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Abstract   

This paper presents a Construction Morphology account of Noun-Noun 

compounds in Dagaare, a Mabia language spoken in parts of northern 

Ghana, Burkina Faso and the Ivory Coast. Based on primary and 

secondary data drawn from a variety of sources, the formal structure of 

Dagaare noun-noun compounds is discussed, showing that Dagaare 

noun-noun compounds can be made up of simplex or complex nouns, 

including derived nouns and other compound nouns. Turning to the 

implicit relations holding between the constituents of noun-noun 

compounds, it is shown that the underpinning semantic relations may 

include PART-OF, MEANT-FOR, LOCATION-OF, INGREDIENT-FOR, and 

MADE-OF/FROM. The study also classifies compounds based on the 

presence and position of a head element within the compound, yielding 

both right-headed and left-headed endocentric noun-noun compounds 

as well as exocentric compounds. It is shown, however, that exocentric 

compounds are quite few in the dataset used for the present study, and 

possibly the whole language, and they are normally interpreted 

metaphorically since they tend to be non-compositional.  

 

Keywords: Dagaare, endocentric/exocentric compound, Construction 

Morphology, Mabia 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the formal and semantic properties of Dagaare 

Noun-Noun compounds, exemplified in Table 1, and to present a theoretical modelling 

of their properties, using formalism from Construction Morphology, a word-based 

theory of linguistic morphology that builds on insights from Constructions Grammar 

(Booij 2010b). 

 

Table 1: Examples of Dagaare Noun-Noun compounds 

 Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss  

1  bìé  child  dɔ́ɔ́ man bì-dɔ́ɔ́ son  

2  nóɔ̀  fowl  nɛ́nè meat nɔ́-nɛ́nè chicken 

3  nímírì eye gánè skin nímí-gánè eyelid 

4  bɛ́ngɛ̀ beans  zɔ́ǹg flour bɛ́n-zɔ́ǹg beans flour 

5  bóɔ́  goat  dáá male bò-dáá male goat 
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Compounding has been extensively researched in many languages. However, for 

the Mabia language Dagaare, compounding is relatively under-researched. We find 

compounds mentioned and exemplified in various studies, including grammatical 

sketches (Bodomo 1997; Ali et al. 2021) and graduate dissertations/theses (e.g., 

Mwinlaaru 2017; Angsongna 2023). However, aside from Babakyirenaa (2024) which 

is solely dedicated to the discussion of compounding in Dagaare, the appearance of 

compounding in the literature on Dagaare tends to be incidental. For example, while 

the word compound features quite prominently in his PhD thesis, Angsongna (2023) 

was mainly interested in compound words as the domain for the application of 

phonological rules like downstep, vowel harmony etc. Nevertheless, he provides very 

useful information. For example, Angsongna (2023) makes an important observation 

that Dagaare compounds are built out of roots, even though it is unclear whether that is 

to be interpreted as saying that the constituents of Dagaare compounds may not be 

inflected words. Focusing on tongue root harmony in Dagaare compounds, he observes 

that two roots in a compound may be harmonic, where the roots agree in tongue root 

value, or disharmonic, where the roots have distinct tongue root values. He argues 

ultimately that any observed harmony in compounds is accidental “because there is no 

alternation in tongue root values in the roots that form the compounds” (Angsongna 

2023: 143). However, this is not a unique feature of Dagaare as disharmony in 

compounds is reported in other Mabia languages or their dialects, including, Buli, 

Dagbani, and kusaal (cf. Akanlig-Pare 1994, 2002; Dundaa 2013; Abdul Moomin 2015; 

Kuubezelle & Akanlig-Pare 2017; Abubakari & Appah 2024).  

Clearly, there is some specific work on Dagaare compounds as well as others that 

explore issues for which the properties of compounds become incidental. The purpose 

of this paper is to contribute to the study of compounding in Dagaare. We discuss and 

present a Construction Morphology account of the form and semantic relations among 

the constituents of Dagaare noun-noun compounds, based on both primary and 

secondary data drawn from a variety of sources. Primary data was elicited from ten 

native Dagaare consultants who were selected randomly. They narrated folktales which 

were recorded and transcribed. The compounds collected from these stories were 

checked for accuracy with the consultants after transcription. Some data were obtained 

from the first author’s native speaker’s intuition. Secondary data was retrieved from 

Ali, et al. (2021)’s Dictionary and Grammatical Sketch of Dagaare, and other Dagaare 

books, including a book titled YE Gorogoro Yaa: Dagaare Folktales in Parallel Texts. 

Our discussion of the structure and semantic properties of Dagaare noun-noun 

compounds shows that the constituents are either simplex or complex nouns, including 

derived nouns and compound words and that they tend to be binary-branching. The 

various semantic relations that occur among the compound constituents include 

LOCATION-OF, MEANT-FOR, USED-FOR, PART-OF, and INGREDIENT-OF. We observe 

that exocentric compounds, those whose meanings do not emanate wholly from their 

constituents, must be interpreted figuratively using metaphor or metonymy. However, 

exocentric noun-noun compounds are not common in the dataset for this study and, 

possibly, the whole Dagaare language.  

In the rest of the paper, we briefly discuss some major cross-linguistic issues in 

the study of compounding in Section 2. The background of the language is presented in 

Section 3, and the framework of Construction Morphology is presented in Section 4. 

The Dagaare noun-noun compounds are discussed in Section 5, and the paper 

concluded in Section 6. 
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2. Crosslinguistic issues in compounding 

 

Compounding, the process by which two or more lexemes are combined to form new 

lexemes, is a major word formation process across languages. It is a very productive 

word formation process and a prominent means of adding new words to the lexicon of 

various languages (Downing 1977; Scalise 1992; Aikhenvald 2007; Štekauer et al. 

2012; Appah 2016b; Lawer 2017; Agbadah 2018; Appah 2019b; Lawer & Appah 2020; 

Nee-Okpey 2020; Owusu-Ansah & Appah 2024; Abubakari & Appah 2024; Abunya et 

al. 2025; Appah et al. 2026). In the study of compounding, many issues of cross-

linguistic interest come up, including the definition of compounds, how to distinguish 

compounds from other construction types like phrases and derived words, the 

classification of compounds, and headedness in compounds which ultimately is about 

which constituent determines the meaning and other grammatical properties of the 

compound. These issues have been widely researched. However, they remain mostly 

unresolved due to cross-linguistic variations (cf. Appah 2013a, 2016a, 2016c, 2016b, 

2017b, 2017a, 2019a; Bauer 2010; Booij 2010a; Scalise 1992; Scalise & Fábregas 

2010; Scalise & Vogel 2010; Scalise & Bisetto 2009; Bauer 2017). We briefly discuss 

these issues below. 

There are many definitions of a compound. For example, Harley (2009: 130) 

defines a compound as a “word-sized unit that contains two or more roots”, while 

Katamba and Stonham (2006: 55) define it as a word that “contains at least two bases 

which are both words, or at any rate, root morphemes”. These definitions show that a 

compound can have two or more constituents. However, the cross-linguistic nature of 

compounding and the wide variation in the structure of languages make it almost 

impossible to give a definition of compounding that works for all languages, especially 

regarding the nature of compound constituents. Notwithstanding the challenges, 

however, it remains a fact that the two or more items that are combined in compounding 

to form new words could be roots, stems, or even compounds, and they are expected to 

be lexemes at any rate (Booij 2012b; Katamba & Stonham 2006; Spencer 2011). 

The meaning of a compound is determined by various factors which include the 

presence of a head constituent in the compound. The head plays a key role in 

determining several properties of the compound such as marking number in the 

compound, indicating the gender of the compound in Indo-European languages like 

Dutch, German, Greek and Italian as well as the word class of the compound. Thus, the 

head of the compound is described as the most important member because it assigns to 

the compound its relevant semantic, syntactic, and morphological properties (Dressler 

2006; Booij 2007; Katamba & Stonham 2006). For example, in the compound 

blackboard, ‘board’ is the head because it carries the core meaning of the compound. 

