


9. Phyla and Waves: Models of Classification of the Semitic Languages 259

9. Phyla and Waves: Models of Classification of the
Semitic Languages

1. Introduction

2. Traditional classification schemes

3. Hetzron’s model and Central Semitic

4. Modifications to Hetzron’s model

5. Problems with Hetzron’s model

6. Trees and waves: Causes/sources of similarity among languages

7. Areal features and parallel developments in Central Semitic

8. Shared innovations in Central Semitic

9. Areal features of “South Semitic”

10. Conclusions

11. References

Abstract

This chapter gives a brief overview of the internal classification of the Semitic language
family. The scheme promoted here is based on the earlier challenges made by R. Hetzron
to the traditional subgrouping of the Semitic family. Problems addressed include the
question of a South Semitic group, the features which distinguish the Central Semitic
group, and the merits of the tree vs. wave model of classification.

1. Introduction

The internal subgrouping of the Semitic language family has been debated almost since
the systematic linguistic study of the family began in the 19th century. In the bibliogra-
phy of Semitic studies published by G. del Olmo Lete (2003), the list of works pertain-
ing to classification, covering only the years 1940!2000, runs to forty pages. Indeed,
in a recent article on the comparative method, W. R. Garr (2005, 17) refers to “our
persistent interest in subgrouping”. There seems to be almost as many approaches to
classification as there are scholars who work on the problem, some of them markedly
different in methodology and conclusions (for some history of the issue, cf. Hetzron
1974; Voigt 1987; Faber 1997; and Rubio 2003). Schemes of classification have been
challenged or updated not only because of disagreement among scholars as pertains
to method or relevance of features, but also because advances in the scholarship of
languages (both ancient and modern) repeatedly result in an improved understanding
of the subgrouping of the family.

In this chapter we will briefly discuss the history of the classification of the Semitic
languages, then outline the classification as it is best understood today. After some
treatment of the usefulness of our models of classification, we will focus on some
specific linguistic features that are relevant to the topic.
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2. Traditional classification schemes

For much of the twentieth century, the prevailing view of the internal subgrouping of
the Semitic language family was that of such great scholars as Th. Nöldeke (1899;
1911) and C. Brockelmann (1908!13). This scheme can be found in several other older
handbooks, e.g., Zetterstéen (1914), Fleisch (1947), and Moscati et al. (1964). In this
view, which was based as much on the ancient location of the languages as on shared
linguistic features, there exist three main sub-families within Semitic (see Figure 9.1):
Akkadian is the sole member of East or Northeast Semitic; Hebrew, the other Canaan-
ite languages (Phoenician, Moabite, etc.), and Aramaic comprise Northwest Semitic;
and Arabic, Ethiopian Semitic, the Søayhadic languages (also called the Old South Ara-
bian languages; cf. Beeston 1984, 1), and the Modern South Arabian languages com-
prise South or Southwest Semitic. Some scholars (e.g., Nöldeke) saw these three sub-
families as individual nodes of the Semitic family, though the majority have seen a
primary split between East and West Semitic, the latter including Northwest and South
(or Southwest) Semitic. Languages discovered subsequent to the works of Nöldeke
and Brockelmann were easily fit into this scheme. So, Ugaritic was classified by most
as Northwest Semitic; Eblaite was classified by most as East or Northeast Semitic. This
is not to say that the exact position of Ugaritic or Eblaite has been agreed upon, only
that they could be fit into the existing model. This point is highlighted by the fact that
F. Israel (2006, 178) recently counted over thirty-five different theories on the exact
classification of Ugaritic.

Common Semitic

East Semitic

Northwest Semitic South Semitic

West Semitic

Southeast Semitic

Ethio-Sabaean

AkkadianEthiopianSayhadicMSAArabicAramaicCanaanite .

Figure 9.1: Traditional Subgrouping (after Faber 1997)

3. Hetzron’s model and Central Semitic

R. Hetzron challenged the traditional view of Semitic classification in a series of works
in the 1970’s, emphasizing the importance of morphological innovations over phono-
logical innovations and typological similarities in determining genetic relationships (cf.
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Hetzron 1974; 1975; 1976). Specifically, Hetzron articulated two principles that he con-

sidered fundamental for genetic classification. One is the principle of Archaic Hetero-

geneity, which “implies that when cognate systems (i.e. paradigms) in related languages

are compared, the system that exhibits the most inner heterogeneity is likely to be the

closest to the ancestor-system”. The second is the principle of Shared Morpholexical

Innovations, on which he wrote that “the phonetic shape of morphological items is the

least likely to be borrowed (as against lexical items)” (Hetzron 1976, 89).

Hetzron proposed the branching that is illustrated in Figure 9.2. Proto-West Semitic

is characterized by a new means of expressing the perfective aspect, the suffix-conjuga-

tion, as in Hebrew nāṣartā ‘you (have) guarded’, which in Proto-Semitic (probably also

in Proto-Afroasiatic) and in Akkadian was simply a conjugated adjective, as in Akka-

dian naṣrāta ‘you are/were guarded’. The speech forms that did not participate in this

innovation are labeled East Semitic, and comprise only Akkadian and Eblaite (for

other innovations shared by Akkadian and Eblaite, see Huehnergard 2006; Rubio

2006b; ch. 14). On this primary division between East and West Semitic, Hetzron’s

model does not differ from the traditional model (Figure 9.1). It is the subgrouping of

languages within West Semitic on which Hetzron deviates from the earlier model.

