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Abstract: In several works (1998a;b, 2006/9, 2015), Prafess Owens has developed a
revisionist history of the Arabic system of nomicalse inflection. Rather than reconstructing the
case system of Classical Arabic, cognate with Alkadand Ugaritic, for Proto-Arabic, he
proposed several scenarios in favor of a casel$sty of Proto-Semitic from which the modern
Arabic dialects descend. This article engages thighOwens’ methodology, data, and claims in a
defense of the traditional reconstruction — Protabdc had a nominal case system similar to
Classical Arabic that was lost in the modern digle®Ve reconstruct a historical scenario to
explain the eventual breakdown and disappearancasefin modern Arabic.
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1. Background

In 1998a;b and again in 2006/9, Professor J. Owehallenged the accepted
reconstruction of the Proto-Semitic nominal casstesy and its survival into Classical
Arabic (Huehnergard 2006; 2008). Instead, he argoatdcase was an innovation in one
Proto-Semitic dialect group, which gave rise to Hemitic languages bearing case
(including Classical Arabic), while the other Semianguages descend from the more
archaic Proto-Semitic dialect grouping lacking ti@ature (including the modern dialects
of Arabic) (as represented in Figure 3.1 in OwedB629: 115). His argument is based on
a few points: the first is that the modern Arabi@etts do not have a system of nominal
case inflection, and caseless varieties of Arakisted as early as thd'8entury CE; the
descriptions of case by the Arab grammarians stidhgasthere was some free variation
in the assignment of case; and case is not regaibynstructible for Proto-Semitic.

Owens’ reconstruction has not gained a wide follgrdmong Semiticists or most
Arabists. In an article published in 2015, Owenereed his position that case cannot be

1 Disclaimer: The authors wish to state explicitigt the contemporary dialects of Arabic must @ay

essential role in the reconstruction of Arabicisgliistic past. We do not believe that the spoken
dialects are corrupted forms of Classical Arabiccollectively descend from Classical Arabic, a
literary variety. Our understanding of the develepial trajectories of the myriad of Arabic varistie
ancient and modern, from Proto-Arabic is an on-gginocess and this paper hopes to contribute to
that effort.
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so easily reconstructed for Proto-Semitic. He fewrthargues that the accepted
reconstruction is the result of dogmatism on the p& Semiticists, who impose the
Classical Arabic/Akkadian system on all the otlaguages, and that his arguments have
been ignored or misrepresented (as exemplifiedi®ytiticism of Hasselbach, p.1%2
We hope that by engaging with this argument in taitbel and empirical manner, rather
than ignoring it, we can close the case on theanaind return our focus to sharpening
our reconstruction of Proto-Semitic nominal morgigyl. We begin with explaining how
the reconstruction of nominal case inflection feotB-Semitic is not controversial and
the identification of case endings in many of tlxéinet daughter languages is not the
result of dogmatism on the part of the entire comityuof linguists/philologists working
on other Semitic languages. In the second seatverfocus on parts of the case system
that are often excluded or ignored, such as thecwtias sound plurals, the duals, and
diptotes, and why commonalities here rule out ggeetic origin of case inflection in
Semitic. We conclude by asserting that the abseficgase inflection in the modern
Semitic languages is not a counter-argument foexistence in Proto-Semitic, and that
there is in fact no controversy with the currergorestruction of case for Proto-Semitic
and Proto-Arabic.

Before addressing the individual points in Owerepers, we will try to illustrate
what he is contesting: Akkadian (Old BabylonianlpsSical Arabic, and Ugaritic attest a
nominal case system that looks as follows:

Classical Arabic

Singula  Five- Singular  Dual Masculine Feminine
Nouns  Diptote® Plural Plural
singula
Nominative u(n)’ i u a(ni) i(na) atu(n)
Genitive i(n) 7 a ay(ni) i(na) ati(n)
Accusative a(n) a a ay(ni) i(na) ati(n)

2 Owens (2015: 162) claims that Hasselbach (209Bn8srepresents his view that Proto-Semitic had
no case, but according to his diagram (fig. 3.Dimens 2006/9) it is clear that he implies that the
caseless form of Proto-Semitic is older and gase t® case forms. So perhaps it would have been
more accurate to state that early Proto-Semitic had case while late Proto-Semitic did?
Nevertheless, Hasselbach’s statement is not fdgtinalorrect, strictly speaking, but possibly nat a
nuanced as could have been.

Diptote is a kind of second declension of certans, usually those belonging to the elative noun
pattern, proper nouns, and a few other categories.

The parentheses include part of the declensidimgrthat does not mark case but rather ‘statet, th
is, whether the noun governs another noun or pmen@vhen the noun governs a genitive noun
(genitive constructions) or takes a possessivie gibnoun, these final nasals and vowels disappear

88



THE CASE FOR PROTO-SEMITIC AND PROTO-ARABIC CASE:REPLY TO JONATHAN OWENS

Ugaritic
Singula  Five- Singular  Dual Masculine Feminine
Nouns Diptote Plural Plural
singula
Nominative u ] u a(ma; a(ma; atu
Genitive [ I a ay(ma ima ati
Accusative a a a ay(ma i(ma; ati
Akkadian
Singula  Five- Singular  Dual Masculine Feminine
Nouns Diptote Plural Plural
singula
Nominative u(m; i u a(n) i atu(m;
Genitive i(m) 7 i (n) 7 ati(m)
Accusative a(m, a a (n) 7 ati(m)

Each of these languages is attested in a diffdpesmich of Semitic and, most
importantly, the same system is attested in bathgy branches of the Semitic language
family — East and West. This fact has led schotarseconstruct the following case
system for Proto-Semitic:

Proto-Semitic

Singula  Five- Singular  Dual Masculine Feminine
Nouns Diptote Plural Plural
singula
Nominative u(m; i u a(na) i(na) atu(m;
Genitive i(m) 7 a ay(na i(na) ati(m)
Accusative a(m) a a ay(na 7(na) ati(m)

A final and very important point made by E. Coherilie session of this paper on
Academia.edu goes as follows:

Not only form-related peculiarities are attestetbas the Semitic languages, but yet
another thing, just as important—the functions tisise system exhibits: a three-case
system may work in different ways (compare, fotanse, Modern Greek). Yet there
are things in the Semitic languages which are wniguthe group and are the result
of shared retention. For instance:
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1. The idea that a verb complement is in the a¢imgsano matter which verb type is
involved. sabar kina is basically an accusative complement. The sareeqrhenon

is found in Akkadian, and perhaps elsewhere, wisenem-verbal clauses behave in
a totally different way (the predicates are maréechominative).

2. The genitive case is not only adnominal as imllg the case elsewhere but rather
follows construct state, or entities marked as bépcepositions, adjectives, adverbs,
etc.). It is never a verbal complement.

These idiosyncratic functional and formal pecuties shared by the Semitic
languages tell only one story: they are originainf day [one] of Proto-Semitic, and
when they are absent, as in the Arabic dialecis,simply because they were lost.

If we consider the classification of the Semitimdaages, we find that these
cognate case systems are attested across the:family
Proto-Semitic

o~
o \\__‘

East Semitic West Semitic

AN
// .\'\.
/ 0\
/ \
/ \
\
Eblaite Akkadian Central Semitic Ethiopic Modern South
/\ Arabian
/ \ ,
Assyrian Babylonian Northwest Arabic Ancient South
Semitic Arabian
Ugaritic Canaanite Aramaic

According to established historical linguistic nwtblogy, the presence of a nearly
identical case system in Ugaritic and Arabic indisahat it was an inheritance from their
closest common ancestor, Proto-Central Semitiwirin the presence of this system the other
main branch of Semitic, East Semitic, indicates ¢thae was an inheritance from their closest
common ancestor of all three, Proto-Semitic. E¥e@veiadopt an alternative classification of
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Semitic that invokes the existence of a ‘South 8enfaranch, we come up with the same
results:

Proto-Semitic

East Semitic West Semitic

/ \ ~—
// \u__ - - ~
\ ~ ~
Eblaite Akkadian Northwest South Semitic
Semitic
A AN\ A
// \_\ /,/ [ \\ ‘///““, \\\
/ \ / ‘ AN 7/ O\ O N
/ \ / N\ ~ / ~
/ \ / | AN e \ )
Assyrian Babylonian Ugaritic Canaanite Aramaic Ancient South Ethiopic Arabic Modern South
Arabian Arabian

According to this model, the presence of a neaténiical case system in South
Semitic (Arabic) and Northwest Semitic (Ugaritioglicates that it is an inheritance from
their common ancestor, Proto-West Semitic. Agdis, firesence of the same system in
East Semitic the indicates that this system wasritéd from Proto-Semitic.