In the late 1970s and early 1980’s, it was assumed that the head of the compound 

occurred consistently on the right, leading to the positing of the Right-hand Head Rule 

by Williams (1981). However, it has been shown that, while right-headedness seems to 

be the dominant pattern especially in Germanic languages like English, it is by no 

means the only pattern cross-linguistically. Most Ghanaian languages such as Dagaare, 

Akan, Ewe, and Ga have recorded left-headed compounds and even dual headed 

compounds.  

Compounds may be classified in different ways. First, as noted above, they may 

be classified based on the presence of a head constituent in the compound or absence 

thereof, yielding a distinction between headed (endocentric) compounds and non-
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headed (exocentric) compounds respectively (Bloomfield 1933; Bauer 2008; Appah 

2017a, 2019b; Appah & Ansah 2020; Appah et al. 2017; Scalise & Guevara 2006). 

Secondly, they may be classified based on the position of the head constituent, yielding 

left-headed compounds, right-headed compounds or dual-headed compounds which are 

sometimes referred to as appositive compounds (Haspelmath & Sims 2010). Thirdly, 

compounds may be classified based on the grammatical relation between the compound 

constituents, yielding three main types of compounds – attributive, subordinative, and 

coordinative (Scalise & Bisetto 2009). Fourthly, compounds may be classified based 

on the output syntactic category of the whole compound, yielding nominal compounds, 

verbal compounds, adjectival compounds, etc. (Appah 2015). Finally, compounds may 

be classified by the syntactic category of the constituents, yielding compound types like 

noun-noun, noun-adjective, noun-verb, verb-noun, and verb-verb (Dressler 2006; 

Scalise & Bisetto 2009; Appah 2013a, 2013b, 2015, 2016a, 2016b, 2017b; Lawer 2017; 

Agbadah 2018; Lawer & Appah 2020; Nee-Okpey 2020). Indeed, the last approach has 

been one of the most common because it is quite straightforward, given that every 

lexeme must belong to a word class, and it allows for insightful and productive study 

of compounding. We find this approach adopted in the study of compounds in various 

languages, including Akan (Dolphyne 1988; Abakah 2006; Appah 2013a, 2015, 2017b, 

2016b, 2016a, 2019a; Appah, et al. 2017; Appah, et al. 2026), Ewe (Agbadah 2018; 

Appah et al. 2025), Ga (Nee-Okpey 2020), and Dangme (Lawer 2017; Caesar 2018; 

Lawer & Appah 2020).  

This paper discusses Dagaare Noun-Noun compounds, the commonest and most 

productive class of compounds in the language and cross-linguistically. We discuss the 

form and semantic relations between the constituents as well as the presence of a head 

constituent and the distinction between endocentric and exocentric compounds.  

 

3. Background of Dagaare 

 

Dagaare is one of the major languages spoken in the North-Western part of Ghana, 

some parts of Burkina Faso and the Ivory Coast. It is a Mabia language of the Niger-

Congo family with four dialects – Southern dialect, Northern dialect, Central dialect, 

and the Western dialect. The data for this paper comes from the Central Dagaare dialect. 

The language is the main medium of communication in the Upper West region of 

Ghana. It is taught in schools and used in radio broadcasting, on stations such as Jirapa 

FM, Progress FM in Wa, Lawra FM in Lawra and Home Radio in Wa.  

The Central Dagaare dialect has twenty-five (25) consonants and two glides 

according to Bodomo (1997). However, Angsongna and Akinbo (2022) reports twenty-

three (23) consonants and two (2) glides for the Central dialect. The number of 

consonants may vary in the other dialects of Dagaare. The consonants that end words 

in Dagaare are the velar nasal /ŋ/ and the coronals [r, l], according to Angsongna (2023: 

59). Regarding vowels, Bodomo (1997) notes that Dagaare has nine oral vowels with 

hardly any dialectal variations (i, ɪ, e, o, ɛ, u, a, ʊ, ɔ).  

Dagaare is a tonal language just like many other Ghanaian and West African 

languages where tone variation causes meaning changes within words and across words 

in syntactic constructions. According to Anttila and Bodomo (2022), Dagaare is a two-

tone language, but there is also a downstepped high tone in the language which occurs 

as the second of two contiguous high tones with a relatively lower pitch than the first. 

Downstep is usually marked with the exclamation mark (!) as in sʊ́ɔ́ŋ-!áá ‘rabbit-SG’ 

and bʊ́m-!á ‘thing-PL (Angsongna 2023: 38, 207). 
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In terms of the word order in syntactic constructions, Dagaare is an SVO language 

where the subject is followed by a verb and a direct object. Bodomo (1997) observes 

that, there are other word order patterns, but SVO is the most common one.  

To fully appreciate the structure of Dagaare N-N compounds, we need to 

understand the nature of Dagaare nominal morphology. Dagaare has a functional noun 

class system (Bodomo 1997; Bodomo & Marfo 2002; Ali, et al. 2021). In the brief 

grammatical sketch that opens their Dictionary of Dagaare, Ali, et al. (2021: 10) observe 

that “Dagaare has an intricate system of number suffixes that divide its nouns into about 

ten classes.” This suggests that one can predict the singular and plural forms of nouns, 

and the presence of suffixes such as -daa, -saraa, and nyangaa shows that the referents 

are living things.1 However, the language lacks case marking so it does not distinguish 

between feminine and masculine forms of words overtly by their morphology (Bodomo 

1997). Thus, it should be possible to determine the nature of the compound constituents, 

the classes they belong to and the properties that characterise the class. This then will 

make it possible to determine which properties of the constituent nouns find expression 

in the compounds. 

 

4. Construction Morphology 

 

For this study, we  use formalisms from Construction Morphology (henceforth, CxM), 

a word-based theory of linguistic morphology that builds on insights from Construction 

Grammar (Michaelis & Lambrecht 1996; Goldberg 2006) and is meant to provide a 

framework within which the close connection between morphology, syntax, and the 

lexicon can be accounted for seamlessly, capturing the differences and commonalities 

of word-level and phrase-level constructs (Booij 2010a, 2010b, 2012a).  

The foundational tenets of CxM are a theory of the notion construction, a theory 

of word structure and a theory of the lexicon. The minimal unit of analysis in CxM is 

the construction, characterised as a pairing of form and meaning, which is formed by 

means of a schema that abstracts over sets of existing complex words and also serve as 

a pattern for forming other constructs of comparable levels of complexity (Booij 

2010b). In (1) is a schema which generalises over all right-headed compounds. 

 

(1)  ⟨ [[a]Xi [b]Yj]Yk ↔ [SEMj with relation R to SEMi]k ⟩ (Booij 2010b) 

 
The upper-case variables X and Y stand for the major lexical categories (N, V & A). The lower-case 

variable a and b stand for arbitrary strings of sound segments, while lowercase i, j and k are indexes 

for the matching properties of the compound and its constituents. The double arrows ↔ links the 

two parts of the construction, the formal pole to the left and the semantic pole on the right. 

 

Within CxM, the lexicon is not seen as a mere collection of irregular or 

idiosyncratic entries. Rather, it is considered a highly organised component of grammar 

resembling a map, with listed items related through a hierarchical structure, rather than 

a simple list (Michaelis & Lambrecht 1996). The items in the hierarchically structured 

lexicon share two main types of relationships – “instantiation” and “part-of.” The 

instantiation relation exists between a schema and the specific word formed by it, while 

the part-of relation links a complex word to its individual constituents (Appah 2013b). 

 
1 The relevant facts about Dagaare noun classes are presented in Babakyirenaa (2024: 130-134). 

However, we do not comment further on it because in this paper, we do not address the question of the 

nature of number marking in Dagaare compounds for which the relevant facts would have been needed. 
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A more specific schema may instantiate and inherit features from a more abstract 

dominating one, provided there is no conflict with its distinct properties. Appah (2015: 

363) illustrates these relationships with the Akan compound àsòm̀dwòèɛ́kúó ‘peace 

and security council’ in (2). This compound instantiates the Akan Noun-Noun schema, 

and its constituents àsòm̀dwòèɛ́ ‘peace’ and èkúó ‘organization’ have a part-of 

relationship with the compound.  

