
https://llacan.cnrs.fr/
llacan@cnrs.fr

UMR8135 CNRS INaLCO EPHE
7 rue Guy Môquet 94801 Villejuif Cedex - France

Word order, Auxiliaries &

Evolution of the verbal system

in Dahālík
(Ethiosemitic)

©
M

arie-C
laude Sim

eone-Senelle2013-05-17

marie-claude.simeone@cnrs.fr

Marie-Claude SIMEONE-SENELLE



2

Dahālík
(Plural of dahlāki)

 Inhabitants of the Dahlak archipelago in the Red Sea, off Mīwaʕ

(Massawa), in the State of Eritrea

 Mother tongue of over 83% of approximately 3000 islanders

on three islands : Dahlak ʕabi/ʕabbay (Dahlak Kebīr), 

Nōra,

Deħil. 
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Dahlak Archipelago

DAHAK
KEBIR

[dahlak ʕabi]

Deħil

Nōra
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Contact Languages

On Dahlak Kebir and Nōra: Dahālík, Arabic, ʕAfar
Deħil : Dahālík, Arabic

With Arabic from the Yemeni coastal region of Tihama

With Semitic languages : Arabic, Tigre, Tigrinya 
Cushitic languages : ʕAfar, Saaho

on the Eritrean eastern coast
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Endangered Language

o No official status

o under-documented

o Supremacy of Arabic

o Number of speakers increasingly reduced

o Generational transmission broken

Highly imperilled with extinction

Présentateur
Commentaires de présentation
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Classification
AFRO-ASIATIC

Semitic

Southern Semitic

Northern Ethiosemitic

close relation between Dahālik and Tigre, 
similarities with Tigrinya. 

Divergences with Tigre are significant enough 
not  to consider Dahālik as a dialect of Tigre.
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Word order
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Nominal phrase

Definite=Noun / Numeral+Noun
yā=bisít ‘the woman’

saman ħaʔan ‘eight boys’ 

Determined + determining
bisit ʕabbay ‘old woman’
bet umm=u ‘his mother’s house’
<house/mother=3M.SG> 
qussuʕet dahab <ball/gold> ‘a golden ball’
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Verbal Phrase, Compound conjugation

Aux   +  V  

V    +  Aux

. 
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Clause & Sentence

S. O. V.

Aux. O. V / V. O. Aux.

. 
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Clause & Sentence

Subordinate - Matrix

. 
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Verbal System
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CO BASIC CONJUGATION

Perfective vs Imperfective 
(Binary aspectual opposition)

nasaʔa, nasseʔ « to take »
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with copula : V.IPFV = copula  

COMPOUND CONJUGATION

Futurity*

The order of the constituents is unchangeable

* No precision about the time frame or efficiency of the process
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Morphology
V & AUX. conjugated

Syntax
V.IPFV & Aux.PFV/Compound Conj.

or Aux.PFV/Compound Conj. & V. IPFV/PFV 

Semantics
TAM Values

with Auxiliaries
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1) elle (var. (h)alle) & kōna (var. kūna) ‘to be’ 

2) ħaddi & le=ħaddi ‘to want’

To be, to want
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CO BASIC CONJUGATION

elle & kūna ‘to be’ 



23

CO BASIC CONJUGATION
ħade, ħaddi ‘to want,to desire’
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WORD ORDER in Compound conjugation

Verb + Auxiliary 
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Auxiliary + Verb
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Aux & V
elle : progressive, imminent future

< /elle ɣayyib/

* for milleyu (3M.PL)

< /elliko anneħ/

< /elleyu iblū/
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anneħ elliko > anneħ liko
elliko anneħ > liko anneħ > ko=anneħ

elle + V > reduced conjugation
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Aux + V(IPFV) 

kōna : habitual,  past progressive, past continuous
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V(IPFV) + Aux

kōna : habitual,  past progressive, past continuous
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V(PFV) & Aux
kōna : anteriority

Compound conjugation

Aux & V(PFV)
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ħaddi : future
V(IPFV) & Aux 

Ordre figé 
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le=ħaddi / ħaddi=lle

Présentateur
Commentaires de présentation
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le=ħaddi ‘to want’ & AUX. Future
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le=ħaddi (Aux) : probability, intent

V (IPV)  + AUX 

AUX + V

kūna=ħaddi (Aux) : irrealis

‘he will wait for you’
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SUMMARY
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Verb and Aux. both conjugated / Aux. conjugated  

Aux. + V no number, gender index for 3rd persons 
kōnayu > kōna
no number, gender index for  2nd & 3rd persons
elleyu > elle; elliki , elleka > leka; ellet > elle

V + kōna V (3m.sg.pfv) + conjugated Aux. 
ammerkunko, ammerkunki …

V(ipfv)=elle elle in the reduced form 
elliko > liko, ellika > lika, elle > (el)le

(el)le=V(ipfv) new suffixal  conjugation
ko=, ka=,  le=V
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Grammaticalization of the periphrasis with an auxiliary :

renewal of the verbal system

Degree of Grammaticalization depending on the auxiliary, its place

High degree of grammaticalization with elle & V

Auxiliary-Verb more ancient

Verb-Auxiliary more recent

Very low degree of grammaticalization with kōna

more recent integration ? 
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