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BILIN ‘TO BE’ AND ‘TO HAVE’
By F. R. PALMER

Linguists are usually very chary about referring to ‘ the verb ** to be ”” in any
language and statements of the kind * this language has no verb ““to be ’ are
taboo. There are, however, three interesting classes of verb forms in Bilin for
which the most infomnative labels are : the copula ‘to be’, the locative verb

‘to be’, and ‘ to have’. Itis these 1 propbse to discuss in this paper The classes
are formal classes in that forms of the verbs are in complementary distribution
or in free variation. The three classes themselves are conveniently handled together
in this one paper because they have shared membership.

1. RECAPITULATION

I have set out details of the morphology of the Bilin verb elsewhere.? The
essential characteristics are as follows :

1.1. Aspect. There are many paradigms with number, gender and person
distinctions (though number and gender can be treated as a single grammatical
category). The 3rd person masculine singular is the form used as the label for
any particular paradigm. I referred to these paradigms as ‘tenses’, but it must
be noted that many of them are non-finite and would be translated by a conjunc-
tion 4 a verbal form in other languages (not only in English, but also in the
neighbouring languages, Tigrinya and Tigre).

c.g. gebnedin because he refused
gebéka when he refused

These paradigms, or tenses, belong moreover to two formally distinct classes
which 1 called ‘aspect A’ and ‘aspect B’. As a mnemonic device the term
“past’ (A) and ‘ present ’ (B) might have served since many of the A paradigms
refer to past time and most of the B paradigms to present time. Indeed there are
some pairs of paradigms that differ formally only in the features that are associated
with aspect and semantically only in time reference.

e.g. A jobéx"™ who bought
B jebex" who buys

Not all the paradigms, however, are similarly paired, and one objection to the
terms ‘ past > and * present ” is that the paradigms with future time reference all
belong to aspect A (‘ past’). But for the verbs which we are considering the
relation between these aspects and past /present time is important. The designation
A’ and ‘B’ will be used but where relevant ** (‘ past’)” and *‘ (‘ present’) ”
will be added.

! * The verb in Bilin ’, BSOAS, 19, 11, 131-159.
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1.2. Vowel quality. A morphophonological characteristic of the verb in Bilin is
the vowel quality of the endings which in some cases involves vowel harmony.
In this respect there are two main classes of verb, one of which is ‘ z * prosodic
and the other ‘ y’ prosodic in aspect A. In aspect B the classes do not differ in
respect of vowel quality ; most of the paradigms are ‘ a’ prosodic. This feature
of vowel quality is of particular importance when we are dealing with the paired
paradigms where the aspect A paradigm refers to past time, and the aspect B
paradigm to present time. The vowel correspondences are as follows :

z (A) ¥ (A) a (B)
@ Or zero i ®
® e e
o e e

An example of the y prosodic A form and the corresponding a prosodic B form,
with a difference in time reference, has already been given. Example of a z
prosodic aspect A form and an a prosodic aspect B form with similar differences
of time relations are :

A gebla he did not refuse

B gebela he does not refuse

Not all the paradigms are paired in this way. Some A paradigms have no
corresponding B paradigms and vice versa. Nor can all distinctions of aspect be
made solely in terms of vowel quality, since as the table above shows [e] occurs
in the same place in both the z and the a system. The distinction of aspect is made
here by the feature of prominence (which is considered in the next section).
A final point is that there are some paradigms in aspect B with the vowels a, u, e.
These have no corresponding paradigms in aspect A and can be shown to be
aspect B only in terms of prominence.

1.3. Prominence. The other characteristic of the verb in Bilin is what I have
called * prominence °, though the term ° stress * might perhaps have been appro-
priate because there is never more than one prominent or stressed syllable in a
single word (and no such syllable in some words) ; the phonetic characteristic of
the prominent syllable is a high pitch.

As with the features of vowel quality, the characteristics of prominence is to
be stated for an entire aspect of any one class of verbs. There are four
possibilities : !

(1) the last full syllable of the stem is prominent ;

(i1) the syllable containing the first vowel of the ending is prominent ;

(ii1) the syllable containing the last consonant of the stem is prominent (this

will imply forms with different placement of prominence with the same

. ! This is differently worded for the statement in * Verb in Bilin * (p. 138), but is the same
in substance.
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paradigm, depending on whether the ending begins with a vowel or a
consonant) ;

(iv) the position of the prominent syllable (including the absence of a promi-
nent syllable) is stateable only for individual paradigms and, in some
paradigms, only for individual forms.

