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Case-marking in Semitic in the light of
the evidence in the Ethiopian language area

Linguistic convergence and divergence

Lutz Edzard

University of Erlangen-Niirnberg

Languages in the Ethiopian language area typically exhibit a two-case system
from a morphological point of view. This paper discusses the question as to
how this observation can be aligned with the circumstance that, for Semitic in
general, a three-case system is usually reconstructed. It will be argued that case
endings can also emerge in a secondary process, as is widely recognised in ty-
pological linguistics, and that the cyclicity observed in this context can well be
framed in terms of processes of linguistic convergence and divergence. Thereby;,
both the morphological aspects of case as well as the thematic roles of case will
be discussed.

Keywords: Amharic, Afroasiatic, Arabic, Berber, case, convergence, Cushitic,
Ga'az, Hebrew, Omotic, re-analysis, thematic roles

1. Introduction

As Tosco (1994) has shown, a two-case system is statistically prevalent in the
Ethiopian language area. Given the genetic and linguistic complexity of the
Ethiopian area, it is with good reason assumed to be the geographical origin of
Afroasiatic, and it is reasonable to explore the likelihood of an early two-case system
in the case of Semitic, as well.

There are at least three different concepts of linguistic evolution, which may
partially overlap. One model assumes a unidirectional development from one more
or less contiguous temporal and geographical origin or state, explaining a situation
deriving from the underlying data of that origin and giving an essentially mono-
genetic picture. A second model allows for parallel developments, referring to one
or more scenarios that do not necessarily have to be projected back to a uniform
origin or state, amounting to a polygenetic scenario. A third model gives room to
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cyclic processes in linguistic evolution. Jespersen’s cycle describing the syntactic
and semantic shifts in expressing negation is a well-known case in point (cf,, e.g.
Lucas 2007). The river-delta model developed by Pisani (1952) formally captures
such cyclic processes. In the context of this paper, the concept of cyclicity is im-
portant insofar as case (i.e., a system of marking dependent nouns for the type of
relationship they bear to their heads) can emerge secondarily, and does not have to
constitute the original state of affairs in a language family. What is more, processes
of convergence and divergence have been recognised as playing an important role in
language development (cf., Diem 1978; Diem 1981; Edzard 1998). To put it simply,
case is a phenomenon that can come and go. In the following, I will discuss this
issue with a focus on the Ethiopian language area.

This chapter, which aims at arguing for the precedence of a two-case system, is
organised as follows: after an examination of the morphological side of the ques-
tion of case in Section 2, with data from Semitic, Berber, Cushitic and Omotic, the
syntactic-functional side of the question is explored in Section 3 in a comprehensive
Afroasiatic framework. Section 4 concludes this chapter.

2. 'The morphological side of the question

When the morphology and grammatical roles of case are compared within Semitic
on the one hand, and Afroasiatic on the other, it is remarkable that one tradition-
ally reconstructs a three-case system (-, -i, -a) for Semitic (this is the mainstream
position, at least), while for Afroasiatic at large (excluding Egyptian and Chadic -
without overt marking of case, as far as we know) a two-case model is preferred.
Incidentally, the latter model also corresponds better with the situation in the sound
plural in Arabic (nominative -iina vs. genitive/accusative -ina in the masculine,
and nominative -dtun vs. genitive/accusative -dtin in the feminine) as well as with
indefinite Arabic diptotes (nominative -u vs. genitive/accusative -a). Appleyard
(2011: 48; 2012: 205f.) reconstructs a common Cushitic system with nominative *-i,
absolutive *-a, genitive *-i in the masculine short vowel conjugation (in the feminine
*-a, *-a and *-(a)ti respectively). An anonymous reviewer thinks that the feminine
data here, in conjunction with the masculine, make an original three-case system
more likely, a point with which I disagree. Tosco (1994) considers the nominative
marker in Cushitic as going back to an original focus morpheme, a phenomenon
typical of Cushitic (cf., Owens 2018: 144). This requires us to be careful with the
terminology. In many cases, the term subject case may be more appropriate than
the term nominative. In Berber, one finds the following situation, taking Tashlhiyt
as an example (cf., Elmedlaoui 2012: 161f;; cf. also Chaker 2018: 166). A free state
(independent, marked by an a-prefix) is opposed by a construct state (dependent,
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marked by a u-prefix). The construct case, not to be confounded with the construct
state in Semitic, is assigned to the noun in the following syntactic contexts:

- when the noun is the argument of a preposition (other than ar ‘until’);

- when the noun constitutes an adnominal genitive (this does not hold for all
varieties of Berber);

- when the noun is the first argument (non-focalised subject) in aVSO sentence
construction;

- when the noun is determined by a cardinal number from one to ten, or by a
[+ Question] adverb, like mnnaw ‘(how) many (?)’

