine, in both singular and plural forms. The corpus contained 

thousands of sentences with the focus particle and the five chosen verbs paired with various 

nouns.. The pictures below are an example that demonstrate two sentences with different verb 

forms but identical subject noun. 

 

 

Picture 1: waxaa jir(t)a cabsi   (source: HaBiT) 

 

 

(27) waxaa jir-t-a           cabsi  

        FOC     exist-F-PRS  fear.F 

       ‘there is existing fear.’   (Korp)  
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Example sentence (27) appears 29 times in the Habit corpus (note that the picture shows only 

the waxaa sentence but there is also other sentence in waxa). However, another example (28) 

was found where feminine verb marking would be expected. This example conveys the same 

meaning as example (27), yet it employs a masculine verb form. 

 

(28) waxaa jir-a       cabsi  

        FOC    exist-PRS fear.F 

      ‘there is existing fear.’   (Korp) 

 

Example (28) appears 20 times. The noun in these examples is abstract one but also feminine, 

as all Somali nouns have a grammatical gender according to Mansuur and Puglielli (2022:86). 

This pattern is supported by the corpus data, which shows, when an other focus particle ayaa is 

used with same noun cabsi ‘fear’, the verb consistently appears in the feminine form jirta as in 

example (29). 

 

(29) cabsi   ayaa  jir-t-a           

        fear.F  FOC   exist-F-PRS   

      ‘there is existing fear’ 

 

As in examples (27) and (28), the data collected from the corpora is examples that feature same 

noun but have different verb forms together with waxaa.  

Below, the data collected will be presented, categorized under five distinct verbs, from two 

separate sources namely, Habit and Korp. 

 

4.1.1 Verb joog 

The corpus results reveal a significant number of sentences with the construction containing the 

verb joog ‘stay’, and a noun plus the focus particle waxaa. the corpus research targeted to 

discover potential differences in agreement patterns between the verb and the noun in sentence 

when they occur with waxaa, specifically examining whether the gender and grammatical 

properties of the noun influence the verb's inflection. Additionally, we seek to identify any 

regular syntactic patterns or structural regularities within these sentences from the corpus.  

Of particular interest is the observation that despite the characteristic grammatical gender 

distinctions in Somali nouns, feminine nouns often take different inflections compared to 

masculine nouns. There are instances in the corpus where both masculine and feminine nouns 
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take identical verb conjugations when combined with the focus particle waxaa in the sentence. 

In certain instances in the corpus, there are other sentences where the gender of the subject noun 

is same, however, the inflection of the verb varies, as in examples 27 and 28 above. 

(30) waxaa   joog-t-a    dowlad 

        FOC      stay-F-PRS  government.F  

       ‘there is a government.’  (mustaqbalmedia.net)5 

    
 

 

(31) Somalia waxaa  joog-a         dowlad 

          country   FOC     stay-F-PRS   government.F 

       ‘in Somalia, there is a government.’   (HaBiT) 

    

Compare examples (30) and (31) where there is different gender agreement on the verb even 

though the noun and the word order are identical. In example (30), the subject noun dowlad 

‘government’ is feminine, in this example, the verb joogta ‘stay’ shows the feminine gender 

agreement by having the -t- suffix. However, in example (31), a similar verb is used  but this 

time, with different inflection, masculine form to be precise, with the same feminine noun 

dowlad ‘government’ positioned similarly at the end of the sentence. Here, it is noteworthy that 

despite the noun's feminine gender, the verb is inflected differently as jooga ‘stay’ without the 

-t- suffix, which would typically indicate gender agreement, and that is may because of the 

focus particle waxaa in both sentences (30) and (31). It is, however, noteworthy to look this 

sentence with other word order and ayaa focus. In example (32) shows, yet the feminine verb 

form joogta which in turn displays feminine gender agreement by having the -t- suffix. 