 

(2)  ⟨[[a]Xi [b]Y j]Nk ↔ [SEMj with relation R to SEMi]k ⟩ 
| 

⟨[[N]i [N]j]Nk ↔ [SEMj meant for SEMi]k⟩ 
| 

[[àsòm̀dwòèɛ́]Ni [kúó]Nj]Nk ‘The Peace and Security Council (UN)’ 

  /     \                                   

      [àsòm̀dwòèɛ́] ‘peace’ [èkúó] ‘organization’ 

 

The hierarchical structure of the lexicon highlights how words are interconnected. 

As Appah (2013b: 95) notes, complex words are linked to other words, forming a 

network rather than existing in isolation. For example, àsòm̀dwòèɛ́ ‘peace’ connects to 

related words like wíásé àsòm̀dwòèɛ́ ‘world peace’, and èkúó ‘organization’ connects 

to terms like èkúó ḿbá ‘group members’ (Appah & Amfo 2011; Amfo & Appah 2019). 

This network illustrates the lexicon's hierarchical structure, and the interrelatedness of 

listemes. 

Finally, it is generally accepted that “[c]onstructions are not expected to be 

compositional; they only must be predictable. Thus, constructions may have properties 

that do not emanate from their constituents” (Appah et al. 2023: 55). However, both the 

compositional and the extra-compositional properties of constructions can be accounted 

for straightforwardly in CxM without the need to posit abstract categories to serve as 

the source of observed non-compositional properties. Therefore, the properties of 

Dagaare Noun-Noun compounds can be accounted for fully using the CxM framework, 

as properties of the compounds that do not emanate from their constituents may be 

attributed to the compounding constructions per se as constructional properties. This is 

possible because of the view that constructions can have holistic properties, those 

properties that do not emanate from their constituents which would otherwise be 

difficult, if not impossible, to account for (cf. Jackendoff 1997; Booij 2010b; Appah 

2015, 2017a, 2017b; Appah & Broohm 2023).   

 

5. Dagaare Noun-Noun compound formation 

 

Noun-Noun (Henceforth, N-N) compounds are common in most languages where 

compounding is a productive word formation process, as indicated above, and Dagaare 

is no exception. Indeed, N-N compounding is acknowledged as the most productive 

type in the language (Ali, et al. 2021; Angsongna 2023; Babakyirenaa 2024). We 

discuss the structure of Dagaare N-N compounds in section 5.1, noting that they are 

usually made up of two constituents which could be simplex or complex, either derived 

words or compounds. In section 5.2, we group and discuss the compounds based on the 

presence of a head constituents, yielding endocentric N-N compounds and exocentric 

N-N compounds which are not common in Dagaare, as noted above. We then turn to 

the semantics of the compounds in section 5.3, dealing with various groups that share 

common semantic relations among their constituents, PART-OF, INGREDIENT-FOR, etc. 
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5.1 The structure of Dagaare N-N compounds 

Two questions need addressing in relation to the structure of Dagaare compounds. They 

are the orthographic question and the morphological question. The orthographic 

questions may be framed this way: How are Dagaare compounds written? This question 

is not relevant to just Dagaare. It has been asked in the general literature on 

compounding for a long time, and the answer has been that compounds may be written 

in one of three ways. First, the constituents are written together as “one word”, one 

unbroken unit (e.g., wordformation). Second, they may be written as a hyphenated unit 

(e.g., word-formation). Third, they may be written as two separate forms that are 

juxtaposed (e.g., word formation). Thus, we see that a compound with the same 

meaning may be written in all three different ways. Katamba and Stonham (2006: 306-

307) observe that this is the case even among linguists, referring to the titles of articles 

and books written by prominent morphologists, including: Some Problems of 

Wordformation (Rohrer 1974), Word formation in Generative Grammar (Aronoff 

1976),  English Word-formation (Bauer 1983) and Word-formation in English (Plag 

2003).  

There seems not to be a generally accepted orthographic convention for Dagaare 

compounds. Thus, given the compound constituents zû ‘head’ and pílí ‘mat’, the 

resulting compound could be written as zú pílí, zú-pílí or zúpílí, although Bodomo 

(1997) argues that zúpílí is preferred. 

The morphological question may be framed as follows: What is the 

morphological structure of the constituents of Dagaare N-N Compounds? It a generally 

accepted fact that the constituents of compounds can be simple or complex, or varied 

combinations of simple and complex constituents. The simple constituents tend to be 

roots, defined as “the irreducible core of the word, with absolutely nothing else attached 

to it” (Katamba & Stonham 2006: 42). The complex constituents can be derived words, 

as in truckdriver [[truck]N [[driv]V -er]N]N, where the second constituent is a derived 

word (a noun, driver, derived from a verb, drive), or compounds, as in investigative 

committee report [[[investigat]V -ive]A [committee]N]N [report]N]N. This compound 

refers to a report, and has two constituents (investigative committee and report), the 

first of which is a compound that has an Adjective-Noun structure (investigative 

committee), and the adjective constituent itself is also derived from a verb 

([[investigat]V-ive]A). Thus, this compound exemplifies the situation where the 

constituents of a compound are either derived words or compounds. 

 

Table 2: Dagaare N-N compounds with simplex bases 

 Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss  

1  nóɔ̀ fowl dáá male  nɔ́-dáá  cockerel 

2  bìé  child  dɔ́ɔ́ man bì-dɔ́ɔ́ son  

3  bɛ́ngɛ̀  beans  dá!á stick bɛ́n-dá!á beanstalk 

4  báá  dog  zẽ̀e ́  blood bà-zẽ̀e ́  blood of a dog 

5  bɛ́ngɛ̀ beans  zɔ́ǹg flour bɛ́n-zɔ́ǹg beans flour 

6  bóɔ́  goat  dáá male bò-dáá male goat 

7  bónè  thing  nyáà chest  bón-nyáà chest of something 

8  dã́ã̀  drink  dìé room dã́ã̀-dìé pito house 

9  dã́ã̀  drink  dógè pot dã́ã́-dógè pito pot 

10  dàá  tree  pɛ́gé peels  dà-pɛ́gé bark of tree 

11  na ̀a ́   chief  bíé child nà-bíé a prince 



Babakyirenaa & Appah: Noun-Noun Compounds in Dagaare 

 

 

 Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss  

12  nóɔ̀  fowl  nɛ́nè meat nɔ́-nɛ́nè chicken  

13  nû  hand  pùòrí back nú- pùòrí back of hand 

14  nímírì  eye  láá bowl  nímí-láá eye socket 

15  nímírì eye bírì seed nímí-bírì pupil of eye 

16  nímírì eye gánè skin nímí-gánè eyelid 

17  nímírì eye kɔ́ɔ́lóng hair nímí-kɔ́ɔ́lóng eyelash 

18  sàkúúrì  school  bìé child sàkú-bìé student  

19  zû  head  pílí mat zú-pílí hat 

 

As expected, the constituents of Dagaare N-N compounds can be simplex. This 

is the case with the constituents of the compounds in Table 2 like nɔ́-dáá ‘cockerel’ 

(row 1) which are simplex nouns. Some lefthand constituents of compounds may lose 

a syllable or a vowel. We reserve a detailed account of this for future work. However, 

it is worth pointing out that in example 1 of Table 2, the second syllable of the first 

constituent gets lost, and the vowel in the remainder changes to match the ATR status 

of the closest vowel in the righthand constituent. 

Dagaare compounds can also have derived complex nouns as constituents, as 

exemplified by the compounds in Table 3 where at least one of the constituents is a 

derived complex noun, including líbí-dírè ‘one who spends money’, (lit. ‘money 

eater’) in which the righthand constituent is a deverbal noun.  