Adding an example of the adnominal genitive to Elmedlaoui’s examples (again: this
is not to say that the Berber genitive construction can be equated with the Semitic
construct annexation), one arrives at a group of examples as follows (1):

(1) State/case in Tashlhiyt Berber
i-ssuda, u-rgaz, (CS) f=,w-ag"mar, (CS) ‘the man, rode, on, the horse,’
a-xam, u-rgaz, ‘the tent, of the man,’
ussan-n ‘jackals’ (FS) vs. sin| w-ussan-n, (CS) ‘two, jackals,’
mnnaw, w-ag"mar-n,, (CS ‘(how) many, horses, (!/2)’

Within Semitic linguistics, one finds positions that reconstruct a three-case system
(-u, -i, -a in the singular; -i1, -7 in the plural) to Common Semitic (Proto-Semitic)
one the one hand, and positions that reconstruct a system in which an abso-
lutive case (ending in -a) stands in contrast with a nominative case (ending in
-u). The former position (e.g., Hasselbach 2013; Weninger 2011; Al-Jallad & van
Putten 2017; Huehnergard 2019) can be associated with reconstructing method-
ologically according to what Robert Hetzron has called the ‘principle of archaic
heterogeneity’, i.e., orienting oneself at the historically most complex morpholog-
ical situation, as being found mainly in Old Babylonian Akkadian and Classical
Arabic. Huehnergard (2019: 61) also reconstructs a locative -u(m) and a direc-
tional -isa (> *-ah(a) in West Semitic), with the caveat that the latter two could
also be considered adverbial endings (in themselves, of course, good candidates
for the origin of case endings). What is more, Hasselbach (2013: 69f.) argues that
the commonalities in the case system of East Semitic Old Babylonian and West
Semitic Classical Arabic are too clear to be merely coincidental. In support of this
position, one can also adduce evidence of residual case marking in languages that
are only (or mostly) attested in consonantal script, notably Ugaritic (cf., Al-Jallad
and van Putten 2017: 95f.), marginally also Epigraphic South Arabian, or in lan-
guages that have lost case marking (also from the perspective of the evidence of
extant vowel markers), notably Biblical Hebrew (for a summary presentation of
possible examples, cf., e.g., Cassuto 2018).
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The latter position (e.g., Rabin 1969; Rets6 1997, 2006; Owens 1998, 2018),
which takes a reductionist approach, allows for the secondary emergence of case (or
atleast parts of the case system) and is in better congruence with the situation found
in parts of other branches of Afroasiatic, notably Berber, Cushitic and Omotic, in
which a morphological three-case system is untypical (see above). Assyriologists
from Gelb (1965) to Streck (2000) have also expressed sympathy for this view,
pointing to the irregular distribution of case endings (especially as regards names)
in Old Akkadian and Amurrite, respectively.

Or, as Rabin (1969) argued, case represents a later development of what orig-
inally was termed state (as still holds for Berberology), according to the following
model (apud Hasselbach 2013: 16):

(2) State in Semitic and Afroasiatic
-a absolute state (unmarked)
-u emphatic state
-0 predicative state
-i  governed state

Case, if attested at all, may also be quite randomly distributed, e.g., in later stages of
Alkkadian (cf., Idasiak 2018). Owens (2018, following Versteegh 1981) makes much
of the (also attested) circumstance that final vowels on nouns, even if existent, may
be either randomly distributed or the result of vowel harmony. The first observation
is supported by vowel distribution in Amorite (cf., Waltisberg 2011: 29, apud Owens
2018: 108; cf. also Streck 2011) (3):

(3) Distribution of final vowels in Amorite
-@: agent of transitive verb; subject of intransitive verb; PRED; VvOC; GEN
-a: agent of transitive verb; subject of intransitive verb; PRED; VOC; GEN
-u: agent of transitive verb; subject of intransitive verb; PRED; voC
-i: GEN

The second observation pertaining to vowel harmony is supported by an example
provided by the grammarian al-Farra’, who juxtaposes the apparent alternatives
al-hamd-u lu-llahi vs. al-hamd-i li-llahi (Ma‘ani I: 4). Similar phenomena can be
observed in verbs, e.g., Cairene zurt-a-ha ‘I/you visited her’ vs. zurt-u-hum T/you
visited them’ (cf. Owens 2018: 105).

