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1.  The Proto-Afrasian Phonological System 

 
Unlike the comparative-historical study of the Indo-European language family, which has a long 

history, the comparative-historical study of the Afrasian language family is still not far advanced, though 
enormous progress has been made in recent years.  Even though the Semitic and Egyptian branches have 
been scientifically investigated rather thoroughly, several of the other branches are only now being 
examined, and there remain many modern Afrasian languages that are scarcely even known.  Moreover, 
while a few of the daughter languages have written records going back many millennia, most of the 
daughter languages are only known from recent times.  Given this state of affairs, it is not yet possible to 
reconstruct the Proto-Afrasian phonological system with absolute certainty in all areas, the sibilants being 
particularly troublesome.  Nonetheless, sufficient agreement has been reached in other areas that it is now 
possible to reconstruct the fundamental characteristics of the Proto-Afrasian phonological system with a 
moderate level of certainty. 
 One of the most notable characteristics of Afrasian consonantism is the system of triads found in 
the stops and affricates — each series is composed of three contrasting members:  (1) voiceless 
(aspirated), (2) voiced, and (3) glottalized (that is, ejectives — these are the so-called “emphatics” of 
Semitic grammar).  Another significant characteristic is the presence of a glottal stop, a voiceless 
laryngeal fricative, and voiced and voiceless pharyngeal fricatives.  Proto-Afrasian may also have had a 
series of postvelars. 
 The Proto-Afrasian phonological system may tentatively be reconstructed as follows: 
 

Stops and Affricates:  
   
  p t c t¨ ˜ k k¦ (q) 
  b d μ d¨ (r) g g¦ (™) 
  p’ t’ c’ t’¨ ˜’ k’ k’¦ (q’) (q’¦) # 
 

Fricatives:  
  
  f  s s¨   (x)   h ° 
    z    (¦)    ¬ 
    s’ 
 

Glides:   w y 
  

Nasals and Liquids:  m n l r 
 

Vowels:   i e a o u 
    ii ee aa oo uu  

 
Note:  The voiceless stops and affricates were non-phonemically aspirated. 
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According to Diakonoff, Proto-Afrasian had a vertical vowel system of *‹ and *a as well as a 
series of syllabic resonants.  In my opinion, the evidence from the non-Semitic branches of Afrasian does 
not appear to support the reconstruction of syllabic resonants for Proto-Afrasian.  Diakonoff does not 
reconstruct long vowels for Proto-Afrasian. 
 In their recent (1995) Hamito-Semitic Etymological Dictionary, Orël—Stolbova reconstruct a 
slightly reduced phonological system for Proto-Afrasian.  They do not reconstruct a series of labialized 
velars, while they substitute the affricates *D, *E (= *  D’), *¸ for my *t¨, *t’¨, *d¨ respectively.  On the 
other hand, they posit a full set of vowels, as does Ehret in his 1995 book Reconstructing Proto-
Afroasiatic (Proto-Afrasian):  Vowels, Tones, Consonants, and Vocabulary — though, unlike Orël—
Stolbova, Ehret posits phonemic long vowels as well: 
 

Orël—Stolbova  i     ü   u    
         e      o      
                  a       

 
Ehret   i, ii   u, uu 

      e, ee o, oo 
       a, aa  

 
Other sounds have also been posited for Proto-Afrasian by several scholars — these include 

prenasalized labials, postvelar stops, affricates, and/or fricatives, and additional sibilants.  Though it is by 
no means impossible that some of these sounds may have belonged to the Proto-Afrasian phonological 
system, in my opinion, the arguments advanced so far to support their reconstruction are not entirely 
convincing. 

 
 
2.  The Emphatics 

 
 In the Semitic branch, the so-called “emphatics” have three different realizations:  (A) in Arabic, 
the emphatics have been described in the relevant literature as either uvularized or pharyngealized 
consonants; (B) in the Modern South Arabian languages, the Semitic languages of Ethiopia, and several 
Eastern Neo-Aramaic dialects (such as, for example, Urmian Nestorian Neo-Aramaic and Kurdistani 
Jewish Neo-Aramaic), the emphatics are glottalized — the glottalization is weak in Urmian Nestorian 
Neo-Aramaic; and (C) in several other Neo-Aramaic dialects (such as, for example, Fūr-‘Abdīn), the 
emphatics are realized as unaspirated voiceless stops — here, the non-emphatic voiceless stops are 
distinguished from the emphatics by the presence of the feature of aspiration. 
 Circumstantial evidence indicates that the emphatics may also have been glottalized in Akkadian, 
Ancient Hebrew, and the oldest Aramaic:  (A) In Akkadian, when two emphatics cooccurred in a root, 
one of them was changed into the corresponding non-emphatic (Geers’ Law), thus:  s ~ "/[ > t ~ "/[; " ~ [ 
> k ~ [; " ~ s > " ~ t.  Now, a constraint similar to that described by Geers’ Law is found in several 
languages having ejectives.  According to this constraint, two ejectives cannot cooccur in a root.  Thus, if 
we take the emphatics of Akkadian to have been ejectives, then Geers’ Law finds a perfectly natural 
explanation as a manifestation of this constraint.  (B) Pharyngealization is not incompatible with voicing, 
but glottalization is.  Thus, Arabic has voiced as well as voiceless emphatics.  In Hebrew and Aramaic, 
however, the emphatics are never voiced, and the same is most likely true for Akkadian and Ugaritic as 
well.  (C) Pharyngealization is always accompanied by the backing of contiguous vowels.  Similar 
backing is sometimes also found in conjunction with glottalization.  Indeed, in all of the Neo-Aramaic 
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dialects mentioned above, vowels are always backed when next to emphatic consonants, regardless of 
how the emphatics are realized.  However, while backing of adjacent vowels is a mandatory corollary of 
pharyngealization, it is optional with glottalization.  Therefore, since the emphatics of Arabic are 
pharyngealized, contiguous vowels are always backed.  No such backing is observable in either Akkadian 
or Hebrew. 
 Both Greenberg and Martinet have pointed out that it is common for languages having ejectives 
to lack the bilabial member.  Now, it is extremely unlikely that Proto-Semitic possessed a bilabial 
emphatic.  A gap at this point of articulation would be easy to understand if the emphatics had been 
ejectives in Proto-Semitic.  Though an emphatic bilabial must be reconstructed for Proto-Afrasian, it was 
extremely rare.  Such a low frequency of occurrence agrees fully with the distributional patterning of 
bilabial ejectives in attested languages having such sounds. 
 The cumulative evidence leaves little doubt that the emphatics were glottalized (ejectives) in 
Proto-Semitic and not pharyngealized as in Arabic.  This conclusion is also reached by Bergsträsser, 
Cantineau, Martinet, Steiner, and Stempel, among others.  Lipiński, on the other hand, supports the 
traditional view that pharyngealization was primary.  According to Dolgopolsky, the pharyngealized 
emphatics of Arabic can be derived from earlier ejectives through the following steps: 
 