 

Table 3: Dagaare compound with derived nouns as constituents 

 Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss  

1  bóndìríì food sã́ã́nà waster bóndì-sã́ã́nà one who wastes food 

2  líbí money dírè spender líbí-dírè  one who spends money 

3  nímírì  eye  yúòrò opener nímí-yúòrò one who is smart 

4  ko ̀ɔ ́  water sã̀ã̀ waste kɔ̀n-sã́ã́nà one who wastes water 

5  lìbírì money bɔ́ look líbí-bòɔ́rò one who looks for 

money 

6  bóndìríì food dì eat bóndí-dírè one who eats food 

7  pɔ́gé woman dê take pɔ̀g-dérè one who gets married 

8  sánè debt yɔ́ɔ́rɔ̀ payer sán-yɔ́ɔ́rɔ̀ one who pays debts 

9  ko ̀ɔ ́  water dúrò swimmer ko ̀ɔ ́ -dúrò one who swims 

10  dã́ã̀  drink  nyúúrò one who 

drinks 

dã́ã́-nyúúrò an alcoholic 

11  pɔ́gé woman dérɛ́ one who 

takes 

pɔ̀gè-dérɛ́ bride-groom 

12  pɔ́gé woman dɔ̀gèrɔ́ one who has 

given birth 

pɔ̀gè-dɔ̀gèrɔ́ woman who has just 

given birth 

 

Finally, in Table 4, we find Dagaare N-N compounds in which at least one of the 

constituents is itself a compound. For example, the compound bóndì-zíé ‘restaurant’ is 

formed from bóndìríì ‘food’ which is a compound and the noun zíé ‘place’ which is a 

simple noun. 
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Table 4: Dagaare compounds with compounds as constituents 

 Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss  

1  bóndìríì  food  zíé place bóndì-zíé restaurant  

2  ko ̀ɔ ́ -dú water-swim zíé place kɔ̌ndú-zíé swimming pool 

3  sébírì bee bògí hole sé-bògí beehive 

4  bóndìríì food sã́ã́nà waster bóndì-sã́ã́nà  one who wastes food 

5  bóndìríì-

mààl 

food-cook zíé place bóndímáál-

zíé 

cooking place/kitchen 

6  zû-kyɛ́ head-cut zíé place zúkyɛ̀zíé barbering salon 

7  zû-mààl hair-make zíé place zúmààlzíé hair making salon 

8  da ̀a ̀ -dóg pito-cook zíé place da ́ a ́ dógzíé where pito is prepared 

9  bónè-sɛ̀ thing-sew zíé place bónsɛ̀ zíé where clothes are sewn 

10  nɔ́ɔ́tɪ̀ɛ́-mààl footwear-

make 

zíé place nɔ́ɔ́tɪ̀mààlzíé place where footwears 

are made 

 

5.2 Headedness in Dagaare N-N compounds 

As mentioned above, the head of a compound is the constituent that determines the 

properties of the compound. In the literature, a distinction is made between a semantic 

head and a formal head (Scalise & Guevara 2006; Guevara & Scalise 2009; Scalise & 

Fábregas 2010; Andreou 2014), which may further be divided into a syntactic head and 

a morphological head (Dressler 2006). The semantic head shares its lexical conceptual 

information with the compound. That is why, according to Scalise and Guevara (2006), 

the compound will be a hyponym of the semantic head. This way, the set of elements 

denoted by the whole compound will be a subset of the class of elements denoted by 

the semantic head. The compound doorknob, for example, is a type of knob which is, 

the head. The formal head, on the other hand, refers to the constituent which shares its 

formal features like (e.g., word class, subcategorisation frame, etc.) with the compound, 

ensuring that the compound will have the same distribution as the formal head. For this 

reason, where the whole compound doorknob can occur, the head constituent knob can 

occur alone “without a drastic change in the meaning of the construction” (Appah 

2017a: 144-145). The non-head constituent, however, cannot do so (cf. Scalise & 

Guevara 2006),. 

Clearly, the head of a compound plays a key role in determining its meaning and 

grammatical properties. It is so important that its presence or absence becomes the basis 

for classifying compounds. Thus, compounds can be endocentric when there is a head 

present in the compound or exocentric when there is no head in the compound, so that 

the compound is not a hyponym of either constituent, as described above. Endocentric 

compounds can be either left-headed, where the head constituent occurs on the left or 

the right-headed, where the head constituent occurs on the right. The literature shows 

that right-headedness is the dominant pattern cross-linguistically to the extent that it is 

even suggested to be language universal (Williams 1981). However, as noted above, it 

has been proven not to be the case, as there are languages with predominantly left-

headed compounds, like the Romance languages (Scalise 1984, 1992; Scalise & 

Fábregas 2010), as well as languages with almost even distribution of left-headedness 

and right-headedness like the Cameroonian language Nizaa (Pepper 2010).  

Dagaare has both right-headed and left-headed endocentric compounds, as shown 

below in Tables 5 and 6 respectively.  
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Table 5: Right-headed endocentric N-N compounds in Dagaare 

 Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss 

1  báá dog zẽ̀e ́  blood bà-zẽ̀e ́  blood of a dog 

2  bɛ́ngɛ̀ beans zɔ́ǹg flour bɛ́n-zɔ́ǹg beans flour 

3  bóndìríì food zíé place bóndì-zíé restaurant 

4  bónè thing nyáà chest bón-nyáà chest of something 

5  dã́ã̀ drink dìé room dã́ã̀-dìé pito house 

6  dã́ã̀ drink dógè pot dã́ã̀-dógè pito pot 

7  dàá tree pɛ́gé peels dà-pɛ́gé bark of tree 

8  dúórùng urine láá bowl dúórùng-láá a chamberpot 

9  góɔ̀ thorn tèɛ́ tree gɔ̂-tèɛ́ a tree with thorns 

10  màléfà gun bírì seed màléfà-bírì bullet 

11  na ̀a ́  chief bíé child nà-bíé a prince 

12  nímírì eye láá bowl nímí-láá eye socket 

13  nóɔ̀ fowl nɛ́nè meat nɔ́-nɛ́nè chicken 

14  nû hand póɔ́ in nú-póɔ́ palm 

15  ngméǹ god dìé house ngmén-dìé church 

16  tèɛ̀né chin kɔ́ɔ́lóng hair tẽ̀ɛ̀-kɔ́ɔ́lóng beard 

17  nángè poverty dááná person náng-dááná poor person 

18  sàkúúrì school bìé child sàkú-bìé student 

19  kálì dawadawa bírì seed kál-bírì dawadawa seed 

20  kámááné corn bírì seed kámáá-bírì corn seed 

21  kámááné corn dàá stick/stalk kámáá-dàá corn stalk 

22  ko ̀ɔ ́  water dógè pot kɔ̌n-dógè water pot 

 

We realise from Table 5 above that all the righthand constituents (Base 2) are the heads 

of the compounds because each compound is a hyponym of the righthand constituent. 

For example, bà-zẽ̀e ́  ‘dog blood’ is a type of zẽ̀e ́  ‘blood’ and not a type of bà ‘dog’. In 

the same way, bɛ́n-zɔ́ǹg ‘beans flour’ is a type of zɔ́ǹg ‘flour’ and not a type of bɛ́n 

‘bean’. Thus, consistent with observed crosslinguistic patterns, the right-headed N-N 

compound is the commonest type, as noted above. The CxM representation of their 

properties is shown in (3), exemplified by the compound bɛ́n-zɔ́ǹg ‘beans flour’, a type 

of ‘zɔ́ǹg ‘flour’ with the lefthand constituent providing what kind of flour – bɛ́n 

‘beans’.  

 

(3) <[[bɛ́ng]Ni [zɔ́ǹg]Nj]NK ↔ [SEMj that is made from SEMi]k >    

 /      \ 

      béng ‘beans’ zɔ́ǹg ‘flour’ > ‘beans flour’ 

 

Table 6 contains examples of left-headed endocentric N-N compounds. However, 

this type of compounds is less common in the language than the right-headed type. 

