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The Middle t-Morpheme - Background

• Studies on argument structure and transitivity alternation have received more attention in recent 

years, especially in theoretical discourse 

• E.g., Alexiadou et al. 2015, Borer 1994, Horvath & Siloni 2011, Ramchand 1997, 2014, 

Spathas et al. 2015

• Typological understanding of the mechanisms involved remains limited
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The Middle t-Morpheme - Background

• Afroasiatic knows (at least) three valency-alternating morphemes: t-, H/s-, and N-. 

• H/s-morpheme increases transitivity, typically causative, 

• t- and N-morphemes serve as generally de-transitivising

• Middle, passive, and anticausative functions attested (Retsö 1989, Weninger 2011)

• Studies of the morphemes in the context of the linguistic system of individual languages + their 

effects on argument structure are mostly restricted to a few Semitic and Berber languages

• Semitic: Al Kaabi & Ntelitheos (2019), Amberber (2000), Arad (2005), and Kastner (2020)

• Berber: Bedar et al. (To appear) and Gutova (2013) 

• Similar studies for the other branches of Afroasiatic (i.e., Egyptian, Cushitic, Chadic, and Omotic) 

remain rare and, at most, descriptive.
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The Middle t-Morpheme - Syncretism

• Across Afroasiatic, the t-morpheme may denote

a. Reflexives, 

b. Passives, and

c. Anticausatives. 

• In some languages its functions are clearly defined and do not overlap across event types

• E.g. Amharic (Semitic), see Amberber 2000, or Agaw (Cushitic), see Mous 2001),

• Amharic  (Amberber 2000:313ff., Edzard 2019): passivization of transitive verbs and 

antipassivization/reflexivization of intransitive verbs (especially for body-altering verbs).
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The Middle t-Morpheme - Syncretism

• In many other languages, no such clear patterns have been found, 

• Missing research, or 

• Functional overlap

• E.g., in Akkadian: reflexives, passives, and anticausatives to (mostly) transitive verbs, as 

well as reflexives and reciprocals to intransitive & transitive verbs (see Kouwenberg

2010; Kamil, Forthcoming).

• Unclear definitions of ‘Middle’
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• Middles may be primarily defined via their morphology rather than via their syntactic properties, 

namely as marking a particular type of voice syncretism (Grestenberger & Kamil, Forthcoming)

• Voice Syncretisms: Situations in which distinct syntactic alternations (e.g., passive and 

reflexive) are realized with identical morphology. (Embick 1998)

• E.g., Haspelmath 1990; Kemmer 1993; Alexiadou and Doron 2012; Zúñiga and Kittilä 2019; Bahrt

2021; Inglese 2021; Oikonomou and Alexiadou 2022

The Middle t-Morpheme - Syncretism
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(1) Three types of synthetic voice syncretisms (Oikonomou & Alexiadou 2022)

• Type A: The same morpheme appears at least in reflexive, (reciprocal), anticausative, and 

passive constructions.

• Type B: The antipassive, reflexive, (reciprocal), anticausative, passive syncretism.

• Type C: The causative/anticausative/passive syncretism (attested mostly in Korean and 

Tungusic languages).

The Middle t-Morpheme - Syncretism
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The Middle t-Morpheme - Diachrony

• The t-morpheme is attested in all(?) branches of Afroasiatic, as well as in many individual

languages in the family (at least in diachrony)

• A reconstruction to Proto-Afroasiatic stands to reason.

• No bigger-scale comparative studies have attempted to trace the diachronic development of the

morpheme either during its attested periods or to pre-attested stages

• Studies like Retsö (1989) have only hypothesized a set of functions & developments for the

morpheme and its later development into a de-transitiviser.

• An investigation into the functional origin and development of the t-morpheme could bear fruitful

results for our understanding of its synchronic functions
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The Middle t-Morpheme – Data & Examples

Reflexive/reciprocal

• Semitic

• Akkadian: G apālu ‘pay, answer so.’ vs. Gt atpulu ‘reciprocate, discuss (i.e., answer each other)’

• Hebrew: G raħac ‘wash (tr.)’ vs. tD itraħec ‘wash os.’