Examples are :

(i) gapex™ (he) who runs
gapreri (she) who runs
(ii) fepex™ (he) who calls
Jepreéri (she) who calls
(iii) kabex™ (he) who helps
kébreri (she) who helps
(iv) gebex® (he) who refuses
gebreri (she) who refuses

Prominence and vowel quality are not wholly independent of each other.
Most of the verbs with z prosodic aspect A have a different prominence pattern
for each of their two aspects. For these, indeed, prominence alone distinguishes
some of the forms of paired paradigms. All the verbs, however, which are y
prosodic in aspect A have the same prominence patterns in both aspects.

In terms of both vowel quality and prominence nine distinct classes of verb in
Bilin were noted, designated by the Roman numerals 1 to 1X.

2. OUTLINE OF THE PROBLEM

In this section we are concerned only with an outline of the relevant verbs.

2.1. Copula and locative verb. A distinction is to be made between the copula
and the locative verb. The copula is used with an adjective or a noun as its
complement (though there are some exceptional forms to be noted with nouns) ;
the locative verb is used with adverbs of place or with nouns in the locative case.

2.2. “Past’ and ‘ present’. A striking characteristic of some of the verbs
used is that there is a complete reversal of the usual aspect /time relations. That is
to say, aspect B forms (‘ present ) are used for past time and aspect A forms
(“ past °) are used for present time. Aspect A forms of ?akna are used as forms of
copula and aspect A forms of wanna as forms of the locative verb, but with present,
not past, time reference, while aspect B forms of sénna are used as forms of both
the copula and the locative verb but with past, not present, time reference.
Similarly aspect A forms of fakna are used as forms of * to have * but with present
time reference. ?4kna, wénna, fakna all have some morphological peculiarities
which are dealt with in the relevant sections.
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3. THE CopuLA
Two verbs, ?4kna and sénna, make up most of the forms of the copula.

3.1. Morphology. ?4kna belongs to class I1 and sépna to class VIII. Class 11 is
z prosodic and class VIII y prosodic in aspect A ; the prominence patterns of
class II is (iv) in aspect A (prominence depending on the form itself) and (iii) in
aspect B (prominence on the syllable in which the last consonant of the stem
occurs). The prominence pattern of class VIII is (iii) in both aspects. ?&kna,
moreover, belongs to a subclass of II along with fakna (which is dealt with under
‘ to have ’) and nékna ‘ to give * as the only other members, whose characteristic is
that in aspect A the stem is ?ex-, fex- and nex-, but ?ak-, fak- and nak- in aspect B.
Some of the morphological characteristics of the two verbs may be shown by the
following * reported speech * forms which translate * (said) that ...’ :

?4kna

A 3m., 1 m/f. 2exet
3f., 2m/f. 2exret

B 3m., 1 m/f. 7aket
3f., 2m/f. 24kret

senna

A 3m., 1 m/f. sepét
3f, 2m/f. sépret

B 3m., 1 m/f. senét
3f., 2m/f. sepret

Not all the forms given in this table, however, are forms of the copula, which
normally include only the aspect A forms of ?akna (for present time reference)
and the aspect B forms of sénna (for past time reference) :

A ?exet/?exret that he/she is
B  sepgt/sépret that he/she was

3.2. Paired paradigms. The reported speech forms just noted illustrate the
reversal of the usual time-aspect relations in those paradigms that are paired (one
in each aspect). A similar pattern is found with the ‘relatives > (positive and
negative) :

A 7exex” who is

B sepex™ who was

A ?2exgex¥ who is not
B sepagex™ who was not

We may contrast (in the same formal order, but with the time relation reversed)
the forms of tdmna * to taste ’ :

A tamex¥ who tasted
B tamex® who tastes
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A tamgéx™ who did not taste
B tamegex™ who does not taste

Similarly ?exosena was noted (aspect A and with present time reference) :

keserd ?exosena, fernen
When it is morning, let us go

Its “pair’ would be sepésena (B, but with past time reference). This was not in fact
attested as a form of the copula but it was found as a form of the locative verb.

