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The Ethiosemitic Language Family

The Ethiosemitic languages are distributed Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Sudan

North Ethiosemitic

Ge'ez (1) - Horn of Africa S \ ?

Tigre - Eritrea, 1.05M

Tigrinya - Eritrea and Ethiopia, 9.85M

South Ethiosemitic

Ambharic - Ethiopia, 32M

Voukn1, (Kabeena) 00y | Kistane

ETHIOPIA ¢

Argobba - Central Ethiopia, 44K

Gafat () - Western Ethiopia

/

Figure: Distribution of Ethiosemitic languages

Gurage languages - Central Ethiopia, 2M

Harari - Eastern Ethiopia, 26K
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Ethiosemitic Inflectional Morphology

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

Nominal
®-features
Number
Gender
Case/Differential Object Marking

Verbal

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

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

Subjective personal pronouns | Objective personal pronouns | Agreement :
e 9 (T MSs Singular Plural
niss-u niSa?-u (ni?a?-u) 3m st onnidssu
14 19 (ThR) 3SgF 3f sswa :

niss-a niSa?-a (ni?a?-a) : a

7090 TR (ThBT) 3MH 3h assaclaw -

niss-om nifa?-om (ni?a?-om) 2m antd annantdi
0 TIRT (TAAT) 3FH 2f andi .

niss-éin niSa?-dn (ni?a?-&n) 2h 2S5WO R

1t TINE® (ThRFI®) 3MPI -
nissa-tom niSa?a-tom (ni?a?a-tom) 1 ane anha
1047 TN (Tah ) 3FPI

nissa-tin niSa?-tin (ni?a?-tin)

Z;;:,ka Z:«}:S:;Lga) 2Msg Figure: Amharic independent pronouns
k3 19T (TR 2FSg

nissi-ki niSa-ki (ni?a-ki )

g TS (ThAT®) 2M[PI/H]

nissi-kum niSa-kum (ni?a-kum )

R TYHT (WRY) 2F[PV/H]

nissi-kin niSa-kin (ni?a-kin)

ETLE 19T (AR | 2MPL

nissi-katkum niSa-katkum (ni?a-katkum )

ARThY 19T (TATThY) 2FPI

nissi-katkin niTa-katkin (ni?a-katkin )

A7 7%8 (The) 1Sg

Pan-a niYa-yi (nifa-yi)

g 19 (ThT) 1Pl

nih-na niYa-na (nita-na)

Figure: Tigrinya independent pronouns

Jason Overfelt

overfelt@oakland.edu

4/18



Nominal Inflectional Morphology

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

Agr. Det/Dist Dist pronoun Det/Prox Prox pronoun

3MSg | A Rit-i A Tit-i Al, iz-i AM, ?iz-i

3FSg | Ad Pit-a Ak -Piti-7a Al ?iz-a AHA Pizi-?a

3MH | &F9° 2it-om | Adk9° 2iti-7om AHP Riz-om | AH.AkF°?izi-20m
3FH A7 ?it-dn AbA7T 2iti-?an hH% Piz-dn AHA" 2izi-2in
3MPl | A19° 2it-om | ALhF9° Piti-Patom | AHY® Piz-om | AHAFI° 2izi-Patom
3FP1 A7 Rit-iin Abh-H7 ?iti-?atéin KH%Y Piz-din AHA4T Rizi-Patin

Figure: Tigrinya determiners

Proxivar DistaL
FREE Bounp FReE Bounp
MSG Joh -zzih Jja -zzija
BsG jalfif(y) ~zzifyf’ Jafyi) -zzijayy’
PL Panndzzih -nndzzi Ponndzzija -nndzzija

Figure: Amharic determiners

Short form determiners in Tigrinya serve to indicate definiteness; definite-marking in Ambharic 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
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Nominal Inflectional Morphology

Number: Both languages have multiple strategies for marking number on nouns
Internal derivation of the plural: harmaz ‘elephant’ — haramiz ‘elephants’ (Tigrinya)
Suffixal derivation of the plural is more common:

(1) Tigrinya suffixal plural

a. N4l > a0t c. AL > AT
séb > séb-at Taddd > Paddi-tat
person.Sg > person-Pl mother.Sg > mother-P1
b. MRT > MATT d. AN > A0FF
hisan > hisan-at Tabbo > Pabbo-tat
baby.Sg > baby-Pl father.Sg > father-Pl
GENDER SG INDF SG DEF PL INDF PL DEF GLoss
M bet bet-u bet-offif ber-offif-u ‘house”
F waf' wif-wa waf-ofif’ widf-olfi-u “bird’
M saw sawijje-w saw-otfif’ saw-offi-u ‘man’
F set setijjo-wa set- offff set-offi-u “woman”

