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DEFINITIONS 
̶  Prototypical reciprocal situation: a two-participant 

event in which A stands in a same relation to B as B to 
A; A acts on B as B on A: A>B; B<A (Lichtenberk 2000, 
Kemmer 1993, Heine & Miyashita 2008) 

̶  Prototypical reflexive situation: a two-participant 
event in which a referential entity is predicated in 
relation to/acts on itself: A>A (Faltz 1985, Kemmer 
1993, Heine & Miyashita 2008)   
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RECIPROCAL CONSTRUCTIONS 
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(Maslova & Nedjalkov 2013 – WALS) 



RECIPROCAL CONSTRUCTIONS 
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BANTU 
 
‘[…] some languages are extremely polysemous while others 

are notoriously ‘monosemous’ in the expression of REFL, 
RECI, etc. […] examples of the latter type are Bantu 
languages, where each of the various meanings looked at 
tends to be expressed by a different grammatical form.’ 

  
(Heine 2000: 19) 
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PROTO-BANTU 
̶  Suffix *-an reconstructed in Proto-Bantu as a marker of 

reciprocity and associativity (Meeussen 1967: 92; Schadeberg 
2003: 72; Schadeberg & Bostoen 2019: 182), a semantic 
category also known as “sociative-reciprocal” (Nedjalkov 2007) 
à occurs in same agglutinative slot of the verbal form as other 
voice-related derivational suffixes 

̶  Prefix *í- (possibly *jí- or *jíi-) reconstructed in Proto-Bantu as a 
marker of reflexivity (Meeussen 1967, Polak 1983) à occurs in 
same agglutinative slot of the verbal form as object markers 
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CHEWA 
 mi-kángó   i-ku-phwány-an-a  
 4-lions     4SM-PRS-smash-RECP-FV  
 ‘Lions are smashing one another.’ 

 
 m-kángó   u-na-dzí-súpǔl-a   
 3-lion      3SM-PST-REFL-bruise-FV  
 ‘The lion bruised itself.’         

(Mchombo 2004: 102-3) 
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THE BANTU –AN SUFFIX 
̶  Across Bantu languages, reflexes of PB *-an are notoriously 

polysemous (Dammann 1954; Mugane 1999; Maslova 2007).   
 
̶  They convey meanings as diverse as sociative/collective, 

reciprocal, natural collective, natural reciprocal, chaining, 
antipassive, intensive/extensive, iterative, comitative/
instrumental, body action middle, cognition middle, spontaneous 
event middle, potential, etc. (Bostoen et al. 2015).  
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Reciprocal 
Sociative/collective 
Natural collective 
Natural reciprocal 
Chaining 
Antipassive 
Intensive/extensive 
Habitual  
Iterative 
Comitative/instrumental 
Body action middle 
Cognition middle 
Spontaneous event middle 
Mediopassive 
Potential 
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RECP = -angan 

RECP = -angan 

RECP = -agan 
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Kiswahili (G42)  
 
Natural reciprocal verb stem tukana ‘to insult’ takes a direct object 
and allows for the productive reciprocal derivation -tukanana ‘to insult 
each other’ (Schadeberg 2004; Seidl and Dimitriadis 2003) 
 
 
Hatukubali kumtukana Mungu…  ‘We do no accept to insult God…’ 
 
ha-tu-kubali    ku-m-tukan-a   Mungu 
NEG-SP1PL-accept  INF-OP1-insult-FV  God 
 
(Sacleux 1930: 91) 
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Bantu Lexical Reconstructions (Bastin et al. 2002) 
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Semantic map of  the middle 
domain (adapted from Kemmer 
1993:202) 
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   “PLURALITY OF RELATIONS” 
 
 

“There is plurality of relations in an overall situation (event, state, etc.) if what can be considered to be basically one and the 
same relation holds more than once either between one or more participants and the event/state they are involved in, or 
between the relevant entities.” (Lichtenberk 2000:34) 
 
•  Plurality of participants/Co-participation: reciprocal 
•  Plurality of events: antipassive + iterative 

Plurality of participants Plurality of events 
Reciprocal 
Sociative/collective 
Natural collective 
Natural reciprocal 

Chaining 
Intensive/extensive 
Habitual  
Iterative 

Middle 

low degree of participant/event elaboration 

Antipassive 

*-an 



DOUBLE RECIPROCITY MARKING IN BANTU 
̶  Kemmer (1993: 102-108) proposes a typology based on the distinction 

between prototypical and naturally-reciprocal events; 

̶  Type 3: “In a third type of language, a single RCPM [reciprocal marker] is 
used to express both naturally reciprocal and ordinary reciprocal events. 
This type might be termed the Changana type as such markers occur in 
Changana and a number of other Bantu languages.”; 

̶  Several Bantu languages do have two RECP markers, especially within West-
Coastal and South-West Bantu; 

̶  They rather correspond to Kemmer’s Type 2. 
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KEMMER’S TYPE 2 
̶  “A second type of language […] has not one, but two overt forms to express reciprocal 

event types […] which will be referred to as two-form reciprocal languages [bold in 
original], or Hungarian type languages for convenience.” (Kemmer 1993: 103)           

̶  “[A]s in languages of this type in general, one of the two reciprocal forms is “heavier” 
than the other in the sense that it has a greater number of phonological segments 
and/or forms its own lexical root. […] The other reciprocal form in such languages has 
less phonological weight, in other words it has fewer phonological segments and is 
cliticized or bound to a lexical root (generally the verb).” (Kemmer 1993: 103) 

̶  “In these languages, the heavy marker is used productively with ordinary transitive 
verbs to express reciprocal semantics. It is not required with verbs of naturally 
reciprocal semantics, which characteristically take the light form; where it does 
appear with such verbs, its function is often emphatic/contrastive.” (Kemmer 1993: 105) 
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KEMMER’S TYPE 2 
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Heavy RECP markers including which are historically compound and include the Proto-Bantu suffix *-an 



HEAVY RECP MARKERS IN THE KLC 

30 



DOUBLE RECP MARKING IN THE KLC 
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DOUBLE RECP MARKING IN THE KLC 
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DOUBLE RECP MARKING IN THE KLC 
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Corpus-driven multiple logistic 
regression analysis 
 
the heavy RECP suffix (light grey) is 
overwhelmingly used for prototypical-
reciprocal situations  
 
-an (dark grey) for natural-reciprocal 
and associative situations 



HEAVY RECP MARKER IN PROTO-KIKONGO 
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HEAVY RECP MARKERS IN SOUTH-WEST BANTU 
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REFL/RECP POLYSEMY IN SW BANTU 
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REFL/RECP POLYSEMY IN SW BANTU 
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REFL/RECP POLYSEMY IN SW BANTU 
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BANTU CYCLES OF RECP MARKING INNOVATION 
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Proto-Bantu Proto-Kikongo South-West Bantu 
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