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4. CONVERBS4. CONVERBS

Converbs as against other strategiesConverbs as against other strategies

Compare Longacre (1986). The semantics of theCompare Longacre (1986). The semantics of the
storyline in East and West Africa.storyline in East and West Africa. Journal ofJournal of
SemanticsSemantics 5(1): 515(1): 51--64.64.
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The major storyline consideration in Ethiopian SOVThe major storyline consideration in Ethiopian SOV
languages which are represented is the matter of thelanguages which are represented is the matter of the
storyline scheme status of various kinds of "gerunds"storyline scheme status of various kinds of "gerunds"
(non(non--final verbs) as opposed to final verbs in chainingfinal verbs) as opposed to final verbs in chaining
structures. Some Nilotic languages, of which Luwo ofstructures. Some Nilotic languages, of which Luwo of
Sudan is representative, have strict VSO structures. TheSudan is representative, have strict VSO structures. The
function of consecutive tenses in various VSO andfunction of consecutive tenses in various VSO and
SVO languages is then considered along with theSVO languages is then considered along with the
consideration of storyline schemes in SVO languagesconsideration of storyline schemes in SVO languages
which do not have special consecutive tenses. A generalwhich do not have special consecutive tenses. A general
parallelism of the medial and final clauses in SOVparallelism of the medial and final clauses in SOV
languages to initial and consecutive clauses in VSO andlanguages to initial and consecutive clauses in VSO and
SVO languages is noted. Several further parallelismsSVO languages is noted. Several further parallelisms
and differences among SOV, VSO, and SVO languagesand differences among SOV, VSO, and SVO languages
are noted.are noted.
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�� Haspelmath, Martin, and Ekkehard KHaspelmath, Martin, and Ekkehard Köönig (eds.)nig (eds.)
19951995 Converbs in CrossConverbs in Cross--Linguistic Perspective:Linguistic Perspective:
Structure and Meaning of Adverbial Verb Forms,Structure and Meaning of Adverbial Verb Forms,
Adverbial Participles, GerundsAdverbial Participles, Gerunds. Berlin /New York:. Berlin /New York:
Mouton de Gruyter.Mouton de Gruyter.

�� Masica, Colin P.Masica, Colin P. 19761976 Defining a Linguistic Area:Defining a Linguistic Area:
South AsiaSouth Asia. Chicago and London: The University. Chicago and London: The University
of Chicago Press.of Chicago Press.
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�� Map Amha and Dimmendaal (2006)Map Amha and Dimmendaal (2006)
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LanguageLanguage LabelLabel AuthorAuthor

Amharic, Oromo, WolaittaAmharic, Oromo, Wolaitta GerundGerund Ferguson 1976, Leslau 1995, 2000,Ferguson 1976, Leslau 1995, 2000,
Kapeliuk 1997, Lamberti andKapeliuk 1997, Lamberti and
Sottile 1997Sottile 1997

Gurage, Amharic, Awngi, AariGurage, Amharic, Awngi, Aari ConverbConverb Polotsky 1951, Hetzron 1969, 1975b,Polotsky 1951, Hetzron 1969, 1975b,
Tosco 1996, Hayward 1990, AzebTosco 1996, Hayward 1990, Azeb
Amha 2001Amha 2001

Afar, Beja, BenchAfar, Beja, Bench ParticipleParticiple Tucker and Bryan 1966, BlieseTucker and Bryan 1966, Bliese
1976,1976, Hudson 1976, Breeze 1990Hudson 1976, Breeze 1990

OromoOromo ConsecutiveConsecutive Gragg 1976,Gragg 1976,

AmharicAmharic Constructive moodConstructive mood Isenberg 1842Isenberg 1842

AmharicAmharic Short imperfectShort imperfect Cotterell 1964Cotterell 1964

Amharic, ArgobbaAmharic, Argobba Conjuctive verbsConjuctive verbs Hudson 1997Hudson 1997

Hadiyya,Hadiyya, Oromo Serial verbsOromo Serial verbs Sim 1989, GriefenowSim 1989, Griefenow--Mewis andMewis and
Tamene 1997Tamene 1997