1. The earliest Arabic inherited the triple contrast voiceless aspirated ~ voiced ~ glottalized from Proto-

Semitic. 
2. First, vowels were backed when next to emphatic consonants. 
3. Next, the glottalization was weakened and eventually lost.  Non-emphatic voiceless consonants were 

then distinguished from emphatics by the presence of the feature of aspiration.  Furthermore, vowels 
were backed when next to emphatics but not when next to non-emphatics.  (This is the stage of 
development reached by the Neo-Aramaic dialect of Ã«r-‘Abdòn.) 

4. Finally, aspiration was lost, and the emphatics were distinguished from the non-emphatic voiceless 
consonants solely by backing (that is, pharyngealization). 

 
The evidence from the other branches of Afrasian supports the contention that the emphatics were 

ejectives not only in Proto-Semitic but in Proto-Afrasian as well. 
The emphatics were lost as a separate series in Ancient Egyptian.  The velar emphatic *k’ became 

the voiceless postvelar stop q, while the remaining emphatics merged with the voiceless unaspirated 
consonants.  The developments probably went as follows: 

 
1. The earliest Egyptian inherited the triple contrast voiceless aspirated ~ voiced ~ glottalized from 

Proto-Afrasian. 
2. First, the voiced consonants became devoiced.  The resulting system had the contrast voiceless 

aspirated ~ voiceless unaspirated ~ glottalized. 
3. Next, the emphatics other than *k’ became deglottalized and merged with the voiceless unaspirated 

stops.  It is not difficult to understand why *k’ would have remained longer than the other emphatics 
since back articulation is the unmarked point of articulation for ejectives. 

4. Finally, *k’ became q.  (We may note that a similar development is found in several East Cushitic 
languages, Somali being one example.) 

 
In the modern Berber languages, the emphatics are pharyngealized as in Arabic.  Both voiced and 

voiceless emphatics exist.  We may assume that the pharyngealized emphatics found in the Berber 
languages are due to secondary developments.  No doubt, the emphatics developed in Berber in much the 
same way as they did in Arabic. 
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Of the modern Chadic languages, Angas, Dangaleat, Ga’anda, Higi, Margi, Tera, and Sayanci, for 
instance, have implosives, while Hausa has implosives in the bilabial and dental series but ejectives in the 
sibilant and velar series corresponding to the Semitic emphatics.  According to Newman, a series of 
implosives is to be reconstructed here for Proto-Chadic:  *<, *g, *©.  Jungraithmayr—Shimizu, however, 
reconstruct a system for Proto-Chadic similar to what is found in Hausa, with bilabial and dental 
implosives and sibilant and velar ejectives.  Orël—Stolbova reconstruct ejectives for Common Chadic:  
*t’, *k’ (they write *s, *", respectively; they do not reconstruct a labial member).  Finally, Ehret mostly 
follows Jungraithmayr—Shimizu.  Martinet has noted that ejectives can develop into implosives through 
a process of anticipation of the voice of the following vowel, thus: 

 
              p’  t’  k’  >  <  g  ©   

 
Thus, if we follow Martinet, as I think we must, the implosives found in various Chadic daughter 
languages can be seen as having developed from earlier ejectives at the Proto-Chadic level. 
 The Cushitic and Omotic languages provide the strongest evidence in favor of interpreting the 
emphatics of Proto-Afrasian as ejectives.  The Cushitic languages Awngi and Galab possess neither 
implosives nor ejectives and can, therefore, be left out of consideration since they do not represent the 
original state of affairs.  Of the remaining Cushitic languages, Beja (also called BeTawye), for example, 
has the voiceless and voiced retroflexes s and T; Oromo (formerly called Galla) has the implosive g plus 
the ejectives p’, t’, D’, k’ (t’ is found in loanwords or in roots of a descriptive nature); Bilin has the 
ejectives t’, D’, k’; Somali has the retroflex T (from earlier *g) and the voiceless postvelar q (uvular stop 
with voiced, voiceless, and fricative allophones, all from earlier *k’); and Iraqw has the affricate ejective 
c’ and the voiceless postvelars q and q¦ (from earlier *k’ and *k’¦ respectively) plus, marginally, < and g; 
Dahalo has the ejectives p’, t’, c’, ˜’, (D’), k’, and k’¦. 

Of the modern Omotic languages, Kafa (Kefa) has the ejectives p’, t’, c’, k’; Dizi has the ejectives 
t’, D’, k’; Welamo has the ejectives p’, t’, c’, k’¨, k’, s’; while Hamar (also called Hamer) has the velar 
ejective k’ plus the implosives <, g, and ©. 
 