 

Table 6: Left-headed N-N endocentric compounds in Dagaare 

  Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss 

1  bìé offspring dɔ́ɔ́ man bì-dɔ́ɔ́ son 

2  bóɔ́ goat dáá male bò-dáá male goat 

3  nóɔ̀ fowl dáá male nɔ́-dáá a roaster 

4  ko ̀ɔ ́  water nyúúrì drinking(n) kɔ́n-nyúúrì drinking water 
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  Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss 

5  kúsírì stone bírì seed kúsí-bírì pebble 

6   náá!bó cow nyánggáà female náá-nyánggáà cow 

7  nɛ́nè meat kã́ã̀ oil/fat nɛ́ng-kã́ã̀ fatty meat 

8  tẽ̀e ́  medicine kõ̀ɔ ́  water tẽ̀e ́kõ̀ɔ ́  liquid medicine 

9  bónè thing dìríì that which 

is edible 

bón-dìríì food 

 

We capture their properties in the constructional schema in 4, illustrating it with the 

left-headed N-N compound bì-dɔ́ɔ́ ‘son’. That is, bì-dɔ́ɔ́ ‘son’ is a bì ‘offspring’ that is 

dɔ́ɔ́ ‘male’. 

 

(4)  < [[N]i [N]j]Nk ↔ [SEMi who is of the type SEMj]k >      

  | 

      [[bìé]Ni     [dɔ́ɔ́]Nj]Nk ↔ [offspringi who is Malej]k ‘son’ 

          /  \   

      bì ‘offspring’ dɔ́ɔ́ ‘male’ 

 

The last group of compounds to be discussed are the exocentric compounds. 

Cross-linguistically, exocentric compounds are not as common as endocentric 

compounds and Dagaare appears not to be an exception. Of the total of 79 Dagaare N-

N compounds in our dataset, only the three listed in Table 7 can be classified as 

exocentric, and their exocentricity may be questionable, being so judged based purely 

on the fact they have to be interpreted metaphorically, making them fit into the class of 

metaphorical exocentric compounds (Appah 2016c, 2017a, 2019b; Bauer 2010). 

 

Table 7:  N-N exocentric compounds in Dagaare 

No Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss 

1  kúrí metal wìrí horse kúrí-wìrí bicycle 

2  ko ̀ɔ ́  water nóɔ́rè mouth kɔ̀n-nóɔ́rè coastline or beach 

3  nímírì eye kyááné mirrors nímí-kyááné spectacles 

 

We observe from the data in Table 7 that none of the compounds is a hyponym of either 

of their constituents in the literal sense in which, for example, mango tree is a type of 

tree. Rather, in the compound, say kúrí-wìrí ‘bicycle’ the right-hand constituent wìrí 

‘horse’ which is supposed to be the head, is metaphorical in the sense that the bicycle 

looks like wìrí ‘a horse’ that is made of kúrí ‘metal’. That is why we note that their 

exocentricity stems from their metaphorical use. The matter is not settled, though, 

because one view of such compounds is that they “should probably be considered to be 

endocentric compounds used metaphorically, rather than exocentric compounds” 

(Bauer 2008: 65). It would be safe to say that we do not have enough data to make any 

strong judgement on the status of exocentric N-N compounds in Dagaare. We will take 

up the vexed issues in a separate study. 

 

5.3 Semantic relations between the constituents of Dagaare N-N compounds 

One way of approaching the semantics of compounding is to consider the semantic 

relations among the constituents. We adopt this approach in our exploration of the 

semantics of Dagaare N-N compounds, seeking to shed light on the semantic 
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connections that underlie their formation. As obtains in languages such as Dangme 

(Lawer 2017; Lawer & Appah 2020), Ewe (Appah, et al. 2025), Ga (Nee-Okpey 2020) 

and Akan (Appah, et al. 2026), Dagaare N-N compounds exhibit diverse semantic 

relations that are crucial for their formation and interpretation. Each constituent 

typically contributes to the compound and is essential for computing the overall 

meaning of the compound.  

As Lawer and Appah (2020: 11) observe, the constituents of N-N compounds 

tend to be from different semantic classes, and there is usually a relation between them 

which forms the basis for their interpretation. However, sometimes, a full interpretation 

of N-N compounds requires an appeal to pragmatics, in addition to identifying the 

morphosyntactic structure in which they occur and the semantic information that is 

available in the individual constituents. It is for this reason that when it comes to 

working out the meanings of compounds,  it is suggested that “the morphosyntactic 

structure provides minimal semantic information” and that “most information on 

interpretation comes from the context of use” (Bauer & Tarasova 2013: 3). Guevara and 

Scalise (2009) capture the relation between compound constituents in the schema [X ℜ 

Y]Z, where X, Y, and Z represent syntactic categories, and ℜ signifies an implicit 

semantic relation between the constituents of the compounds. This unspecified relation 

has to be spelt out for each compound taking into account the pragmatic context (cf. 

Bauer 1979). 

Again, it is a fact, as indicated above, that the head of a compound plays a pivotal 

role in determining both its syntactic category and overall meaning, such that usually 

the whole compound tends to be a hyponym of the referent of the Head. The non-head 

constituent usually expresses an aspect of the meaning of the head, making the meaning 

of the head more specific. Thus, given an N-N compound in which the righthand 

constituent is the head, [N1 ℜ N2], the compound will be said to be a type of N2 with a 

relation ℜ to N1 with the relation spelt out depending on the pragmatic context and the 

encyclopedic information available to the speaker. For example, given a meal, a 

competent speaker will know that a meal must be prepared out of some ingredient, a 

meal must be served in some container, a meal is to be eaten by some entity, a meal 

must be eaten in some place, etc. Therefore, while the head constituent names the meal, 

the non-head may designate the ingredient for preparing the meal, the typical container 

for the meal, the entity the meal is meant for, the place where the meal is typically 

prepared or eaten, etc.  

We will see below that the head and non-head constituents of Dagaare 

endocentric N-N compounds exhibit varied semantic relations including LOCATION-OF, 

as in mɔ̀ náábó, ‘bush cow’, where mɔ́ɔ́ denotes the location of náábó. Other relations 

include MADE-OF/FROM, MEANT-FOR, PART-OF, and INGREDIENT-FOR/OF. Exocentric 

N-N compounds, by contrast, often rely on metaphorical or constrained relations 

between constituents. These semantic relations highlight the roles of the N-N 

compound constituents in computing the meaning of the compound. This is captured in 

the semantic pole to the right of the double arrow in the CxM modelling of the 

properties of the relevant compounds below. 

 

5.3.1 MADE-OF/FROM RELATION 

The first spelling out of the abstract relation ℜ in the N-N compounds is MADE-

FROM/OF. For the compounds that are underpinned by this relation, the referent of the 

non-head constituent is the only ingredient for preparing the referent of the head 

constituent. For example, in bɛ́ng zɔ́ǹg ‘beans flour’ and kámáá zɔ́ǹg ‘maize flour’, 
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bɛ́ng ‘beans’ and kámááná ‘maize’ are the only ingredients used in preparing the 

referent of the head constituents.  

The properties of the N-N compounds in this group are captured in the 

constructional schema in (5), which shows that bɛ́ng zɔ́ǹg ‘beans flour’ is a type of 

zɔ́ǹg ‘flour’ that is made from bɛ́ng ‘beans’.  

 

(5) < [[N]i [N]j]Nk ↔ [SEMj that is made-from/of SEMi]k > 

  | 

  [[bɛ́ngɛ̀]Ni [zɔ́ǹg]Nj]Nk ↔ [zɔ́ǹgj that is made from bɛ́ngɛ̀i]k   

      /  \ 

           bɛ́ngɛ̀ ‘beans’ zɔ́ǹg ‘flour’ 

 

Further examples of Dagaare N-N compounds that are built on this relation are provided 

in Table 8 below.  