HadiyyaHadiyya Medial verbsMedial verbs Sim 1989Sim 1989

Burji, Gedeo, SidamoBurji, Gedeo, Sidamo Dependent verbsDependent verbs Wedekind 1990Wedekind 1990

Table 1. Alternative terms for converb constructions in Afroasiatic studies
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Maba (Maban, NiloMaba (Maban, Nilo--Saharan)Saharan)

�� (20)(20) solsol��������nn abduabdu��lkelke��riri��mm uu��ldld gg ��amam����
gaga��kk

sultan Abdulkerimsultan Abdulkerim sonson of.Djameof.Djame whenwhen
makkaginemakkagine��rr
Mecca.fromMecca.from

�� taranutaranu dada��rr tongtong ��urur--nana karankaran
he.came landhe.came land ToundjourToundjour--GENGEN come:CNVcome:CNV
iokoioko����n tugn tug ��unouno
seen:CNV he.returnedseen:CNV he.returned
‘‘When Sultan Abdulkerim Ould Djame came from Mecca,When Sultan Abdulkerim Ould Djame came from Mecca,
he went to explore the land of the Toundjour and returned.he went to explore the land of the Toundjour and returned.’’
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�� In their survey of the Maban group, Tucker andIn their survey of the Maban group, Tucker and
Bryan (1966: 197) again use the termBryan (1966: 197) again use the term ““participleparticiple””
(formed by way of a suffix(formed by way of a suffix ––VnVn in the Mabanin the Maban
group) in their description of this syntacticgroup) in their description of this syntactic
phenomenon. The authors also point out (p.phenomenon. The authors also point out (p.
204) that204) that ““[w]here several Verbs are involved,[w]here several Verbs are involved,
the Participlethe Participle……is used for all except the last.is used for all except the last.””
An example from Bura Mabang, where theAn example from Bura Mabang, where the ‘‘inging’’
in the interlinear glossing, retained from Tuckerin the interlinear glossing, retained from Tucker
and Bryan, marks off converbs:and Bryan, marks off converbs:
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�� Interestingly, Tucker and Bryan draw attention towardsInterestingly, Tucker and Bryan draw attention towards
typologically similar constructions in Nilotypologically similar constructions in Nilo--SaharanSaharan
groups such as Barya, Kunama, as well as to thegroups such as Barya, Kunama, as well as to the
Cushitic language Bilin (p. 589) and the SemiticCushitic language Bilin (p. 589) and the Semitic
language Amharic; clearly, then, the authors were fullylanguage Amharic; clearly, then, the authors were fully
aware of the fact that similar strategies are found inaware of the fact that similar strategies are found in
these other languages.these other languages.

Tucker, A.N., and M. A. Bryan. 1966.Tucker, A.N., and M. A. Bryan. 1966. Linguistic Analyses:Linguistic Analyses:
The NonThe Non--Bantu Languages of Northeastern Africa.Bantu Languages of Northeastern Africa. London:London:
Oxford University Press for the international AfricanOxford University Press for the international African
Institute.Institute.



See also the description of BeriaSee also the description of Beria
(Saharan, Nilo(Saharan, Nilo--Saharan):Saharan):

�� Jakobi, Angelika, and Joachim Crass. 2004.Jakobi, Angelika, and Joachim Crass. 2004.
Grammaire du beria (langue saharienne).Grammaire du beria (langue saharienne). Cologne:Cologne:
RRüüdiger Kdiger Kööppe.ppe.
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Hetzron (1975a: 113) summarizes the origin and theHetzron (1975a: 113) summarizes the origin and the
distribution of the converb construction in Ethiodistribution of the converb construction in Ethio--

Semitic languages.Semitic languages.