 
3.  Labials 

 
 There can be no question that Proto-Semitic contained *p, *b, and *m.  The f found in Arabic, 
South Arabian, and Ethiopian Semitic is an innovation and can easily be derived from earlier *p.  Several 
modern Eastern Arabic dialects have p in loanwords.  In Hebrew and Aramaic, /p/ and /b/ have the non-
phonemic allophones /}/ and /;/ respectively.  Ethiopian Semitic languages have a voiceless labial 
emphatic p’ (also written ³), but this is most likely of Cushitic origin and is not an inherited phoneme. 
 The material from the other Afrasian branches supports the assumption that Proto-Afrasian also 
had the labials *p, *b, and *m. 
 In his 1965 book Hamito-Semitic Languages:  An Essay in Classification, Diakonoff reconstructs 
an emphatic labial, which he writes *³, for Proto-Semitic.  However, as he himself admits, the evidence 
for this sound is extremely weak.  It is best to agree with Cantineau and Moscati that an emphatic labial 
should not be reconstructed for Proto-Semitic.  However, a glottalized labial must be reconstructed for 
Proto-Afrasian.  This sound was characterized by an extremely low frequency of occurrence. 
 According to Greenberg, two additional labials should be reconstructed for Proto-Afrasian:  *f 
and *pb.  While he has made a strong case for *f separate from *p, his theories concerning *pb are not 
convincing and have been successfully argued against by Illič-Svityč.  Illič-Svityč considers *pb to 
contain a prefix *m-. 
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Afrasian correspondences: 
 

Proto-Afrasian *p *b *p’ *f *m 

Proto-Semitic *p *b *b *p *m 

Ancient Egyptian* p b b f m b 

Proto-Berber *f *b ? *f *m 

Proto-East Cushitic *f *b ? *f *m 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *p *b *p’ *f *m 

Proto-Chadic *p *b *p’ *f *m 

 
*Ancient Egyptian is given in traditional transcription.  It should be noted, however, that 
the phonemes traditionally transcribed as /b/, /d/, /d/, /g/, /q/ were probably the voiceless 
unaspirated consonants /p/, /t/, /D/, /k/, /q/ respectively, while the phonemes traditionally 
transcribed as /p/, /t/, /t/, /k/ were probably the voiceless aspirated consonants /pº/, /tº/, 
/Dº/, /kº/ respectively. 

 
 
4.  Dentals 

 
 The phonemes *t, *d, *t’, and *n can unambiguously be reconstructed for Proto-Semitic.  In 
Hebrew and Aramaic, /t/ and /d/ have the non-phonemic allophones /†/ and /ð/ respectively.  In Akkadian, 
Hebrew, and Epigraphic South Arabian, n becomes m in mimation. 
 The data from the remaining Afrasian branches leave no doubt that Proto-Afrasian also had the 
dentals *t, *d, *t’, and *n.  Secondary palatalization of the dentals before front vowels is a widespread 
phenomenon, being especially common in the Semitic languages of Ethiopia and in Chadic. 
 Afrasian correspondences: 

 
Proto-Afrasian *t *d *t’ *n 

Proto-Semitic *t *d *t’ *n 

Ancient Egyptian t d d n 

Proto-Berber *t *d *s *n 

Proto-East Cushitic *t *d *g *n 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *t *s *d *g *t’ *n 

Proto-Chadic *t *d *t’ *n 

 

 

5.  Dental Affricates 

 
On the surface, the Semitic correspondences appear to indicate that a series of sibilants should be 

reconstructed here for Proto-Semitic, and, as a matter of fact, sibilants are posited in the standard 
handbooks.  There is some evidence, however, that at least some examples involving this series were 
originally composed of dental affricates instead:  *c /ˆ/, *μ /m/, and *c’ /ˆ’/.  This does not mean that 
the independent existence of sibilants in the Semitic parent language is to be excluded.  On the contrary, 
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in addition to the dental affricates, Proto-Semitic may also have had a full set of sibilants, namely, *s, *z, 
*s’, and *s¨ (traditional *s, *z, *[, and *š), though this is not completely certain. 

The primary evidence for earlier dental affricates comes from Hebrew and Akkadian.  First the 
emphatic sibilant, צ /[/, is traditionally pronounced as a dental affricate in Hebrew, and, as noted by 
Cantineau, this pronunciation is not a recent nor secondary development.  Next, it is now known that the 
Hittite cuneiform syllabary was borrowed at the beginning of the second millennium BCE directly from 
the form of Old Akkadian then written in Northern Syria and not from Hurrian as previously thought.  
The Hittite syllabary contains signs that are transliterated with a z but which, in fact, represent the dental 
affricate /ˆ/.  This seems to indicate that the <z> of Old Akkadian was pronounced as an affricate.  Also 
worth noting is the fact that the Hittite scribes employed the cuneiform signs containing <š> to represent 
/s/.  Since the Akkadian cuneiform syllabary contained signs traditionally transliterated as s in addition to 
those transliterated as š, we must conclude that the Hittite scribes chose the latter signs because they were 
closer to their sibilant than the former.  We may venture a guess that the Hittites chose the š-signs because 
the s-signs represented affricates in Akkadian at the time when they adopted the cuneiform writing 
system.  This conclusion is supported by the Hurrian evidence, where, according to Diakonoff, the 
cuneiform signs with <z>  and <s> are used to denote affricates. 

Additional evidence for affricate pronunciation comes from Egyptian material dating from the 
second millennium BCE.  In transcribing Semitic words and names, Egyptian fairly consistently uses t (= 
/D/ or, better, /Dº/) for (traditional) s in the Semitic words and d (= /¸/ or, better, /D/) for (traditional) z and 
[ in the Semitic words. 