 

Table 8: Compounds with MADE-OF/FROM relation 

No Base Gloss Relation  Base  Gloss Compound Gloss 

1  zɔ́ǹg flour MADE-OF/FROM bɛ́ng beans bɛ́ng zɔ́ǹg beans flour 

2  zɔ́ǹg flour MADE-OF/FROM kámáá corn kámáá zɔ́ǹg corn flour 

3  zɔ́ǹg flour MADE-OF/FROM kál dawada

wa 

kál zɔ́ǹg dawadawa 

powder 

4  zɔ́ǹg flour MADE-OF/FROM lìbí money lìbí zɔ́ng gold dust 

5  zɔ̀ǹg flour MADE-OF/FROM tɔ̀ɔ̀ tobacco tɔ̀ɔ̀ zɔ̀ng tobacco 

powder 

 

As noted above, for this class of compounds, the referent of the first constituent 

is the only ingredient that is expected to be used in preparing the referent of the second 

constituent. In deed, in appropriate context, the presence of any additional substance 

may be construed as rendering the referent of the compound impure. Thus, we 

distinguish between this class of compound and the next class where the referent of the 

non-head constituent is only one of the ingredients in the referent of the righthand head 

constituent. 

 

5.3.2 INGREDIENT-IN/OF/FOR 

The compounds that share what we designate as INGREDIENT FOR/IN/OF relation are 

the kinds of compounds for which the non-head constituent designates a major 

ingredient, but not the only one needed for the preparation of the referent of the head 

constituent. An example in English is cabbage stew. Whilst cabbage must be a major 

ingredient for any stew to be appropriately qualified to be so designated, the cabbage 

alone cannot make a cabbage stew. This is what makes this class of compounds 

different from the one discussed in the previous section. Dagaare examples of such 

compounds are in Table 9, and the CxM representation is shown in (6). 

 

(6) < [[N]i [N]j]Nk ↔ [SEMi is an ingredient-in SEMj]k > 

  | 

  [[bɛ́ngɛ̀]Ni [sáábʊ́]Nj]Nk ↔ [bɛ́ngɛ̀i is an ingredient in sáábʊ́j]k  

      /  \ 

           bɛ́ngɛ̀ ‘beans’ sáábʊ́ ‘TZ’. ‘beans TZ’  
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Table 9: Compounds with INGREDIENT-IN/OF/FOR relation 

Base Gloss Relation  Base  Gloss Compound  Gloss 

sáábʊ́ TZ INGREDIENT-FOR/OF bɛ́ngɛ̀ beans bɛ́ng sáábʊ́ beans TZ 

sáábʊ́ TZ INGREDIENT-FOR/OF kámááná corn kámáá sáábʊ́ corn TZ 

zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ soup INGREDIENT-FOR/OF nɔ́-nɛ́nè  chicken nɔ́-nɛ́nè-zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ chicken 

soup 

kál dawada

wa 

INGREDIENT-FOR/OF zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ soup kál-zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ dawadawa 

soup 

sɪ̀ng

kã́ã́ 

ground

nut 

INGREDIENT-FOR/OF zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ soup sɪ̀ngkã́ã́ zɪɛ̀̀rɪ́ groundn

ut soup 

 

5.3.3 CONTAINER-FOR relation 

The next set of compounds shares a CONTAINER-FOR relation where the referent of the 

head constituent is the typical container for the referent of the non-head constituent. For 

example, in the compound nímí-láá ‘eye socket’, the referent of the head constituent 

láá ‘socket’ is the holder/container for the referent of the non-head constituent nímí 

‘eye’. In the same way, sàà ‘TZ’2 is typically to be found in a dógè ‘pot’. Thus, the 

compound sàà dógè ‘TZ pot’ names a pot which is the container for the non-head 

constituent sàà. Similarly, for dúórùng láá ‘chamber pot’ (lit. urine pot), láá ‘bowl’ 

serves as a receptacle for dúórùng ‘urine’. The CxM representation of the relation is in 

(7), and additional examples given in Table 10. 

 

(7) < [[N]i [N]j]Nk ↔ [SEMj container-for SEMi]k >  

    

  [[nímí]Ni [láá]Nj]Nk ↔ [lááj that contains nímíi]k> 

      /        \ 

          nímí ‘eye’   láá ‘socket’ 

 

Table 10: Compounds with CONTAINER-FOR relation 

Base Gloss Relation Base Gloss Compound Gloss 

láá bowl CONTAINER-FOR nímírì eye nímí-láá eye socket 

láá bowl CONTAINER-FOR dúórùng urine dúórùng-láá chamber pot 

dógè pot CONTAINER-FOR sàà TZ sàà dógè TZ pot 

dógè pot CONTAINER-FOR dã́ã̀ drink dã́ã̀-dógè pito pot 

dógè pot CONTAINER-FOR kɔ̌n water kɔ̌n-dógè water pot 

dògè pot CONTAINER-FOR sàlèng gold sàlèng-dògè traditional treasury 

 

5.3.4 LOCATION-OF relation 

For compounds whose constituents share a LOCATION-OF relation, the head typically 

names an entity whose location is expressed by the non-head. For example, in mɔ̀ 

náábó ‘bush cow’, mɔ̀ ‘bush’ specifies the typical location or dwelling of náábó ‘cow’, 

the bush. The CxM representation is in (8), while Table 11 provides additional Dagaare 

compounds with the LOCATION-OF relation 

 

 
2 The full form of TZ is the Hausa expression Tuo Zaafi [lit. tuo hot] which refers to a staple food for 

indigenes of Northern Ghana. 
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Table 11: Compounds with the LOCATION-OF relation 

Base Gloss Relation  Base  Gloss Compound  Gloss 

mɔ̀ bush LOCATION-OF  náábó cow mɔ̀-náábó bush cow 

mɔ̀ bush LOCATION-OF néɛ́ person mɔ̀-néɛ́ bush person 

téngɛ́ land LOCATION-OF nààsààl white person nààsààl-téngɛ́ abroad 

yírì house LOCATION-OF na ̀a ́   chief  nàà-yírì palace 

zàgé pen LOCATION-OF nááb!ó cow náá-zàgé cow pen 

 

(8) < [[N]i [N]j]Nk ↔ [SEMj is located in SEMi]k >            

  | 

  [[móɔ́]Ni [ náábó]Nj]Nk ↔ [náábój is located in móɔ́i]k 

      /    \ 

     móɔ̀ ‘bush’ náábó ‘cow’ ‘bush cow’  

   

5.3.5 MEANT-FOR/USED-FOR relation 

The MEANT-FOR relation exists between a head constituent that names an entity and a 

non-head constituent which is meant to serve a certain function, relative to the referent 

of the head constituent. Thus, the referent of the non-head constituent is MEANT-FOR 

the referent of the head constituent. For example, the compound náá zàgé ‘cow pen’, 

names a zàgé ‘pen’ which is to serve a certain purpose, for the benefit of the entity 

named by the non-head constituent náábó ‘cow’. Thus, the compound names a zàgé 

‘pen’ that is MEANT-FOR náábó ‘cow’. It is in this light that the compound can be 

contrasted with a pen that is meant for sheep, for instance. Similarly, in ku ́ u ́  dàgá 

‘coffin’, dàgá ‘box’ is designed specifically for ku ́ u ́  ‘corpse’. That is why, even though 

a coffin is a box, it would be considered strange if a person kept one in her house to 

store jewellery. The properties of this class of compounds are captured in the 

constructional schema in (9) with further examples provided in Table 12. 