�� A number of features common to ALL the Ethiopian SemiticA number of features common to ALL the Ethiopian Semitic
languages but not found elsewhere in Semitic are probably alllanguages but not found elsewhere in Semitic are probably all
due to the early influence of Cushitic and argue fordue to the early influence of Cushitic and argue for
monogenesis... Some features are not found in all the languages,monogenesis... Some features are not found in all the languages,
but they are found in representatives of each branch while not ibut they are found in representatives of each branch while not inn
the closest relatives of these. Such a feature is the use, emplothe closest relatives of these. Such a feature is the use, employingying
a Semitic form according to a Cushitic pattern (i.e. calqued ona Semitic form according to a Cushitic pattern (i.e. calqued on
Cushitic), of the converb (gerund) instead of sentenceCushitic), of the converb (gerund) instead of sentence
coordination. The converbial constructions are common in allcoordination. The converbial constructions are common in all
the Ethiopian Semitic languages and were already so in Gethe Ethiopian Semitic languages and were already so in Ge’’ez,ez,
but the original converbial forms (based on the Semitic patternbut the original converbial forms (based on the Semitic pattern
(s(sääbir(bir(ää))--) are found today (in addition to Ge) are found today (in addition to Ge’’ez) in Tigrinya, (butez) in Tigrinya, (but
not in Tigre), Amharic, Argobba and, with a limited application,not in Tigre), Amharic, Argobba and, with a limited application,
in central and western Gurage (with a modified patternin central and western Gurage (with a modified pattern ssïïbirtbirtää--))
and Gafat.and Gafat.
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Hetzron (1972: 99Hetzron (1972: 99--100) identifies three100) identifies three ‘‘major functionsmajor functions’’ for thefor the
above converb forms in Amharic. According to this author, eachabove converb forms in Amharic. According to this author, each
of the three functions is distinctively signalled by wordof the three functions is distinctively signalled by word--finalfinal
pitch/stress.pitch/stress.

�� ConsecutiveConsecutive, where the action of the converb takes place prior to, where the action of the converb takes place prior to
the event expressed in the next verb. In this function, the finathe event expressed in the next verb. In this function, the finall
syllable of the converb hassyllable of the converb has ‘‘high pitch stresshigh pitch stress’’..

�� (12a) k(12a) k’’omom--óó ttäänaggnaggäärrää
get upget up--3msg:CNV speak:3msg:PAST3msg:CNV speak:3msg:PAST
‘‘He got up and talkedHe got up and talked’’

�� (12b(12b)) bbäältlt--óó hedhedáá
eateat--3msg:CNV3msg:CNV go:3msg:PASTgo:3msg:PAST
‘‘He ate and wentHe ate and went’’
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�� SerialSerial, where a chain of actions, each marked by a converb, takes, where a chain of actions, each marked by a converb, takes
place, constituting one activity and the final verb is theplace, constituting one activity and the final verb is the
conclusion of the activity. In this function, the final syllableconclusion of the activity. In this function, the final syllable ofof
the converb hasthe converb has ‘‘rising stressrising stress’’..

�� (13)(13) bbäärrrr--uu--nn kkääftft--´́óó ïï--betbet
doordoor--DEFDEF-- ACC openACC open--3msg:CNV3msg:CNV LOCLOC--househouse
ggääbtbt´́--óó
enterenter--3msg:CNV3msg:CNV

ïïkk’’awawïïnn azzazzäägajtgajt--´́óó betbet--uu--nn
goods.DEFgoods.DEF--ACC arrangeACC arrange--3msg:CNV house3msg:CNV house--DEFDEF--ACCACC

tt’ä’ärgrg--´́óó hedhedää
sweepsweep--3msg:CNV go:3msg:PAST3msg:CNV go:3msg:PAST

�� ‘‘He opened the door, entered the house, arranged the things,He opened the door, entered the house, arranged the things,
swept the house, and leftswept the house, and left’’
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�� This prosodic distinction on the intonationalThis prosodic distinction on the intonational--phrasephrase--
final syllable, however, does not appear to be made byfinal syllable, however, does not appear to be made by
all native speakers, according to our information.all native speakers, according to our information.