3.3. Non-paired paradigms. This complete reversal of aspect-time relations is,
of course, possible only with the paradigms that are in pairs, one in each aspect
with past/present time contrast. For all other paradigms, forms of ?4kna were
found, and where a distinction of time is made, the aspect/time relations were
those of the normal pattern in Bilin—A for past and B for present. In many
cases, however, alternative forms of sépna were also noted. Examples are :

?exgid  (sepégid) he would not be/have been !
2exnedik if he were/had been
?akén if he is

?akék  (sepék) being
?akika (sepdka) when he is/was
2aki (sepi) while he is/was

Tww > >

3.4. Future time paradigms. For the paradigms that have future time reference
forms of ?akna only were found, e.g.

2exra he will be
2exréd he would be
2ex16 ...to be

These, it will be seen, fit the regular pattern of the Bilin verb since they are aspect A
forms used for future time reference. There can be no reversal of aspect-time
relations, since there are no corresponding B forms.

3.5. The form gen. For positive present time reference the form used for all
numbers, genders and persons is the uninflected gen. The positive and negative
statement forms are illustrated by :

batex™ gen he is rich
A Dbetex™ 2uxla he is not rich
B  batex"™ sepek” he was rich
B  botex" sepéla he was not rich
' Or “If he ...’ (the same forms are used in the protasis and apodosis of the conditional

in Bilin). * Verb in Bilin * does not note this nor that many of the other forms are not indicative
of time, which would be shown by the main verb ; ?aku may thus be translated * while he is’
or * while he was *; ‘ Verb in Bilin ’ gives a translation in the past tense only.
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Another form that is quite outside the regular pattern is hembax™ * who is’,
an alternative to ?exex". This is an aspect B (not A) form of the verb hembana
whose forms are more commonly used as forms of the locative verb.

3.6. Irregular forms. Finally, there are some forms that diverge from the
general pattern of the copula in that they are aspect A forms of sépna and aspect B
forms of ?4kna, even though they are members of paired paradigms. These, then,
are irregular in terms of the pattern of the copula though they would be regular
if judged in terms of the general pattern of the Bilin verb.

First of all the following aspect A forms of sépna were noted as well as the
regular aspect B forms which are placed in brackets :

sepét (senet) (said) that he was
sepiget  (sepeget) (said) that he was not

Secondly, as aspect B form of ?4kna was noted in :

ni yowendad ?2akek¥
or ni yawenda ?e?ek¥
He is my relation

It would appear that with nouns as complements the form ?akek™ is preferred to
gen (?e2¢k™ is an alternative and completely irregular form). The corresponding
negative 2akéla was also noted, but the ‘regular’ form ?exld (aspect A) was
preferred.

4. THE LOCATIVE VERB

For the locative verb the verbs most used are wanna and sénna. ségna was, it
will be recalled, also used for the copula.

4.1. Morphology. Aspect B forms of ségna are again used for past time
reference and aspect A forms of waina for present time reference. Both verbs
belong to the same class, class VIII, y prosodic and with the prominence depending
on the place of the last consonant of the stem ; some of the forms of wanna have
a stem want- (see below).

4.2. Paired paradigms. As with the copula we may exemplify the aspect-time
relations by the relative forms :

A  wanéx who is

B sepex® who was

A wanigex¥ who is not
B sepggex® who was not

We may contrast the forms of kibna * to help * :

A kabéx® who helped
B  kabéx" who helps
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A  kabigex”
B  kabggex"

Another pair of paradigms is that of :

A  wanésena

B sepésena
cf. A kabésena
B  kabgsena

who did not help
who does not help

just as he is/was

after he was

after he helped

just as he helps/helped

4.3. Non-paired paradigms. For the non-paired paradigms, forms of both

verbs again occur (see § 3.3.), e.g.

