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The Debate on Ergativity in Neo-Aramaic 

The paper examines the conflicting positions held by scholars on the issue of 'agreement 

inversion' in Neo-Aramaic. We present new arguments in favour of the position which views 

this phenomenon as a product of a split between a nominative-accusative verbal system in the 

imperfective and  an ergative-absolutive system in the perfective.  

Aramaic was the lingua franca of the Middle-East for over a millenium, until about the 8
th

 

century AD, when it was replaced by Arabic. Neo-Aramaic is still spoken nowadays, mostly by 

Christian and Jewish communities in/from an area within the borders of Syria/ Turkey/ Iraq/ 

Iran.  

Many Neo-Aramaic dialects, in particular all of the North-Eastern Neo-Aramaic dialects 

(NENA), and also the Turoyo dialects, have undergone a well-documented historical process 

which consisted of the disappearance of the original Aramaic tensed finite verbal forms, and 

the formation of new tense/ aspect forms on the basis of the original participles. The active 

participle became the stem of the NENA imperfective, while the passive participle evolved into 

the NENA perfective. The subject of the perfective, the original agent phrase of the passive 

participle, was expressed as an oblique with dative Case. As in many other languages (also in 

English), in the earlier form of Aramaic from which the modern NENA dialects developed, 

there was an overlap in the morphological marking of dative and accusative case. When the 

dative agent phrase was reanalyzed as the subject of the NENA perfective, it had exactly the 

same form as the dative-marked direct object of the imperfective. Eventually, this identity in 

Case turned into identity in agreement, through the cliticization of both subject and object 

pronouns to each of the perfective and imperfective stems (Kutscher 1969, Jastrow 1985,  

Hopkins 1989, Goldenberg 1992, Polotsky 1996, Kapeliuk 1996, Khan 1999).  

The result of this process was the inversion of the cross-referencing of subject and object by 

the perfective and the imperfective forms of the verb, as illustrated below. In (1) and (2), in the 

imperfective (a) examples, the NOM-suffix (-a and -i respectively) cross-references the subject 

and the DAT-suffix (-lu and -la respectively) cross-reference the object. This is reversed in the 

perfective (b) examples, where the NOM-suffix cross-references the object, and the DAT-suffix 

cross-references the subject. 

(1)  Jewish Sanandaj   (Khan 2009) 

       a. Imperfective 

  baxt-ăke  barux-ăwal-i  garš-á-lu  

  woman-DEF     friend-PL-my   pullIMPF-NOM.3FS-DAT.3PL 

  'The woman pulls my friends.' 

       b. Perfective  

  barux-ăwal-i  baxt-ăke         gərš-á-lu 

  friend-PL-my   woman-DEF     pullPERF-NOM.3FS-DAT.3PL 

  'My friends pulled the woman.'     

 (2) a. Imperfective  

  barux-ăwal-i   baxt-ăke         garš-í-la 

  friend-PL-my   woman-DEF    pullIMPF-NOM.3PL-DAT.3FS 

  'My friends pull the woman.'     

        b. Perfective  

  baxt-ăke          barux-ăwal-i gərš-í-la 

  woman-DEF    friend-PL-my   pullPERF-NOM.3PL-DAT.3FS 

  'The woman pulled my friends.'  
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The historical process which gave rise to this inversion has also been documented in Iranian 

languages, in particular Kurdish (Haig 2004) with which the speakers of Aramaic were in 

contact. In the literature on Kurdish, there is a concensus on the analysis of the perfective 

inverted system as an ergative system. Yet this concensus has not formed in the Aramaic case. 

Some scholars (Jastrow 1985, Khan 2007) have described the NENA perfective as ergative, 

whereas others have rejected the ergativity analysis (Goldenberg 1992, 1998, Polotsky 1996). 

The basis for the rejection is the following. In an ergative system, unaccusative subjects are 

coded like transitive objects, and unlike transitive subjects. This is indeed the case in some 

NENA dialects, but not in others. In (3a) the unaccusative subject is indeed coded as a 

transitive object, ie as NOM. But in (3b), it is coded like a transitive subject, ie as DAT.       

(3)  a. Jewish Sulemaniyya  (Khan 2004)    b. Christian Barwar  (Khan 2008) 

       brat-i   qim-a     brat-i   qim-la 

 daughter-my  risePERF-NOM.3FS   daughter-my  risePERF-DAT.3FS 

             both: ‘My daughter rose.’ 

Goldenberg 1992 and Polotsky 1996 interpret the NENA perfective as a possessive 

construction; this is made possible by the fact that DAT  is also a marker of genitive Case (GEN). 

Moreover, Polotsky 1996 denies the inversion, and assumes that the argument cross referenced 

by NOM in (1b) and (2b) is the subject, i.e. these sentences are passive. Goldenberg 1992 

recognizes the inversion, and assumes that the argument cross referenced by DAT is the subject 

of (1b) and (2b), yet it is not the subject of the verb, but of a covert possessive auxiliary "have", 

hence the DAT/GEN agreement marking. The argument cross-referenced by NOM is the subject 

of the clausal complement of this auxiliary. 

The two alternative analysis differ in their explanation of the contrast in (3). Goldenberg views 

it as parallel to the familiar contrast between languages which use a "be" auxiliary with 

unaccusative verbs, e.g. Italian, and languages which extend the use of the "have" auxiliary to 

unaccusatives, e.g. English. In the framework of a passive analysis, E. Bar-Asher 2007 

suggests that DAT in (3b) historically originate from an ethical dative, unlike the passive by-

phrase DAT found with transitive verbs.   

In the present paper, we first show that both alternative analyses are actually compatible in 

principle with the ergativity analysis. The passive analysis is reducible to the so-called 

syntactic ergativity (Dixon 1994), whereas the "have" analysis is compatible with the so-called 

morphological ergativity and has actually been proposed as an account of morphological 

ergativity by Mahajan 1994. Second, we show that the passive analysis cannot be correct, i.e, 

in our terms, NENA is clearly not syntactically ergative. We do this by showing that the 

argument cross-referenced by NOM in the perfective does not have any subject properties, but it 

is rather the argument cross-referenced by DAT which has all the subject properties (We rely on 

characterizations of subject properties due to Keenan 1976, Perlmutter 1978, Marantz 1982, 

McCloskey 1997, Falk 2006). Third, we show that (morphological) ergativity is indeed found 

in NENA, even in the face of examples such as (3b). We show that the DAT marked subject in 

NENA actually differs in its properties from those of the 'ordinary' subject in the nom-acc 

imperfective system: (I) the agreement morphology which cross-references it is marked 

relative to that cross-referencing the ordinary subject. (II) It can be 'dropped' from the sentence 

in a way which is impossible for an ordinary subject. (III) It counts as a PCC-intervener (Bonet 

1991, Anagnostopoulou 2003, Béjar & Rezac 2009), which ordinary subjects never do, i.e. it 

prevents  agreement between the verb and a 1
st
/2

nd
 person object.  We conclude by suggesting a 

parameter within ergative languages which underlies the contrast in (3). 