�� CoextensiveCoextensive, where there is no subsequent relation. In, where there is no subsequent relation. In
this function, the converb does not carry special stress.this function, the converb does not carry special stress.
Three subThree sub--functions are included under thefunctions are included under the
coextensive: 1) the actions of the converb and the finalcoextensive: 1) the actions of the converb and the final
verb occur simultaneously (and the converb is a stativeverb occur simultaneously (and the converb is a stative
verb), as in ex. (14); 2) the contents of the two verbsverb), as in ex. (14); 2) the contents of the two verbs
(converb and final) make up one verbal meaning, as in(converb and final) make up one verbal meaning, as in
(15); 3) the use of the converb is governed by the lexical(15); 3) the use of the converb is governed by the lexical
nature the subsequent verb, as in (16):nature the subsequent verb, as in (16):
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�� (14) k(14) k’’omom--oo ttäännaggnnaggäärara
get upget up--3msg:CNV3msg:CNV speak:3msg:PASTspeak:3msg:PAST
‘‘he talked standinghe talked standing’’

�� (15) t(15) täämmäällllïïss--oo hedhedää
returnreturn--3msg:CNV go:3msg:PAST3msg:CNV go:3msg:PAST
‘‘he went back [=returning]he went back [=returning]””

�� (16) t(16) t’ä’ätt’’tt’ï’ïtt--oo cc’ä’ärrrräässää
drinkdrink--3msg:CNV finish:3msg:PAST3msg:CNV finish:3msg:PAST
‘‘he finished drinkinghe finished drinking’’
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�� Same subject /different subjectSame subject /different subject

�� When does a speaker of a language usingWhen does a speaker of a language using
converbs decide to start a new sentence?converbs decide to start a new sentence?

Issues:Issues:
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Omotic (Afroasiatic)Omotic (Afroasiatic)
Amha, Azeb. 2001.Amha, Azeb. 2001. The Maale LanguageThe Maale Language. Leiden: CNWS.. Leiden: CNWS.
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Benchnon (Rapold 2006, 2008)Benchnon (Rapold 2006, 2008)
(see pdf(see pdf--file on CD)file on CD)

Medial verbs as against converbsMedial verbs as against converbs

�� Rapold distiguishes between two types of dependent, nonRapold distiguishes between two types of dependent, non--argumental andargumental and
nonnon--adnominal verb forms:adnominal verb forms:

�� Converbs do not carry personConverbs do not carry person--sensitive markers (and thereby are less finite),sensitive markers (and thereby are less finite),
and are subordinate.and are subordinate.

�� Medial verbs carry personMedial verbs carry person--sensitive markers, and are cosubordinate .sensitive markers, and are cosubordinate .

�� Neither converbs nor medial verbs are marked for mood in Bench.Neither converbs nor medial verbs are marked for mood in Bench. AsAs
pointed out by Rapold (2008: 177), it is not possible in Bench tpointed out by Rapold (2008: 177), it is not possible in Bench to combine ao combine a
clause with a medial verb with a main clause containing a verb eclause with a medial verb with a main clause containing a verb expressingxpressing
interrogative moodinterrogative mood
**** ‘‘Kargu sold his car, and what did he buy?Kargu sold his car, and what did he buy?’’



Examples from BenchnonExamples from Benchnon
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�� Verbal compounding as an instance ofVerbal compounding as an instance of ““selfself--organizingorganizing
principlesprinciples”” in languages.in languages.

�� The important role ofThe important role of ““selfself--organizing principles in languagesorganizing principles in languages””
A process, where the organization of a system spontaneouslyA process, where the organization of a system spontaneously
increases without this increase being controlled by an externalincreases without this increase being controlled by an external
system (e.g. the environment) is known assystem (e.g. the environment) is known as ““selfself--organizationorganization”” inin
the natural sciences.the natural sciences.