A wanggid (sepegid) he would not be/have been
A waninedik (sepinedik) if he were/had been

B wanéka (sepdka) when he is/was

B  wanu (seni) while he is/was

A further, rather striking point is that sepén (B) was used as if the paradigm
tamnedik (A) *if he (had) tasted* and tamén (B) “if he tastes’ were paired paradigms.
senén (B) was used with the function of tamnedik (A), being translated not * if he
is” but * if he were/had been * (and identical in meaning then with waninedik and
sepinedik), e.g.

ni net sepeén, nin ?exgid
If he were here, this would not have happened

Clearly, however, there is some inconsistency of usage. A rather striking
example is that given below where a form of ?ikna is used in a similar way to
segén above (though ?4kna is usually used as a form of the copula only, where it is
the counterpart of wanna not sépna) :

ni kexin ?akegen, kedmetsl wanegid
If he were not there, he would not be at work

4.4. Future time paradigms. For the future time paradigms only forms of
wanna are used, usually with the stem form want-, e.g.

wantira he will be

wanira was also attested.
There is also the form :
wantgla he will not be
This is important because the comparable forms of other verbs have either present
or future time reference, e.g.
kabtla he will/does not help
For present time negative reference, however, there is a quite different form of
the locative verb (see next section). wantéla therefore refers only to the future,
and in this respect appears to be a unique form in Bilin.
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4.5. Present time statements. As with the copula there are again some special
forms for statements of present time. The positive form used is the aspect B
form of hembena, a class I verb, z prosodic in aspect A and with prominence
pattern (iv) (prominence determined by the form itself). For the negative the
forms used are those of the following paradigm (aspect A with aspect /time reversal)
which are regular forms of an otherwise unattested verb with stem 2l- (though
the difference in the syllabification of the first and fourth forms is not attested
with any other verb) :

3m. 20114

3f. elall4

2 m/f. 2elalla

1 m/f. 2elali

3 pl ?elonni
2 pl. ?0lodenni
1 pl 2elonni

For past time, aspect B forms of sénna are used (as for the copula).
For the imperative, forms of ?4kna were attested, e.g.

2exen let him be

?exgin let him not be
Also noted from the same verb (as well as senék) was :

2akék being

4.6. Irregular forms. The aspect A forms of sépna that were noted in § 3.6
were also found as forms of the locative verb, as well as the ‘ regular ’ forms :

senét  (sepet)  (said) that he was

sepiget  (sepeget) (said) that he was not
Similarly :

sepésena (sepésena) after he was

There is also some evidence to suggest that the aspect A relative paradigm of
sénna, i.e. senéx®, is used in a * pluperfect * sense, thus giving the possibility of
three distinctions of time :

A  wanéx" who is
B sepex” who was
A sepéx” who had been

4.7. The verb 2rgéna. An alternative to all the forms we have been considering
are the forms of 2ergéna, which is a class III verb (z prosodic in aspect A and with
prominence (iii)—the prominent syllable being the one containing the first vowel
of the ending). This verb has the meaning of ‘to spend the day’ and is used
only where there is limitation of time implied by this. There is therefore a contrast
between :
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ni ?asmara sepék™ he was in Asmara
ni ?asmara ?ergdx™ he was in Asmara for a day

Often, however, either of these two would be possible.
?ergéna is a regular verb in Bilin with the normal aspect-time relations of all
the other verbs, aspect A referring to past time and aspect B to present time.

5. *To HAVE’

Forms of ‘ to have ’ come from three verbs in Bilin. First, aspect A (* past’)
forms of fakna are used for present time reference. Secondly, aspect A (* past °)
form of ?ergéna with the object possessed as the subject of the verb and the
possessor indicated by the indirect object suffix are used for past time reference
(literally * there was to him ’ etc.). Thirdly, there is also a * regular * verb kémna.

5.1. Morphology. fékna belongs to a subclass of class 11 with only three
members (§ 3.1). In addition, however, it has two idiosyncratic forms. In place
of the expected fexex™, the form is Jak™, “he has’, and in place of fexex" the
form is fax®, ‘ who has’. fexex" and fexex* do occur in Bilin, but only as past
time forms of the verb in the sense of * to take ’, with the meanings ‘ he took ’
and ‘ who took . In the sense of ‘ to have ’ the rest of the paradigm follows the
usual pattern of Bilin and is therefore indistinguishable from the past time forms
of the verb in its sense  to take ’.

5.2. The verbs fakna and ?ergéna. These verbs are commonly used only in the
statement and relative paradigms :

2orgdx¥allu he had
fak¥ he has
2ergéx™ollu who had
Jax™ who has

(and similarly the negatives).
With fdkna only, it will be noted, is there the reversal of aspect/time relations
noted with the copula and locative verbs.