 

(32)  dawlad          ayaa   joog-t-a             

        government.F FOC    stay-F-PRS         

       ‘there is a government.’  (HaBiT) 

    

Thus, the absence of a consistent pattern across these examples suggests that the hypothesis 

suggesting control of verb inflection by the gender of the noun may lack substantial support 

here. This means the verb-noun agreement in gender deviates from the norm. While the verb 

joogta in the first sentence demonstrates gender agreement, the absence of gender indication in 

jooga in the following sentence, despite being paired with same noun in grammatical gender, 

 

5 https://mustaqbalmedia.net/so/ma-jiraa-dembi-kaweyn-madaxda-oo-been-loo-sheego/ 

 

https://mustaqbalmedia.net/so/ma-jiraa-dembi-kaweyn-madaxda-oo-been-loo-sheego/
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may indicate a contradiction on control of the verb according to established language rules, the 

verb should agree with the gender of the noun. 

 

4.1.2 Verb jir 

When examining this verb in both corpora, numerous examples of the verb were found. This 

verb also functions as an auxiliary. however, the attention was solely on examples where the 

verb operated as a main verb. 

 

(33) waxaa   jir-t-a        koox   

        FOC      exist-F-PRS team.F 

        ‘there is a team.’   (HaBiT) 

    

 

(34) Waxaa  jir-a         koox      

        FOC      exist-PRS  team.F 

        ‘there is a team.’   (HaBiT) 

      

In both sentences, the intended meaning is ‘There is a team’. However, a distinction appears in 

the form of the verb in the clause. We see masculine agreement where we would expect 

feminine. Both sentences appear frequently in the corpus. In the HaBiT corpus, there are 4 

examples of sentence (33) and 8 examples of sentence (34). 

4.1.3 Verb qor 

The verb qor ‘write’ was richly present in the corpus, offering numerous examples for analysis. 

Here, we will examine two similar examples with differing verb inflections. 

 

(35) waxaa   qor-ay     wakaalad-da war-ar-ka 

        FOC       write-PRS agency-DEF.F news-PL.DEF.M 

       ‘it was written by the news agency.’  (Korp) 

 

(36) waxaa qor-t-ay       wakaalad-da    war-ar-ka. 

        FOC      write-F-PRS  agency-DEF.F    news-PL.DEF.M 

         ‘it was written by the news agency.’   (HaBiT) 

     

 

In Sentence (35), the verb qoray ‘wrote’ is used, indicating agreement with a masculine noun. 

However, the subject noun which also is the head noun of the sentence, wakaaladda ‘agency’ 

is not masculine. In Sentence (36), the verb qortay is applied, expressing that a feminine noun 
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will follow the verb in the sentence. Since the noun is feminine, this agreement may appear 

appropriate. The perception is similar to previous examples, these sentences demonstrate how 

verb conjugation reflects various agreement patterns, rather than the gender of the noun.  

4.1.4 Verb dhal 

The verb dhal ‘give birth’ was also found in the corpus, featuring many different forms and 

relevant examples. Here, two examples will be explored, both examples have feminine subject 

noun gabadh ‘girl’.  

 

(37) waxaa dha-sh-ay           gabadh 

        FOC     givebirth-F-PST  girl.F  

       ‘a girl gave birth.’     (HaBiT) 

 

(38) waxaa  dhal-ay           gabadh-a  

        FOC     givebirth-PST  girl-DEF.F 

       ‘the girl gave birth.’     (HaBiT) 

 

In Sentence (37), the main verb dhashay ‘gave birth’ in the clause is paired with the feminine 

noun gabadh ‘girl’. Sentence (38) uses the verb dhalay ‘gave birth’ once again, this time in 

with the subject noun gabadha which represents the definite feminine singular form of gabadh 

‘girl’. Interestingly, despite both nouns being feminine, the verb in the sentences inflects as if 

the noun were masculine in (38). However, it is important to observe that there is a feminine 

noun at the end of each of these sentences. Additionally, both sentences feature the focus 

particle waxaa.  