Finally, Cantineau and M. Cohen briefly mention the fact that Proto-Semitic *c’ (traditional *[) is 
mostly pronounced as either an affricate or a dental stop in the Semitic languages of Ethiopia. 
 In the other branches of Afrasian, sibilants, affricates, and dentals correspond to Proto-Semitic *c 
/ˆ/, *μ /m/, and *c’ /ˆ’/.  The developments found in all branches of Afrasian can best be accounted for 
by reconstructing a series of dental affricates for Proto-Afrasian.  It may be noted that this series is well 
preserved in Southern Cushitic and that it has even endured to the present day in Dahalo.  Finally, it 
should be mentioned here that affricates have arisen through secondary developments in all branches of 
Afrasian. 
 Afrasian correspondences: 

 
Proto-Afrasian *c *μ *c’ 

Proto-Semitic *c *μ *c’ 

Ancient Egyptian s z d 

Proto-Berber *c *μ *@ 

Proto-East Cushitic *s *z *g÷ 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *c *μ *c’ 

Proto-Chadic *c *μ *c’ 

 
 
6. Palatalized Alveolars 

 
 Opinions differ as to whether a series of palato-alveolar affricates (that is, *D /’/, *¸ /o/, and *D’ 
/’’/) or palatalized alveolars (that is, *t¨, *d¨, *t’¨) are to be reconstructed for Proto-Afrasian.  Diakonoff, 
for example, favors palato-alveolar affricates, which he writes *D, *¸, *E, as do Ehret and Orël—Stolbova, 
while D. Cohen favors palatalized alveolars — Cohen notes: 
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There is a problem with the series generally defined, based upon [the evidence of] 
Arabic, as consisting of interdentals.  But, outside of Common Arabic, these sounds are 
represented, depending upon the language, sometimes as palato-alveolar fricatives, 
sometimes as sibilants, and sometimes as plain dental stops.  Such correspondences can 
only be explained clearly if the series in question is considered to have been in Proto-
Hamito-Semitic, as well as in Proto-Semitic, made up of palatals. 

 
 Moscati reconstructs interdentals (IPA [†], [ð], and [†’]) for Proto-Semitic on the basis of the 
Arabic reflexes, and this is the reconstruction found in all of the standard handbooks.  Cantineau, 
however, reconstructs earlier (palato-)alveolars (apicales «à pointe basse») — he notes: 
 

But it is difficult to determine whether it is a question at the Semitic level of true 
fricatives or of affricates… 

 
Martinet posits palatalized alveolar stops for Proto-Semitic.  Martinet’s reconstructions, which 

have as their basis not only the data from the Semitic daughter languages but also Martinet’s extensive 
knowledge of phonology in general, this knowledge being derived from the study of a wide variety of 
languages from different language families, surely comes closest to the truth:  the developments found in 
the Semitic daughter languages can best be explained by reconstructing a series of palatalized alveolar 
stops for Proto-Semitic:  *t¨, *d¨, *t’¨.  Stempel also posits palatalized alveolars here.  Ehret  reconstructs 
interdentals for Proto-Semitic but leaves open the possibility that this series may have been composed of 
palatalized alveolars instead. 
 The oldest Akkadian may have preserved this series.  According to Gelb, Old Akkadian šù 
corresponds to Hebrew š and Arabic t (from Proto-Semitic *t¨, traditional *t), while šú may correspond to 
Hebrew z and Arabic d (from Proto-Semitic *d¨, traditional *d). šù and šú are distinct from š÷ and šø, 
which represent Proto-Semitic *š and *˜ (traditional *`) respectively. 
 In the other branches of Afrasian, palato-alveolar affricates, dentals, and palatalized alveolar 
stops correspond to Proto-Semitic *t¨, *d¨, *t’¨.  The correspondences from all branches of Afrasian can 
more effectively be explained by setting up a series of palatalized alveolar stops for the Afrasian parent 
language than by setting up a series of palato-alveolar affricates — note that, in addition to Proto-Semitic, 
such a reconstruction is strongly supported by Proto-Southern Cushitic. 
 Afrasian correspondences: 

 
Proto-Afrasian *t¨ *d¨ *t’¨ 

Proto-Semitic *t¨ *d¨ *t’¨ 

Ancient Egyptian t d d 

Proto-Berber *c *μ *@ 

Proto-East Cushitic *t *d *g÷ 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *t¨ *d¨ *t’¨ 

Proto-Chadic *D *¸ *D’ 
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7.  Sibilants 

 
 The Semitic sibilants have been the subject of much controversy.  Though there are many points 
of agreement among Semiticists, there is still no consensus on the number of sibilants to be reconstructed 
for Proto-Semitic.  The sibilants remain one of the most perplexing problems in both Semitic and 
Afrasian comparative phonology. 
 According to the traditional reconstruction, Proto-Semitic is assumed to have had the following 
sibilants:  *s, *z, *[, *š, and *`, to which Diakonoff tried to add *s.  *s and *š merged into s in Classical 
Arabic and Ethiopian Semitic.  However, š has reappeared in modern Arabic dialects and modern 
Ethiopian Semitic languages through secondary developments.   

As noted in the discussion of the dental affricates, it seems fairly certain that the traditional *s, *z, 
and *[ are to be at least partially reinterpreted as the dental affricates *c, *μ, and *c’ respectively at the 
Proto-Semitic level.   

Next, following Martinet, *` is to be reinterpreted as a voiceless lateralized affricate *˜ (Steiner 
prefers a fricative lateral *V over an affricate).   

Finally, Diakonoff’s proposed *s has received little support from fellow Semiticists. 
 Certain correspondences between Semitic and the other branches of Afrasian indicate that, at the 
very least, the sibilants *s and *s¨ are to be reconstructed for Proto-Afrasian, and these are the two 
sibilants reconstructed by Diakonoff, though he writes *š instead of *s¨.  Orël—Stolbova, on the other 
hand, reconstruct only *s for Proto-Afrasian, while Ehret reconstructs the most complete set:  *s, *z, *s’, 
and *š.  The following correspondences are based primarily upon Ehret’s work, though I disagree with 
him concerning the Semitic reflexes, and I write *s¨ for his *š — these are all very, very tentative: 

 
Proto-Afrasian *s *z *s’ *s¨ 

Proto-Semitic *s *z *s’ *s¨ 

Ancient Egyptian s z ? š s 

Proto-Berber *s *z ? *s 

Proto-East Cushitic *s *z ? *s 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *s *z *c’ *š 

Proto-Chadic *s ? *s’ *s 

 
 