 

(9) <[[N]i [[N]Nj]NK ↔ [ SEMj with relation ℜ SEMi]k >   

  | 

< [[náábó]Ni [zàgé]Nj]Nk ↔ [SEMj meant for SEMi]k > 

    /  \ 

     náá ‘cow      zàgé ‘pen’   ‘cow pen’ (pen made for cow) 

  

Table 12: Compounds with the MEANT-FOR relation 

Base Gloss Relation  Base   Compound  Gloss 

zàgé pen MEANT-FOR nááb!ó cow náá-zàgé cow pen 

yírì house MEANT-FOR na ̀a ́   chief  nàà-yírì palace 

kógí chair MEANT-FOR wìrì horse wìrì-kógí horse saddle 

nyúúrì drinking MEANT-FOR kɔ́n water kɔ́n-nyúúrì drinking water 

láá bowl MEANT-FOR dúórùng urine dúórùng-láá chamberpot 

 

From (9) above, we notice that the relation between náábó ‘cow’ and zàgé ‘pen’ 

can also be construed as a LOCATION-OF type. This is because the cow pen is the 

LOCATION-OF the cow. Thus, compound constituents can share multiples relations, 

depending on the context. We comment on this a bit more below. 
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5.3.6 PART-OF relation 

Another implicit relation that can be seen among N-N compounds is the PART-OF 

relation. With this type of relation, one constituent forms part of the other. Usually, the 

referent of the head constituent forms part of the whole which is named by the non-

head constituent. For example, in kámáá bírì ‘maize seed’, bírì ‘seed’ is a component 

of kámááná ‘maize’. Likewise, in nímí-gánè ‘eyelid’, gánè ‘skin’ is part of nímírì 

‘eye’.  

The CxM rendering of this relation is in (10) below, exemplified by the compound 

kámáá bírì, with further examples of Dagaare N-N compounds with the PART-OF 

relation in Table 13. 

 

(10) < [[N]i [N]j]Nk ↔ [SEMj is part of SEMi]k > 

  | 

 < [[kámááná]Ni [bírì]Nj]Nk ↔ [bírìj is part of kámáánái]k > 

  /        \ 

 kámááná ‘maize’ bírì ‘seed’ kámáá bírì ‘maize seed’ 

 

Table 13: Compounds with the PART-OF relation 

Base Gloss Relation  Base  Gloss Compound  Gloss 

dá!á stick PART-OF  bɛ́n beans bɛ́n-dá!á bean stalk 

pɛ́gé peels PART-OF dà tree dà-pɛ́gé tree bark 

bírì seed PART-OF kámááné corn kámáá-bírì maize seed 

dàá stalk PART-OF kámááné corn kámáá-dàá maize stalk 

bírì seed PART-OF nímírì eye nímí-bírì eye pupil 

 

5.3.7 NATURE-OF relation 

Another relation that is seen between Dagaare N-N compound constituents is the 

NATURE-OF relation. This relation involves the non-head constituent providing a 

descriptive attribute that characterises the nature of the head constituent. Consider the 

compound nɛ́ng ka ́ a ̀  ‘fatty meat’ [lit. meat oil]. In nɛ́ng ka ́ a ̀ , ka ́ a ̀  ‘oil’ describes the 

nature of the head constituent nɛ́né ‘meat’. This signifies that the meat is fatty or oily, 

thus making the meaning of the head constituent clearer.  

Table 14 provides further examples of Dagaare N-N compounds with the 

NATURE-OF relation, while the constructional schema in (11) below captures the 

properties of such compounds. 

 

Table 14: Compounds with the NATURE-OF relation 

Base Gloss Relation  Base  Gloss Compound  Gloss 

kã́ã̀ oil/fat NATURE-OF nɛ́nè meat nɛ́ng ka ́ a ̀ fatty meat 

góɔ̀ thorn  NATURE-OF tèɛ́ tree gɔ̂-tèɛ́ thorn tree 

zɔ́ng flour NATURE-OF lìbírì money lìbí-zɔ́ng gold dust 

kõ̀ɔ ́  water NATURE-OF tẽ̀e ́  medicine tẽ̀e ́-kõ̀ɔ ́  liquid medicine 

 

(11) <[[N]i [ [N]j]Nk ↔ [ SEMj with relation ℜ SEMi]k > 

  | 

 < [[nɛ́né]Ni [ka ́ a ̀]Nj]Nk ↔ [SEMj nature of SEMi]k > 

        /   \   

   nɛ́né ‘meat’ ka ́ a ̀  ‘oil’  =>   nɛ́ng ka ́ a ̀  ‘fatty meat’ 
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The relations discussed above are among the implicit semantic relations that 

occur between the constituents of various N-N compounds in Dagaare. These relations 

allow speakers to effectively convey specific attributes of objects within the language. 

Table 15 contains a summary of these semantic relations. 

 

Table 15:  Semantic relations between Dagaare N-N compounds 

Base Relation  Base  Compound  Gloss 

N1 INGREDIENT-FOR/IN N2 bɛ́ng sáábʊ́ beans TZ 

N1 LOCATION-OF N2 mɔ̀ náábó bush cow 

N2 MEANT-FOR/USED-FOR N1 náá zàgé/sàà dógè cow pen/TZ pot 

N2 PART-OF N1 kámáá bírì maize seed 

N2 NATURE-OF  N1 nɛ́ng ka ́ a ̀ fatty meat 

N2 CONTAINER-FOR N1 nímí-láá eye socket 

 

One of the most interesting aspects of the semantics of N-N compounds is the 

fact that they tend to be amenable to multiple interpretations depending on the 

pragmatic context, as noted above. English N-N compounds are notoriously amenable 

to multiple interpretations (cf. Downing 1977; Gagné 2002; Gagné & Spalding 2006, 

2010; Guevara et al. 2009; Guevara & Pirrelli 2011; Scalise & Vogel 2010). 

Commenting on what he calls “Downing’s solution” to the semantics of compounding, 

so named after Downing (1977), Spencer (2011: 490) points out, for example, that the 

compound bike girl “denotes a girl with some relation to the notion ‘bike’ (e.g. she 

rides to work on a bike, she mends them for a hobby, she has just left hers in the 

driveway or whatever)”. This way, “on a given occasion of use, the hearer is expected 

to construct some plausible (though not necessarily unique or determinate) relation 

between the modifier and the head” (Spencer 2011: 490). It is for this reason that Bauer 

(1979) advocated for the inclusion of pragmatic considerations in the interpretation of 

compounds.  

The careful observer would have noted from the foregoing that there could be 

cases where the same compound could be construed as having more than one of the 

above relations holding between the constituents. For instance, for the compound náá 

zàgé ‘cow pen’ in example (6) above, we noted that the relation between the 

constituents is MEANT-FOR, where the lefthand constituent designates the entity that 

the referent of the righthand constituent is meant for. However, it goes without saying 

that we can also see a LOCATION-OF relation, where the righthand constituent is the 

typical location/dwelling for the referent of the lefthand constituent. Therefore, the 

relations among the constituents will depend on how people construe or read the 

compound. 

Per this understanding, the Dagaare compound mɔ̀-néɛ́ ‘bush person’ could 

conceivably refer to, among others:  

a. a person from the bush 

b. a person located in the bush/a person who lives in the bush 

c. a person who owns the/a bush 

d. a person who behaves like one from the bush 

e. a person who likes talking about the bush (as against one who talks about 

something else)    
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This dimension of the semantics of N-N compounds bears investigating but 

cannot be explored in the present paper for want of space. It will, therefore, be the 

subject of a separate study. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In this paper we have discussed various properties of Dagaare N-N compounds. We 

discussed the structure of Dagaare N-N compounds where we saw that they can be 

formed from simplex nouns as well as complex nouns which could be derived nouns or 

compounds, and that the preferred way of writing Dagaare compounds is as one 

unbroken unit with the constituents fused. We also discussed headedness in Dagaare N-

N compounds, noting that N-N compounds can be either exocentric or endocentric (left-

headed or right-headed). It is also observed that most N-N compounds are 

predominantly right-headed and that only a few putative exocentric N-N compounds 

occur in our dataset. The final part of the paper discussed the various semantic relations 

that can occur between the constituents of Dagaare N-N compounds. We identified 

semantic relations like PART-OF, NATURE-OF, USED-FOR, MEANT-FOR etc. It is hoped 

that this study counts as a useful contribution to the study of Dagaare compounds. 
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Appendix 