 

4.1.5 Verb imow 

The verb imow ‘come’ is different from the other four verbs in this study because it is classified 

as an irregular verb in Somali language. Particularly, its conjugation involves morphological 

changes to the verb by prefix when agreement with factors such as the gender of the noun it 

agrees with. 

 

(39) waxaa   yimid    gabadh-a 

        FOC    come.PST girl-DEF.F    

       ‘the girl came.’     (HaBiT) 

 

(40) waxaa timid        gabadh  
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               FOC    come.F.PST girl.F    

        ‘a girl came.’     (Korp) 

 

Sentence (39) uses the verb inflection yimid even though the subject noun gabadh ‘girl’ being 

feminine and containing a definite suffix.  

 

In contrast, Sentence (40) uses the more commonly preferred verb form timid normally used 

with feminine verb inflection to align with the feminine noun which is in this case gabadh. A 

quick search in the corpus for the construction waxaa + verb form (timid) + subject noun shows 

that 100% subject nouns are feminine. B ut when the construction is  waxaa + verb form 

(yimid) + subject noun shows both feminine and masculine nouns. 

 

4.2 The survey 

After completing the corpus research, the next phase of the study was conducting a survey with 

ten participants. The objective of the survey was to explore how participants select nouns when 

the verb form is already established in a sentence. The questionnaire consisted of five sentences, 

each containing spaces where participants could insert their preferred noun form. The options 

for nouns, both masculine and feminine, were provided in brackets next to each sentence. This 

allowed for an analysis of the influence of the verb form on participants' noun choices. 

The results are displayed in the diagram below. 
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Diagram 1: Survey result 

 

As seen in the diagram, the participants' answers vary. We will later examine each verb 

separately, but the overall results are represented in the diagram. The result, clearly, shows that 

each sentence can take both masculine and feminine subject nouns with the same verb form. 

 

4.2.1 Verb joog 

 

In both examples, the masculine verb form jooga is employed, even though the example 

sentence (42) having a feminine subject noun, Aamina. The verb jooga represents the masculine 

form of the verb joog ‘stay’. Notably, Axmed is a masculine personal name, while Aamina is 

feminine.  

 

(41) waxaa na-la             joog-a   Axmed 

           FOC      IPL-OB=with  stay-PRS Ahmed 

           ‘Ahmed is staying with us.’  (personal knowledge) 

 

(42) waxaa  na-la           joog-a      Aamina 

           FOC      IPL-OB=with  stay-PRS    Aamina 

          ‘Amina is staying with us.’  (personal knowledge) 
   

 

The survey found that 7 out of 10 participants preferred the masculine noun, leading to their 

preference for sentence (41). However, it is important to mention that some participants still 
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opted for a feminine noun as in example (42). This suggests while the majority of the 

participants prefer the use of the masculine verb form, there are still some individuals who 

chooses feminine noun. 

4.2.2 Verb jir 

In the survey, 7 out of 10 participants chose the feminine noun albeit other masculine nouns 

and masculine verb form jira in the provided examples. For instance, the noun aalad meaning 

‘tech’ or ‘technology’ is a feminine noun. However, one participant opts for the masculine noun 

because of the verb form in the survey. 

 

(43) waxaa      jir-a               aalad 

        FOC          exist-PRS    tech.F 

       ‘technology exists.’   (personal knowledge) 

     

While it is challenging to definitively identify the reasons behind the preference for the 

masculine verb form, several factors could contribute. One possibility is that the term "tech" 

refers to a general concept that is perceived as essentially existing, encouraging participants to 

choose more the feminine noun when the verb is in masculine form.  

4.2.3 Verb qor 

The participants choices in this example reveal significant differences between masculine and 

feminine noun preferences. The verb conjugates with masculine form and despite that, 7 out of 

10 participants selected the subject feminine noun as in (44). Similar sentence findings from 

the corpus survey confirmed this tendency, particularly with the feminine subject noun 

wakaalad ‘agency’ as mentioned earlier in this text. 