8.  Fricative Laterals/Lateralized Affricates 

 
 The Modern South Arabian languages contain the fricative laterals ` and ±, that is, /V/ and /Y/ 
respectively.  The voiceless fricative lateral ` corresponds to sibilants in the other Semitic languages 
(excluding Hebrew, for the moment):  Mehri, JibbXli (formerly called Śeri), Áarsūsi, Soqosri `, 
Epigraphic South Arabian sè (`) = Akkadian š, Ugaritic š, Aramaic s, Arabic š, Geez (Classical Ethiopic) 
š.  In Hebrew, however, a special character, adapted from šin (＝) and transliterated as ` (＄), appears in 
words whose cognates in the South Arabian languages contain fricative laterals.  The evidence of 
Hebrew, coupled with that of the South Arabian languages, makes it seem likely that Proto-Semitic 
contained the voiceless lateralized affricate *˜.  Cantineau and Steiner, however, would rather posit a 
voiceless fricative lateral *V for Proto-Semitic.  Stempel notes that either *V or *˜ can be reconstructed.  I 
prefer lateralized affricates to fricative laterals because the former provide a better basis for comparison 
with cognates in other Afrasian languages. 
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 The original pronunciation of the Arabic sound transliterated as T (ض) can be determined by the 
testimony of the native grammarians and from the evidence of loanwords in other languages.  In all 
probability, this sound was originally a voiced emphatic fricative lateral.  This sound can be derived from 
either an earlier glottalized lateralized affricate *˜’ or an earlier glottalized fricative lateral *V’.  Either 
reconstruction can also account for the developments found in the other Semitic daughter languages.  In 
Akkadian, Ugaritic, and Hebrew, Proto-Semitic *˜’ has the same reflex as *c’, namely, [.  As for the 
Modern South Arabian languages, it is represented by a lateralized dental emphatic in Soqosri, while in 
Mehri, Áars«si, and JibbXli, it is represented by a lateralized interdental fricative emphatic (transcribed ^).  
In Geez, its reflex is generally transcribed as T, though the traditional pronunciation is identical to that of 
[.  The Aramaic developments are problematic:  in the most ancient texts, Proto-Semitic *˜’ is 
represented by q, while, in later texts, it is represented by «. 
 According to D. Cohen, voiceless and glottalized lateralized affricates should also be 
reconstructed for Proto-Afrasian.  Diakonoff tentatively reconstructs the fricative lateral *V, which he 
writes *f, and the voiceless and glottalized lateralized affricates *˜ and *˜’, which he writes *G and *H 
respectively.  Orël—Stolbova reconstruct the same set as Diakonoff.  Finally, Ehret reconstructs the 
voiceless fricative lateral *V, the voiced lateralized affricate *r, which he writes *dl, and the glottalized 
lateralized affricate *˜’, which he writes *tl’. 
 Orël—Stolbova give the following correspondences: 

 
Proto-Afrasian *V *˜ *˜’ 

Proto-Semitic *V *˜ *˜’ 

Ancient Egyptian š š d 

Proto-Berber *s *c *@ 

Proto-East Cushitic *s *s *š *c’ 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *V *˜ (?) *˜’ 

Proto-Chadic *V *˜ *˜’ 

 
Ehret gives the following correspondences: 

 
Proto-Afrasian *V *r *˜’ 

Proto-Semitic *V *r *˜’ 

Ancient Egyptian š d t 

Proto-Cushitic *V *r *˜’ 

Proto-Chadic *V *r *˜’ 

Proto-Omotic *l *g *g 

 
 
9.  Gutturals 

 
 Proto-Semitic had only a single guttural series, namely, the velars *k, *g, and *k’ (sometimes 
transcribed *q, sometimes *").  In Hebrew and Aramaic, /k/ and /g/ have the non-phonemic allophones 
/7/ and /¦/ respectively.  Proto-Semitic *g has become † (sometimes transcribed j) in Classical Arabic — 
this is a context-free development and is considered the standard pronunciation, though g is retained 
unchanged in some Arabic dialects.  Secondary palatalization of the velars is a common innovation in 
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modern Arabic dialects, in modern South Arabian languages, and in Ethiopian Semitic.  In the Semitic 
languages of Ethiopia, a series of labiovelars has developed alongside the plain velars.  The labiovelars 
are a secondary development and do not go back to Proto-Semitic. 
 A series of velar stops should also be reconstructed for Proto-Afrasian.  Both secondary 
palatalization of the velars as well as a tendency toward fricative pronunciation are widespread 
developments in the Afrasian daughter languages. 
 Afrasian correspondences: 

 
Proto-Afrasian *k *g *k’ 

Proto-Semitic *k *g *k’ 

Ancient Egyptian k g q 

Proto-Berber *k *g *" 

Proto-East Cushitic *k *g *k’ 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *k *g *k’ 

Proto-Chadic *k *g *k’ 

 
 In some cases, sibilants in the Semitic languages correspond to affricates in Egyptian and to 
gutturals in the Cushitic languages, a good example being: 
 

Arabic [ubā« ‘finger, toe’ = Egyptian db« ‘finger’ = Tamazight a-TaT ‘finger’ = Proto-East 
Cushitic *k’ub- ‘finger’. 

 
Examples such as this can be accounted for by reconstructing a series of palatalized velars for Proto-
North Erythraean, which Ehret sets up as the ancestor of Proto-Chadic, Proto-Semitic, Pre-Egyptian, and 
Proto-Berber.  The palatalized velars arose in Proto-North Erythraean through the palatalization of plain 
velars before *i and *u:  *ki/*ku, *gi/*gu, *k’i/*k’u > *k¨, *g¨, *k’¨.  In Proto-Semitic, this series 
developed into dental affricates:  *k¨, *g¨, *k’¨ > *t¨, *d¨, *t’¨ > *c, *μ, *c’.  These newly-formed dental 
affricates then merged completely with the previously-existing dental affricates, and the subsequent 
development of these two series was identical.  In Egyptian, on the other hand, the palatalized velars 
merged with the palatalized alveolars:  *k¨, *g¨, *k’¨ > *t¨, *d¨, *t’¨ > t, d, d.  The Chadic developments 
are uncertain.  However, Newman reconstructs a series of palatalized velars for Proto-Chadic, which he 
writes *k¨ and *g¨ (Newman does not reconstruct a glottalized member).  If these sounds are not due to 
secondary developments within Chadic itself, it may be that the original palatalized velars of Proto-North 
Erythraean were preserved in Proto-Chadic. 