Owens challenges this fairly straight-forward restomction based on two
observations: (1) all of the modern Semitic langagadncluding modern Arabic, lack a
nominal case system that is cognate with the ahcee and (2) many of the ancient
languages exhibit a reduced case system or laak alésgether. Rather than trying to
explain the absence of the case system in thesetigarthrough normal processes of
language change, he argues that case was actnalhjnavation and he reconstructs a
caseless proto-Semitic. In other places (2006/9)er3 argues that Proto-Semitic had
two dialects, one with the case system describedeabnd one without, but maintaining
that the one without is older. He then argues ttatSemitic languages lacking case did
not lose the system but rather descend from thetyawithout case while those with case
system descend from the Proto-Semitic system veitle c

Both of Owens’ views fail to explain several imgort issues. The first, with a
single, caseless Proto-Semitic, does not explaim th® precise case system emerged
independently in members of both East and West t8erfihe chances of the same case
system, with its idiosyncrasies in both form anddiion, emerging three independent
times is infinitesimally lower than the originalssasystem being lost multiple times in
different branches of the language family, somethirhich has many cross-linguistic
parallels. The second view requires a major rehgfbf the Semitic family tree, placing
all the caseless languages together against thitlsease. Owens never justifies this re-
classification with other linguistic features. lact, all of the other linguistic isoglosses
support a basic East - West split. This issue a$sification will be taken up in more
detail below. Finally, he never accounts for whysitnore economic to post two proto-
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languages distinguished by the feature of caserdian just one and explaining its loss
in the daughter languages.

Given these deficiencies, we think it is clear ttie scholarly consensus on the
matter of the antiquity of both the Arabic and Stsvéase system holds. In the remaining
pages of this paper, we will examine Owens’ indieidarguments and treatment of the
Semitic data to establish clearly that all the en@k points towards a Proto-Semitic case
system that was lost over time in the various brasof Semitic, including modern Arabic.

2. Is case largely illusory in other Semitic languges?
2.1 Languages without case examined

Owens begins his papers on this subject with qpiliio question the interpretation of
case in the Semitic languages that do not pregbevéull Proto-Semitic system. In his
latests article (2015), he begins with a list af ®emitic languages that have case, those
with no case, and those that have case and caselgeies. The languages he gives
without morphological case are the followihg.

Geez

Aramaic
Amoritic
Hebrew

It is simply incorrect to consider Geez a caselasiitic language. It marks the
direct object of transitive verbs, adverbs, anceptbyntactic functions with a final /a/,
which is cognate with the accusative in other Semlanguages (Weninger 2011).
Moreover, when the writing conventions of Geez wered, the nominative and genitive
were still expressed by a word-final,/the normal outcome of *u and *i. At a later ppin
fal was lost in word-final position (Voigt 1983; Celr 1984; Diem 1988; Al-Jallad
2014). The sound pluraisa/na have been lost, replaced by a single terminadgionand
the dual, which also exhibits case, is lost, whigppened eventually in most Semitic
languages.

Finally, Geez still retains case in the constrochfs of three of the so-called “five
nouns”, with nom./gern.iz, and acc-a before pronominal suffixes (Tropper 2002: 78).
The only thing one needs to account for is the sganerger of the nominative and the
genitive. While this cannot be achieved throughulagsound law, it is trivially easy to
understand the breakdown of the distinction. In atther positions where case is
expressed, the nominative and genitive merge (gtrabie regular sound la¥i; *u > ).
That this distinction would be lost in the Five Mgy as the distinction no longer existed
anywhere else, is unsurprising.

®  Missing from this list are the Modern South Ambianguages. The modern Ethio-Semitic languages

are also missing, but some of these, like Amhaticexpress case (an accusative). These markers,
however, are clearly innovations and not cognatk thie ancient Semitic case system.
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Geez Classical Arabic

Free Pre-pronominal Free Construct
nom. ‘ab(p) rabi-ka abun 7abi-ka'father’
gen. 7abp) 7abi-ka 7abin 7abi-ka
acc. aba 7aba-ka aban 7aba-ka

The exact same paradigm is also found/fd@r ‘brother’ (N/G 2ohi-;A Pohva-) cf.
CAr. ?ah- and ?af ‘mouth’ (N/G ?afi-; A Pafa-), cf. CAr. fum-® This morphological
idiosyncrasy which is completely isolated in Geed &lassical Arabic cannot be explained
in any other way but shared inheritance.

Thus, not only does Geez have a functioning castemsy but it is the expected
reflex of the reconstructed Proto-Semitic caseesysbased on the sound changes and
morphological processes that operated in the lagguBo be clear we are not claiming
that Geez preserves a case system identical tacAoalAkkadian, we are stating that the
sound changes and other processes of morpholdgeslthat operated in Geez would
produce its case system from a starting point amid Arabic or Akkadian. Therefore,
the Geez system does not contradict the reconistnuct the Proto-Semitic case system
based on Classical Arabic, Akkadian, and Ugariaoguages that did not experience
wholesale or partial final-vowel loss.

While Official Aramaic and later varieties lack eadts status in the earliest
varieties depends on the classification of the Neeist Semitic language attested at
Zincirli, termed Sam’alian by modern scholars. Thesiguage attests a systematic
distinction between masculine nominative pluval/a/ and obliquey /i/, the exact
distribution we find in Akkadian and ArabicThe ability to detect case in other situations
is limited by the orthography, and cannot be casrgd an indicator that it had
disappeared completely or that it was present.

The most important one of these assertions to tseAimoritic, what is usually
called Amorite in the literature, as this “languageems to function for Owens as a
model of the caseless, but final-vowel-having, &®émitic. First, while the term
‘Amorite’ refers to an ancient Northwest Semitiadaiage, or perhaps dialect continuum,
no attestations of this language survive. What wéalve is a corpus of personal names
borne by people who were ethnically and presumiididyistically distinct from the East-
Semitic speaking population of Mesopotafhighe corpus stretches from the mid-third
millennium BCE to 1200 BCE, and so naturally it ésis considerable variation. A
corpus of personal names cannot be treated aseatiah of the synchronic grammar of
the language of their bearers — this much is come®rse. Names are traditional, are
often coined in different periods of a languageistdry, and rarely have a single

Only ham ‘brother-in-law’ seems to have lost the case oiften and has N/G/A&ami-, cf. CAr. ham
See Noorlander (2012: 223-224) for a discussiontte background of this feature, and on the
classification of Sam’alian. In the case of theefytling an apparent subject in H 13 (Tropper 1993:

it is possible, following Tropper, that the watltly is to be interpreted as ‘my gods’, with a firstqman
suffix. It is therefore not a solid argument fonsokind of free variation in the masculine plural.

Streck (2011: 453) gives the possibility that Aieocould reflect different Northwest Semitic larrges,
but states that the pursuit for linguistic bourekais irrelevant because of the nature of the data.
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etymological source. As a thought experiment, a@rsivriting a synchronic grammar of
any spoken dialect of Arabic based on the namés bearers. One would find examples
of h-causatives, such adduhaymin a productive C-stem (IV formjjn¢am, and the
preservation thé ending in pausetikmat. Great variation in the vowels of compound
names in modern Arabic could also suggest a diiatinere final vowels seem to be
used randomly without any specific functigiabdilla, {abdallz, {fabdullz and {abidalla
can all be heard synchronically, and a quick gosgkerch will produced many examples
of each. When the “Amorite” methodology is appliedmodern Arabic, we can clearly
see how it would form an unreliable synchronic deson of the language. With this in
mind, the seemingly random distribution of finalheds in Amorite personal names can
reflect a large number of things: they could pdowards the breakdown of case in the
synchronic variety and the re-interpretation osthgowels in traditional names, just as in
the {abdallz example. Therefore, one would be wrong to concthdethe source language
from which these names were drawn lacked case amhahén-functional final vowels, but
simply that the synchronic grammar of the languagehich they were used did.

Secondly, we must also keep in mind that the “Aednmames are not situated in
their etymological linguistic context; they are dsa Akkadian. Names often lose their
ability to inflect when they are placed in a foreigontext; just consider Latin names in
English or, for a Semitic example, Arabic name#®abataean Aramaic. The latter often
terminate in-w, likely the nominative ending /u/, no matter theyntactic position.
Vestiges of early case inflection can be found @mes compound names, suchtaslhy
/taymollhe/. This name is also spelledtaslh /taymiallah/, without the final.® It would
be wrong to conclude definitively from such an epénthat finaly was in free variation
with @. It is equally possible, and more likelylight of the comparative evidence, that
the former word reflects an earlier linguistic #agf the language and was renewed in
some pronunciations ton’lh /taymallah/, cf. Arabicabdullz and ‘abidalla.

Thirdly, since many of these names are entire seate we cannot be sure if they were
still parsed as such or simply lexicalized. If thias the case, then synchronic sound
changes, such as vowel reduction, deletion, anfibrslo, could have operated on these
lexicalized strings. Some Nabataean Aramaic nam&® wo longer conceived of as
compounds as is evident from spellings suclibahyw, where¢bdlhy was lexicalized
andwawationwas added to the original genitive ending, asaswo longer analyzed as
such. Moreover, personal names in West Semiticgi8aBrabic, and Ugaritic) tend to be
diptotic. Some irregularities in the distributioh faal vowels may have to do with the
onomastic category itself.