While some Semitic languages such as Old Babylonian Akkadian and Clas-
sical Arabic indeed exhibit a (morphologically marked) three-case system, the
Ethio-Semitic scenario is typologically closer to the Afroasiatic two-case systems.
In this context, one must also note the co-existence of diptosis (-4, -a) and triptosis
(-u, -1, -a) in Classical Arabic. Gooz also exhibits a contrast between an accusa-
tive marked by -a (-d in modern transcription, and phonologically motivated allo-
phones) and a plain non-accusative -@ (covering nominative, except for numerals,
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in which a u-ending is found, and genitive). According to Weninger (2011: 1132)
‘Nom and GEN merged due to the phonological merger of *u and *i to an ending *-o
that was certainly still present when the written norms of Ga‘%z were established
during Aksumite times’. (Interestingly, the form ‘abu- ‘father’, as a representative
of Ga'oz nouns fertiae infirmae, in the construct state represents both nominative
and genitive.) Here is the paradigm (cf., Butts 2019: 129) (4):

(4) NON-AccC vs. AcC in Ga%z
NON-ACC ACC

ending in consonant nagus nagusd
ending in -i sdhafi sdhafe
endingin -e-, -a, -0 ‘arwe arwe

Morphologically, the -a of the accusative overlaps with the -a-ending of construct
nouns, but the latter probably has to be explained as a relic of an original element
-ya (cf., Hasselbach 2013: 53f.). Alternatively, Tropper (2000) suggests associat-
ing the -a-ending of construct nouns with the absolutive case found elsewhere in
Afroasiatic. A priori, the possibility of a mere epenthetic vowel cannot be dismissed,
either. Owens (2018) — unconvincingly, in my view — also glosses the -a-ending of
construct nouns as Acc. Noldeke (1862: 758f., apud Hasselbach 2013: 53) argued
that the allomorph -ha of the accusative in personal names reflected an original
(suffixed) word underlying the accusative marker.

Of special interest is the -u/-a contrast in numerals (e.g., xamsat-u vs. xamsat-a
‘five’), in which three perspectives can be found in the literature (cf., Owens
2018: 154ft.). Weninger argues (2011: 1133) that the -u is originally a proleptic
3M.sG pronoun. A second perspective (personally transmitted by Jan Retso) views
the -u as an emergent (as opposed to a relic of a) non-accusative construct marker.
In a third (most traditional) perspective, the -u is seen as a nominative case relic
(Tropper 2002: 80).

The important observation here is that case markers can emerge secondarily,
as opposed to being relics of an alleged common (proto) system. Suffixed (and/or
grammaticalised) adpositions are — typologically speaking — not unusual sources
of case endings. The following model (adapted from Lehmann 1985) illustrates
this point (5):

(5) A model of the emerging of case endings
stage 1: relational noun + adposition or case affix -
stage 2: secondary adpostion -
stage 3: primary adposition -
stage 4: agglutinative case affix >
stage 5: fusional case affix
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The examples provided by Kahr (1976) and Lehmann (1985) mostly revolve around
location and direction, and do not directly pertain to the elementary cases (see
below).

This is, of course, not to deny that case endings can indeed be reduced or
vanish. Later stages of Akkadian clearly show a convergence of cases (for a cogent
overview, cf., Idasiak 2018). As is well known, in context with the emergence of
Arabic diglossia (or polyglossia), scholars have pointed to the loss of both mor-
phological case and case functionality. Important contributions to this topic in-
clude papers and monographs by Ferguson (1960) and Fiick (1950) (contact with
non-Arabic speakers in the aftermath of the Arabic-Islamic expansion), Corriente
(1971) and Diem (1991) (loss of case and loss of case functionality), and Blau (1969)
(shift from synthetic (Old, including case) to analytic (Neo, including caseless)
structures). A sort of push-chain mechanism then accounts for the emergence of
analytic case markers for highlighting the genitive (genitive exponents, e.g., Hebrew
Sel and dialectal Arabic mal) and the accusative (notae accusativi, e.g., Hebrew ¢t
and Judeo-Arabic ila).