 

(44) waxaa   qor-ay       gabar 

              FOC          write-PST  girl.F 

         ‘it was written by a girl.’  (personal knowledge) 

     

 
 

Surprisingly, not a single participant selected the masculine noun. Additionally, two 

participants did not choose either of the two alternative nouns provided in the survey and instead 

opted for none, which was also one of the choices available.   
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4.2.4 Verb dhal 

 

The outcome that 4 out of 10 survey respondents preferred the feminine noun gabar ‘girl’ in a 

sentence with masculine verb form dhalay ‘givebirth’ may seem ungrammatical. But an equal 

number, 4 out of 10, chose the masculine noun qof ‘person’. 

 

(45) waxaa     dhal-ay            gabadh-a 

              FOC         givebith-PST     girl-DEF.F 

       ‘a girl gave birth.’   (HaBiT)   

     
 

This suggests that the sentence Waxaa dhalay gabadha is an acceptable construction in the 

Somali clause agreement. The fact that this sentence with the masculine verb form dhalay 

‘givebirth’ and feminine subject noun is also found in a corpus further indicates that it may be 

a usual agreement in certain contexts.  

 

4.2.5 Verb imow 

Four out of ten participants answer in the survey shows a preference to the more expected choice 

of a noun afar. It is, however, important to take with that the responses in this case varied 

significantly from those observed with the other four previously discussed verbs. 

 

(46) waxaa    yimid        diyaarad 

        FOC        come.PST  airplane.F 

          ‘an airplane came.’   (personal knowledge) 

    

In example (46) above, the masculine inflected verb form yimid ‘came’ usually combines with 

a following masculine noun. However, at the end of this sentence (46), we find the feminine 

noun diyaarad ‘airplane’.  

 

4.3 Summary analysis  

The corpus data and the survey suggest that employing the masculine verb with feminine nouns 

could be a common preference. This finding may indicate dialectal variation within the corpus, 

as it may involve data from regions where masculine verb agreement is characteristic even with 

feminine subjects in specific situations. Alternatively, the choice of the masculine form in the 
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corpus sentences could be attributed to individual preferences. The authors of these sentences 

may have intentionally opted for the masculine verb for stylistic reasons. 

This observation offers interesting insights into Somali syntax and agreement principles and 

speaker preferences, particularly when sentences contain the focus particle waxaa. The survey 

findings suggest that using the masculine verb form like jira even with feminine nouns may be 

a common or preferred practice among several speakers. This phenomenon shows yet again an 

interesting aspect of verb inflection, where it may not always align with the gender of the 

subject noun, especially when the focus particle waxaa is present in the sentence and precedes 

the verb. 

Several factors could influence these results, reflecting the flexibility observed in previous 

examples. However, it is worth noting that while verb-subject agreement is typically considered 

crucial, ensuring the noun agrees with the gender of the verb and vice versa, there appears to 

be an influence of the focus particle in this regard as well. 

Additionally, the presence of the focus particle may permit speakers the freedom to choose the 

subject noun without considering its gender. Unlike other focus particles, waxaa initiates the 

sentence, with all other elements following. Therefore, this focus particle significantly 

influences agreement within the sentence. This implies that the speaker can construct a sentence 

with a masculine verb form while having a feminine subject noun. 

It is credible that the verb agreement may be influenced by the possessor or by the focus particle 

waxaa in the clause rather than the focused noun. For instance, when Waxaa is employed in the 

clause, the speaker might opt for the more commonly used masculine verb form yimid while at 

the same time using a noun without consideration for its gender. 
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 5 Results and discussion 

In this chapter, the results of both the corpus investigation and the survey responses will be 

discussed. Each research question will be addressed in a separate section. 