• Amharic: G laččə ‘shave’ vs. tG təlaččə ‘shave os.’ (Amberber 2000)

• Mehri: G ġəbūr ‘meet so.’ vs. Gt ġatbər ‘meet one another’ (Rubin 2010)

• Cushitic

• Iraqw: deeqw ‘shave (tr.)’ vs. deequut ‘shave os./intr.’
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The Middle t-Morpheme – Data & Examples

Passive

• Semitic

• Akkadian: D nuwwuru ‘make bright’ vs. Dt nutawwuru ‘be made bright’

• Gəʕəz: G nägärä ‘speak’ vs. tG tänägärä ‘be said’

• Syriac: D mallel ‘speak’ vs. ʔetmallal ‘be said’ (Pat-El 2019)

• Cushitic

• Iraqw: tleehh ‘do, build’ vs. tleehharuut ‘be completed’ (Mous & Qorro 2000)

• Berber

• Kabyle: enz ‘be sold’ vs. zz-enz ‘to sell’ vs. ttu-z-enz ‘to be sold’ (Guteva 2014)
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The Middle t-Morpheme – Data & Examples

Anticausative

• Semitic

• Akkadian: G napāhu ‘blow, light up’ vs. Gt nitpuhu ‘catch fire’

• Hebrew: D bišel ‘cook (tr.) vs. tD itbašel ‘cook (intr.)’

• Gəʕəz: G nāħnəħä ‘shake (tr.)’ vs. tG tänāħnəħä ‘shake (intr.)

• Mehri C hənțawb ‘drop (tr.)’ vs. Gt națțəb ‘fall’ (Rubin 2010)

• Cushitic

• Iraqw: noun tla/a ‘stone’ vs. denominative tla/uut ‘become hard like a stone’ (Mous & Qorro

2000)
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More t-velopments

The t-Morpheme has had two odd developments in Akkadian

• Intensive/pluractional aspect (ipta(n)arras, i.e., tan-stems)

• E.g., lawû ‘surround, besiege’ litawwû ‘continually encircle’

• Apparently attested elsewhere? Cf. Amazigh Bedar @WAMt

• Event-coordination (iptaras, usually called ‘perfect’)

• Verbal forms marked with this t-form denote an event in relation to one or more relational 

values (i.e., to other events or to a reference point)

• Streck (1995, 1999, 2003)

• Equivalents???
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Diachrony & Origins Issue

• Which was the original function?

• Can we narrow it down to one (1) semantic feature, cognitive process, etc., that could 

account for the further developments we observe in the individual languages?

• Is there a common ‘primitive’ that we could reconstruct?

• How do we account for other developments, e.g., the atelicity or event-coordination seen in 

Akkadian, as well as other (idiosyncratic?) developments in other branches and languages?

• Can understanding the synchrony better help us reconstruct the diachrony?
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The Workshop

The goal of our workshop is primarily the exchange of ideas and discussion on the morpheme, from 

the point of view of

a. Different phenomena in different languages and language families

b. Synchrony vs. diachrony

c. Different methodological backgrounds/frameworks
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The Workshop – Branches & Languages

Berber

• Taqbaylit –Bedar

Cushitic

• Gawwada –Tosco

• Somali –Bendjaballah

Egyptian

• Early Egyptian & Coptic –Kilani

Semitic

• Akkadian –Inglese, Gasparini & Viano; Kamil

• Arabic –Tsukanova

• Neo-Aramaic –Kuzin

• Hebrew –Kastner; Rappaport-Hovav

• Kistane – Aaron Rubin 

• Modern South Arabian

• Bathari & Śħerēt - Inglese, Gasparini & Viano

• Mehri – Inglese, Gasparini & Viano; Rubin

• Soqotri – Maria Bulakh
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The Workshop - Approaches

Different Methodologies

• Computational

• Kastner

• Theoretical linguistics

• Bedar; Bendjaballah; 

Rappaport-Hovav

Comparative & diachronic

• Al-Jallad; Inglese, Gasparini & Viano; Schneider; Serpone; 

Souag



Concluding remarks
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Let’s have a great
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University of Edinburgh, 8-9 May 2024
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