5.3. The verb kémna. Bilin has a * regular ’ verb with the meaning ‘ to have’
kémna. It is another class VIII verb and it is used for all those paradigms for which
forms of fékna and ?ergéna are not used. Examples are :

kamin let him have
komira he will have
koméka when he has

6. CONCLUSION

We conclude with a tabulated summary of the forms used for the copula, the
locative verb and * to have ’.
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6.1. Summary. The forms considered are set out alongside corresponding
forms of gebna :

TABLE
gebna copula locative verb * to have’
A gsbax® he refused tsepek™ tsenpek™ 2argax“allu
B gebsk™ he refuses gen hombek™  {fak¥
2akek™
A gebla he did not refuse tsentla tsepela ?orgslellu
B gebela he does not refuse t2exld 17alla tfexla
A gebex¥ ! who refused fsepex® tsepex™ 2ergex¥allu
A gebgex™ ’ who did not refuse tsepegex™  tsepegex™ 2ergsgex™allu
B gebex® ! who refuses hombex*  fwanéx" tjax¥
t?exex”
B gebegex™ ? who does not refuse t?exgex” twanigex*  tfexgex™
A gebra * he will refuse 2exrd wantira komira
(B gebeld he will not refuse) wantela
A/B geban let him refuse ?exan 7exan kemin
A gebnedik * if he refused 7exnedik waninedik  kominedik
sepinedik
tsepen
A gebgid * he would not have refused ?exgid waneggid komegid
) sepegid sepegid
A gebet ° (says) that he refused tsepet tsepet komét
sepét senét 2orgetallu
B gebet ° (says) that he refuses t2exet twanét komét
A g:‘ﬁ::zﬁ:} s after he refused tsepesena(?) tsepesena komésena
B gebesena ¢ just as he refuses/refused f?exosena fwanésena komesena
B geben ° if he refuses ?aken wanen komeén
B gebek refusing . 7akék 7akék kamék
senéek senék
B gebika when he refuses/refused  ?akéka wandka komaka
sepaka sepdka
B gebua while he refuses/refused  ?akd wanu komu
sepu sepu

t Reversal of Aspect.

6.2. Related forms. Many of the verbs we have been considering are used
with other meanings. Indeed in those paradigms in which they are not required
for * to be > or for * to have ’ they are used only with these meanings. These are,

with examples :

1 Two different paradigms share these forms ‘ who refused * and ‘ which he refused ’, etc.
‘ Verb in Bilin ’, 148-152.

* Similarly gebrésik, gebréd, gebrd, gebrér, gebréta.

s Similarly gebnedi, gebnedin.

+ Similarly gebgi, gebgin, gebgindu.

s Also negative form with infix -g- —* Verb in Bilin ’, 146-8, 152-3.

¢ Similarly but with no reversal of aspect-time relations gebo (A), gebesenek (B) (with
negative gebegesenek).
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?4kna to happen

nin ?akéx™ gon this is possible (this is what happens)
hembana to remain

ni ?entegi hembex™  he failed to come (he remained without coming)
wanna to be present

wanéx 29114 no-one is here

wanigex® ?al14 no-one is absent.

séyna, however, does not seem to have any clearly distinct alternative meaning,
and the forms of both winna and sépna which are not used for * to be’ do not
occur at all. There are no forms

*sepix”, *sepila, *wanix”, *wanila, *wanék"™

6.3. Historical and comparative points. 1t is possible to speculate on the
historical reasons for the reversal of aspect-time relations with these verbs. With
the verb ‘ to have ’ there is perhaps no problem at all. Jakna has the meaning
“to take’ and ‘I took ’ (past) = ‘I have’ (present). Similarly with ?4kna it can
be suggested that ‘It happened ’ (past) = ‘It is ’ (present), but there is no obvious
explanation for the use of the aspect B form of sénna to refer to past time.

My completely bilingual informant was at all times prepared to identify the
Bilin verbs with verbs of Tigrinya and indeed there may well be some validity in
this identification. It was striking how many grammatical forms of Bilin did, in
fact, have exact parallels in Tigrinya, even though they were formally very
distinct—often what was morphological in Bilin had purely syntactical counter-
parts in Tigrinya. His identifications were :

Bilin Tigrinya
?4kna kone
senna nebere
wanna hellewe
hambsana terefe

2ergéna welale



