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"The comparative method is a set of techniqueggldped over more than a century and a half, that
permits us to recover linguistic constructs of iearlusually unattested, stages in a family of tesla
languages? It begins with vocabulary, usually basic vocabylamd the recognition of cognates across
the languages compared. It then proceeds to isodgematic yet essentially nonmotivated
correspondences that recur among the compareddgagand to present these correspondences in an
economical yet linguistically natural formula. Themparison may focus on practically any linguistic
level, though it is perhaps most familiar as a tfwl phonological and morphological analysis. The
comparative method is a proven set of linguistahieques that linguists and Semitists jointly apwith
great success.

The goals of the comparative method are as fans@lathe method itself. Stated simply, comparative
linguists seek

i toidentify instances of genetic relatedness rgsblanguages;
i to explore the history of individual languages;
i to develop a theory of linguistic change.

Identifying genetic relationships is of coursedamental to the comparative task and underlies such
basic projects as linguistic classificatibExploring the history of individual languages, esially the
changes that occur across related languages, oftetves the abstractive and retrospective methiod o
reconstructiorf. Developing a theory of linguistic change, howevier,not a priority of ours. Since
Semitists tend to be adverse to theory, we havdadethe more theoretical tasks to others. Ourigters
interest in subgrouping, though, shows that we meteégnored this goal altogether.
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The comparative method has been very successfubducing a stable inventory of proto-Semitic
phonemes. There are three vocalic phonemes: an logpen vowel, a close front vowel, and a close
rounded back vowel. There are also twenty-nine @asstal proto-phonemes whose place and manner of
articulation can now be charted on the standardtiie. For example, the so-called emphatics ave no
finding their home as ejective counterparts of $enpnvoiced segmentsAt the same time, current
opinion favors a characterization of the alveolailants as proto-affricatésThe comparative method has
also been successful at eliminating a putative geconsonant. Thus the "rare phoneme,”*once
thought to underlie distal demonstratives, thirdgspa pronouns, and the causative préfiiqw seems to
behave according to phonological rules that in nafiute the justification for reconstructing a sepa
proto-phonemé.For the moment, the number and identity of pratéoalic phonemes is seculfe.

The comparative method has had another succedemonstrating the existence of word-initial
consonant clusters in the proto-language. Thionas not new, but it has gained momentum sincé 198
when Testen showed that a uniquely Aramaic sourhgdn is governed by this very condition, in the
form of word-boundary, consonant, and: *e.g., n > bord 'son' vs. ban > bonayya 'sons®!
Furthermore, the plural stem itself corroborates ttiuster-initial derivation of the base form; it
participates in the central Semitic morphophonalabirule which inserts ana*vowel between two
contiguous consonants that precede a plural stifficg., Hebrewben 'son' < bn vs. bonim 'sons'
< *pbanmyV; see alsdet'rump’ (Is 20:4) vssot6t ‘foundations' (Ps 11:3). These nominals therefordicn
a pattern that otherwise seemed to occur only énpitoto-Semitic G imperative. However unstable,
*#CC, is permissible in proto-Semitie.

In the arena of morphology, the dust may be settiver the antiquity of theyagattViverb form. It
occurs in Akkadian as a productive imperfectivenforlt also occurs in Ethiopic with the same
characteristics. The logic of the comparative metlioen, suggests only one conclusion.
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It is the very fact that [these] two Semitic langes, geographically the most remote from eaclr,othe
and otherwise with very little in common that ig demonstrably SemitiGemeingutshare this particular
formation that adds cogency to the thesis thakit fyaqattV] is proto-Semitic?

But problems remain. First, there are discrepanbetween the Akkadian and Ethiopic forms that
still require explanatiof Second, the gemination in these forms may weltbeic —a grammaticalized
representation of durativity or a related impefifectategory.’ In which case, this imperfective inflection
could have arisen independently in these two distaelated languages.

Historical origin notwithstanding,yagattVlis one of the two attested prefixed finite verbnie in
the Semitic languages. The other iga¢tVIl and, unlike YyaqattVl is a solidly proto-Semitic form.
Together, they comprise a compatible and compleangmtair. Huehnergard characterizes them as "two
basic indicative forms" which are distinguishedading to aspect (perfective vs. imperfectiVeYet are
they truly "indicative?" Unfortunately, the termaguivocal. Trask defines it as a declarative: "fod
category associated with the uttering of a statérmdrich the speaker believes to be trtfePalmer
prefers to subsume this grammatical category utfdesemantic heading "realf.'Either way, it is not
likely that the prefixed verbs are indicative. Tveof lies in the shorter,yaqtViform. For as all scholars
recognize, proto-SemiticyaqtVl has two discrete semantic values. One is a pietemd the other is an
optative (jussive}’ Biblical Hebrew provides a typical illustration.

yogemHe reduced the storm to a whisper, and the waees silent. (Ps 107:2%)
So shall Yahweh dgogemMay Yahweh fulfill your words. (Jer 28:6; see alls&@am 1:23)