Fourthly, we cannot be sure that all the Amoritenea attested reflect the same
morphological form in the source language — thasne could reflect citation forms,
while others could be extracted from different ntmipgical positions.

The combination of all of these issues makes thee aisthe Amorite corpus of
personal names very tenuous for the advancementhafory that final short vowels were

® See Negev 1991 on variants of these names. atialh of Nabataean names follows the values

given to the short vowels in Greek transcriptiossg Al-Jallad (forthcoming) on the phonetic
realization of the vowels in Old Arabic.
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non-functional in Proto-Semitic. It is methodolagly incorrect, therefore, to compare
such a corpus to languages represented by fulepeoss:’

2.2 Languages with case systems examined

The languages that Owens markfiagingcase are only two:

Akkadian
(?) Ugaritic

Owens marks Ugaritic in his chart with a questicarknn front of it. While he does not
elaborate on what this signifies, we can only agstimt he intends this to mean that it is
not clear whether or not Ugaritic has case — thismtan be deduced from his statements
about Ugaritic in previous works (e.g. Owens 20088f.). This is misleading. First of
all, we have several examples of Ugaritic in sytlatuneiform script, which expresses
short vowels, allowing us to confirm the presentéiral case vowels nomu; gen.-i;
acc.-a (perfectly corresponding to the system atteste@irabic and Akkadian) (Tropper
2000: 302ff.). But even in alphabetic writing thésesvidence for the final case vowels.
Ugaritic has three separate signs to write thetajlatop, depending on whether it is
followed byu, i or a, conventionally transcribed as: andd. Nouns that have a stem-
final glottal stop would therefore be expected xpress case, and this is indeed exactly
what we find, e.gksi ‘throne’ which is attested in all three cases (ex@s from del
Olmo Lete & Sanmartin 2003: 460):

t¢db ksui w yib
was prepared throne.NOM  CONJ sat down.3MPL
‘a throne was prepared (for them) and they sat dGuam.)

grs-h I-ksi mik-h
drove.3MS-3MS PREP- throne.GEN royal-3MS
‘he drove him from his royal throne’ (gen.)

y¢db ksd w yb
place.3MS chair. ACC CONJ sit.3MS
‘he places a chair and sits down’ (acc.)

There are many other examples, ghg.‘army, militia’ (del Olmo Lete & Sanmartin
2003: 777) andlu ‘suckling (lamb or kid) (del Olmo Lete & Sanmarfif03: 498):

10 To be clear, we are not disputing the scholarshigsmorite that analyzes these final short vovesls
cases, but specifically Owens’ treatment of thdreminomasticon as reflective of a synchronic
linguistic system.
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sbui-k ul mad
army.NOM-2MS  force immense
‘your army (will be) an immense force’ (nom.)

rsp sbi
RSp.CONSTRUCT army.GEN
‘RSp (deity name) of the army/militia’ (gen.)

sbui Sps

setting.NOM.CONSTRUCT sun

‘the setting of Sp§’ (hom.)

sbd rbt Sps

setting. ACC.CONSTRUCT great lady 5ps

‘at the setting of the Great Lady Sp§’ (acc.)

dl ysdb-km (...) Kii b+tbrn

NEG he places -2MPL PREP- suckling.GEN PREP-opening

gn-h
esophagus-3MS
‘let him not place you (...) like a suckling in tbpening of his esophagus’ (gen.)

an (..)Na KI[atn]
take suckling.ACC both hands
‘take (...) a suckling with both (hands)’ (acc.)

Likewise, we can find examples of the masculinensoplural suffix-zma and-
mma with fully functioning case, e.g. in thgu ‘divine ancestral hero’ in the plural is
spelledrpum for the nominative ando:m for the obliquglexamples from del Olmo Lete
& Sanmartin 2003: 743):

tlAm rpam tStyn
ate Rpu.NOM.PL drank
‘the Rp’s ate and drank’

qru rpim
invoke Rpu.ACC.PL
‘Invoke the R@'s’

These examples clearly illustrate that Ugaritic &dslly functioning nom/gen/acc
contrast, which is visible, even within the consaahwriting. Moreover, the function of
the vowels that mark the case align perfectly whthone that we find in Classical Arabic
and Akkadian.

According to Owens’ classification, Akkadian belsno the present category.
Akkadian is attested over the span of two and mélennia. Over this period, one can
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witness the breakdown of the case system, so teatBébylonian likely lost case
distinction in all nouns! Thus, Akkadian should go in the category of lamgsawith
and without case, but with a clear caveat — thesleas varieties are demonstrably
younger, in absolute terms, than the varieties wvat$e"?

Missing from the list of case-bearing languagesnsarna Canaanite, the language
of cuneiform tablets sent to Egypt by Canaanitesatzsin the late Bronze Age (Rainey
1996) and Eblaite (Streck 2011b). Both of theseleixa strikingly similar case system to
Arabic, Akkadian, and Ugaritic, with the idiosynsi@s of diptotic inflection and
distribution.

2.3 Languages with and without case

Among the languages that have case and no caseysQists Sabaic from the Ancient
South Arabian family. His main criticism is thatseadistinction only appears in one
lexeme, the word for ‘sons’. Again, this criticiseems to stem from the limitations of
the orthography rather than a true absence of-edise spelling conventions of Ancient
South Arabian do not indicate internal vowels of éangth or word-final short vowels.
This means the only place one can expect to enepwaise is in construct masculine
plurals, where it would be indicated with a worddi long vowel. The commonest word
belonging to this category is clearly ‘sons’, anchgere we see a distribution that matches
Arabic, Akkadian, Sam’alian, Ugaritic, and so on.

External Masculine Plural Case Marking in Semitic

Arabic Sabaic Ugaritic Sam’alian Akkadian
Nom. bani bnw rpim mlkw Sarn
Obl. bant bny rpm miky Sart

1 See Woodington (1963: 63-65) for a discussiorthendistribution of the case vowels. In the plurals

the distinction seems all but gone, while in thegsiar the genitive appears to survive a bit longer
than the other cases, but its inconsistent usesséive a reflection of a learned register rathant
the spoken language. The few examples of Neo-Balaylaaritten in Greek letters indicate that final

12 The unawareness of the chronology of case urdeoinie of Owens’ hypothesized scenarios for the

origins of case in Arabic. He suggests that Araklikadian bilingual speakers, or Akkadian speakers
shifting to Arabic, may have interpreted epenthetiwvels in Arabic as true case vowels, as in
Akkadian (2006/9: 101, n.22). This contact scen&ribased on the appearance of the word ‘arab’ in
an Akkadian text from 853 BCE. Even if we place saotevent in this period, the Neo-Assyrian case
system was much evolved and very distinct fromAfabic one, with only a nominative/accusative
and genitivei distinguished in the singular and case distinctiotally obliterated in the plurals
(Hameen-Antilla 2000: 77). Such a system could mate stood behind the reinterpretation of
epenthetic vowels into the robust case systemtattes Classical Arabic, along with all of its
idiosyncrasies, including diptotic declensions. Btwrer, this does not explain at all the verbal mood
system, nor case expressed as long vowels.
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To illustrate, the Sabaic inscriptioragh 2 attests both forms in a single inscription
in their expected syntactic environments.

hm w-"hy-hw sd w-Rbszmstm  w-bn-hmw
PN conj-brother.du-3MS PN conj-PN conj-son.plBM
bnw Btt ‘dm bny [S¥%]lymm

son.CNST.PL.NOM PN vassals.CNST sons.CNST.PL.OBL h]yj&m
‘Hm and his brother St and Rbszmstrand their sons, the children of Btvassals of
the children of Bymm’

Besides this, it is simply not true thar is the only lexical item that expresses
case. The plural relative pronouw/y also clearly expresses case, as is shown by Stein
himself in the book that Owens cites. The corrextstruct case vowels are attested in
other lexical items as well, but these, being reofraquent as the word for ‘son’, do not
have both case forms attested. The nominative Iplofasuch nouns, however, show up
in nominative positions only.