Afrasian correspondences: 
 
Proto-Afrasian *ki/*ku *gi/*gu *k’i/*k’u 

Proto-Semitic *c *μ *c’ 

Ancient Egyptian t d d 

Proto-Berber *t (?) *d (?) *s (?) 

Proto-East Cushitic *k *g *k’ 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *k *g *k’ 

Proto-Chadic *k¨ (?) *g¨ (?) *k’¨ (?) 
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In addition to the correspondences that make it seem likely that Proto-Afrasian had a series of 

plain velars, there are still other correspondences that point to the existence of a series of labiovelars in 
Proto-Afrasian: *k¦, *g¦, and *k’¦.  Although the labiovelars were lost in the Semitic branch, having 
merged with the plain velars, their former presence can be ascertained by the fact that, in primary nominal 
stems, they, along with the labials, caused a following earlier *‹ to be raised, backed, and rounded to *u: 
*k¦‹, *g¦‹, *k’¦‹ > *ku, *gu, *k’u.  The labiovelars were preserved in Proto-Southern Cushitic and 
Proto-Chadic. 

Afrasian correspondences: 
 
Proto-Afrasian *k¦ *g¦ *k’¦ 

Proto-Semitic *k *g *k’ 

Ancient Egyptian k g q 

Proto-Berber *k *g *" 

Proto-East Cushitic *k *g *k’ 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *k¦ *g¦ *k’¦ 

Proto-Chadic *k¦ *g¦ *k’¦ 

 
 Proto-Afrasian may also have had a series of postvelars. 
 
 
10.  Glides and Liquids 

 
 There can be no question that Proto-Semitic had *w, *y, *l, and *r.  The liquids are well 
preserved in the Semitic daughter languages, but the glides are subject to various modifications:  In later 
Akkadian, the glides were lost initially, while in Ugaritic, Hebrew, and Aramaic, initial *w mostly 
became y — such a development also occurs sporadically in ancient South Arabian dialects. 
 The glides *w and *y and the liquids *l and *r are also to be reconstructed for Proto-Afrasian. 

The Ancient Egyptian developments require special comment.  Egyptian did not have separate 
signs for /l/.  There can be no doubt, however, that /l/ existed as an independent phonemic entity since it 
occurs as such in the later Coptic.  In Egyptian, /l/ was written with the signs <n>, <r>, <&>, and <Õ> (< 
*li-, *lu-).  *r became <&> in Egyptian when it occurred at the end of an accented syllable before a 
following consonant or before pause.  Similar developments can be observed for t, d, and n.  In some 
instances, y represents either an earlier glottal stop or an earlier w. 
 Afrasian correspondences: 

 
Proto-Afrasian *w *y *l *r 

Proto-Semitic *w *y *l *r 

Ancient Egyptian w Õ y n r & Õ r & 

Proto-Berber *w *y *l *r 

Proto-East Cushitic *w *y *l *r 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *w *y *l *r 

Proto-Chadic *w *y *l *r 
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11.  Glottal Stop and Glottal and Pharyngeal Fricatives 

 
 Proto-Semitic is usually assumed to have had a glottal stop, a glottal fricative, voiceless and 
voiced pharyngeal fricatives, and voiceless and voiced velar fricatives:  *#, *h, *°, *¬, *x, *¦ 
(traditionally written *’, *h, *, *‘, *¯, *‚ respectively).  In Akkadian, *#, *h, *°, *¬, and *¦ (but not *x 
[traditional *¯]) merged into " /#/ initially.  The former presence of *° and *¬ and sometimes of *¦ and *h 
as well can be determined by the fact that they changed a contiguous a to e.  These same sounds were 
completely lost medially between a preceding vowel and a following non-syllabic in Akkadian.  This 
change caused the vowel to be lengthened: 
 
1. Akkadian *ra"šu > rāšu (later rēšu) ‘head’; Hebrew rō"š [￥ֹא÷] ‘head’; Aramaic rēšā ‘head’; 

Phoenician r"š ‘head’; Arabic ra"s ‘head’; Epigraphic South Arabian r"s ‘head’; Śeri / Jibbāli 
rέš/réš ‘head’; Soqosri riy ‘head’; Ugaritic rÕs ‘head’; Geez / Ethiopic rə"əs ‘head’; Tigrinya rə"si 
‘head’; Tigre rä"as ‘head’; Amharic ras ‘head’. 
 

2. Akkadian *ramu > *remu > *re"mu > rēmu ‘grace, mercy’; Hebrew raūm [》חּו÷ַ] ‘compassionate’; 
Arabic raima ‘to have mercy, compassion’, rama ‘pity, compassion’; Śeri / Jibbāli raám ‘to be 
kind’; Mehri r‹ām ‘to be kind to someone’; Áarsūsi ream ‘to pity’; Ugaritic rm ‘to be kind’; Tigre 
räama ‘to have pity on’ (Arabic loan). 
 

3. Akkadian *ba«lu > *be«lu > *be"lu > bēlu ‘owner, lord’; Hebrew ba«al [《ַּבַע] ‘lord, owner’; Ugaritic 
b«l ‘owner of the house’; Arabic ba«l ‘husband, master, owner’; Epigraphic South Arabian b«l 
‘master, owner’; Áarsūsi bāl ‘master, lord’; Mehri bāl ‘owner, possessor’; Śeri / Jibbāli bá«al 
‘person owning’; Soqosri ba«l ‘master, lord’; Geez / Ethiopic ba«Xl ‘owner, master’; Tigrinya bä«al, 
ba«al ‘master’; Tigre bä«al ‘master’; Amharic bal ‘master’. 

 
A similar phenomenon occurs in Arabic, where, according to the native grammarians, " is weakened and 
even lost with compensatory vowel lengthening when the loss takes place between a preceding short 
vowel and a following consonant. 