Proto-West Semitic, in Hetzron’s scheme, splits into two branches: South Semitic

and Central Semitic. On the basis of earlier scholarship (e.g., Haupt 1878; Greenberg

1952), Hetzron plausibly assumed that the Proto-Semitic imperfective form of the verb

had the shape we find in Akkadian, Ethiopian, and the Modern South Arabian lan-

guages, namely, a form with a two-syllable base and a doubled middle radical, *yaqattal,
as in Akkadian inaṣṣar ‘he guards’. For Modern South Arabian, we are assuming that

a form like the Mehri G-Stem imperfect yəkōtəb reflects *yəkattəb, just as a Mehri D/

L-Stem perfect like ḥōrəm ‘swear (not to do s.t.)’ reflects an earlier D-Stem *ḥarrama.
A few scholars have suggested that the Modern South Arabian imperfect reflects *yaq-
tulu (e.g., Cohen 1974; 1984, 68!75; Lonnet 2005, 187!188); see Goldenberg (1977,

475!477; 1979) for arguments against this alternative scenario.

Following his assumption regarding the Proto-Semitic imperfective *yaqattal, Hetz-

ron then suggested that the languages in which this Proto-Semitic form has been aban-

doned and replaced with a very different form, *yaqtulu ! namely, Arabic, Aramaic,

Ugaritic, and the Canaanite languages ! must have shared a common ancestor, an

ancestor that he labeled Central Semitic. Thus, Proto-Central Semitic, with its innova-

tive imperfective verb, splits off from Proto-West Semitic. The remaining part of West

Semitic, which Hetzron called South Semitic, consisted of Ethiopian Semitic, Søayhadic,

and Modern South Arabian. In some of his ideas on Central Semitic, especially as

related to the characteristic verbal form *yaqtulu, Hetzron was preceded by Christian

(1919!1920); for discussion, see Voigt (1987).

Some Semitists have rejected Hetzron’s model, especially his placement of Arabic

in the same branch as Aramaic and Hebrew. In fact, of the most recent monograph-

length treatments of comparative Semitic (excluding the works of the present authors),

only Belova et al. (2009) presents a scheme deriving from that of Hetzron (according

to the modifications discussed below in Section 4). For example, Stempel (1999) clings

to the traditional model, while Lipiński (2000) and Haelewyck (2007) follow a more

idiosyncratic scheme. Nevertheless, for many Semitists, Hetzron’s model remains foun-

dational, and is the point of departure for additional investigation.
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Figure 9.2: R. Hetzron’s Model Classification Scheme (Hetzron 1976, etc.)

4. Modifications to Hetzron’s model

A number of scholars, while generally accepting this new model, have proposed modifi-
cations to it, which have led to the classification scheme outlined in Figure 9.3. One
change, which was proposed independently by both J. Huehnergard (1987a) and R.
Voigt (1987), was to undo Hetzron’s “Arabo-Canaanite” sub-branch, because the fea-
ture that, in Hetzron’s view, tied Arabic and Canaanite together, was discovered in
early Aramaic as well.

Perhaps the most significant modification was a result of an important study of
weak verbs in the Søayhadic languages by N. Nebes (1994). Nebes demonstrated that
none of the Søayhadic languages for which there is sufficient evidence exhibits the form
yaqattal; the imperfective of the verb is, instead, formed on the pattern yaqtulu (cf.
also Voigt 1987). This is important, because it means that these languages participated
in the most significant innovation that characterizes the Central Semitic branch, and
are therefore also part of Central Semitic. It also means that, contrary to long-standing
assumption, none of those languages can be the ancestor of either the Modern South
Arabian languages or the Ethiopian Semitic languages (so already Rabin 1963, 108 n.
1), both of which do continue to exhibit yaqattal rather than yaqtulu for the imperfec-
tive; Rubin (2008, 69!70), outlines additional reasons why the Modern South Arabian
languages cannot derive from the Søayhadic languages. A recent article by Huehnergard
(2005) examined a number of other innovative features common to Central Semitic,
including, in most instances, the newly-added Søayhadic languages. These features,
which run the gamut of phonological, morphological, and syntactic traits, further vali-
date the existence of Central Semitic and the inclusion of the Søayhadic languages.

Still another modification to Hetzron’s model was proposed by V. Porkhomovsky
(1997), who pointed out that Hetzron’s South Semitic branch may be an illusion, since
it is based on a shared retention, namely, the imperfective yaqattal form, rather than
on any compelling shared innovations. In other words, it is simply what is left of West
Semitic once Central Semitic breaks away. They do share the use of -k for the first-
and second-persons of the suffix-conjugation (katabku, katabka), but this is not a very
significant feature (and one shared by the Søayhadic languages and some Arabic dia-
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lects); see below, Section 9.4. Thus, Porkhomovsky suggested that, until a truly signifi-
cant innovation shared by Ethiopian Semitic and the Modern South Arabian languages
has been identified, they should not be considered a genetic subgroup, but rather sepa-
rate descendant branches of West Semitic (as in Figure 9.3).

There have been a vast number of studies pertaining to subgrouping within the
various subfamilies of Semitic, e.g., studies on the internal classification of Aramaic
dialects, Neo-Aramaic languages, Ethiopian Semitic languages, Arabic dialects, and
Akkadian dialects. There have been many studies on the position of individual lan-
guages, e.g., on the position of Ugaritic or Eblaite. Most of these do not affect the
overall classification scheme of Semitic as a whole; see further in Rubin (2008) and
the references therein.