Owens (2018), in a response to a paper by Ahmad Al-Jallad and Marijn van
Putten (2017), puts forth interesting arguments in favor of an old case-less variety
of Arabic that even predates the classical (-u, -i, -a) system. However, he does
not provide any explanation for the emergence of the systems in Old Babylonian
Akkadian and Classical Arabic.

Ideas that could be advanced in support of the secondary emergence of the ele-
mentary cases (as opposed to an original state are the following. Accusative endings
typologically often result from the grammaticalisation of directional postpositions
(cf., notably Kulikov 2009; thanks also to Stefan Schaftner, personal communica-
tion). The Akkadian ventive suffix on verbs is a clear case in point, even though
the Assyriological literature does not discuss this suffix in explicit connection with
case (despite its adverbial character, reminiscent of the adverbial functions of the
dependent case/accusative in Semitic). The same holds for the so-called he locale
in Hebrew, a directional g-suffix, which has been associated with the adverbial
function of the accusative (or absolutive) (6):

(6) The ventive and the accusative in Akkadian and Hebrew
illik ‘he went’ (go.PRET.3sM) - illik-am (go.PRET.3sM-VENT) ‘he came’

(‘he went hither’)
Sarr-um ‘king’ (NoMm) - Sarr-am ‘king’ (Acc)
‘dres ‘earth’ - ‘drs-d(h) ‘to the earth’

As far as the genitive is concerned, it is not unusual that relational adjectives are
grammaticalised to -i-endings marking this case (Stefan Schaffner, personal com-
munication). Here, the Semitic nisba, the -i-suffix of relational nouns and adjectives
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across Semitic (and derivational expansions thereof, such as -awi in Amharic or -a’i
in Modern Hebrew), is a perfect case in point (7):

(7) 'The nisba in Semitic
misr ‘Egypt’ - misri ‘Egyptian’ (person or adjective)’ (Arabic)
sem ‘Sem’ - $émi ‘Semitic’ (Hebrew)
hajmanot ‘belief” - hajmanotawi ‘religious’ (Ambharic)
iton ‘newspaper’ - ‘itona’i journalist’ (Hebrew)

Tosco (1994: 226ff.) shows that four logical combinatoric possibilities of
case-marking are attested in the Ethiopian area (8):

(8) Logical possibilities of case-marking in the Ethiopian area
A: morphological marking of the object only
B: morphological marking of the subject only
C: morphological marking of both object and subject
D: languages with neither object nor subject marking

Possibilities A and B are statistically most relevant in this context: while C plays a
role as well, D occurs rarely. A basically reflects the situation in Ethio-Semitic, with
object-marking as follows (cf., Tosco 1994: 226) (9):

(9) Object markers in Ethio-Semitic

Go'oz: -a ~ -ha; la-

Tigre: agel- al-

Tigrinya: na-

Ambharic, Argobba, Gafat: -n

Harari: -u/-w (after vowel)
Gurage: G-, yd-, ld-, nd

As regards Cushitic, object markers (in the absence of subject markers) are found
in Central Cushitic (Bilin, Awngi, and Xamtanga) as well as in Eastern Cushitic
(Dullay). Omotic languages in this context include Kefa, Basket, Aari, Dime,
and Hamer.

The opposite scenario B (cf., Tosco 1994: 226f.) is found in Eastern Cushitic
languages, such as Somali, Rendille, Bayso, Dasenech, Arbore, ‘Afar, Saho, Oromo,
and Dirayta, as well as in Highland East Cushitic, such as Sidama, Burji, Hadiya,
Kambata, and Gedeo (cf., also Mous 2012: 369-376). Relevant Omotic languages
include Gamo, Wolaytta, Zayse, and Koyra. In addition to vowel affixes, tonal and
stress patterns are instrumental in this context. It appears that tonal marking here
constitutes an areal feature transcending Afroasiatic. The following is an example
taken from Harar Oromo (cf., Owens 1985: 101, 251) (10):
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(10) Nominative vs. accusative in Harar Oromo
a. sdarée-n  adii-n ni - iyyi-t-i
dog-NoMm white-NoM FOC bark-F-1pF
“The white dog is barking’.
b. haat-tii okkéttée goot-t-i
mother-NoM pot make-E-IPF
‘Mother is cooking (lit. making the pot).