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., wadi “boy”, g“al “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) nifuf wadi (3) nifi-ti g“al
clever.Mm boy.m clever-F girl.F
‘a clever boy’ ‘a clever girl’
(Tigrinya) (Tigrinya)

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

(4)  nifiv-at seb-at (5)  Sabaj-ti matshaf-ti
cleverp person.p big.p book.p
‘clever people’ ‘big books’

(Tigrinya) (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 n-st-a mats'haf (7)  lsmma wif[a-w-in j-aj-al
Yonas bom-that-Fs book Lemma dog-DEF-ACC S3Ms-see-AUX.S3MS
gozi?-J-wa ‘Lemma sees the dog.’
PRF.buy-S3ms-O3Fs (Amharic)
‘Yonas bought the book.
(Tigrinya)

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

(8)  jonas mats'haf gazi7-u (9) lomma wiffa j-aj-al
Yonas book PRF.buy-S3Ms Lemma dog S3Ms-see-AUX.S3MS
‘Yonas bought a book.’ ‘Lemma sees a dog.’
(Tigrinya) (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

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

Nominal
®-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

Perfective Imperfective

Agr. Values | PerfH PerfS Imperf Jussive

PR prEn] s o PERFECTIVE IMPERFECTIVE JussIveE CONVERB
3MSg sabér-a sébir-u yi-séibbir-e | yi-sibir-e — — — —
3FSg sabar-at sabir-a ti-sdbbir-g | ti-sibar-g 3sm sabbir-i yi-siibr- yi-shir ZZ:me Y
3MPI sbéir-n silbir-om yi-sébir-u yi-sibér-u 3sF sibbiir-a & ta-siibr- ta-shir sibr-a
3FP1 sabér-a sébirr-in | yi-sibir-a yi-sibir-a (<*sébri-a)
2MSg siibéir-ka siibir-ka ti-sibbir-g | sibir-g 2sm sabbar-k 1a-siibr- (t-) sabér sbra-h
2FSg sibir-ki | sibirki | ti-sibir-i | sibdrd 25 sabbar-s to-stibr-i- () sobari sabra-§

e sy e - 1s sibbiir-kv 2-siibr- la-sbir sibarre
2MPIL seb?r-k.um s?bg-kflm tf-S%b .u'-u s?b{a.r-u (-Lsiibr) (<siibri-CEMe)
2FP1 sabar-kin sabir-kin ti-sdbir-a sibar-a 3p (= 2/3H) sibbiir-u Yi-séibr-u- yi-sbir-u sdbri-w
1Sg sabar-ku sabir-a Pi-sabbir-g | ?i-sibir-g P sibbir-accuh ta-siibr-u- (t-) sabiiru siabracéuh
1PI sébéirna | sébir-na | ni-sibbir- | ni-sibir-a . i ) (<*sabra-accuh)

1r bb bi b sibri-n

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

A (non-geminating) ‘ B (geminating) ‘ C (a forms) ‘ 4 CONSONANT ‘
PERSON | GENDER s p ‘ H p s p ‘ H p
m sabar-a sabar-uita) baddal-a baddal-uita) barax-a barax-u(ta) maskar-a maskar-u(ia)
3
f sabar-at sabar-a(ta) baddal-at baddal-aita) barax-at barax-a(ta) maskar-at maskar-a(ta)
m sabar-ka sabar-((k)at)kum baddal-ka baddal-((k)at)kum barax-ka barax-{(k)afjkum maskar-ka maskar-{(k)at)kum
2
f sabar-ki sabar-((k)at)kin baddal-ki baddal-((K)at)kin barax-ki barax-((K)at)kin maskar-ki maskar-{(k)at)kin
1 < sabar-ku sabar-naj-ta) baddal-ku baddal-nal-ta) barax-ku barax-nai-ta) maskar-ku maskar-nal-a)

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

PERFECTIVE IMPERFECTIVE Jussive CONVERB
3sm sabbiir-d yi-sibr- yi-sbir sibro
(<*sdbri-u)
3sF sibbir-ac¢ ta-siibr- ta-sbir sibr-a
(<*sdbri-a)
2sM sibbdr-k to-sibr- (t-) sabir sabrii-h
2SF sibbdr-§ to-sibr-i- (t-) sabiir-i sabrii-§
1s sabbir-k* 2-sdbr- la-sbar sibarre
(-I-siibr) (<*sdbrd-SEMe)
3p (= 2/3H) sibbiir-u yi-sibr-u- yi-sbir-u sabra-w
2p sibbdr-accuh ta-sibr-u- (t-) sabiiru sabraccuh
(<*sdbri-accuh)
1r sibbir-an anna-siibr- anna-shir sibri-n