Common Semitic

West Semitic

AkkadianEblaite

Assyrian Babylonian

Central Semitic

Northwest Semitic

Ugar. Canaanite Aramaic Arabic Sayhadic. MSA Ethiopian

East Semitic

Figure 9.3: Modifications to Hetzron’s Model

5. Problems with Hetzron’s model

Heztron’s model of a proposed Central Semitic subgroup, with the abovementioned
modifications, yields a neat family tree of the Semitic languages, as illustrated in Fig-
ure 9.3. But there are a number of significant challenges to this tree. First, within the
Central Semitic sub-family, not all of the characteristic features are common to the
entire group. Second, and more importantly, there are a number of isoglosses that seem
to link Arabic and the Søayhadic languages to Ethiopian Semitic and the Modern South
Arabian languages. These features have led a number of scholars to reject Hetzron’s
model and to prefer the more traditional subgrouping that unites Arabic, Søayhadic,
Modern South Arabian, and Ethiopian in a unified genetic subfamily, i.e., South Se-
mitic. Three features are mentioned most prominently in this regard are the shift of
Semitic *p > f, the extensive use of internal plurals, and the use of the L-Stem.

Arabic, Søayhadic, Modern South Arabian, and Ethiopian all exhibit the fricative
labiodental f as a reflex of Proto-Semitic *p. So, corresponding to Hebrew pātaḥ and
Akkadian petûm, ‘to open’, we find Arabic fataḥa and Ge!ez (classical Ethiopic) fatḥa.
The second feature, the use of broken plurals, is a bit more complex. Noun plurals in
Akkadian are formed with the addition of endings to the noun base, or the alteration
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of the ending on the noun base, as in nārum ‘river’, pl. nārātum; kalbum ‘dog’, pl.
kalbū. In Hebrew, Aramaic, and Ugaritic, too, plurals exhibit endings, as in Hebrew
sûs ‘horse’, pl. sûsîm; qôl ‘voice’, pl. qôlôt (see Hasselbach 2007 for discussion of suf-
fixal plural marking in Semitic). Plurals made by suffixation alone also exist in Arabic,
Søayhadic, Modern South Arabian, and Ge!ez, but they are restricted in those languages
mainly to a few semantic or morphological groups, such as certain adjectives and de-
adjectival substantives, as in Ge!ez maśaggər ‘fisherman’, pl. maśaggərān; nəgəśt ‘queen’,
pl. nəgəśtāt. It is much more common in those languages for plurals to be formed by
what is termed either internal plurals, broken plurals, or pattern replacement: the
vowel pattern of the singular is replaced by another pattern in the plural (with or
without the addition of prefixes and suffixes as well), as in Ge!ez nəguś ‘king’, pl.
nagaśt; kalb ‘dog’, plural !akləbt; and Arabic malik ‘king’, pl. mulūk; nahr ‘river’, pl.
!anhur. Not only is this means of forming plurals common to Arabic, Søayhadic, Modern
South Arabian, and Ge!ez, but the actual patterns that occur are, to a degree, common
to all of these languages (cf. the comprehensive studies of Ratcliffe 1998a; 1998b).

The third oft-cited feature linking these languages is the L-Stem. Arabic exhibits a
derived form of the verb with a long first vowel, as in qātala ‘he fought’; because of
this characteristic long vowel, Semitists call this form the L-Stem. In Arabic such verbs
often denote association with another person, as shown in the pairs qatala ‘he killed’
~ qātala ‘he fought’; kataba ‘he wrote’ ~ kātaba ‘he corresponded’. Arabic also has a
form with a long first vowel and a prefixed t-, which is often reflexive or reciprocal in
meaning, as in taqātalū ‘they fought one another’. Ethiopian Semitic also exhibits verbs
with long first vowels; these, however, do not have a particular derivational meaning,
but are instead simply lexical, as in Ge!ez bāraka ‘he blessed’ and māsana ‘it perished’.
The form with a prefixed t also exists in Ge!ez; for the lexical forms such as bāraka ‘he
blessed’ it is simply the corresponding passive, e.g., tabāraka ‘he was blessed’. But the
t-form can also be created from a basic (G-Stem) verb, to denote a reciprocal or associ-
ative meaning; cf. Ge!ez k’atala ‘he killed’ and tak’ātalu ‘they fought or killed one
another’. Thus the t-forms in Ethiopic and in Arabic share a common derivational
meaning, namely, that of association or reciprocity. In the Modern South Arabian lan-
guages, the L-Stem, if it was once present, has fallen together with the D-Stem. In
Søayhadic, the existence of such forms cannot be detected because of the vowelless
orthography of those languages, and indirect evidence is very scant (Beeston 1984, 12!

13). The L-Stem, thus, links Arabic and Ethiopian Semitic, but cannot reliably be used
as evidence for involving Modern South Arabian or Søayhadic. Even so, the L-Stem,
along with the other two features discussed above, favors the existence of a South
Semitic sub-family.

6. Trees and waves: Causes/sources of similarity among languages

The features discussed in the previous section, especially the two morphological fea-
tures, are clearly important isoglosses, and they also clearly wreak havoc with the neat
family tree shown in Figure 9.3. In other words, the family tree cannot easily accommo-
date these additional features. Perhaps the problem is the tree model itself! The family
tree model of linguistic relationships has been around almost as long as the field of
comparative linguistics, having been popularized in the early 1860’s by A. Schleicher.
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But a different model to account for similarities among languages, which invokes the
metaphor of a wave, is almost as old, having been proposed already in 1872 by J.
Schmidt. The wave model accounts for similarities due to the spreading of features
across languages, including well-established language boundaries, and even across un-
related languages. Frequently these two models have been seen as mutually exclusive
absolutes. But they are in fact complementary, and both are necessary to account for
language relatedness.

The family tree model reflects genetic splits that occur when one group of speakers,
whose speech includes innovative developments, becomes separated from the rest. For
example, in the Semitic family we can point to the early split between Akkadian (or
Proto-East Semitic), whose ancestral speakers infiltrated Mesopotamia probably in the
mid- to late fourth millennium, and the rest of Semitic.