Nilo-Saharan languages (which are not Afroasiatic) exhibit clear minimal pairs (cf.,
Dimmendaal 2014: 1). Again, it is the nominative that is marked by a different tonal
pattern (here: an additional high tone on the direct object) (11):

(11) Nominative vs. accusative in Maasai (Eastern Sudanic)
a. &dil émbartd
3sG-see horse.acc
‘He sees the horse’.
b. é-d3l  émbartd
3sG-see horse.NOM
“The horse sees him’.

As regards scenario C, the East Cushitic language Boraana is a case in point. Here,
one finds an opposition between a subject case terminating in -7, vs. an absolute
case terminating in -a (which also functions as citation case), e.g., nam-i ‘(a) man’
(subject) vs. nam-a ‘(a) man’ (predicate) (cf., Sasse 1984: 112) (12):

(12) Subject vs. predicate case in Boraana (East-Cushitic)
nam-i ‘(a) man’ (subject)
vs.
nam-a ‘(a) man’ (predicate)

Afar displays a similar scenario, with an i-ending for the nominative and genitive
and an a-ending for the absolutive (cf., Appleyard 2011: 48) (13):

(13) Nominative and genitive vs. absolutive case in Afar
awk-i  ‘(a) boy’ (NOM, GEN)
awk-d  “(a) boy’ (aBS)

Omotic languages typically also follow scenario C (cf., Zaborski 1990; Azeb 2012:
450-453).

Again, one must keep in mind that one or two of the three vowels (-u, -i, -a)
regularly occur somewhere in a comparative Afroasiatic perspective, but never all
three in conjunction (outside Semitic). While the a-ending is relatively stable, the
i- and u-endings usually converge to one of the two vowels, e.g., to -u ind Go‘az
and, widely, to -i in Cushitic.
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3. 'The syntactic-functional side of the question

So far, we have concentrated on the morphological side of the question of case.
A priori, at least within Semitic, both a two-case and a three-case scenario are
conceivable as underlying the actual surface scenarios in individual languages in
a generativist derivational sense for a theoretical overview, cf. Haspelmath 2009.

Going a step further, a survey of the functional range of the dependent case
(accusative) in Semitic and Afroasiatic (mainly Cushitic) is instructive. Next to the
elementary function of marking the direct object the dependent (or oblique) case in
Semitic (mainly Akkadian, Classical Arabic, Ethio-Semitic: here Go‘oz and Ambharic)
has many functions that are reminiscent of the situation in marked-nominative
languages, i.e., languages that oppose a nominative and an absolutive case (cf.,
Konig 2009; Handschuh 2014; Edzard 2018a/b). Beyond the elementary function
of marking the direct object, the following functions of the accusative (dependent,
oblique) case can be observed across the Ethiopian language area.

One typical function of the accusative case is the marking of the predicate. Here
are examples from Cushitic, Omotic, and Semitic (cf., Edzard 2018a: 187 and 190f.;
Edzard 2019: 210) (14):

(14) Accusative case-marking on the nominal predicate in Cushitic, Omotic,
and Semitic
a. Klabeena (Eastern Cushitic; Crass 2005: 264)
ku manc*  moggaancoh®
DIST.M man.NoM thief.Acc.cor.m
“That man is a thief”.
b. Wolaytta (Omotic; Lamberti and Sottile 1997: 225)
he bitann-ey laagge
that man-NoM friend.acc
“That man is a friend.
c. Classical Arabic
kana Zayd-un  gd’im-an
be.3M.sG.PF Zayd-NoMm stand.PTC-ACC
“Zayd was standing’.
d. Goez
kond nagus-d
be.3m.5G.PF king-acc
‘He became king..
ragamt-d tokun madr
cursed.EACC be.3rsG.Juss earth
“The earth shall be cursed’.
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e. Ambharic
assu-n  b-ahon al-addrg-daw ndabbdr
he-Acc in-be.1SG.IPFV NEG-1SG.IPFV-it.DEP be.3M.SG.PF
‘If T were him, I wouldn’t have done it’.

