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From Indo-European Split Ergativity to Nominative-Accusative:
An Outline History*

William R. Schmalstieg (Pennsylvania)

Abstract
In this paper I propose an outline showing the possible evolution of Indo-European from a lan-
guage with ‘split’ ergativity to a completely nominative-accusative language. Like most recon-
structions this one is undoubtedly oversimplified and leaves many details unexplained, but presents
a general picture showing the possible development of certain morphological and syntactic cat-
egories.

The Indo-European internal monophthongization in word final position led to the
creation of automatic phonological variants *-oN (< *-oN in etymological pre-
vocalic sandhi position with retention of the final nasal) and *-6 (< *-oN in ety-
mological preconsonantal sandhi position with loss of the nasal consonant and
lengthening of the preceding vowel). These original automatic variants gained pho-
nemic status contrasting word-final *-oN and *-6. The doublets *-oN and *-6 are
represented both in the verbal system (marker of the 1st sg. subject in the verb) and
in the nominal system (marker of either the *-o stem dative or accusative case.) In
both instances the newer form phonologically, viz. *-6 represents the older mor-
phological use (verbal present tense and *-o stem nominal dative case) whereas the
older form phonologically represents for the most part the newer morpho-syntactic
use (verbal active preterit tense and nominal accusative singular case).

A partial phonological and syntactic parallel is furnished by the English pos-
sessives my and mine, which now have different functions, although originally the
distribution was quite automatic my resulting from the preconsonantal sandhi var-
iant and mine resulting from the prevocalic sandhi variant (Strang 1970: 198). The
original distribution of morphemes depending upon sandhi phenomena is still ob-
served in the distribution of the English indefinite article, i.e., a before consonants,
an before vowels.

I propose the following schema for the earliest phase of the Indo-European
verb (see, e.g., Schmalstieg 1988: 128-142). I omit discussion of the perfect tense

I It is customary to connect the Indo-European *-0 with the Hittite 1st sg. ending -ha or perhaps
-hi, although there seems to be no explanation why a middle ending would penetrate into the ac-
tive conjugation represented by a 1st sg. pres. *-din the other Indo-European languages.



608 William R. Schmalstieg

and many verbal endings in the various Indo-European languages in this simplified
analysis.

Ergative phase
Active present tense or imperfective aspect
1. *pek"-om ‘I bake, cook’
2. *pek“-es, -et
3. *pek“-et, -es
Ergative preterit tense or perfective aspect
1. * pek*-(t)élo
2. *pek*-(0)élo
3. *pek*-()élo

The ergative preterit verbal agreement may have been triggered by gender and
number of the object affected, rather than by person. The agreement may have
been similar to the attested contemporary gender and number agreement with the
-¢- participle, even to this day in such forms as Slovene krit, -a, -o derived from the
infinitive kriti ‘to cover’. In the preterit tense the performer of the action was
marked with the ergative-genitive case in -s. In the *-o stem nouns this supplied the
nom. sg. ending *-os and in most Indo-European languages the *-o stem gen. sg.
ending was then remodeled, a notable exception being Hittite where the ending -as
maintained both nom. and gen. sg. function, see Schmalstieg (2001:28-30).

When the active voice is supplied with a preterit tense, the ergative preterit is
supplied with a present and the old ergative verbal forms are reinterpreted as mid-
dle or passive voice. The genitive (etymological ergative) then becomes the agent
of the passive voice, a usage retained in Slovenian even today where the genitive is
reinforced with the preposition od, see Paternost and Schmalstieg (1977: 148) and
Oresnik (1986/7:150), who gives the example: Zdga je premikana s palico od Ja-
neza‘The ball was moved with a stick by John’.