But only rarely, if ever, is there a complete break between two dialect groups;
speakers of diverging forms of a language normally remain in some type of contact, at
least at first. Emerging new features in one group may then spread, wave-like, to adja-
cent speech communities. Further, groups of speakers continue to move about, to mi-
grate, after splits have occurred. Thus, for example, in the first millennium BCE, speak-
ers of Aramaic dialects moved into Mesopotamia, and their speech then had significant
effects on the Akkadian of that period, and vice versa. Any borrowed features between
Akkadian and Aramaic are unconnected to the fact that the two languages share an
ancestor. Of course, the fact that these two languages were already similar would have
facilitated borrowing in both directions.

There are actually a number of factors that may give rise to similarities among
languages, and these are worth reviewing before returning to the history of the Semitic
family. The first and most obvious reason for similarity among languages ! and in
reality the least common ! is coincidence or chance. A simple example is Hebrew
kəmô ‘like’, which looks and sounds very similar to Spanish como ‘like’, but is totally
unrelated. Another is Mehri hō ‘I’, which looks nearly identical to the first person
singular pronoun ho! in Zuni, a language isolate spoken in the American Southwest.
A purely intra-Semitic example is Amharic alä ‘he said’ and Egyptian Arabic !āl ‘he
said’, which are similar only by chance; the former comes historically from the root
bhl, while the latter comes from the root qwl.

Second, a group of languages may exhibit a feature in common because it arose in
a shared or common intermediate ancestor. Such shared innovations, as they are called,
are the only features that are significant for genetic subgrouping. As the Semitist and
phonologist A. Faber (1997, 4) succinctly put it, “the establishment of a linguistic sub-
group requires the identification of innovations that are shared among all and only the
members of that subgroup”. Several examples of proposed shared innovations have
already been mentioned in connection with Hetzron’s diagnostic features for the main
subdivisions of Semitic: the Proto-West Semitic development of a conjugated adjective,
as in Akkadian naṣir ‘he is/was guarded’ into a perfective verb, as in Hebrew nāṣar ‘he
has guarded’; and the Proto-Central Semitic replacement of the earlier imperfective
verb *yaqattal by the innovative form *yaqtulu.

Third, a shared feature may have been inherited from a still earlier ancestor, and
have been lost in other members of the family. This is called shared retention, and it
is generally not relevant for subgrouping, since it need not involve a common interme-
diate ancestor. For example, Akkadian, Hebrew, and Arabic all have a productive,
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derived passive verbal form with prefixed n (the N-Stem), whereas Aramaic, Ethiopian
Semitic, and the Modern South Arabian languages do not (a prefixed n is found in
Ethiopian Semitic and Modern South Arabian, mainly with quadriliteral roots, but has
no derivational value). But we would not therefore group together Akkadian, Hebrew,
and Arabic, since the N-Stem is undoubtedly a Proto-Semitic feature that has been
lost or marginalized independently in the other languages. Nor would we group to-
gether those languages that have lost this form; a shared loss is not usually diagnostic
for subgrouping.

A fourth source of similarities is parallel development (cf. Hetzron 1976, 97), also
called convergence or drift, in which languages that have long been separated may
pass through similar developments as a result of an inherent or latent tendency or an
“inner dynamic” (Aikhenvald/Dixon 2001, 3). Included here are analogical changes
that are obvious and relatively minor, and that could easily take place in several speech
communities independently; many English-speaking children, for example, say brang
instead of brought, on the analogy of sing/sang; should there be whole speech commu-
nities in which brang has become normative, we would not suggest that they necessarily
share a common immediate ancestor and constitute a genetic subgrouping. A probable
Semitic instance of this is the final -ā that marks the third-feminine plural of prefix-
conjugation verbs in Akkadian, Ethiopian Semitic, and Aramaic; in each of these the
ending replaced an earlier ending through an obvious analogy with the corresponding
suffix-conjugation paradigm, and thus need not indicate either a genetic relationship
among these languages or an instance of borrowing.

Still another phenomenon that results in shared features, which we have already
noted briefly, is the areal diffusion or wave-like spreading of features as a result of
contact between speakers of different dialects or languages. Lexical items may be bor-
rowed through language contact, of course (and abundant borrowing has occurred
between many of the Semitic languages), but also phonological features and even
whole morphological categories can spread across language boundaries. Examples are
the perfective/separative t-form in Akkadian, which was perhaps prompted by the exis-
tence of a similar category in Sumerian, and the word order of Ethiopian Semitic,
which has been heavily influenced by neighboring Cushitic languages. Indeed, a recent
study by W. Labov (2007) suggests that there are very few linguistic features, if any,
that may not be borrowed. When languages are close enough geographically to share
features through such borrowing or diffusion, they sometimes form what are termed
linguistic areas or areal groupings. Perhaps the most famous example is the group of
languages in the Balkans, which, though only distantly related to each other, never-
theless share a common phonology, a common word order, and much else; a number
of such linguistic areas are described by Heine/Kuteva (2005, 182!218). The Ethiopian
Semitic languages are part of a linguistic area which includes a number of non-Semitic
(Cushitic and Omotic) languages (cf. Ferguson 1976, and the response by Tosco 2000);
this has no bearing on their inclusion in the Semitic family. The same applies to some
Neo-Aramaic languages (cf. Khan 2007), which share a number of areal features with
non-Semitic languages (especially Kurdish).

Thus, there are at least five sources of similarity among languages. In a recent collec-
tion of papers on areal diffusion and genetic inheritance, the editors state that, “the
hardest task in comparative linguistics is to distinguish between these ... kinds of simi-
larity, and then to assess them.” (Aikhenvald/Dixon 2001, 4). One of the authors in
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that volume makes the following comments: “Making the argument for an innovation
shared by virtue of a period of common development is never easy. I take it for granted
that a statement of shared inheritance as explanation for a shared feature should only
be made once all other possible explanations for the shared feature have been ex-
hausted. … How do we decide amongst the alternatives? One possibility is to begin
by attempting to identify patterns which are most clearly the results of diffusion and
attempting to distinguish these from patterns which are most clearly the result of a
shared innovative inheritance.” (Dench 2001, 113).