In Hebrew and Aramaic, *¬ and *¦ have merged into « /¬/, and *° and *x have merged into  /°/. 
In the Semitic languages of Ethiopia, *¬ and *¦ have merged into « /¬/, and the same change can 

be observed in Soqosri and several modern Arabic dialects.  In Tigre and Tigrinya,  and ¯ have merged 
into , while all of the earlier laryngeal and pharyngeal fricatives tend to be lost in South Ethiopic.  On 
the other hand, ", h, and  are preserved in Harari, Argobba, and several dialects of Gurage under certain 
conditions. 
 Opinions differ as to how many of these sounds are to be reconstructed for Proto-Afrasian.  
Indeed, the correspondences adduced to support the reconstruction of voiceless and voiced velar fricatives 
in Proto-Afrasian are controversial, and in some cases, it can be shown that secondary developments have 
led to the appearance of these sounds in the daughter languages.  Moreover, some examples of voiceless 
and voiced velar fricatives are considered by some specialists to be reflexes of earlier postvelars.  Thus, at 
the present time, only *#, *h, *°, *¬ can be firmly established for Proto-Afrasian.  Labialized varieties of 
these sounds may also have existed.  These sounds were generally preserved in the earlier stages of the 
Afrasian daughter languages, the main exceptions being Berber, where they seem to have been mostly 
lost, and Chadic, where they were partially lost.  In the course of its history, Egyptian also reduced and/or 
modified these sounds, similar to what is found in several modern Semitic languages. 
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 Afrasian correspondences: 
 
Proto-Afrasian *# *h *° *¬ 

Proto-Semitic *# *h *° (*x)  *¬ (*¦) 

Ancient Egyptian & Õ h  (¯ ®) « 

Proto-Berber Ø Ø Ø Ø 

Proto-East Cushitic *# *h *° *¬ 

Proto-Southern Cushitic *# *h *° *¬ 

Proto-Chadic ? *h *h ? 

 
 
12.  The Vowels 

 
 Six vowels are traditionally reconstructed for Proto-Semitic: 
 
    i u  ò « 

          a         X 
 
Proto-Semitic is also assumed to have had sequences of *a plus *y and *a plus *w.  The oldest Egyptian  
and Common Berber probably had vowel systems identical to that traditionally posited for Proto-Semitic.  
Ancient Egyptian may have had a schwa-like vowel (‹) as well.  Semitic, Berber, Egyptian, and Chadic 
have substantially reduced the vowel system inherited from Proto-Afrasian. 
 The problems of vocalic patterning — within the larger context of root structure patterning in 
Proto-Semitic — have been thoroughly investigated by Diakonoff.  According to Diakonoff, in non-
derivative nominal stems, the vocalic patterning differs from that posited for Proto-Semitic as a whole: 
 
1. There were no original long vowels in non-derivative nominal stems in Proto-Semitic. 
2. The vowel *u seems to be in allophonic alternation with the vowel *i in non-derivative nominal stems 

in Proto-Semitic, being found mainly before or after the labials *p, *b, and *m, after the gutturals *k, 
*g, and *k’ (when from earlier *k¦, *g¦, and *k’¦), and occasionally also after the glottal stop *# 
(perhaps from earlier *#¦ ?).  This point leads Diakonoff to suggest that *i and *u are to be derived 
from an earlier common vocalic entity, which he writes *‹.  Diakonoff also notes that unstressed *a 
could appear as either *a or *i in the Semitic daughter languages. 

3. If a non-derivative nominal stem has the shape *C÷VCøCù, then either Cø or Cù is *#, *w, *y, *m, *n, 
*l, *r.  If it is *Cø that is one of these phonemes, then the vowel is *a.  This leads Diakonoff to posit 
syllabic resonants similar to those reconstructed for Proto-Indo-European and Proto-Kartvelian.  This 
view is particularly controversial and is not widely accepted — it is rejected by Ehret, among others. 

 
Diakonoff then continues by discussing the ramifications of his theories, including the patterning in 
verbal stems. 
 According to Sasse, Proto-East Cushitic had the following ten vowels: 
 
    i  u  ò  « 

       e     o      ²     e 

          a         X 
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 Ehret reconstructs fourteen vowels for Proto-Southern Cushitic.  Ehret notes, however, that this 
system may have developed from an earlier six vowel system similar to that traditionally reconstructed 
for Proto-Semitic. 
 
    i     æ     u  ī     ù     ū 
    e    Ã     o  ē    Ã̄     ō 
          a         ā 
 
 Finally, Newman assumes that Proto-Chadic had, at most, four phonemic vowels: 
 
     i          u 
      ‹   
      a 
 
 On the basis of a comparison of the vowel systems reconstructed for the various Afrasian 
daughter languages, it would appear that a vowel system identical to that traditionally posited for Proto-
Semitic is to be posited for Proto-Afrasian as well, at least for the period of development existing 
immediately prior to the emergence of the individual Afrasian daughter languages.  Such a reconstruction 
has indeed been proposed by a number of scholars.  However, when the vocalic patterning is subjected to 
careful analysis, it becomes clear that a reconstruction modeled after that of Proto-Semitic does not 
represent the original state. 
 In a series of articles published in ВÜäëÜïы é£ы¡Ü£ÖíÖóя (Voprosy Jazykoznanija) in 
1988 and 1990 respectively, Vladimir Orël and Olga Stolbova analyzed vowel correspondences in non-
derivative nominal stems in West Chadic, Semitic, and Proto-Coptic.  They also noted that the original 
vocalism of verbs is represented by West Chadic and Arabic imperfectives.  Their analysis lead them to 
reconstruct six vowels for Proto-Afrasian:  *a, *e, *i, *o, *u, and *ü. 