 

5.1 Results 

The findings from the survey and the corpus search indicate that Somali verb-subject (noun) 

agreement combined with the focus particle waxaa show diverse patterns. These contrasting 

agreement patterns can be shown by the same verb. In some instances, the verb agrees with the 

subject noun, while in others, it does not, when the verb form remains unchanged. This variation 

is attributed to the grammatical gender of the subject nouns. The findings demonstrate that 

nouns belonging to different grammatical genders can take the same verb forms in sentences. 

To further reflect on the diverse agreement patterns observed in the study, let us return to the 

examples presented earlier. These examples clearly illustrate how agreement can vary 

depending on the verb form and the grammatical gender of the subject noun in the sentence. 

Let is begin with the sentences with identical verb forms and different subject nouns in gender 

(8) and (9) these examples are repeated. 

(8) waxaa    sheeg-ay  wargays-ka  

      FOC        tell-PST     newspaper-DEF.M 

      ‘the newspaper told this.’  (HaBiT) 

 

(9) waxaa     sheeg-ay  wakaalad-da  

      FOC         tell-PST    agency-DEF.F 

     ‘the agency told this.’   (HaBiT) 

 

These two examples, clearly, showcase different subject nouns and same main verb sheegay in 

both sentences therefore variation in agreement patterns. The difference arises from the 

grammatical gender of the subject nouns in both sentences. While wargays is a masculine noun 

in sentence (8), the noun wakaalad is feminine in sentence (9). Both nouns clearly indicate their 

gender through their respective suffixes: -ka for masculine nouns and -da for feminine nouns. 

Interestingly, the verb in both sentences show masculine agreement. This poses a challenge, as 

both agreement patterns cannot simultaneously be correct because of the gender agreement, 

unless influenced by other elements in the sentences. These elements could be factors beyond 
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gender agreement rules since, normally, in Somali sentences masculine verb forms go with 

masculine subject nouns. And feminine verb forms go with feminine subject nouns. 

On the other hand, shifting the focus to other two sentences featuring the same noun, we 

encounter additional instances of varying agreement patterns.  

(27) waxaa  jir-t-a          cabsi  

        FOC     exist-F-PRS   fear.F 

       ‘there is existing fear.’   (Korp) 

 

(28) waxaa jir-a       cabsi  

        FOC    exist-PRS fear.F 

      ‘there is existing fear.’   (Korp) 

 

In these examples, the main noun in both sentences is cabsi ‘fear’, yet the verbs exhibit different 

forms. The first example displays the -t- suffix on the verb, indicating agreement with a 

feminine noun. In contrast, the second sentence lacks this affix, suggesting an alternative 

agreement pattern, possibly agreement with a masculine noun. However, both examples appear 

with relatively high frequency in the corpus, suggesting a pattern of regularity rather than an 

isolated occurrence. The noun in both instances is categorized as feminine. Considering the 

feminine gender of the noun, one would naturally expect feminine agreement. 

5.2 Agreements found in clauses 

The first question in this thesis is to determine the type of subject-verb agreement found in 

clauses with the focus particle waxaa and VS word order. Even though, established grammatical 

norms dictate a consistent agreement between the verb and the subject noun, the study finds 

ambiguous picture, revealing instances of different agreement patterns. In waxaa clauses, the 

verb, positioned next to focus particle at the beginning of the sentence, serves as the target, 

responsible for agreeing with the subject noun, the controller of the agreement. However, the 

study contrasts this notion by presenting cases where the verb shows disagreements from the 

expected alignment with its controller as in example (9) in the table below.  

The first observation is the verb's tendency to demonstrate inconsistent agreement behaviour in 

the same clause. This inconsistency suggests that the agreement mechanism is not strictly 

applied in all instances. 
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8 waxaa masculine verb masculine subject noun 

In this example the agreement is between verb and noun  

9 waxaa masculine verb feminine  subject noun 

There is no agreement between the verb and the noun but there is possible 

agreement between the focus particle waxaa and the masculine verb. 