Concerning trees and waves, the well known sociolinguist W. Labov (2007, 345) has
recently suggested “that any general view of language descent must be prepared to
integrate the two models of language change”. Only by integrating the two models of
language change, the family tree model and the wave model, can we explain the rela-
tionships among the Semitic language. The family tree as expounded in Section 4,
above, does seem to be a reliable model of the genetic relationship of the Semitic
languages, but it does not accurately depict the history of contact among all of the
languages. Contact between the languages, and the changes this has brought about, is
better depicted in a wave model. In the remainder of this chapter, we will examine
more closely some of the features that support the notion of Central Semitic, as well
as some of the features that contradict it. It should be clear that there are innovations
which support the idea that Central Semitic is a genetic family, areal phenomena that
stem from the fact that the Central Semitic languages had prolonged contact subse-
quent to their split from each other, and areal phenomena that support a South Semitic
linguistic area.

7. Areal features and parallel developments in Central Semitic

In this section, we will look at some of the features that are common to Central Semitic,
but which cannot be attributed convincingly to shared innovation. Additional features
can be found in Huehnergard (2005).

7.1. Loss of feminine -t

Semitic nouns have two genders, masculine and feminine; the feminine is usually
marked by an ending *-t or *-at, as in Proto-Semitic *ba"l- ‘lord’, *ba"l-at- ‘lady’. The
third feminine singular of the suffix-conjugation of the verb is also marked with the
ending *-at, as in classical Arabic katabat ‘she wrote’ versus kataba ‘he wrote’. In many
of the languages of the Central Semitic group, and almost exclusively in the languages
of that group, the t of this ending is lost when word-final, as in Hebrew malkā ‘queen’
from earlier *malkat-. In Hebrew, this loss occurs on both nouns and verbs. In Phoeni-
cian, however, it occurs only on verbs, while in Aramaic it occurs only on nouns. In
Arabic, too, the loss occurs mainly on nouns; moreover, it occurs within the recorded
history of Arabic, after the loss of the case-endings that follow the feminine marker;
thus, classical Arabic malikatun ‘queen’ appears in modern Arabic dialects as malika.
In a few modern Arabic dialects, e.g., in some varieties of northern Yemeni, the loss
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occurs with verbs as well (cf. Behnstedt 1987, 28!29; 153). Finally, in Ugaritic and
Søayhadic, which are geographically the most remote or peripheral members of the
group, no loss of the t is attested. These data show that the loss of the t cannot be
ascribed to a common ancestor. It must be attributed either to parallel development
or, more likely, to areal diffusion. The absence of the loss in the geographical periphery
suggests an areal diffusion according to a wave model. As evidence that this could also
be an example of parallel development, we can add that Soqotri, one of the Modern
South Arabian languages, also shows this loss, as noted already by Blau (1980, 27).

In this case of the loss of feminine -t, the presence of vestiges of the earlier situation
in the various languages indicates that the innovation did not occur in a common
ancestor of these languages. Sound changes normally take place without exception.
Thus, if these changes had occurred in a common ancestor, we should expect the de-
scendant languages to exhibit no traces of the earlier forms. In other words, there
should be no examples of the final -t in feminine forms. These developments should
not, therefore, be considered genetic inheritances, but rather the results of parallel
development or areal diffusion. We would propose, in fact, that such vestiges may serve
as a heuristic criterion for determining whether a feature is due to some factor other
than genetic inheritance: if one or more of the languages of a proposed subgroup
exhibits vestiges of an earlier state of a given feature that has otherwise been replaced,
that feature should be attributed to some cause other than genetic inheritance, and
should not be considered to constitute evidence of genetic subgrouping. This is not
profound, but we have not seen this criterion enunciated elsewhere. Perhaps it is too
self-evident. It should be added that the absence of remnants of the earlier situation
is not proof that languages sharing a similar feature are genetically related; but the
presence of such remnants may be taken as evidence that the feature is due to some
factor other than genetic inheritance.

7.2. Reduction of triphthongs

Another feature that is restricted (among the ancient languages) to the Central Semitic
group is the reduction of final triphthongs of the shape -awa and -aya to a long -ā.
Thus, while Ge!ez for ‘he wept’ is bakaya, Arabic has bakā, Hebrew has bākā, and
Aramaic has bəkā. In the earliest Phoenician inscriptions, however, the final triphthong
is still present; and in Ugaritic and Søayhadic we find forms both with and without the
triphthong. Further, there are vestiges of these triphthongs in the other languages as
well. Again, these data indicate that the reduction of the triphthongs must have oc-
curred after the period of a putative common ancestor; the fact that it is attested in so
many of the languages, yet missing at the “margins” of the speech area, shows that it
too is in all likelihood due to areal spreading. As in Section 7.1, the change is also
attested in some modern Semitic languages outside of the Central Semitic group, show-
ing that a parallel development is conceivable. For example, we find Tigré bäka and
Mehri bəkō ‘he wept’ (both from *bakā).

7.3. Pharyngealization of “emphatic consonants”

A. Faber has suggested that a major defining innovation of Central Semitic is the
development of a series of pharyngealized consonants from the inherited series of
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Proto-Semitic glottalic consonants (the so-called “emphatics”). Faber (1990, 629; 1997,
8) argues that certain assimilation rules present in the Hebrew hithpael conjugation,
and in the various Aramaic t-stems, suggest the presence of pharyngealization, a fea-
ture still present in Arabic. This assimilation can be seen in forms like Aramaic (Syriac)
!eṣṭallaḥ ‘it was ripped open’ (< *!eṣtallaḥ < *!etṣallaḥ), and is explainable by the fact
that pharyngealization has a tendency to spread. Ignoring the fact that this alone is
weak evidence for reconstructing pharyngealization for the early Central Semitic em-
phatics, since there is no evidence as to how the emphatics were pronounced in Old
South Arabian or Ugaritic, and ignoring the fact that there is also evidence for glottal-
ics in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Phoenician (cf. Steiner 1982), the simple fact is that a
phonetic feature like pharyngealization could easily have spread due to areal influence.