In (14c-e), the accusative depends on the verb ‘to be’.
Expressing adverbials is another important function of the dependent case.
Here are relevant examples from Akkadian, Arabic, and Amharic (15):

(15) Accusative marking on adverbials in Semitic

a. Akkadian
Sarraq-am abull-am isbatii
thief-acc city_gate-acc seize.3.PL.PRET
“They seized the thief at the city gate’.

b. Arabic
qama Zayd-un  iglal-an li-Bakr-in
get_up.3M.sG.PF Zayd-NoM honor.maspaR-acc for-Bakr-GEN
“Zayd stood in honor of Bakr’.

¢.  Ambharic (Leslau 1995: 8921T.)
lag-u agg-e-n yazd-nii
child-pEr hand-my-acc take.3M.sG.PF-me.DEP
“The child took me by the hand (handwise)’.

The marking of the focus by the dependent case is a further case in point. First,
here is an example from Eastern Cushitic (Arbore) that illustrates the use of an
unmarked nominative vs. a marked nominative in focus (16):

(16) Focus marking on subjects in Arbore (Eastern Cushitic)

a. Arbore (Eastern Cushitic; Hayward 1984: 113f.)
faraway zéhe
horse.PRED/FOC died
‘A horse died’. (answer to the question: what died?)

b. farawé Pi-y zahate
horse.xoMm Pvs-3sG die.3sG.F
‘A horse died’. (unsolicited statement)

In Arabic and Ambharic, one finds examples such as the following, with the focused
noun in the accusative/absolutive (17):

(17) Focus marking on subjects in Arabic and Ambharic
a. Arabic
inna Zayd-an  qd’im-un
FOC Zayd-acc stand.PTC-NOM
‘(Indeed,) Zayd is standing’.
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b. Ambharic
awndt-wa-n naw
truth-her.DEP-Acc be.3M.SG.IPF (COP)
‘She is right’.

In (17a) the accusative depends on the focus marker ‘inna.

A focus-marking function is also obvious in the following case taken Ga'az, sup-
posed that figdd-d-kd ‘your will’ constitutes the subject (cf., Waltisberg 2002: 50)
(18):

(18) Focus marking on subjects in Go‘az

yokun faqdd-i-ka bakdmd ba-samay wid-bd-madr-ni
be.3m.5G.1PF will-Acc-you.2.M.8G.DEP like in-heaven conj-in-earth-too
“Your will be done on earth as in heaven'. (Mt. 6:10)

Thematic roles, as reflected by case, are by no means static. In certain cases, one can
observe the syntactic re-analysis of grammatical subjects as objects. This happens,
e.g., in the expression of possession in Arabic dialects (19):

(19) Syntactic re-analysis in Arabic dialects
ind-i  hiya > ‘and-i  yya-ha T have her/it (fem.)’.
at-I1.DEP she.INDEP at-I.DEP Acc.she.DEP

Modern Hebrew, mainly in its colloquial registers, features comparable cases, in
which the accusative marker et precedes the grammatical subject. There are already
traces of this phenomenon in Biblical Hebrew, in which ‘¢t precedes the subject in
passive clauses and existential sentences (cf., e.g., Edzard 2018a: 196£.) (20):

(20) Syntactic re-analysis in Modern Hebrew
gam kan yes ‘et ha-beayot ha-‘ele
also here EXIST ACCDEF-problem.PL DEF-DEM.PL
‘Here too there are these problems.

In Ethio-Semitic verboids, possession is expressed by either a preposition plus de-
pendent pronoun (so in Ga%z) or by an existential verb plus dependent pronoun
(so in modern Ambharic) (21):

(21) Verboids in Ga‘sz and modern Ambharic

a. b-o/b-ottu
in-3sM.ACC
‘he has (lit. in him [is])’
b. alld-w

exist\3sM.PFV-3SM.ACC
‘he has (lit. there is for him)’
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Syntactic re-analysis is especially evident in the following example. While (a) rep-
resents the expected Amharic version of ‘he is hungry’, with ‘he’ in topicalised
position, (b) reflects the re-analysis of the subject as an object (22):

(22) Syntactic re-analysis in Amharic verboids
a. assu rabd-w
3sMm be_hungry\prv.3sMm.-3sM.acC
’he is hungry (lit. he it hungers him)’.
b. assu-n  rabd-w
3sM-acc be_hungry\prv.3sM-3sMm.Acc
’he is hungry (lit. him it hungers him)’.

