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Chadic languages are characterized through a system of verbal extensions that serve a number of different syntactic and semantic functions. In particular, they interact with the basic argument structure of verbs, (de-)transitivizing them and / or changing the linking of thematic roles to syntactic slots. Some of the more isolating West Chadic languages have lost this system, presumably due to language contact. For these languages, it is generally assumed that there is no principled way of accounting for the argument structure possibilities of verbs. This talk takes a closer look at one of these isolating West Chadic languages, Goemai. It argues that, contrary to assumptions, there is a semantic basis underlying the argument
structure classes, and it illustrates how constructional alternations are used in a systematic way to change the linking of roles. Goemai thereby codes many of the distinctions that are coded by means of verbal extensions in other Chadic languages. Furthermore, comparative data from closely related isolating languages show some interesting parallels to the Goemai
data, suggesting that there is a common (West) Chadic pattern that is coded by different means in different languages - verbal extensions in most, particles and adpositions in others, and constructional alternations in Goemai.