7.4. The definite article

One of the most interesting features that is shared by the languages of the Central
Semitic group is the definite article. Neither Akkadian nor classical Ethiopic exhibits
an article, and it seems clear on comparative grounds that no article is to be recon-
structed for Proto-Semitic either. The modern Ethiopian Semitic languages do have
definite articles, but the diversity of the morphology of the article in the modern lan-
guages indicates a late, inner-Ethiopic origin, unrelated to the development of the
article elsewhere; on the origin of many of these, see Rubin (2010a). The origin of the
article found in some of the Modern South Arabian languages is still not clear, but it
is possibly a borrowing from Arabic, as suggested by Sima (2002); regardless, it differs
in its syntax from that of the Central Semitic languages, for example, in appearing on
nouns with possessive suffixes, as in Mehri a-bayt-i ‘my house’ (cf. Rubin 2010b).

The article in the Central Semitic languages has the following forms. In the Canaan-
ite languages, including Hebrew, it is a prefixed ha- plus the doubling of the first conso-
nant of the word to which it is attached, as in Hebrew báyit ‘house’, hab-báyit ‘the
house’; the initial h is elided after proclitic prepositions, as in bab-báyit ‘in the house’.
In Arabic, the article has the form al-, as in al-baytu ‘the house’; the l assimilates to
coronal consonants, as in ar-rajulu ‘the man’; further, the initial a is usually elided,
except when sentence-initial, thus, li-r-rajuli ‘for the man’. In the Søayhadic languages,
the article is a suffixed -n (presumably -ān), as in byt-n (presumably bayt-ān) ‘the
house’. In Aramaic the article is a suffixed -ā, as in bayt-ā ‘the house’. In the earliest
Aramaic inscriptions, the article is relatively rare, and seems to occur only in certain
conditions, especially before a demonstrative adjective. In the earliest Hebrew poetry,
too, the article is less common. Further, the article is entirely absent from Ugaritic,
and from the eighth-century Deir !Allā and Zincirli inscriptions. The various forms of
the article where it is attested in these languages, and its absence in some of them,
would seem to indicate that the article arose independently in the languages in which
we find it. And yet, the syntax of the article is strikingly uniform across these languages.
Consider this list of features: the article may appear only on the final member of
genitive chain (for example, in a phrase like ‘the house of the son of the king’, the
article may appear only on ‘king’); the article may not appear on nouns with possessive
pronominal suffixes, or on proper nouns; attributive adjectives must agree in definite-
ness (in ‘the good king’ the article must appear on both ‘good’ and ‘king’); predicative
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adjectives are indicated syntactically by the lack of an article in conjunction with a
definite noun, as in Hebrew ham-melek ṭôb ‘the king is good’ versus ham-melek haṭ-
ṭôb ‘the good king’; the article can be used to nominalize adjectives. When we consider
that most of these features are not inevitable ! cf. the Mehri form a-bayt-i, cited above,
and Amharic ləǧ-u ‘the boy’, but təllək’-u ləǧ ‘the big boy’, with the article -u attached
only to the adjective in an attributive phrase ! the fact that all of them characterize
Canaanite, Aramaic, Arabic, and Søayhadic is quite remarkable. And despite the diver-
sity of the shape of the article in these languages, it is likely that they originate in a
small number of forms. Rubin (2005) has argued that all of these articles, both prefixed
and suffixed, derive from the grammaticalization of two common Semitic demonstra-
tive elements.

So what are we to make of these data? As we have already noted, the article in
these languages cannot be reconstructed to a common ancestor. Even if we accept that
all of the Central Semitic articles do come from a single morpheme (cf. Tropper 2001),
the fact that the article is non-existent in Ugaritic and Amarna Canaanite, and rare in
the earliest Hebrew and Aramaic, along with the fact that we find both prefixed and
suffixed articles, all support this idea. However, the remarkable syntactic similarities
and the use of a small, common set of forms to create an article, must be attributed
either to some dynamic pressure for such a feature, that is, to parallel development, or
to a striking instance of areal diffusion, or perhaps both (see also Pat-El 2009).

8. Shared innovations in Central Semitic

In this section, we will look at some of the features common to Central Semitic that
are best interpreted as shared innovations and therefore support the existence of Cen-
tral Semitic as a genetic group. Additional features are discussed in Huehnergard
(2005).

8.1. yaqtulu and the TMA System

As noted above, Hetzron’s primary diagnostic Central Semitic feature is the innovative
imperfective form of the verb, *yaqtulu (pl. *yaqtulūna). For Proto-Semitic, the imper-
fective verb must be reconstructed as *yaqattal, with a two-syllable base and doubling
of the middle root consonant, as in *yaθabbir ‘he breaks’, which is reflected in Akka-
dian išabber, Ge!ez yəsabbər, and Mehri yəθōbər (on the Mehri form, see Section 3,
above). There is no evidence for the form yaqtulu in Ethiopian Semitic or in Modern
South Arabian. It does occur in Akkadian; but there the final -u is an obligatory suffix
on all verbs in subordinate clauses (e.g., īmur ‘he saw’, but bītum ša īmur-u ‘the house
that he saw’). The relationship of the Akkadian subordinate marker -u and the indica-
tive -u of Central Semitic is discussed by Hamori (1973) and Rubin (2005, 146!148).