The old active present tense (imperfective aspect) becomes a preterit and the
new present tense forms are reinforced with the -7 hic et nunc marker. The 1st sg.
may also be replaced by *-6, the sandhi variant of *-om or *-omi as in Hittite 4-ja-
mi ‘I take my stand’, although, of course, since Hittite vowel length is unknown
(Laroche 1970: 46, 48, fn. 36), perhaps we have to do with a contamination of the
endings *-6 and -mi as in Old Indic -ami,

Nominative-accusative phase

Active present tense Middle or passive present tense
1. *pek"-6 or -omi (-6mi?) 1. *pek"-(t)é/or(1)
2. *pek“-esi, -eti 2. *pek-(H)é/or(i)

3. *pek®-eti, -esi 3. *pek-(t)e/on(i)
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Active preterit tense Middle or passive preterit tense
1. *pek’-om 1. *pek”-(8)é/o(b)
2. *pek“-es, -et 2. * pek’-(t)é/o(t)
3. *pek”-et, -es 3. *pek"-(1)é/o( 1)

The etymological 1st sg. *-om was for the most part relegated to non-present
tenses (cf., e.g., Hitt. pret. e-su-un ‘I was’, Old Indic imperfect abhar-am, Gk. égeo-
ov ‘I carried’) but it is retained in present function in Latin sum ‘I am’ (< *es-om,
cf. also Gk. 1st sg. fut. §-0-op-a) and in Old Church Slavic nes-¢ < *nes-om ‘I car-
ry’ (with end-stress, cf. Russian nes-u, Bulgarian nes-4, etc.). In Slavic the un-
stressed form of the 1st sg. ending *-om passed *-1IN to -1, cf. the Old Church Slav-
ic 1st sg. aorist nés-ii and compare the stress in the (remodeled) modern Bulgarian
nés-o-x (Schmalstieg 1998: 292-293).

In Hittite, of course, the split into active and medio-passive is responsible for
the difference between the -mi conjugation, which gained a new preterit tense and
the medio-passive conjugation, which gained a new present tense. In the medio-
passive conjugation the 3rd sg. marker -(f)a may be supplied with -ri or - to
support the present meaning, e.g., ar-ta-ri ar-ta-ti ‘takes his stand’ but with -¢ to
denote the preterit, e.g., ar-fa-at (Sturtevant 1951: 164-165). The etymological
identity of the mediopassive present and preterit is assured by the presence of -ta
(< *-to) in both tenses. Perhaps the Hittite - af conjugation derives from the per-
fect (see Sturtevant 1951: 131-133).

In the old ergative phase of Indo-European the dative case was the marker of
the direct and indirect object of an active (present-tense or imperfective) verb. As a
parallel I quote Gamkrelidze and Ivanov (1984: 285-286) who write that in Georg-
ian the direct and indirect object can both be expressed by the same case (-s) : k'aci
aglevs c’ign-s bavsv-s ‘the man gives the book (c’ign-s) to the child (bavsv-s).” Now
it was just at the moment when Indo-European was shifting from a language ex-
hibiting split ergativity to a completely nominative-accusative language that the old
semantic *-o stem dative case in -m was split into a syntactic accusative case and a
semantic dative case. For the most part in the *-ostems the accusative function was
expressed by *-om and the dative by *-6. Thus keeping in mind the Georgian par-
allel I suggest that two *-o stem nouns in the same dative case might have occurred
in a reconstructed sentence such as *dat (dedoti) libellom (dat.) servom (dat.). ‘he
gives the book to the slave’ which was replaced by *dat (dedoti) libellom (acc.)
servo (dat.). After the split into two cases in the *o-stem class other noun stem
classes (e.g., the consonant stems) assigned the old dative in *-N to the new ac-
cusative function and a form of the old locative in *-(e)i took over dative function,
cf. Lat. acc. sg. homin-em <*-m ‘man’, dat. sg. homin-i < *-ei, Gk. acc. sg. mowév-
o <*-m ‘shepherd’, dat. sg. mowév-t <*-i. This etymological locative marker *-/
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was also added independently to the etymological *-6 to give standard Lithuanian
-uiand in Greek to give -o.

The older Hittite language has a directive in -a for the object of motion as op-
posed to an -i to denote location at rest, thus arun-a ‘to the ocean’, nepis-a ‘to
heaven’ as opposed to arun-i ‘in the ocean’, nepis-i ‘in heaven’. (Friedrich 1960:
121). In my view the Hittite dative in -/ is an etymological locative and the Hittite
directive in -a reflects the Indo-European morpheme alternant *-6 which is present
in the *-o stem dative singular in many other Indo-European languages. I note in
passing that the dative case may also serve as the object of motion in ancient Indo-
European languages, cf. Lat. it clamor caelo (dat. sg.) ‘the shout goes heavenward’
(Virgil, Aeneid 5, 451), Old Indic gramaya (dat. sg.) gacchati ‘he goes to the village’
Delbriick (1893: 177). Although derived from a *u- stem Slovenian domov ‘home’
reflects this ancient etymological use of the dative singular.