CIS 102
b(n)w // Mdn  bkin  Awrw hgrn ‘mrn
son.CNST.PL.NOM PN TN inhabitant. CNST.PL.NOMcity.DEF TOP
‘Sons of Min, of the tribe ofbkin, inhabitants of the city ofnrn’

So then, the very fact that the distributionvofindy in the Sabaic word for son
matches the distribution across other branchesi@fSemitic family strongly suggests
that the nominative-oblique distinction in the masw plural is reconstructible for
Proto-Semitic. Even if this distinction is lost leter forms of Sabaic, the fact that they
functioned correctly (meaning as in other Semaitgluages) in Old Sabaic is enough to
reconstruct this distinction for the language. Osvetites the fact that the words for
‘brother’ and ‘father’ do not match ‘sons’ in exhibg case inflection as an argument
against the presence of nominal inflection. Theclag this statement is not immediately
apparent. The word for father is never written vétfinal vowel when in construct, so it
is impossible to say how it inflected. Why ‘fathevas written in a proclitic fashion,
where the final vowel was considered word intermdiile ‘sons’ was not, is unclear. The
second word’s ‘brother’ is often written with a final <y> whem iconstruct, but not
always and there are plenty of examples of the @rgeform <h>, which matches
‘father’ (http://dasi.humnet.unipi.it/, s.v.). Ftre latter situation, again, we cannot make
any claims about case inflection as the long vomas treated as if it were word internal.
The interpretation of the <y> with pronominal sxéf$ is interesting, but according to the
rules of Sabaic orthography, it cannot represeringamnal 17/ vowel, asmatres lectionis
were not used in this position. It may be the ¢haethe form with a final <y> represents
a diminutive, similar to the generalized diminutiieem in some Levantine dialects, e.g.
Lebanesdiayyak‘your brother’, hayyo‘his brother’, etc. Whatever might be the sources
of the construct <y>, it must be stressed thaepresents either a diphthong /ay/ ay//
or simply a consonant /y/, and is not cognate Withgenitive ending or?dhi/. The point

98



THE CASE FOR PROTO-SEMITIC AND PROTO-ARABIC CASE:REPLY TO JONATHAN OWENS

is that not all <y>'s are equal, and so the presesfcan inflectionless <y> if is not
immediately comparable to the <y> of oblidugy‘sons’.

Thus, we must conclude from the evidence that id Sébaic a nominative-oblique
distinction masculine plurals obtained. The word lioother seems to have sometimes
taken a <y> suffix when in construct, but this dlypannot represent a generalized
genitive endingi1/. The orthography of Sabaic requires a consonadntelpretation,
meaning it is not related to the case system. Asvfether case was present in singular
nouns, we simply cannot know; the orthography doets permit us to arrive at any
conclusions?

2.4 The alleged “a”-adverbial ending in Semitic

While Owens dismisses the likelihood of a full-fiedl case system for Classical Arabic,
he does admit the possibility of some type of adiaiending /a/ based on evidence from
Hebrew (the so-called he-locale, ehgb-hiyt-a ‘(in)to the house’). While some scholars
have interpreted the Hebrew termination as cogwétethe accusative /a/ of Arabic and
Akkadian (Wright 1890: 141), its survival in Hebrewns counter to the loss of word-
final short /a/ in other environments (Suchard 2(8%2.1). A terminative ending <h>
occurs in Ugaritic, which cannot represent a vowvelthe orthography but a true
consonantal /h/. This ending, scholars concludeds the true cognate of Hebrew
terminative endingi, as by the time of the Masoretes, final /ah/ hiaglady developed
into a. This further explains why this final vowel wasthast or subject to the Canaanite
shift (*a > 0). Finally, this Northwest Semitic terminative emgli*-ah is cognate with the
Akkadian terminative endings, -a§ from Proto-Semitic 4s, *-as through the West Semitic
sound change ¢ > h, and cannot be seen as the precursor to the tiveussse.

2.5 Is Case a Grammarian Conspiracy?

In section 2.4, Owens (2015: 167-169) argues fdratwcan only be interpreted as a
grammarian conspiracy. He suggests that “at the timSibawaih, ca. 150/770, Arabic
had the type of free variation among final vowedsAanorite had”. It was the “genius of
Sibawaih” that introduced the “idea that short visaeeed to be distinguished in terms of
lexical value [....] vs, grammatical value”. Eveaity Owens puts forth that “the suggestion
can be made that Sibawaih took as his empiricat iagituation similar to Amorite, aficom

it created a case systemmich in part reflected the biases in the inpelft but which was not
structurally unambiguous system which he defingatriphasis our own).

1 These conclusions do not differ from Beeston (1982), who recognizes a case system in the
demonstrativesy nominative ang oblique, and posits that the nominal case systethadmmasculine
plural may have broken down by the middle Sabaimde
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This hypothesis is of course incompatible with lilgpothesis that Classical Arabic
case goes back to Proto-Semitic (Owens 2006/9:."f Mpreover, the likelihood that
Sibawaih or any other grammarian came up with tlas<ical Arabic case system, and by
sheer chance ended up looking exactly like thatkwhie find notonly in Akkadian as
Owens claims, but also at the very least in Ugarig so infinitesimally small that it
deserved no serious defense.

Even if we accept this already unlikely scenarie, still come to a conclusion that
is demonstrably wrong, and it stems from the gfteated, but wrong, simplifying
assumption that case is marked only through finaftsvowels. Case is also marked with
long vowels.

We have Quran manuscripts that predate Sibawailerieless, the Quranic
consonantal text clearly displays case in the souadculine plural, the dual, the five
nouns and the indefinite accusative. This wouldnygossible had case been invented by
Sibawaih or any other grammarian. Even if one dmgsccept the existence of Umayyad
Qurans, which in our opinion by now is proven beyonuch doubt, we can still cite
early Islamic inscriptions that easily predate ¢ghammarians that display case, e.g. the
Dome of the Rock inscription, dated to 72AH/694AD:

w-simw? tslynm?
and-greet.MPL greeting.ACC
‘and greet [him]’

w-kfy b-llh wkyl?

and-sufficient PREP-Allah  protector.ACC

‘and it is sufficient with Allah as protector’

In ystnkf Zimsyi n ykwn tbd  Alh
NEG.FUT disdain.3MS the Messiah  that be.3MS rvasg Allah
wli? 2lmlykh Zlimgrbwn

nor the angels close.MPL.NOM

‘Never would the Messiah disdain to be a servanfltdh, nor would the nearby
angels’

Shd Alh n-h P 2h 21?2 hw w2Imlykh
witness.3MS Allah that-3MS not god except hd-dre angels
w-wlwy A4Im

and-REL.MPL.NOM knowledge

‘Allah witnesses that there is no deity except Hangd so do the angels and those of
knowledge.’

14 It is unclear to us whether Owens has abandomiedidea for the Sibawaih conspiracy theory, or
whether he thinks either might be true, but dogknow which.
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bny lwh  ?lgbh ¢bd Alh ¢bd?llh 212m?m
built.3MS  this dome servant Allah  Abdallah theam
Am?mwn  ’myr Zlmwmnyn fy snh
al-Ma()mancommander  the faithfu.MPL.OBL PREP year

zmyn w-skfyn

two.OBL  and-seventy.OBL
‘The Servant of God Abdullah, the Imam al-M#@n the commander of the faithful
built this dome in the year 72AH’

One can anticipate the argument that the Gramnsadahnot invent the system
from scratch but rather borrowed it from other Samianguages, like Akkadian or
Ugaritic, and applied to Arabic. The problems wiis hypothesis speak for themselves:
there is no evidence that Akkadian or Ugaritic wiemewn in the 8th century CE or that
any grammatical tradition associated with them ised:. Moreover, if some faint
memory of Akkadian somehow survived among the dcecuMesopotamia in the 8th
century CE, and this formed the basis for Arabsecahen the Arabic case system would
resemble the latest stages of literary Akkadiaaf th, Neo-Babylonian. As such, we
would expect a system that expresses both the @atirérand accusative with the /u/ and
the genitive with the /i/, and with no distinctiom the plural. This is not the Arabic
system. Thus appeals to borrowing from other Sertatiguages, as implausible as they
may seem from a chronological perspective, do ravkwn a formal level either.

3. Case and Classification

It should be clear by now that case is attestedsadhe Semitic family, and if indeed we
choose to maintain Owens’ model of a caseless f&emoitic that is the ancestor of the
Semitic languages without case, we must imagin¢ ¢hge was an innovation in a
common Classical Arabic-Akkadian-Sam’alian-Ugaritic-Ancient South alran-Geez
sub-grouping, or that it developed in a parallelyvimdependently in each of these
groups. The attestation of case across all branch#se Semitic language family is a
strong argument against Owens’ innovation propd3alens dismisses this argument by
stating that the classification of Semitic is ngreeed upon by all scholars, rejecting
Hetzron’s classification (which has since been tied) and citing Brockelmann’s
geography-based proposal from the beginning oR@ik century and some of its revised
reiterations (2015: 160). This is misleading. Whalginions differ as to the validity of a
“Central Semitic™® especially with regard to the place of Arabicha family tree, no serious
classification of Semitic has proposed that Clasgicabic belongs to the same sub-grouping
as Akkadian against, for example, Hebrew, Aramai®mto-Arabic. Viewing case as an
innovation would require a major re-shuffling okthklassification of the Semitic family,
which cannot be justified on the basis of any otherphological features.