Thus, the adoption of yaqtulu as a new imperfective verb, with the complete loss of
the earlier form yaqattal, constitutes a profound innovation. One looks in vain for any
vestiges of the old yaqattal form in any of the Central Semitic languages. Although the
lack of such vestiges does not guarantee that this feature must be a genetic inheritance,
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in this case it seems a deep and significant enough development that it is unlikely to
be the result of either parallel development or areal diffusion. Indeed, the indications
that it reflects a shared inheritance are even stronger. For these languages share an
entire tense-mood-aspect system, with only relatively minor differences (which can be
attributed to later developments within the individual languages). In addition to the
imperfective yaqtulu, there is a modal form yaqtula, attested as a subjunctive in Arabic,
and as an injunctive in Ugaritic, in Amarna Canaanite, and in Hebrew, where it has
become restricted to first-person forms and is known as the cohortative. There is no
evidence of yaqtula in Aramaic, where it has presumably been lost, and the orthogra-
phy of the Søayhadic languages does not allow us to detect the presence of such a form.
The same form is also rarely attested in early Akkadian, but its use there seems to be
quite different; again, no such form is attested in either Ethiopian Semitic or the Mod-
ern South Arabian languages. Further, one or more forms with a final n, yaqtulan or
yaqtulanna, termed the “energic” in Arabic grammars, are also found throughout the
Central Semitic group, though in Hebrew and Aramaic there are only remnants; Has-
selbach (2006) examines the morphological relationship between those West Semitic
“energic” forms and the East Semitic ventive forms.

8.2. Prefixes of the active G stem (the “Barth-Ginsberg Law”)

It is well known that in the prefix-conjugation forms of certain types of Hebrew G
(Qal) verbs (I-guttural, geminate, II!weak), the vowel of the prefix varies with the
theme-vowel, viz., with theme-vowel u and i the prefix has a, while with theme-vowel
a the prefix has i, i.e., we find *yaqtul, *yaqtil, but *yiqtal. J. Barth (1894), who first
analyzed this alternation, also suggested that such a distinction is vestigially found in
Syriac. It is now also known in Ugaritic, in a few old Arabic forms, and in a few Amarna
Canaanite forms, and it may have existed in Søayhadic as well (see Huehnergard 2005,
180!181, for details). All of these are Central Semitic languages, while there is no
evidence of this phenomenon in Ethiopian Semitic, in the Modern South Arabian
languages, or in Akkadian. Barth considered the distribution of prefix vowels to reflect
the original Semitic situation. As Hetzron (1973!1974, 35!40) and more recently Has-
selbach (2004) have cogently argued, however, it is more likely the heterogeneous
paradigm of the prefixes in Akkadian, where we find ta-prus with -a- but ni-prus with
-i-, are the more archaic. We may, therefore, suggest that the Barth-Ginsberg “law” is
a common Central Semitic innovation.

9. Areal features of “South Semitic”

In this section, we will address some of the features which link Arabic, Ethiopian
Semitic, Søayhadic, and Modern South Arabian, and which, as discussed above, present
a problem for the Hetzronian model and its offshoots. It will be seen that all of these
links can be seen as shared retentions, areal phenomena, or parallel developments,
suggesting rather a wave model for the South Semitic group.
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9.1. Shift of *p to f

The change of common Semitic *p to f is simply not significant enough to indicate
genetic subgrouping in the face of evidence to the contrary. It is a very common change
in the world’s languages, and is the type of change that may easily spread across adja-
cent languages. It is even found elsewhere in Semitic; in Hebrew and classical Aramaic,
f was an allophonic development of p in post-vocalic position (e.g., Hebrew [nafši:]
‘my soul’ < *napš-ī). Since the change can easily be explained as an areal phenomenon,
it cannot be reliably used to indicate genetic relatedness.

9.2. Internal Plurals

Although the use of internal plurals is most productive and widespread in Arabic,
Ethiopian Semitic, Søayhadic, and Modern South Arabian, there are vestiges of internal
plurals in all Semitic languages. In Northwest Semitic, an entire class of nouns, those
with the underlying shape CVCC, form their plurals not only with external endings,
but also with the insertion of a vowel a between the second and third consonants, as
in Hebrew melek ‘king’, pl. məlākîm, from earlier *malk, pl. *malakīma. It is likely that
this represents a regularization of one of a set of earlier internal plural possibilities.
Even Akkadian has one or two remnants of such an earlier system, e.g., ṣuh̊arû ‘lads’
< *ṣuh̊arā!u; cf. Arabic ṣuġarā!u, pl. of ṣaġīr ‘young, small’ (Huehnergard 1987b). Thus,
the formation of plurals by pattern replacement must be reconstructed for Proto-Se-
mitic and, indeed, probably goes back to Afroasiatic (cf. Greenberg 1955). We propose
the following set of developments. First, Akkadian, apart from the few remnants just
referred to, lost this type of pluralization, probably when it came into contact with
Sumerian, which also exhibits only endings for noun plurals. Common West Semitic
retained the internal plurals, which would also have been a feature inherited by Proto-
Central Semitic; it is even possible that Common West Semitic expanded the Proto-
Semitic system of internal plurals. Later, the Northwest Semitic subset of Central Se-
mitic, probably in a common ancestor of their own, drastically reduced the plurals of
this type, keeping only the a-insertion in nouns of the CVCC type, and adding a second-
ary external plural marker to those as well (cf. Hebrew melek ~ məlākîm, cited above).
It is possible that this change occurred because of contact with Akkadian, which was
a lingua franca in the area in which the Northwest Semitic languages developed during
the second millennium BCE. The other Central Semitic languages, Arabic and Søay-
hadic, did not participate in this innovative reduction of the internal plural type. Except
for the northern edge of their distribution, they were not in contact with such lan-
guages, but rather with the ancestor(s) of Modern South Arabian and Ethiopic, which
likewise retained, and expanded, the internal plural types. In any case, if Proto-Central
Semitic possessed the internal plural types—and there is no evidence to the contrary—
their presence in Arabic and Søayhadic is seen to be a shared retention rather than a
shared innovation tying those languages together with Modern South Arabian and
Ethiopian Semitic as a genetic subgroup. The pervasiveness of internal plurals in these
languages can be seen as an areal development.