Alternatively, the later example could also be analysed in terms of focus marking
(‘as regards him’; cf. Edzard 2016: 153).

Without downplaying the circumstance that the genitive in many Semitic lan-
guages is either marked by a final vowel (typically -i) or a genitive exponent, it is
nevertheless remarkable that native Arab(ic) grammatical theory uses a basic di-
chotomy with common terminology that applies to both case and mood. While the
term raf ‘independent case/mood’ refers to both the nominative and the indicative,
the term nasb ‘dependent case/mood’ refers to both the accusative (in its variety of
functions) and the subjunctive, the commonality being that both the independent
nominative and indicative (in Classical Arabic) are marked by a u-ending, and both
the dependent accusative and subjunctive by an a-ending (23):

(23) Case and mood endings in Classical Arabic
on noun on verb
raf  al-kitab-u ‘the book’ (Nom) taktub-u ‘you (Ms) write’ (IND)
nasb al-kitab-a ‘the book’ (Acc) ‘an taktub-a ‘that you (Ms) write’ (SUB)

While there also exist two terms for the genitive (arr and hafd), the latter case is
not part of this classical Arabic relational system, which also refers to mood.

4. Conclusion

When one considers an assumed common or (Proto)Semitic as a direct offshoot of
Afroasiatic, it is hard to see how a three-case system (-u, -1, -a) can descend directly
from Afroasiatic, unless, of course, one uses the term common or (Proto)Semitic
in the sense of prototypical Semitic, with the claim that Old Babylonian Akkadian
and Classical Arabic (and vestiges of case in Ugaritic) in its morphological reg-
ularity represent the typical Semitic scenario. I would suggest not excluding the
possibility that an overt three-case system (represented by -, -i, -a) may emerge
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independently, given that overt two-case systems always feature -u or -i for nomina-
tive and genitive, and -a for accusative/absolutive. What is more, statistically, there
is a good chance in languages such as Akkadian and Classical Arabic that underly-
ingly only exhibit the three vowels a, i, and u that the three cases may be represented
by precisely these three vowels, and that morphological regularity is the result of
processes of analogy and convergence. After all, unless one pursues a Nostratic
model, one would not claim a common origin for case endings in the nominal
paradigms Sarr-u-m, Sarr-i-m, Sarr-a-m (‘king’, NoM/GEN/Acc) in Akkadian and
amic-us, amic-i, amic-um ‘friend’ (NOM/GEN/Acc) in Latin.

Taking into consideration that the accusative is as frequent as it is multifunc-
tional, it makes sense to consider the nominative as marked, even in cases in which
this does not hold from a morphological point of view. As marked nominative
languages can be characterised as ‘a mixture of ergative/absolutive and nominative/
accusative systems’ (cf., Kénig 2009: 535) it is reasonable to argue that case systems
in Afroasiatic can diverge from such a system, and then reconverge to such a system
again, hence the title of this paper. Convergence is an expected process in a linguistic
contact area (Sprachbund) (cf., e.g., Appleyard 2011 for Semitic-Cushitic/Omotic
relations), as is evident in the evolution of case-marking in marked-nominative
languages in Nilo-Saharan, Cushitic, and Omotic.

Abbreviations

ACC accusative Juss jussive

CONJ conjunction M masculine

cop copula MASDAR  verbal noun (Arabic)
DEE definite NEG negation

DEM demonstrative NOM nominative

DEP dependent (case) PRET preterite

DIST distal PF perfect

EXIST  existence P(L) plural

F feminine PRED predicate

ES free state PVS preverbal selector (Arbore)
FOC focus PST past

GEN genitive PTC participle

IND indicative s(G) singular

INDEP  independent (case) SUB subjunctive

IPE imperfect VENT ventive

IPFV imperfective voc vocative
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