Another important argument against the polyger@iigins of case is the presence
and reconstructibility of the various asymmetriasthe case system. While singular

15 For a balanced discussion of the various viees ,Huehnergard and Rubin 2011.
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nouns exhibit a tripartitel nominative,i genitive,a accusative system, how are we to
explain the fact that the feminine plural has aatip declension witlu nominative and
oblique, and that this asymmetry is found everywhease distinction is present? The
dual and masculine plural inflection agrees acra@édanguages that maintain these
distinctions, and these again do not corresportiddriptotic singular inflection. If the
category was an independent innovation, surely esldvencounter more variation in the
manifestation of these systems, especially becahse motivations for diptotic
declensions of the plural, dual, and especiallyféngnine plural, are not at all clear.
More problematic is the existence and reconstrilityilof the Arabic diptotic declension
in singular nouns where, in contrast to the fenamiural, the oblique case is represented
by a, while the nominative bu. Moreover, these nouns lack mimation/nunation, w@nlik
the feminine plurals:

Diptote Feminine Singular Diptote feminine plural
makkat Kitzbatun
makkaé kitzbatin
Triptotes Singular Diptotes Feminine Plural Diptote
Nom. -u(n) -u -u
Acc. -a(n) -a -i
Gen. -i(n) -a i

A similar situation is encountered in Ugaritic, wat is observed in cuneiform
syllabic writing. Place names in the genitive (whém a triptotic systemi would be
expected) are found with aa ending (Huehnergard 2012: 40). Place names apeirals
Arabic one of the types of nouns that have a diptoflection. This
semantic/morphological idiosyncrasy shared betweagaritic and Arabic is so unusual,
that it is impossible to have developed indepenrgekthile final short vowels are not
detectable in Sabaic, the absence of mimation hangign of diptosy, is encountered in
some place names, suchthmit/tihamat/ rather than *thmtm and in the nominal stem
2aCCacC A late development of such a feature is difficdaliexplain, while its absence in
Akkadian is justified by the fact that it is notadyeable in the synchronic system, and so
triptotic inflection was then leveled to this categof singulars.

The presence of case in both East and West Semaitlzasic division that is
established by a number of important isoglossegyesis that case was a Proto-Semitic
featureor a parallel innovation. The cognate asymmetrieh@system attested across
these branches make parallel development from alieregaseless variety virtually
impossible'® Therefore, even if case cannot be reconstructeitigcancestor of every
West Semitic linguistic subgrouping, e.g. ModermtBoArabian or Aramaic, the fact that
it is securely reconstructible for Proto-West Samiheans that it is more likely and
economical that the system was lost in the ancedttinose language groupings rather

18 Note that case has emerged secondarily in Ambeanit it can in no way be confused with the ancient
system. If, indeed, the morphological category tged independently across multiple branches, we
should expect this degree of dissimilarity.
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than developing parallel in the East and West Sergihguages that exhibit case. Thus,
the only reasonable conclusion emerging from thelystof this data is that the case
system was a Proto-Semitic feature that was lost tme.

4. Case in Afro-Asiatic

Owens (2015: 161) briefly discusses case in Afr@afs and concludes that, since no
case system like Semitic’'s can be found in anyhef mon-Semitic languages of the
family, and therefore “case in Semitic needs teséen as innovative”. This conclusion
cannot be drawn from the Afro-Asiatic data avarata us.

Proto-Afro-Asiatic reconstruction and even the retouction of its daughter
Proto-Languages other than Semitic is currentlysilnfancy. Any pronouncement about
the presence of case in Proto-Afro-Asiatic is erely premature. Some preliminary
work on consonant correspondences has been unelerfalg. Takacs 2011), and even
these attempts can be considered speculative dt lbesre move past the most
uncontroversial sound correspondences, we arewift no more than one or two
examples of every reconstructed Proto-Afro-Asiatosonant. AlImost no work has been
done on the vocalic reconstruction of Proto-Afrdakie. As case in Proto-Semitic
surface as vowels, we would not even know howad $b prove that there is no cognate
case system in Proto-Afro-Asiatic.

With that, we have to take into account the massii@match in time-depth of the
different Proto-Languages and the lack of longtemithistory of many of these families.
As an example we take Proto-Berber. Proto-Berbedai®d by Louali & Philippson
(2004) around the first millennium BCE, while Kosam (2013: 51) argues for a similar
period between 500 BCE and the beginning of thestiéin era. Lexicostatistical dating
by BlaZzek (2019) yields a similar date (680 BCE)ek if Proto-Berber forms a sub-
branch of Afro-Asiatic with Semitic (which by viruof several striking morphological
similarities does not seem unlikely), we must cadel that the ancestor of Proto-Berber
must have split off thousands of years earlier ti@npoint to which we can reconstruct
Proto-Berber, by virtue of the first Semitic langaa already being attested thousands of
years earlier than Proto-Berber (similar point exised by Blench 2001 and Louali &
Philippson 2004). Considering this situation, itubbe a miracle if Proto-Berbérad
retained final short vowels that would still be gastructible from the modern data that
we have, which is more than two millennia latemtifaoto-Berber. Similar problems are
present in Cushitic and ChaditThus, the state that Afro-Asiatic reconstructian i

7 Even so, as Owens points out, Appleyard (201):rd8onstructs a case system for Proto-Cushitic

that looks as follows: Masculine nominatiyeabsolutivea genitivei; Feminine noma, abs.a gen.
(a)ti. As Lameen Souag points out in an academia.eduioseAppleyard’s reconstruction supports
the reconstruction of as a marker of direct objects, one of the two primfunctions of the
absolutive, and of as the marker of the genitive older than Proto-8enif the Cushitic nominative
originated in a focus morpheme, then it would kedhly one that disagrees with the Semitic system,
and may therefore even be a Cushitic innovatiohwithout regular sound correspondences establighed
is also possible that Cushitics cognhate with both Semiticandi in this position. The Cushitic data of the
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currently in, and — barring the discovery of ant@wcuments of Berber, Cushitic or Chadic —
the state in which it will probably remain, it ismply unthinkable to use Afro-Asiatic
evidence to make any pronouncements for or ageasst in Proto-Semitic being innovative
or archaic.

5. The absence of case in Modern Arabic and whyign’t a big deal

The absence of case in the Modern Arabic dialegpears to Owens as an
insurmountable problem in the reconstruction oft&#rabic as a language that used to
have case. This is problematic for two reasonst, fine selection of varieties to decide on
reconstruction is limited for no obvious reasonc@wl, there are easily explained
internal developments that lead to a caselessmystethe modern dialects. We will
discuss these two points separately.

5.1 Selection of varieties for reconstruction

Owens insists that for the reconstruction of Prstabic, one ought to make use of the
modern dialects. Indeed, if one takes the modegitectis we would be hard pressed to
reconstruct a fully functioning case system (altffoowne can certainly see vestiges, for
which, see below). As Owens states, “the comparatiethod is a retrospective method
based on reconstruction of attested varieties.hin ¢ase of Arabic, reconstruction
proceeds from the attested contemporary diale@skvilards (2016: 161)". However,
Classical Arabic is, of course, also an attestetetya as is the pre-Islamic evidence of
Arabic.’® It is not clear why Owens excludes these varietiesl solely relies on
contemporary dialects for reconstructed Arabic. ©begious result, however, is that it
excludes all varieties of Arabic that have cleatesiations of case. The resulting
incomplete reconstruction will therefore obviougigld a Proto-Arabic without case.

Internal reconstruction (see below), the pre-Istagnidence, and the comparative Semitic
data reveal that Classical Arabic is simply moreseovative in this realm of morphology than the
modern dialectt’

The vast majority of Semitic languages that havitewr records disappeared as
spoken languages ages ago and have no survivingroparary dialects, but these are

masculine, taken at face value then, supportsditee that the Semitic nominal case system is dider t
Proto-Semitic.

To be clear, pre-Islamic Arabic does not referthie dialectal material collected by the Arab
Grammarians or the pre-Islamic poems that wererdecbin the Islamic period. What we mean by
this term is the documentary evidence of Arabiapred prior to the rise of Islam. For an outline of
this corpus and its linguistic features, see Alagh{forthcoming).

That is not to say that Classical Arabic is alwayme conservative than the modern dialects inyever
respect. For example, Najdi Arabic retains the emdProto-Semitic Barth-Ginsberg alternation of the
prefix vowelya-ktib ‘he writes’ versugyi-sma’ ‘he heard’ (Ingham 1994: 22f.), a feature compietel
absent in Classical Arabic. Its presence in Najdible confirms that we have to reconstruct this
alternation for Proto-Arabic, despite its absemc€liassical Arabic.

18

19
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essential to the reconstruction of Proto-Semitie.G\Wwens clearly recognizes the value in
the use of non-contemporary dialects for the reitoason of Proto-Semitic (e.g., his use
of Amorite), it is wholly mysterious why non-contporary dialects are not to be used for
the reconstruction of Proto-Arabic.