Orël—Stolbova base their reconstruction on the following correspondences: 
 

Proto-Afrasian *a *e *i *o *u *ü 

Proto-Semitic *a *i *i *u *u *a *i 

Proto-West Chadic *a *ya *i *wa *u *u 

Proto-Coptic *a *o *e *e *i *e *u *o *i 

 
This reconstruction is repeated by Orël—Stolbova in their recent comparative Afrasian dictionary. 
 Ehret reconstructs four vowels for Pre-Proto-Semitic:  *a, *‹, *i, and *u, which later collapsed 
into *a ~ *‹ in Proto-Semitic proper, which, as we have seen above, is identical to the reconstruction 
proposed for Proto-Semitic by Diakonoff.  Ehret claims that long vowels are not required at the Proto-
Semitic level and that the long vowels found in the Semitic daughter languages are due to developments 
specific to each language.  He sees the Proto-Semitic system as due to an innovation in which an earlier, 
more complicated system has been substantially reduced.  Ehret also accepts Newman’s view that Proto-
Chadic had a four-vowel system:  *a, *‹, *i, and *u.  Ehret reconstructs a system of ten vowels — five 
long and five short — for Proto-Afrasian:  *a, *aa, *e, *ee, *i, *ii, *o, *oo, *u, *uu.    It may be noted 
here that the system proposed by Ehret is more natural from a typological perspective than that proposed 
by Orël—Stolbova. 

Ehret bases his reconstruction on the following correspondences: 
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Proto-Afrasian *a *aa *e *ee *i *ii *o *oo *u *uu 

Proto-Semitic *a *a *a *‹ *‹ *‹ *a *‹ *‹ *‹ 

Pre-Egyptian *a *a *a *i *i *i *a *i *i *u 

Proto-Cushitic *a *aa *e *ee *i *ii *o *oo *u *uu 

Proto-North Omotic *a *a: *e *i *e: *e *i *i: *o *u *o: *o *u *u: 

Proto-Chadic *a *a *a *‹ *‹ *i *a *‹ *‹ *u 

 
Though it is Ehret’s views on the vowels that are followed here (for both Proto-Semitic and 

Proto-Afrasian), it must be cautioned that much work still needs to be done here. 
 The Pre-Proto-Afrasian vowel system may be reconstructed as follows: 

 
Vowels:   i (~ e)  u (~ o) 
           e       o  
     (‹ ~) a 
 
Also the sequences:   iy (~ ey) uy (~ oy) ey oy (‹y ~) ay 
    iw (~ ew) uw (~ ow) ew ow (‹w ~) aw 
     
In Proto-Afrasian, *‹ was rephonemicized as *i or *u, depending upon the environment, and long vowels 
came into being. 

The Proto-Afrasian vowels were subject to ablaut alternations that cannot be precisely defined at 
the present time. 
 

 

13.  Root Structure Patterning in Afrasian 
 
 There has been much discussion, some of it rather heated, concerning root structure patterning 
within Afrasian.  Until fairly recently, there was strong resistance to look objectively at the data from all 
of the branches of the Afrasian language family, far too much emphasis being placed on the importance of 
the Semitic branch alone, which was often uncritically taken to represent the original state of affairs. 
 In the Semitic branch, the vast majority of roots are triconsonantal.  It is certain, however, that at 
one time there were more biconsonantal roots and that the triconsonantal system has been greatly 
expanded in Semitic at the expense of roots with other than three consonants.  
 In an article published in 1989, Christopher Ehret closes the case.  Through careful analysis, fully 
supported by well-chosen examples from Arabic, Ehret demonstrates that the third consonantal elements 
of Semitic triconsonantal roots were originally suffixes, which, in the majority of cases examined by him, 
had served as verb extensions.  In particular, he identifies and categorizes thirty-seven such extensions.  
In his recent comparative Afrasian dictionary, Ehret expands his argumentation to encompass the other 
branches of Afrasian. 
 The Proto-Afrasian root may be assumed to have had two forms, either *CV or *CVC.  *CVC 
could be extended by means of a suffix to form an inflectional stem:  *CVC-(V)C-.  Originally, these 
suffixes appear to have been utilized primarily as verb extensions.  Depending upon when they became 
separated from the rest of the Afrasian speech community, each branch exploited to a different degree the 
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patterning that was just beginning to develop in the Afrasian parent language, with Semitic carrying it to 
the farthest extreme. 
 The rules governing the structural patterning of roots and stems in the earliest form of Proto-
Afrasian were most likely as follows:  

 
1. There were no initial vowels in the earliest form of Proto-Afrasian.  Therefore, every root began with 

a consonant.  (It should be noted that Ehret assumes that roots could begin with vowels in Proto-
Afrasian.) 

2. Originally, there were no initial consonant clusters either.  Consequently, every root began with one 
and only one consonant. 

3. Two basic syllable types existed:  (A) *CV and (B) *CVC, where C = any non-syllabic and V = any 
vowel.  Permissible root forms coincided with these two syllable types. 

4. A verb stem could either be identical with a root or it could consist of a root plus a single derivational 
morpheme added as a suffix to the root:  *CVC-(V)C-.  Any consonant could serve as a suffix. 

5. Primary (that is, non-derivational) noun stems displayed similar patterning, though, unlike verb 
stems, they were originally characterized by stable vocalism. 

  
 There were three fundamental stem types in Proto-Afrasian:  (A) verb stems, (B) noun and 
adjective stems, and (C) pronoun and indeclinable stems.  Pronoun and indeclinable stems could end in a 
vowel.  Verb stems had to end in a consonant (it may be noted that this is the stem patterning posited by 
Ehret for Proto-Southern Cushitic), while, at least according to Ehret, noun and adjective stems were 
distinguished by an additional element, the so-called “terminal vowel”. 
 The consonants carried the basic meaning of the stem, while the vowels were used as modifiers:  
that is to say that grammatical categorization was partially achieved by means of fixed vocalic patterning, 
at least in the verb stems. 
 It is thus now certain beyond any reasonable doubt that the third consonantal element of the 
Proto-Semitic root, be it infix or suffix, was simply not a part of the root, in the overwhelming majority of 
cases, at the Proto-Afrasian level and that the underlying basic root structure patterning was 
biconsonantal. 
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