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The Ethiosemitic Language Family

The Ethiosemitic languages are distributed Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Sudan

North Ethiosemitic

Ge‘ez (†) - Horn of Africa

Tigre - Eritrea, 1.05M

Tigrinya - Eritrea and Ethiopia, 9.85M

South Ethiosemitic

Amharic - Ethiopia, 32M

Argobba - Central Ethiopia, 44K

Gafat (†) - Western Ethiopia

Gurage languages - Central Ethiopia, 2M

Harari - Eastern Ethiopia, 26K Figure: Distribution of Ethiosemitic languages
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Ethiosemitic Inflectional Morphology

Amharic and Tigrinya have a number of inflectional morphological features in common:

Nominal
Φ-features
Number
Gender
Case/Differential Object Marking

Verbal
Root internal TAM
Subj/Obj/Appl suffixes
Negation
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Nominal Inflectional Morphology

Pronominal Φ-Features : Independent pronouns in both languages inflect for person, number, and gender,
while also having honorific forms

Figure: Tigrinya independent pronouns

Figure: Amharic independent pronouns
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Nominal Inflectional Morphology

Determiner Φ-Features : Determiners in both languages inflect for number and gender, while encoding a
2-way deixis system

Figure: Tigrinya determiners

Figure: Amharic determiners

Short form determiners in Tigrinya serve to indicate definiteness; definite-marking in Amharic is significantly
more complex (Kramer 2009)

Long form determiners in Tigrinya follow the noun in cases of double determination and can serve as
demonstrative pronouns

Both languages have bound forms that plausibly arise via morphological processes

Neither language has indefinite determiners but uses the word for “one” to mark specificity
Jason Overfelt overfelt@oakland.edu 5 / 18



Nominal Inflectional Morphology

Number: Both languages have multiple strategies for marking number on nouns

Internal derivation of the plural: èarmaz ‘elephant’ → èaram1z ‘elephants’ (Tigrinya)

Suffixal derivation of the plural is more common:

(1) Tigrinya suffixal plural

Figure: Amharic suffixal plural
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Nominal Inflectional Morphology

Gender : Both languages distinguish grammatically between two genders (i.e., noun classes):
masculine/feminine

The default gender in both languages is masculine

Gender assignment in both languages is generally arbitrary, with only a few animate nouns having
predetermined gender (i.e., w@di “boy”, gwal “girl”; Tigrinya)

Gender is often unmarked, being an inherent property of nouns

Nouns that refer to entities in Tigrinya (and possibly in Amharic) can be treated as grammaticality masculine
or feminine

In certain contexts gender can have a pragmatic function:

masculine : unexpectedly or undesirably large size; pejorative (Tigrinya)

feminine : unexpectedly small size; diminutive
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Nominal Inflectional Morphology

Adjectival Agreement : Adjectives in both languages generally agree with the noun they modify in person
and number

(2) n1fuQ
clever.m

w@di
boy.m

‘a clever boy’
(Tigrinya)

(3) n1f1-ti
clever-f

gwal
girl.f

‘a clever girl’
(Tigrinya)

Some suffixes, including the plural, are distributed across all/several nominal elements in a phrase and, in
Tigrinya, overwrite other suffixes

(4) n1f1Q-at
clever.p

s@b-at
person.p

‘clever people’
(Tigrinya)

(5) Qab@j-ti
big.p

m@ts’èaf-ti
book.p

‘big books’
(Tigrinya)

Plural nouns with masculine singular agreement (on D, A, V) in Tigrinya can give rise to collective readings
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Nominal Inflectional Morphology

Case/Differential Object Marking : Both languages display nominative/accusative alignment and mark the
object of verbs

(6) jonas
Yonas

n-@t-a
dom-that-fs

m@ts’èaf
book

g@ziP-∅-wa
prf.buy-S3ms-O3Fs
‘Yonas bought the book.’
(Tigrinya)

(7) l@mma
Lemma

w1SSa-w-1n
dog-def-acc

j-aj-al
S3ms-see-aux.S3ms

‘Lemma sees the dog.’
(Amharic)

Both languages display the phenomenon of Differential Object Marking (DOM; Bossong 1991)

(8) jonas
Yonas

m@ts’èaf
book

g@ziP-u
prf.buy-S3ms

‘Yonas bought a book.’
(Tigrinya)

(9) l@mma
Lemma

w1SSa
dog

j-aj-al
S3ms-see-aux.S3ms

‘Lemma sees a dog.’
(Amharic)

The relevant dimension for DOM in both languages is definiteness/specificity (Aissen 2003)

(10) Definiteness scale
Pronoun > Name > Definite > Indefinite Specific > Indefinite Nonspecific
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Ethiosemitic Inflectional Morphology

Amharic and Tigrinya have a number of inflectional morphological features in common:

Nominal
Φ-features
Number
Gender
Case/Differential Object Marking

Verbal
Root internal TAM
Subj/Obj/Appl suffixes
Negation
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Verbal Inflectional Morphology

Tense-Aspect-Mood : TAM is indicated via vowel templates and gemination

Figure: Tigrinya TAM pattern Figure: Amharic TAM pattern

Subject agreement in the imperfect is prefixing in the way typical of Semitic

The converb / simple perfect / gerund form can appear with auxiliaries
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Verbal Inflectional Morphology

Verbal Classes : TAM inflection may vary on the basis of several verb classes

Figure: Perfective verb form of Tigrinya verb classes
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Verbal Inflectional Morphology

Verbal Agreement : Verbs are conjugated on the basis of their subject, direct objects, or applied objects

Figure: Amharic subject marking pattern

Figure: Amharic object and applicative marking pattern
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Verbal Inflectional Morphology

Verbal Agreement : Verbs are conjugated on the basis of their subject, direct objects, or applied objects

Figure: Tigrinya subject marking pattern
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Verbal Inflectional Morphology

Verbal Agreement : Verbs are conjugated on the basis of their subject, direct objects, or applied objects

Figure: Tigrinya object marking pattern

Figure: Tigrinya applicative marking pattern
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Verbal Inflectional Morphology

Suffix Ordering : Verbal agreement suffixes have ordering and (co)occurrence constraints

Subject markers appear on all verbal elements and closest to the stem; object marking appears only on the
verb

(11) P1t-i
that-ms

s@baj
man

n-@t-a
dom-that-fs

d@bdabe
letter

ts’1èif-u-wa
ger.write-S3ms-O3ms

Pal-o(*-wa)
aux-S3ms(-O3ms)

‘The man has written the letter.’ (Tigrinya)

Direct object marking and applied object marking are in complementary distribution

(12) P1t-i
that-ms

s@baj
man

n-@t-a
dom-that-fs

gwal
girl

g@nz@b
money

s@riq-u-wa
ger.steal-S3ms-O3fs

‘The man robbed the girl of money.’

(13) P1t-i
that-ms

s@baj
man

n-@t-a
dom-that-fs

gwal
girl

g@nz@b
money

s@riq-u-la
ger.steal-S3ms-O3fs

‘The man stole money from the woman.’
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Verbal Inflectional Morphology

Negation : Sentential negation in both languages uses a circumfix on the highest verbal element

(14) Paj-s@bir-u-n
neg-prf.break-S3ms-neg
‘he did not break.’
(Tigrinya)

(15) Pal-s@bb@r-@-mm
neg-prf.break-S3ms-neg
‘he did not break.’
(Amharic)
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