5.2 Loss of case in the Arabic dialects

The loss of case in all modern dialects of Aralsiceasily understood as the result of
regular phonetic developments. The vast majoritynofins in Arabic express case
distinction with final short vowels with or withoaunation. All modern dialects lost final
short vowels, as clearly exemplified by the facattithe 3ms ending on the suffix
conjugation is gone&katabvs katabg prepositions likejablabecomegabl; the dual isén

or -ayn, rather thanayni, and the plural isi rather thanzna, etc?® Beside nominal case
inflection, the loss of final-short vowels has tdalated the distinction in the moods of the
prefix conjugation, e.g. imperfect (final) from the subjunctive (finak) and the jussive
(no final vowel). From such a situation, where #ast majority of the nouns no longer
distinguish case, it is perfectly imaginable thétten case distinctions would become less
clear to its speakers, and would eventually be lost

Examples of petrified case persist in exactly theirenments where case would
not be lost due to regular sound laws, but throaghlogical leveling. The indefinite
accusative, used for adverbial forms, which, whet completely replaced by the
classical-an form, shows up asa in many modern dialects, e.g. Moroccan Arabiga
‘outside’ <*barra < *barran (Harrell 1966: s.v.); Mardin Arabigadde ‘tomorrow’ <
*gaddz; gable< *gablz ‘early’ (Grigore 2009: 252-253); Algerian Arableqqga"really”,
dima"always" (L. Souag, p.c.); Cyparra ‘outside’ <*barra (Borg 2004:154), vocative
forms likeyamna@ ‘O mother’ andyaba ‘O father’ (see Appendix | for discussion), and of
course the common greetihgla < * 7ahla < * Pahlan

In a reply to a draft of this paper on Academia,ddwens suggests that one of the
reasons why reconstructing case vowels in Arabizablematic, is because, according to
him there are reconstructible short vowels in thenpminal system, which challenges
the loss of the short case vowels through a promfesysocope.

It goes without saying that, due to pressure ofouaranalogies from various parts
of the paradigm, a pronominal system is not exabyplace where one should look for
the otherwise elusive proof of final short vowe&sme of the examples Owens summons
as proof have already been discussed. The formsehéons are:

20 The “preservation” of vowels in the feminine $uftonjugation and pronouanti is explained
through leveling with the 2fs prefix conjugationdémg, 1. The formantainta goes back to one with a
final /h/, antah while the formant/int is the proper reflex of Old Arabanta, see Al-Jallad (2014).
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-tu ‘1SG’ Opl-tu ‘| said’

-ti ‘2FSG’ Opl-ti ‘you.F.SG. said’

-ta ‘2MSG’ qul-ta ‘you.M.SG said’

-na ‘3FPL’ yaktub-na ‘they.F write’

-ki ‘2FSG, object’ beet-ki ‘your house’

-a doubled verbs in western Sudanic Aralamma'finish’
-u suffix of indefinite nouns in Tihama Arabic.

The final-a in doubled verbs is of Sudanese Arabic is exptalme Owens himself
in a footnote in his reply, but we will replicateetargument in full here. As is common in
the modern Arabic dialects, the final doubled vdrage partially merged with the stem Il
final-weak paradigm, e.g. in Eastern Libyan Aralb&efind (Owens 1984: 116):

Doubled Stem Il weak

sg. pl. sg. pl.
1s daffet daféna salléet sallena
3m daff daffo salla sallo
3f daffat daffan sallat sallan

The initial merger of these two classes is presuynbm the fact that the 3sg.f.
forms look identical (also in Classical Arabic).elfbomplete merger of these paradigms
as attested in Sudanese Arabic is a trivial analeiggn all but the 3sg.m. paradigm had
already merged.

What is important in this discussion however, & this data cannot be solved within
Owens’ reconstruction of a caseless form of Pro@b& any better than it can in a case-
bearing Proto-Arabic. We will, for this discussionit ourselves to the perfect suffixesi, -
ti, -ta. These suffixes are distributed across the d&leca rather haphazard way, (examples
taken from Fischer & Jastrow 1980):

Mekka Baghdad Qanin Yemen
1s -t -it -tu -tu
2sm -t -it -it -ta

2sf -ti -ti -ti -ti

2sf

The reconstruction of 2sf appears to be evidently None of these dialects would have
lost *i here. However this conflicts with the 2sf prononhisaffix, presumably to be
reconstructed aski (see also Owens 2006/9: 246), which surfaces inkisl@kd Yemen
as-ik, in Baghdad asi¢, Qatmin as ¢ and Yemen ask. -ti and-ik cannot both come

2L A similar complete merger of Doubled and Sterwéhbk verbs is attested in JabakzR, e.g.samne
‘to smell’ (Behnstedt 1987: 145).
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from a final short voweti, as they clearly yield two different results. Quae try to save
this by assuming the 2sf suffixigk, but this is obviously special pleading, and doets
explain the Qamin (or Classical Arabic) form. Without a regular edwcorrespondence,
we cannot reconstruct a single short vowiiel We must thus also explain this form
through some analogy in Owens’ caseless model.

1s

Baghdadi and Mekkan shiftéetu to -t (and Baghdadi subsequentit). So we may posit

a sound law*u > @ in word final position. If we maintain however ththe 3sm
pronominal suffix*-hu is also to be reconstructed with a word-final shawel (as
Owens 2006/9: 253 would), we run into a problene Téflexes in all of these dialects of
that form is nothu, but ratheruh or similar, even in Qamin, where finalu is expected
to be retained if one reconstructs the 1s formi-as Once again, in the absence of a
regular sound law we must assume some kind of gyalo

2sm

All dialects lost the word final short voweb*except Yemeni. The sound |a& > @
presents itself on the basis of just this form. ldegr the 2sm possessive suffak in all

of these dialects likely also comes frdrka (Owens 2006/9: 250). Here once again we
are unable to account for both forms.

Owens (loc. cit) assumes that in the pronominah&r-ki and*-ka, an epenthetic vowel
was inserted in the *CC cluster that developed wddated to a nouns. But the apparent
non-operation of this epenthesis rule in the vesbéfixes is not accounted for. Nor is the
syncope of the final short voweéh in the Yemeni form, after the insertion of the
unaccounted for epenthesis.

In other words, for these forms to be reconstrigtior Proto-Arabic, both in
Owens’ model and in our model we would have to fesmme form of analogical
explanation to explain these -VC versus -CV dowbl€he only difference in this case is
that we have provided an analogical solution tvesal least the doublets of the 2s forms,
while Owens (2006/9; 2016) has not. Due to thesklpms, these forms cannot possibly
be used as evidence of retention of final shortalswn the modern dialects.

The final example that Owens cites is, what we valll here “Tilamah
Wawation”. This final-u does not co-occur with the definite article, norconstruct or
with indefinite diptotic nouns such a@affal-elatives, and adjectives of colors/physical
defects. In other words: Tima Wawation occurs in the exact environments where
Classical Arabic has nunation.

Combining this with the fact that in thgaSdah region we find the Im-Meh
dialect that has the exact same distribution, hth & suffix -in (Behnstedt 1987), and
that several of dialects of the &ihah haveun rather thanu (Behnstedt 1985: 60), there
is truly no doubt that this form should be derivieaom original Classical Arabic-like
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Tanwin, probably continuing the case vowel of the nottivea which was either guarded
from syncope by the finah, or was actually lengthened ta (compare indefinite
accusativean> -a in Classical Arabic pause).

5.3 Talking past each other?

One cannot shake the feeling that Owens and we&oaseme extent talking past each
other. Owens (2006/9: 116) states that "[s]inceeless forms can be comparatively
reconstructed at least as early as the seventtiieighturies, from the time of the Arabic
diaspora, they are minimally as old as the caséidrdescribed by Sibawaih, and hence
can be projected into proto-Arabic as wéfl".

We do not necessarily agree with Owens that caselesns have to be
reconstructed back comparatively as early as thensle and eighth centuries. It is
possible that much later dialectal contact may Havelled case bearing dialects towards
the caseless varieties. These dialects did not @xissolation. But it is certainly a
defensible position, and at least partial breakdofthe case system must have been in
place in several Arabic varieties (see section.S4hwever, the second part of the
conclusion that caseless forms and case-Arabibaite to be reconstructed back to the
Proto-Language, because both must have existdn isgventh/eighth centuries, does not
follow from the first part of the sentence in whatnormally understood by the term
“Proto-Arabic”, i.e. the common ancestor of allrfar of Arabic.

This is the canonical meaning of a Proto-Languagéd, any textbook on historical
linguistics will say this, e.g. Trask (2015: 16Campbell (2004: 125), Beekes (2011: 4).
If a caseless and case bearing variety indeed gk tma Proto-Semitic, whether the
innovations is having case, or being caselessgénkest common ancestor of Arabic
would, in fact, be Proto-Semitic. But these areQimen’s model two separate stages. It is
therefore regrettable that Owens (2006/9: 2) da¢saotually define what Proto-Arabic
means to him:

“Proto-Arabic. The fundamental object of any historical linguistis the
reconstruction of a proto-language. This is a Wethwn and established
concept which will be familiar to most readers, awtlich is not
dependent as a concept or as a method of applicatio the
circumstances of any individual language or languagily.”