 

The second finding is the occurrence of agreement inconsistencies even when the subject nouns 

are identical as in examples (27) and (28) in the table below. Despite the semantic equivalence 

of the subjects, the verb forms differ, indicating agreement in one instance and disagreement in 

another. This observation raises questions about the underlying principles governing agreement 

in waxaa clauses. 

 

27 waxaa feminine verb feminine subject noun  

In this example the agreement is between verb and noun 

28 waxaa masculine verb feminine subject noun  

There is no agreement between the verb and the noun but there is possible 

agreement between the focus particle waxaa and the masculine verb. 

 

5.3 Can waxaa carry different grammatical meanings? 

The second research question is about the possibility of the focus particle waxaa carrying 

different grammatical meanings, potentially manipulating subject-verb agreement patterns in 

Somali clauses. This notion builds on previous research conducted by Saeed (1984) who 

identified verb- subject noun agreement as a key factor in distinguishing between two different 

waxaa. Namely, the focus particle and the lexical item. Let is go back to earlier examples again. 

 

(39) waxaa   yimid       gabadh-a 

        FOC       come.PST girl-DEF.F    

       ‘the girl came.’     (HaBiT) 

 

(40) waxaa timid          gabadh  

               FOC    F-come.PST girl.F    

        ‘a girl came.’     (Korp) 
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Sentence (40) the verb timid ’came’ shows agreement with the feminine noun gabadh ‘girl’. 

This aligns with standard verb-subject agreement rules in Somali. On the contrary, Sentence 

(39) the verb yimid cannot agree with same subject noun gabadha indicating instead, a different 

agreement pattern. As we can see the verb is inflecting in agreement to a masculine controller. 

The agreement in this case is between the lexical item waxa ‘the thing’ which is masculine in 

gender and the verb.    

Based on this inconsistency that examples show and Saeed's (1984) observations from old 

works suggest that waxaa may possess more than one grammatical function, potentially 

impacting agreement patterns. This challenges the usual understanding of focus particle waxaa 

solely as a focus particle introducing a focus construction.  

Based also on the survey results, subject noun genders in examined survey sentences are not 

showing solely masculine or feminine dominance outcome. Instead, there's a significant mix of 

both genders in sentences, with some responses showing diffusion and others with a slight 

dominance of one gender. This is associated with the focus particle waxaa that possibly triggers 

specific agreement patterns that differ from the standard verb-subject agreement. The reason 

for the diffusion is waxaa carries different meanings that effects the agreement in the clause.   

5.4 Discussion 

Several factors may explain the preference for the less common feminine conjugationa like 

timid in sentences.  Firstly, while both sentences convey the same meaning, the use of yimid in 

the sentence with feminine subject noun may be due to dialectal variation. Somali exhibits 

diverse dialects, and certain dialects may favour the yimid conjugation more frequently than 

others. Secondly, can this be more about stylistic preference? The decision to opt for the more 

common form may be driven by stylistic considerations. The speaker may deliberately choose 

the more frequent form to evoke a sense of formality or poeticism in their expression (Saeed 

1984, Svolacchia 1995). This observation may suggest a dialectal variation as well because 

such usage of yimid for both first-person singular and plural forms might be specific to a 

regional Somali variety. Alternatively, it could be argued that this construction is 

ungrammatical from the point of view of the standard grammar rules of Somali (Saeed 1984, 

Svolacchia 1995). 

Let us assume that waxaa sometimes functions as a masculine noun, as it agrees with the verb 

in sentences (9) and (28), even though the subject noun in the clause is feminine. Consequently, 
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sentence (27) would be incorrect since the verb form is feminine while the sentence type 

remains the same. In this case, the agreement may be between the verb and the subject noun. 

Evidently, waxaa occasionally functions as a masculine noun. 