Figure: Amharic subject marking pattern

OBJECT MARKER APPLICATIVE -II APPLICATIVE -bb

3sM gaddald-w gidda gaddald-bbat
3sF gidda i bb-at
2sM gidda bb-ah
2sF gidda bb-3§
1s gidda bb-aiift
3p gidda bb-accaw
2p gidda i bb-accuh
1r giid -on giddild-bb-an
‘he killed him, etc.’ ‘he killed for him, etc. ‘he killed to his detriment, etc.”

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

Perfective Imperfective
Agr. Values | PerfH PerfS Imperf Jussive
3MSg sabar-a sibir-u yi-sébbir-@ | yi-sibir-e
3FSg sabar-at sébir-a ti-sabbir-g | ti-sibir-o
3MPI sabar-u sibir-om yi-sabir-u yi-sibér-u
3FP1 sibir-a sabirr-an yi-sabir-a yi-sibar-a
2MSg sibéar-ka séibir-ka ti-sibbir-g | sibar-g
2FSg sébar-ki sébir-ki ti-sibir-i sibér-i
2MPI sébéar-kum | sabir-kum | ti-sdbir-u sibér-u
2FP1 siabar-kin sabir-kin ti-sabir-a sibar-a
1Sg sibéar-ku sabir-a ?i-sdbbir-g | ?i-sibir-g
1Pl siabir-na sabir-na ni-sibbir-g@ | ni-sibar-g

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

gézi?- ‘bought’ Object

Subject 3MSg | 3FSg | 3MPI | 3FPI | 2MSg | 2FSg | 2MPI | 2FPI | 1Sg | 1Pl
3MSg | u WO wa wom | win | ka ki kum kin ni na
3FSg | a to ta tom tin tka tki tkum | tkin | tni tna
3MPlI | om wo wa wom | win | ka ki kum kim | ni na
3FP1 in k&) Ta wom | Tdn ka ka kum kin ni na
2MSg | ka yo ya yom yan - - - - ni na
2FSg | kifi yo ya yom | ydn | - - - - ni na
2MPl | kum | wo wa wom | win | - - - - ni na
2FPl kin pe) Ta 2om in - - - - Ya-ni | ?/a-na
1Sg F yo ya yom | yin | ka ki kum | kin - -
1PL na yo ya yom | yin | ka ki kum | kin - -

Figure: Tigrinya object marking pattern

gdzi?- ‘bought’ Object

Subject IMSg | 3FSg | 3MPI | 3FPI | 2MSg | 2FSg | 2MPI | 2FPI | 18g | 1Pl
3MSg | u Iu la lom lin lka 1ki Tkum lkin Ly Ina
3FSg | a ti-lu tila | tilom | ti-lan | tilka | ti-lki | tilkum | ti-lkin | tildy | ti-lna
3MPl | om u la lom Tan i-lka i-lki ilkum | ilkim | Ty Ina
3FPL in a-lu a-la aslom | a-lin | alka | alka | a-lkum | alkin | aliy | a-lna
2MSg | ka Iu la lom Tan - - - - iy Ina
2FSg kifi lu la lom Tan - - - - Fa‘y Ina
2MPl | kum | Iu Ia lom Tan - - - - lay Ina
2FPL kin a-lu ala | alom | alin | - - - - a-liy | a-lna
1Sg i Tu Ia Tom Tan Tka ki Tkum Tkin B B
1P na Tu Ia lom Tan Tka 1ki Tkum Tkin - -

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)  ?i#t-i  sobajn-at-a dsbdabe ts'+hif-u-wa Tal-o(*-wa)
that-mMs man DoM-that-Fs letter GER.write-S3Ms-O3Ms AUX-S3MS(-O3Ms)
‘The man has written the letter’ (Tigrinya)

Direct object marking and applied object marking are in complementary distribution

(12)  7#t-i  ssbajn-st-a g“al genzab sarig-u-wa
that-ms man DoM-that-fs girl money GER.steal-S3Ms-O3Fs
‘The man robbed the girl of money.’

(13)  7it-i  ssbajn-st-a g“al genzab sarig-u-la
that-ms man DoM-that-fs girl money 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)  7Paj-ssbir-u-n (15)  Tal-sabbar-s-mm
NEG-PRF.break-S3Ms-NEG NEG-PRF.break-S3ms-NEG
‘he did not break. ‘he did not break.’
(Tigrinya) (Amharic)
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