As a result we are unable to criticise Owens’ ide@sin his own definition
of a proto-language.

22 Owens seems to have changed his mind on hisusionk, as in his 2015 article he states: “There is
no evidence from such reconstruction that protdsfrdad case: reconstructed Arabic had no case.”
(pg. 161). However no explanation is given how las hrrived at this different conclusion, as the
section quoted purports to be a summary of Owe@66/®). It should also be noted here that the
guoted sentence seems to suggest that he envisioddference between Proto-Arabic and
reconstructed Arabic. We do not understand whatliffierence would be.
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At risk of setting up a straw man, our most gensrmterpretation of these
statements, is that Owens, having a dialectolodieakground, has a more variationist
approach to the concept of “language” than is oftesumed within historical linguistics.
In this view then, two linguistic features may éx&sde-by-side for a period of time,
without one necessarily outweighing the other. Wiéeri this view from Owens’
exposition on linguistic variation being presentaifanguage for a period of time in his
book (2006/9: 116f.). It is true that traditionabngparative historical linguistic
methodology is not very well equipped at reconsingcsuch situation® hence the
resulting absurd conclusion that that Proto-Arataeild be the same as Proto-Semitic.

However, it is important to note here that evewdf take this, hopefully correct,
interpretation of Owens’ meaning, the conclusiadlh dbes not follow from the premise.
The fact that it is possible that at the Proto-Acattage there was a diglossia or internal
dialectal/sociolectal variation of case bearing @adeless varieties does not mean it
necessarilyhas to. All we can conclude is that, at the estrligne that we have written
evidence of Arabic, there is a case bearing variatygl certainly evidence for varieties
where case is absent in all contexts that we haeideece for. There is na priori reason
to think that this situation goes back to a Protabic stage.

At the basis of this misunderstanding, seems toalimisconception about the
comparative method. Owens says that “if a tradtiested across different sub-branches
of a family, it is a proto-feature” (Owens 2015:016lt is not exactly clear from the
context if he is attributing this view to semitisisor uses it as a criterion himself, or
both. We assume the latter, but the view expressedt how the comparative method
works.

Owens sees the branches with languages with cageAlkadian) and branches
without (e.g. Hebrew). From this according to tlited criterion should follow that both
having case and having no case is simultaneougigta-feature. Applying this criterion
indiscriminately obviously yields a reconstructioh a Proto-language that can never
have branching features. Proto-Semitic would havbdave simultaneously VSO order
(most of Semitic) and SOV order (Akkadian, Amhariejoto-Germanic simultaneously
would have a definite article marked for case @odic, German), and one without
(Dutch, English). If a plausible scenario existatthan explain two features as having
developed from a single one, then that scenatireisnost parsimonious.

Owens finds the hypothetical case-bearing/casaiegge of Proto-Semitic likely
because, in his view, there is clear evidence lidrotaseless Semitic languages. We hope
to have shown in section 5.2, that all instancepaténtially caseless varieties, a case-
bearing ancestor is the likely a precursor. Moredrnantly, the hypothesis that Proto-
Semitic already had this caseless/case-bearingotdicty, would be significantly
strengthened if there was evidence of other Senétiguages that had the same
dichotomous situation that Owens supposes for Rxotbic. As individual Semitic
languages are either case-bearing or caselessciing the supposed Proto-Arabic
situation back to Proto-Semitic, is assuming araeextlinary stability of this supposed Proto-
Arabic situation, without explaining why it was teide in all other Semitic languages.
Without supporting evidence for such a claim, geonstruction of Proto-Semitic with case,

2 For a discussion on these problems, see Tradi6(Z0191.).
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and showing that case was lost through trivial dolaws and several morphological
developments in the language that do not haveheigpreferable.

5.4 A nuanced timeline of Arabic

Owens (2006/9: 115) presents a timeline of how heisens the development of

varieties of Arabic having case and not having cade the modern era. Owens, unlike
other scholars that have cast doubt on the higtboase in Arabic (e.g. Lancioni 2009),

admits that it is not likely that these case systemthe different Semitic languages
developed completely independently. But he maistairat the modern Arabic dialects

musthave developed from a caseless variety, and imtficle under discussion here, he
has attempted, unsuccessfully in our opinion, tamsthat caseless varieties of proto-sub-
branches of Semitic are necessary to reconstruatelisAnd as, apparently the loss of
case is, to him inherently unlikely, he projecte ttaseless variety of Arabic, back to a
caseless variety of Proto-Semitic. This timelinek®as follows:

Proto-Semitic Proto-Arabic ~ Old Arabic: 7th/8th century modern dialects
C-@ nominals—» C-J— (C-D)— C
C-case - C-case — C-case

C-case = final case-marked nominals, C-& = no

This timeline cannot be maintained for Arabic, farany other Semitic language.
As we have hoped to show, it requires only a feabgl and simple steps to arrive at
caseless Arabic from a system that is essentiddigtical to what is retained on Classical
Arabic.
Let us assume, for example, the following rideall of which are common cross-
linguistically, which would cause enough upheawalpbtentially invoke the complete
breakdown of the case system.

1. *a, *i, *u#®°> @
2. *n# > @
3. %N, *u#t > @

24 Other steps of the development with equally atieind common sound laws may be proposed as well,

and we by no means claim here that these are teddaws that work for all dialects of Arabic.
They are however consistent, at least, for theedialthat havea < *-a < *-an as the regular reflex of
the adverbial ending.

Cf. Frenchpoule[pul] < Latin pullus hote[ot] < Latin hostis terre [tex] < terra.

Cf. Hollandic Dutchlopen ‘to walk’ originally pronounced‘lopan (hence the orthography) now
[lowps].

Cf. Modern Japanese, el@gku‘to write’, [kak] or [kaky]; kaki ‘writing” [kak] or [kakj]
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The table below lists the categories that have eapeessed in the language, and what
their result would be after these three sound laws.

Before loss After los¢ Syncretisr
Indefinite triptote 3 case 1 case (acc no case
Definite triptote. 3 case no case no case
Diptotes 2 case no case no case
Five nouns (indef 3 case 1 case (acc no case
Five nouns (construc 3 case 3 case no case
Soundmasc. plure 2 case 2 case no case
Sound fem. plur: 2 case no case no case
Dual 2 case 2 case Nno case

As one can see in this table, an large amounteoflttinctions would have already
been lost from these sound laws. A few simple stgpsthen get rid of the remaining
case distinctions.

1. Triptotes (with only one case, and only in the fimite) and diptotes (with none) merge.

2. The five isolated nouns that have a three casedisin not expressed anywhere
else is levelled to a caseless forms.

3. The two cases expressed by the masculine pluraldaatiare levelled with the
feminine plural which has lost all case distinction

It is important to note here that it is too simptigo deal with the definition of
varieties that have case or are caseless. Thiddsea dichotomy that not only Owens
(2006/9; 2016) falls prey to, but also among mathers Lancioni (2009), Blau (1977),
and Corriente (1971). Pointing at the fact, as Déeras, that case appears to have broken
down where we see it in late Nabatean Arabic, dusprove thatll case marking is
gone in Nabatean ArabféBy virtue of the corpus of Nabatean Arabic beirgast
exclusively names in a Aramaic context, we lack noositexts where we would be able
to see case. All we can say about Nabatean Araltitai it does not obviously express
case in the form of final short vowels. Needlessdyp, case is not only expressed in the
final short vowels. It is also expressed in theefrwouns as long vowels, in the sound
masculine plural suffixes and in the dual suffixXége have none of these in Nabatean
Arabic, and simply cannot say anything about howecdeveloped in these contexts.

2 And certainly does not prove that case has newisted, nor even allow that as a possible
interpretation of the data. The many forms likebelhy>, whether archaic or not, cannot be
interpreted as anything other that reflecting tbe £abdu-Ighi/, with the final case vowel in the
genitive. The final vowel marking in Nabatean Aalsalways@ or <w> and never <y> unless it is
a compound name of the type mentioned here. Tleisdstly where we expect the genitive case.
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However that a stage would have to exist beforgohumetic loss of the final case vowels
and the complete breakdown of the system, is nbyt logically plausible, it is exactly
what we see in the Early Islamic Graeco-ArabicateHge find clear examples of the
noun?ab- ‘father’ that still has case (at least the nomiraaind the genitive), despite the
final short vowels have already been lost. Thishigiously the stage after the sound laws
that caused the loss of many case distinctions,bbtdre the general collapse of the
complete case system. Some examples are the folidiand in the Papyri we find many
more like them):

APov Zovpovov
[?aba sufwan/ (not** Pabiz sufwinin)

OBowdarra B(v) Apiiaog
/Sobaydalla(h) birtabrt I-€as/  (not** fubaydullahi bnwabr I-¢dsi)

This should not be meant to taken as evidencethiealoss of case had only just
started at the start of the Islamic Period. THigagion is more complex and more diverse.
The Pre-Islamic Graeco-Arabic inscription in Aladl & al-Manaser (2015) seems to
point at a variety of Arabic that underwent a diffet development with a different
breakdown of the system. Here the short accusatives| -a is present, but all other short
vowels are not.