5.5 Possible agreements  

In the results section, we have identified four different sets of sentences that illustrate various 

agreement patterns (8, 9, 27, 28). Two of these structures feature similar verb forms (8, 9) but 

differ in their subject nouns. The other two structures contain identical subject nouns (27, 28), 

yet their verb forms are not identical.  Sentences (27, 28), interestingly, exhibit the focus particle 

waxaa, raising the question of whether the focus particle can influence the verb form. It can be 

possible that the focus particle causes the verb to change form, either due to its presence or in 

combination with the subject noun. 
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6 Conclusion  

This study investigated agreement patterns in Somali clauses featuring the focus particle waxaa 

and verb-subject word order. The findings reveal a more complex picture, for instance Saeed 

describes sentence (23) as ungrammatical. This example, however, was found in both the survey 

and the corpora, which means it is not, indeed ungrammatical. 

(23) waxaa yimid          gabar 

         FOC     come.PST    girl 

        ‘a girl came.’   (Saeed 1984: 53) 

 

Regarding agreement inconsistency, the verb sometimes exhibits inconsistent agreement 

behaviour in a same clause, suggesting the agreement mechanism is not always strictly applied. 

Then there is lack of agreement with identical subject nouns. When subject nouns are identical, 

the verb forms may differ, indicating agreement in some instances and disagreement in others. 

This raises questions about the principles governing agreement in waxaa clauses and the focus 

particle waxaa´s role in the clause. 

As the study explored there is possibility that waxaa is carrying different grammatical 

meanings, potentially influencing agreement.  This builds on previous research and arguments 

highlighting two different agreements, namely verb-noun and waxaa-verb agreement as a tool 

to differentiate between the focus particle waxaa and lexical item waxa ‘the thing’. 

Examples from corpora demonstrate that verb forms in waxaa clauses may not always agree 

with the subject noun, potentially reflecting agreement with a masculine waxa instead. This 

suggests waxaa might have more than just a focus function. 

Survey data reveals significant differences of masculine and feminine nouns in waxaa 

sentences, especially, in gender agreements. This is also linked to waxaa potentially triggering 

specific agreement patterns that deviate from the standard verb-subject agreement. 

In conclusion the study shows challenges in the traditional assumptions about subject-verb 

agreements in waxaa clauses.  

Future research 

This study briefly examined the focus particle waxaa. The findings primarily concerned the 

role of the focus particle in the clause and how it can influence the structure and meaning of the 

clause. But further research is vital, to gain a deeper understanding. Analysis of the syntactic 
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function of waxaa can be essential. Comparative studies with similar focus particles in other 

languages could enhance our knowledge of its role and development in Somali. Additionally, 

examining the syntactic position of waxaa across different sentence types like declarative, 

interrogative, and imperative will help determine if its function changes based on sentence 

type. Finally, investigating the interaction of waxaa with other focus and topic markers in 

Somali may reveal how these elements coexist and interact with different verb types.  
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Appendix 1. survey 

Fadlan weeraha bidixda ku qoran ku buuxi ereyga aad isleedahay waa ku habboon ee ku qoran 

midigta. Kaddibna akhri oo hubi inay sax kula tahay iyo in kale. 

 

Waxaa qoray buugga ………………….  (gabar, Asli, midna6) 

Waxaa nala jooga ……………… (Aamina, Axmed, midna) 

Waxaa jira …………   (aalad, saacad)  

Waxaa dhalay ……. la yaqaano (gabar, qof, midna) 

Waxaa yimid……………  (alaab, gabar, diyaarad, afar, midna) 

 

Aad ayaad ugu mahadsan tahay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 Midna means none in the options  
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Appendix 2. survey result 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 gabar Asli gabar gabadh midna midna Asli gabar gabar Asli 

2 Axmed/Aamina A/Aa Axmed Axmed Axmed Axmed Midna Axmed Axmed Axmed 

3 aalad aalad aalad aalad midna midna Aalad aalad aalad aalad 

4 gabar gabar qof qof qof qof Qof qof gabar gabar 

5 afar afar diyaarad afar afar midna Midna alaab diyaarad alaab 

 

 

 