The shared retention of internal plurals was, perhaps, partly due to areal contact.
The noted Indo-Europeanist C. Watkins (2004, 573) has suggested that the Anatolian
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languages, such as Hittite, alone of all the Indo-European languages, may have retained
the Proto-Indo-European “laryngeal” consonants because they were part of a linguistic
area with other languages, Hurrian and Hattic, that likewise had such consonants.
Analogously, we might suggest that Arabic and Søayhadic retained the various internal
plural patterns because of contact with the ancestor of Modern South Arabian. Or,
perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Arabic and Søayhadic retained internal
plurals from the lack of any outside influence. Perhaps for Hittite, too, it was not that
Hurrian and Hattic had such consonants, but that Hittite was not in contact with a
language with did not have these consonants. However, any shared innovative patterns
and the expansion of the use of internal plurals can be confidently chalked up to
areal influence.

It should also be noted that while Ethiopian Semitic in its oldest attested form,
Ge!ez, is replete with internal plurals, modern Ethiopian Semitic languages have shifted
away from this method of plural marking. In all modern Ethiopian Semitic languages
external plurals are the norm, if plurals are even marked at all. Numerous internal
plurals survive in some languages, like Tigrinya, but they have practically disappeared
in some of the so-called Gurage languages. That the modern languages have shifted
away from internal plural marking (and many other morphological and syntactic fea-
tures of earlier Ethiopian Semitic) is possibly due to areal influence. This only lends
support to the suggestion that the original expansion of the internal plural system in
“South Semitic” could have indeed been an areal feature.

9.3. L-Stem

The verbal forms with the long first vowel (the L-Stem), such as Arabic qātala, are
probably to be understood in much the same way as the internal plurals. Such forms
seem to be vestigially present in Hebrew, although they do not have any recognizable
derivational semantic value (cf. Brockelmann 1908!1913 I, § 257d). We may consider
them to be relics of a more complete paradigm like those found in Arabic and Ethio-
pian Semitic. A. Zaborski (1991, 371) has noted the presence of similar forms in Beja,
a Cushitic language, suggesting that this is a possible Afroasiatic feature. Thus, these
forms probably reflect a Proto-Semitic feature that was lost in Akkadian and, with
rare exception, in Proto-Northwest Semitic. Their presence in Arabic is a shared reten-
tion from an earlier ancestor, not an innovation shared exclusively by Arabic and
Ethiopian Semitic. Even the derivational value of the L-Stem can be seen as a
shared retention.

9.4. Suffix-Conjugation: First and second person forms

We can reconstruct for the Proto-Semitic suffix-conjugation a first person singular suf-
fix -ku and second person singular suffixes -ta (masc.) and -ti (fem.). In West Semitic,
we find leveling of these suffixes. In the Northwest Semitic languages and in Arabic,
we find leveling of the t (cf. Arabic -tu, -ta, -ti), while in Søayhadic, Ethiopian Semitic,
and Modern South Arabian, we find leveling of the k (cf. Ge!ez -ku, -ka, -ki). Some



II. Reconstructing Proto-Semitic and Models of Classification274

have suggested that this kind of leveling is evidence of genetic relationship, but these
are clearly cases of areal phenomena or parallel development. As evidence of this, we
can point to Yemeni Arabic dialects, which have the k-suffixes, having been influenced
by neighboring, non-Arabic languages (presumably Søayhadic). We can also point to
Neo-Assyrian Akkadian, which likewise leveled the k-suffixes, in what must be a paral-
lel development (cf. Hämeen-Anttila 2000, 90).

10. Conclusions

In summary, we may conclude that these few features that Arabic and Søayhadic share
with Modern South Arabian and Ethiopian Semitic do not constitute evidence for a
genetic subgrouping of those languages. The only convincing evidence we have seen
for the genetic relationship of Arabic and Søayhadic, instead, indicates that they are
part of a Central Semitic subgroup. What those three features do suggest, however, is
the existence of an areal grouping that included Arabic, Søayhadic, the ancestor of
Modern South Arabian, and the ancestor of Ethiopian Semitic. This is particularly
interesting because, as described in Section 8, Arabic and Søayhadic were also part of
an areal grouping that included the other members of the Central Semitic subgroup.
Thus, Arabic and Søayhadic would be located at the intersection of two overlapping
linguistic areas, assuming the areas to be contemporaneous; it is also possible that
Arabic and Søayhadic were part of the Central Semitic area for a time, and became
part of the more southerly area later in their histories. The existence of multiple linguis-
tic areas within a single language family has parallels elsewhere. For example, within
the Slavic family, there are some innovations that are common to West and South
Slavic (to the exclusion of East Slavic), and other innovations that are common to
West Slavic and East Slavic.

We have tried to demonstrate in this chapter that by integrating the family tree and
wave models of language classification, we can account for the seeming discrepancies
in the modified Hetzronian scheme. This type of integration can also be successfully
applied to younger nodes of the Semitic family tree, for example Northwest Semitic or
Ethiopian Semitic, since the languages in these subgroups remained in contact with
one another after splitting off from the parent node. The idea that both the family tree
and wave models are necessary in order to provide a complete picture of the subgroup-
ing of Semitic is certainly not new, but it is an idea that has not yet received suffi-
cient attention.
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