The two meanings share common ground, howevely $hare the notion of temporal remoteness or
distance from the speaker's presértibeit in different ways. One formy#qtVI preterite, is a declarative
that refers to the simple past, devoid of implicatior the present state of affairs. The other fowyaqtVl
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optative, is a desiderative expression that isnteie toward the future behavior of an addresseer dtfan
the speakef: That is, they both refer to situations that assdciated from the speaker's actual present or
reality. Both incarnations ofyaqtVl therefore express the non-redfisthe semantics ofyagattVlalso
intersect with the non-real. Regardless of theiq#dar aspectual subclass, this imperfective form
expresses what may be called "non-accomplishedcomplete” situation$. In addition, each subclass
confirms the affinity to irrealis. For instance, evhthe imperfective expresses habituality, it "ines
induction from limited observations about the attuarld to a generalisation about possible worfds."
The point at which the speaker moves beyond anrtagt&ble situation or firsthand experience, that
speaker enters the realm of the irrealis. Proto#&enthen, does not have "two basic indicativenist
that inflect with personal prefixes. Rather, the@tean be reduced to one basic irrealis verb foram ith
finite and that subdivides along modal and aspéeixes.

The case of the feminine endingt s also interesting from the perspective of thenparative
method. Every Semitic language deploys this siw#fixan agreement marker on adjectives; vit, of-its
variant *at, is an obligatory suffix on adjectives governedayeminine singular noun. So too, it is a
common device to mark the female member of cogpates: e.g.3arru 'king' / Sarratu '‘queen’ (Akk.);
mik 'king' / mlkt 'queen’ (Ug.)maliku 'king' / malikatu 'queen’ (Arab.); andagus 'king' / nagast 'queen’
(Eth.). But in other paradigms and constructionsarks neither the feminine nor singularity. Thetp-
Semitic series of the first ten cardinal numerala igood exampl?é?.The two lowest numerals, '1' and '2',
are adjectives and inflect by agreement; accorgjrtgeir suffix *t is feminine. But when the threshold
between '2' and '3’ is crossed, two changes otleemumerals have nominal morphology, and thesuffi
*-t is attached to numerals governed by masculine s\quile feminine heads govern zero-ending
numerals). On the numerals '3' through '1L0{, dees not mark feminine gender in proto-Semitic. In
another example, the ending ®f the suffixed finite verb has variable meanilmgthe third person forms,
where the inflectional endings are largely isomdarphith those of the predicate adjective, the egdin
predictably denotes the feminine singulara¢*vs. ms. sg. *a). In the first and second persons, though,
where the inflectional endings are isomorphic wvilib independent subjective pronoung, rharks the
second person. Rephrased in nongrammatical terhres, ending * marks the addressee of a
conversational paf’ Two final examples show that the grammatically iféme *-t also transforms one
word class into another. It can transform a massnato a count noun: e.gkakkitu 'lentil' < kakka
'lentils' (Akk.); b'6rta 'turd' <b'6ra 'excrement' (Syr.)§a“r3 'strand of hair' <e‘or 'hair' (Hebr.); and
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dahabatu'gold piece' <dahabu 'gold' (Arab.)** But it can also transform a basic property concept
(adjective) into an abstract mass noun: &igf) 'truth, justice' <inu 'true, just' (Akk.);gdlt 'greatness’

< gdl 'large' (Ug.);waqgzhatu 'insolence' <wagzhu 'insolent’ (Arab.); andanmyt 'beauty’ <sanmay
'‘beautiful' (Eth.}? In each of these exampleg, serves the same functidhit marks the inverse of the
basic grammatical or semantic category to whidls @éttached. In masculine/feminine singular patrs,
marks the nonbasic member. In a conversationatgity, it marks the nonspeaker. In the case ofrahtu
mass nouns, it marks the nonmass counterpart. &djgctives, it marks a timeless nominal derivative.

a binary nominal system, thert,i§ the "other.* On such an analysis, this (pro-)nominal markenevas

an echo in the proto-Semitic verb system. For ifrboowski is correct in his interpretation of thertic
t-stems, this derivational affix performs a seriepredictable semantic shifts or reorientationsethier in

the aspect of the underlying verb or in the dimtwf its dynamic activity® If so, the affixt is a very
deep ig;gerse marker in Semitic. Clearly, we s@l/& much to learn from the time-honored comparative
method:

31. E.g., BrockelmannGrundriss der vergleichenden Grammatik der sentigscSpracher{2 vols.; Berlin: Reuther &
Reichard, 1908-1913) 1 8227Ac (noting that Eth. $atkis construction); and Burkhart Kienastistorische Semitische
SprachwissenschaftViesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2001) §124.3a.

32. E.g., BrockelmannGrundriss der vergleichenden Grammatik §227Aa; and KienastHistorische Semitische
Sprachwissenschadtl24.3c.

33. Cf. Voigt, WO 18 (1987): 60.

34. See E. A. Speiser, "Studies in Semitic ForneatiWJAOS56 (1936): 39-40 (= idenQriental and Semitic Studies
Collected Writings of E. A. Speisexd. J. J. Finkelstein and Moshe Greenberg [Pélitdaia: University of Pennsylvania Press:
1967] 425).

35. Bruno W. W. Dombrowski, "Some Remarks on the EwebiHithpa'el and Inversative -T- in the Semitic baages,"
JNES 21 (1962): 220-223, esp. 222b-223a. Cf. MichaeBteck, Die akkadischen Verbalstamme rtatnfix (AOAT 303;
Munster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2003) 106-110.

36. Cf. Bruce K. Waltke and M. O'Connéin Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntg¥inona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990)
427 n. 10.

21