�� Verbal compounding as a widespread lexical property ofVerbal compounding as a widespread lexical property of
languages with converbslanguages with converbs
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AdjacencyAdjacency

�� Subject (A, S) coreferentialSubject (A, S) coreferential

�� Object of the two verbs identical (and precedingObject of the two verbs identical (and preceding
the first verb)the first verb)



�� Amha, Azeb, and Dimmendaal, Gerrit J. 2006.Amha, Azeb, and Dimmendaal, Gerrit J. 2006.
Verbal compounding in WolaittaVerbal compounding in Wolaitta.. In: AlexandraIn: Alexandra
Aikhenvald and R. M. W. Dixon (eds.),Aikhenvald and R. M. W. Dixon (eds.), SerialSerial
Verb Constructions: A CrossVerb Constructions: A Cross--linguistic Typologylinguistic Typology, pp., pp.
319319--337.337. OxfordOxford: Oxford University Press.: Oxford University Press.
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ConverbConverb Main verbMain verb

baizzbaizz-- mm-- sell and squander (lit. sellsell and squander (lit. sell--eat)eat)
baizzbaizz-- ekkekk-- sell ((lit. sellsell ((lit. sell--take)take)
bakbak’’kk’’-- oikoik’’-- be too tight (lit. slapbe too tight (lit. slap--hold)hold)
kk’’atat’’tt’’-- zaarzaar-- capture a person by misleading him/her (lit. twistcapture a person by misleading him/her (lit. twist--

return)return)
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How does a speakerHow does a speaker ““decidedecide””
when to start a new sentence?when to start a new sentence?



�� „„Whenever a distinct illocutionary force is involved.Whenever a distinct illocutionary force is involved.““
�� Neither converbs nor medial verbs are marked for mood inNeither converbs nor medial verbs are marked for mood in

Bench. As pointed out by Rapold (2008: 177), it is not possibleBench. As pointed out by Rapold (2008: 177), it is not possible
in Bench to combine a clause with a medial verb with a mainin Bench to combine a clause with a medial verb with a main
clause containing a verb expressing interrogative moodclause containing a verb expressing interrogative mood
**** ‘‘Kargu sold his car, and what did he buy?Kargu sold his car, and what did he buy?’’

�� Declarative (formally marked; universally rare)Declarative (formally marked; universally rare)
InterrogativeInterrogative
Jussive (Imperative, Optative, Hortative)Jussive (Imperative, Optative, Hortative)

�� Dependent verbs (converbs, medialverbs) combined with mainDependent verbs (converbs, medialverbs) combined with main
verbs (marked for mood) in a protoverbs (marked for mood) in a proto--typical Omotic languagetypical Omotic language
express macroexpress macro--events involving an identical modality statementevents involving an identical modality statement
or illocutinary force.or illocutinary force.
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Some final conclusions:Some final conclusions:
�� What language typology may be about these daysWhat language typology may be about these days
�� Bickel, B. 2007. Typology in the 21st century: major currentBickel, B. 2007. Typology in the 21st century: major current

developments.developments. Linguistic TypologyLinguistic Typology 11, 23911, 239 –– 251.251.
�� ““Instead of askingInstead of asking ““whatwhat’’s possible?s possible?””, more and more typologists, more and more typologists

askask ““whatwhat’’s where why?s where why?”” AskingAsking ““whatwhat’’s wheres where”” targetstargets
universal preferences as much as geographical or genealogicaluniversal preferences as much as geographical or genealogical
skewing, and results in probabilistic theories stated over samplskewing, and results in probabilistic theories stated over sampleded
distributions. Askingdistributions. Asking ““whywhy”” is based on the premises that (a)is based on the premises that (a)
typological distributions are historically grown and (b) that thtypological distributions are historically grown and (b) that theyey
are interrelated with other distributions.are interrelated with other distributions.””

�� Propagating GreenbergPropagating Greenberg’’s method of dynamic comparisons method of dynamic comparison
(intragenetic comparison, intergenetic comparison.(intragenetic comparison, intergenetic comparison.
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Explaining typological similaritiesExplaining typological similarities
between languages:between languages:

�� Genetic inheritanceGenetic inheritance

�� Areal contactAreal contact

�� SelfSelf--organizing principles (languageorganizing principles (language--internalinternal
interaction of subsystemsinteraction of subsystems
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Thank you forThank you for
your kind interest!your kind interest!