 

Table 16: Dataset of Dagaare N-N compounds 
 Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss  

1  báá  dog  zẽ̀e ́ blood bà-zẽ̀e ́ blood of a dog 

2  bɛ́ngɛ̀  beans  dá!á stick bɛ́n-dá!á beanstalk 

3  bɛ́ngɛ̀ beans  zɔ́ǹg flour bɛ́n-zɔ́ǹg beans flour 

4  bɛ́ngɛ̀  beans  sáábʊ́ TZ bɛ́ng sáábʊ́ beans TZ 

5  bìé  child  dɔ́ɔ́ man bì-dɔ́ɔ́ son  

6  bóndìríì  food  zíé place bóndì-zíé restaurant  

7  bóndìríì food sã́ã́nà waster bóndì-sã́ã́nà  one who wastes food 

8  bóndìríì food dì eat bóndí-dírè one who eats food 

9  bóndìríì  food  zíé place bóndì-zíé restaurant  

10  bóndìríì food sã́ã́nà waster bóndì-sã́ã́nà  one who wastes food 

11  bóndìríì-

máál 

food+cook zíé place  bóndímáál- 

zíé 

the act of cooking 

12  bónè  thing  nyáà chest  bón-nyáà chest of something 

13  bónè-sɛ̀ thing-sew zíé place bónsɛ̀ zíé place where clothes are 

sewn 

14  bóɔ́  goat  dáá male bò-dáá male goat 

15  bóɔ́  goat  dáá male bò-dáá male goat 

16  dàá  tree  pɛ́gé peels  dà-pɛ́gé bark of tree 

17  dã́ã̀  drink  dìé room dã́ã̀-dìé pito house 

18  dã́ã̀  drink  dógè pot dã́ã́-dógè pito pot 

19  dã́ã̀  drink  nyúúr

ò 

one who 

drinks 

dã́ã́-nyúúrò an alcoholic 

20  da ̀a ̀ -dʊ́g pito-cook zíé place da ̀a ̀dʊ́g zíé place for brewing pito 

21  dɔ́ɔ́  man  dã́ã̀ drink  dɔ̀ɔ̀-dã́ã̀  male child born on the day 

pito is brewed in the house 

22  dúórùng  urine  láá bowl dúórùn-láá chamber pot 

23  gánè  book  bɔ̀ng know gán-bɔ́gnɔ́ literate  

24  góɔ̀ thorn  tèɛ́ tree gɔ̂-tèɛ́ a tree with thorns 

25  kálì dawadawa zɔ́ǹg flour kál-zɔ́ǹg dawadawa powder 

26  kálì dawadawa zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ soup kál- zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ dawadawa soup 

27  kámááná corn zɔ́ǹg fĺour  kámáá zɔ́ǹg corn flour 

28  kámááná corn sáábʊ́ T́Z kámáá sáábʊ́ corn TZ 

29  kámááné corn bírì seed kámáá-bírì maize seed 

30  kámááné corn dàá stalk kámáá-dàá maize stalk 

31  ko ̀ɔ ́  water sã̀ã̀ waste kɔ̀n-sã́ã́nà one who wastes water 

32  ko ̀ɔ ́  water dú swim ko ̀ɔ ́ -dúrò one who swims 

33  ko ̀ɔ ́  water nyúúrì drinking(n) kɔ́n-nyúúrì drinking water 

34  ko ̀ɔ ́   water  nóɔ́rè mouth  kɔ̀n-nóɔ́rè coastline, beach 

35  ko ̀ɔ ́   water  dógè pot kɔ̌n-dógè water pot 

36  ko ̀ɔ ́ -dú water- 

swim 

zíé place kɔ̌ndú-zíé swimming pool 

37  kpàrúú-nû shirt-hand wógrì long pl kpárnúwógrì long sleeved shirt 

38  kùrèè shorts gbɛ́ɛ́ legs kúrgbɛ́ngmáár

á 

shorts 

39  kùrèè  --- gbɛ́ɛ́ legs kúrígbɛwógrì trousers 

40  kúrí metal wìrí horse kúrí-wìrí bicycle 

41  lìbírì money bɔ́ look líbí-bòɔ́rò one who looks for money 

42  lìbírì money dì spend/eat líbí-dírè one who spends money 
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 Base 1 Gloss Base 2 Gloss Compound Gloss  

43  lìbírì money zɔ́ng flour lìbí-zɔ́ng gold dust 

44  màléfà  gun  bírì seed màléfà-bírì bullet 

45  móɔ́ bush néɛ́ person mɔ̀-néɛ́ bush person 

46  na ̀a ́   chief  bíé child nà-bíé a prince 

47  nááb!ó cow zàgé pen náá-zàgé cow pen 

48  nààsààlá  white person téngɛ́  land nààsààl-téngɛ́  abroad 

49  nángè poverty dááná person náng-dááná poor person 

50  nɛ́nè meat kã́ã̀ oil/fat nɛ́ng-kã́ã̀ fatty meat 

51  ngméǹ god dìé house ngmén-dìé church 

52  nímírì  eye  láá bowl  nímí-láá eye socket 

53  nímírì eye bírì seed nímí-bírì pupil of eye 

54  nímírì eye gánè skin nímí-gánè eyelid 

55  nímírì eye kɔ́ɔ́lón

g 

hair nímí-kɔ́ɔ́lóng eyelash 

56  nímírì  eye  yúò open nímí-yúòrò one who is smart 

57  nímírì eye kyáán

é 

mirrors nímí-kyááné spectacles 

58  nóɔ̀  fowl  nɛ́nè meat nɔ́-nɛ́nè chicken 

59  nóɔ̀-nɛ́nè fowl meat zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ soup nɔ́-nɛ́nè-zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ chicken soup 

60  nɔ́ fowl dáá male  nɔ́-dáá  rooster 

61  nɔ́ɔ́tɪ̀ɛ́-

mààl 

footwear-

make 

zíé place nɔ́ɔ́tɪm̀áálzíé place where they make 

footwear 

62  nû  hand  pùòrí back nú- pùòrí back of hand 

63  nû hand póɔ́ in nú-póɔ́ palm 

64  pɔ́gé woman dê take pɔ̀g-dérè one who gets married 

65  pɔ́gé woman dérɛ́ one who 

takes 

pɔ̀gè-dérɛ́ bridegroom 

66  pɔ́gé woman dɔ̀gèrɔ́ one who has 

given birth 

pɔ̀gè-dɔ̀gèrɔ́ a woman who has just 

given birth 

67  sáábʊ́ TZ dógè pot sàà dógè TZ pot 

68  sàkúúrì  school  bìé child sàkú-bìé student  

69  sàlèmá gold dógè pot sàlèng-dògè traditional treasury 

70  sánè debt yɔ́ɔ́ pay sán-yɔ́ɔ́rɔ̀ one who pays debts 

71  sébírì bee bògí hole sé-bògí beehive 

72  sɪ̀ngkã́ã́ groundnut zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ soup sɪ̀ngkã́ã́ zɪ̀ɛ̀rɪ́ groundnut soup 

73  tẽ̀e ́ medicine kõ̀ɔ ́  water tẽ̀e ́kõ̀ɔ ́ liquid medicine 

74  tèɛ̀né chin kɔ́ɔ́lóng hair tẽ̀ɛ̀-kɔ́ɔ́lóng beard 

75  tɔ̀bɔ̀ tobacco zɔ̀ng flour tɔ̀ɔ̀-zɔ̀ng tobacco powder 

76  wìrí horse kógí chair wìrì-kógí horse saddle 

77  zû  head  pílí mat zú-pílí hat 

78  zû-kyɛ́ head-cut zíé place zúkyɛ́ zíé barbering salon 

79  zû-máál Hair-make zíé place zúmáál zíé  hair making salon 
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