A timeline of case from Semitic to the modern ditdethen, would be more
accurately represented as this:

Proto-Semitic Proto-Arabic Old Arabic: Early Islamic modern
before 7th C.

C-case— C-case—» C-case— C-case (?)
C-partial—  C-partial
C-@(?)— C-@— C-0

C-case = Dialect that retains essentially thed?fotibic system (e.g. Classical
Arabic, Early Nabatean Arabic (?))
C-partial = Dialect that retains part of the Préi@abic system (e.g.
Safaitic, Early Islamic Arabic)
C-0 = Dialect that has lost case (e.g. the modiatacts, Late Nabatean Arabic (?))
(?) is a sign that the evidence is not quite chsato whether such a variety
existed as a living language in the given period.

It should be noted here, that such a chart canidddyhmisleading. So here are
some notes as to explain what we do not propose#@ns: We do not envision a linear
path of modern caseless varieties back to ancigseless varieties. Varieties that had
case, or partial case may have developed intoasssehrieties as well, due to individual
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developments or dialect mixing. The other direcseems more difficult to envision, but
perhaps not completely impossible.

What is important to note is that, it is much meo®nomical to assume that all of
Arabic derives from a single Semitic case systethar than two systems. The caseless
system can easily be derived from the case systeoudh simple sound laws and
analogies. Losing the final unstressed part of edvi® cross-linguistically so incredibly
common, that it is hardly surprising that it happgnmultiple times. The chances
however, of retaining a Proto-Semitic dialectaitspl case-having and caseless varieties,
all the while undergoing all the shared innovatiohgArabic, without ever splitting off
into completely different languages over a peritthausands of years, is such an extraordinary
claim, that the mere absence of case in the matigiects simply is not enough evidence to
defend such a claim.

6. Case Closed?

Owens is 100% correct in emphasizing the needrftical doubt, and engagement with
his skepticism will no doubt lead to a sharper andre complete justifications for
reconstructions among Semiticists, especially ahascan be more readily interpretable
by those coming from other fields. We hope to hstvewn that, at least when it comes to
case, there is nothing controversial about its mstaction for either Proto-Semitic or
Proto-Arabic.

We also hope to have shown that the three altematitions presented by Owens
are all improbable if not impossible:

1. Proto-Semitic did not have case, it was innovatedseveral clearly unrelated
languages in the same way.

2. Arabic’s case is an invention of the grammarians.

3. Proto-Semitic and Proto-Arabic had caseless ane-lsearing varieties within the
same language. This situation was stable enougbriist unaltered for thousands
of years into Arabic.

Appendix I: the diachronic background of vocative brms terminating in -a in
modern Arabic

In Classical Arabic, vocative houns normally take thominative ending -u without
nunation, but when they are in construct with aeotioun or a clitic pronoun, they take
the accusative ending -a (Fischer 2002: §157a)s Tighly idiosyncratic behavior of
construct vocatives is replicated in petrified wd@s of some kinship terms in the
modern dialects, e.gaba, yabay ‘O my father’ or yamra ‘O my mother’. Owens, in an
Academia.edu reply to an earlier draft of this papteverly identified a parallel in the
vocative of nouns with the first person singulaticpronoun in the work of ibn ¥as, a
13th c. grammarian. One can say for ‘O my servagt the following:
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a. ya gulamr
b. ya gulami
C. ya gulama

Example a is the common Classical Arabic way ofresging this construction,
while example b is attested in the Qur'an and ctflsome contextual shortening of the
vowel e.g..su ya-gqawm-i‘o my people!’, <l ya-?abat-i ‘0 my father’, b= ya-{ibad-i ‘o
my servants!’,< . ya-rabb-i ‘0 my lord!. c is also attested in the Qan for 1lcs
vocatives that function as expressions of woe.h@ Quran it is written withalif
magurah, e.g..4=\ ya-7asafd ‘o my sorrow!” (Q12:84) .l » ya-waylatd ‘O my woe!’
(Q5:31; 11:72; 25:28), = ya-hasratd ‘O my regret!’ (Q39:56§° We would interpret
example c to reflect the following:

*ya  gulama -ya
VOC servant boy.ACC my

Now, while Classical Arabic neutralizes the expi@s®f case in singular nouns
with the clitic pronouni; other Semitic languages do not do this. For exempgaritic
preserves a consonantallcs ending in nouns in the genitive and accusatiiide
collapsing it to a vowel in the nominative:

mik /malki/ ‘my king.NOM’
mlky/malkiya/ ‘my king.GEN’
mlky/malkaya/ ‘my king.ACC’

Example ¢ may, in our opinion, be an archaism whbee expression of the
accusative case is preserved, making use ofyth@llomorph of the 1cs pronoun that
occurs after long vowels in Classical Arabic. Ire ttatnguage of the Quran the form
appears to be an archaism only retained in exjpresf woe, where perhaps the
ending was no longer felt as a 1cs suffix. Thelfthés the result of the collapse of the
ensuing triphthong, gulamayato gulamga, just asbanaya‘he built’ becomesani.*® The
Ugaritic paradigm may be original and the Classigehbic distribution would then
reflect leveling of the nominative allomorph fol mlembers of the paradigm.

Forms likeyamna may reflect the same phenomenga: imma-ya ‘O Father
exhibits two forms:ya-ba-y, which reflects the original long accusative vowstya
7aba-ya), andya-ba, which could reflect pattern copying fropamna. These forms are
especially interesting because they cannot bepietiesd as borrowings from the literary
variety, as example c is marginal in Classical Aralb best. Thus, these expressions cannot
be written off as Classicisms, but are true rafiestof a colloquial case-bearing variety.

29

We thank Ibrahim Hawari for pointing this outus.
30

Note that both the vocativé and the-a of banz are written with aralif magirah and both are read
with an &/ vowel in the reading traditions that distingutble original*-a/-awa from *-aya; see Van
Putten (2017) for a discussion.
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Appendix II: Lancioni’s “provocative solution”

While Owens (2006/9: 101) has argued that case lgowmy have originally been
epenthetic vowels of some sort, only later grameaditiing into case vowels, he does not
provide any explanation as to the process and xbirtavhich these epenthetic vowels
came to be inserted.

Lancioni (2009: 231-236) proposes a “provocativiitean” to the enigma of the
case endings. He suggests that these epenthetels/owere inserted, essentiahyetri
causa for Arabic poetry which strongly favours CV sylas to “comply with the needs
of the rhyme system” (p. 235). Lancioni’'s hypotBesuffers from all the same
weaknesses as Owens’. He ignores the obvious egangblcase not marked by final
short vowels (sound masculine plural, dual and fibe nouns). Moreover, Lancioni
claims that Arabic case is “[...] marked by a latkallomorphy (see Table 3 above)”. The
cited table in fact contains the diptotic case Bgsl which are a textbook example of of
allomorphy. We therefore also cannot agree that ‘tan reasonably assume that they are
not originally cases, but epenthetic vowels.”

Besides these shortcomings, the suggestion thabiAraould require such
epenthetic vowels to compose poetry has seveige lianplications. First, it would mean
that the poetic meter used in Arabic would be funelatally incompatible with the
syllabic structure of the Arabic language itselic a mismatch between poetic structure
and linguistic structure is, of course, reotpriori impossible. However, it does seem
highly unlikely that such a mismatch between poatid linguistic structure can develop
in a native tradition, rather than a borrowed tiadito which the meters may have been
better suited. As we have no reason to assumehthametrical poetic tradition of Arabic
was imported from some other language with a sinfitzetic tradition, this explanation
remains fullyad hoc Most importantly, this does not explain the preseof a nearly
identical case system in other Semitic languagies Akkadian and Ugaritic. Both these
languages did have a poetic tradition, but the Aida nor the Ugaritic tradition made
use of meter or rhyme in their poetic traditioneTémergence of a nearly identical case
systemmetri causais therefore impossible for these languages.

Finally, it is not clear that Lancioni’'s incompatity hypothesis is correct. There is in
fact poetry composed in modern dialects with methrse to the Classical Arabic meters,
which are nevertheless completely caseless, ambidoave a need for epenthetic vowels
to create CV syllables. Short syllables may singtizer be CV or C. An example of this
is given by Clive Holes in hiEALL article on Nab@ poetry (Holes 2011), which has a —
-U—|--U-|-U- - meter, essentially identical to the Classgzal{ save for an
additional final long syllable in the third foot.

To conclude, Lancioni’s “provocative solution”, ges none of the problems present in
Owens’ original hypothesis, and does not provigéaasible model for understanding the
appearance of Owens’ hypothesized epenthetic ¥maels.
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