The Indo-European word-final sequence *-oN had three possible outcomes in
Slavic. First this sequence merged with etymological *-uN which in position before
a following vowel simply lost the *-N, giving *- (). This outcome is observed in
the Slavic *-o0 and *-u stem accusative singular (-5) and, of course, in the 1st sg.
aor. ending mentioned above. The Slavic *-o stem dat. sg. ending -u derives from
*-0 (< *-uN < *-oN which, although from the Indo-European point of view ex-
isted only in prevocalic sandhi position, became possible again in Slavic precon-
sonantal sandhi position) with loss of the nasalization in root-stressed paradigms.
This denasalized dat. sg. ending -u was then spread to all the -o stem paradigms
regardless of stress pattern. (A partial parallel is encountered in the situation de-
scribed by ZinkeviCius (1966: 75-78) for certain western Lithuanian dialects
(Klaipéda, etc.) in which the retention or loss of a final paradigmatic nasal seems
to depend on whether the final syllable was stressed or not.) The old original dative
ending (*-oN-) is retained in the etymological adjectival and pronominal definite
forms where it is protected by the following vowel, e.g., Slavic dat. sg. masc.-neut.
t-om-u ‘to that’ and the Lith. dat. sg. masc. t-am-ui ‘id.’, both of which ultimate de-
rive from *f-om-om(-). The *-o stem dat. pl. forms in which a vowel follows the
original ending (*-oN-) also provide evidence, cf. Lith. vilk-4m-us ‘(to the) wolves’,
Slavic viek-om-», Gothic wulf-am (Zinkevicius 1980: 211). In the acc. pl. *-o stem
the marker -s is added directly to the etymological *-oN- without an intervening
vowel giving Lith. vilk-1s (with special treatment see Schmalstieg 1968: 190), Slavic
vipk-y, Gothic wulf-ans, etc.

The creation of an active preterit brings about the reinterpretation of the old
ergative preterit as a middle or passive voice. Essentially this explains why the pas-
sive exists at all in the Indo-European languages. The passive derives from a re-
analysis of the old ergative.
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This also links together chronologically the split of etymological **-oN into
*-oN and *-0 in the verb (creation of 1st sg. preterit vs. present) and the noun (cre-
ation of the accusative vs. the dative)’.

Although in general the distribution is as given above there are traces of the old
*-oN in the present tense (Slavic 1st sg. pres. -9, Lat. sum) and in the dat. sg. (Slav-
ic t-om-u, Lith. t-am-ui).

References

Baldi, Philip

1999 The foundations of Latin. Berlin, New York: Mouton de Gruyter.
Delbriick, Berthold
1893 Vergleichende Syntax der indogermanischen Sprachen I. Strassburg: Karl J. Triib-
ner.

Friedrich, Johannes
1960 Hethitisches Elementarbuch, 1. Teil, Heidelberg: Carl Winter.

Gamkrelidze, T’amaz and Ivanov, Vjaceslav V.
1984 Indoevropejskij jazyk i indoevropejcy. Thilisi, [zdatel’stvo tbilisskogo universiteta.

Laroche, Emman}lel
1970 Etudes de linguistique anatolienne, III: 9. Le directif. RHA 28: 22-49.

Leumann, Manu
1977 Lateinische Laut- und Formenlehre. Vol. 1 of Manu Leumann, J. Hofmann, A.
Szantyr. Lateinische Grammatik 1963-1977. Munich, C.H. Beck.

Oresnik, Janez
1986/7 O slovenskem glagolskem nacinu. Jezik in slovstvo 32(5): 146-150.

Schmalstieg, William R.

1968 The Development of Common East Baltic Word-Final *-an. Baltistica 4: 185- 193.
1988 A Lithuanian historical syntax. Columbus, Ohio: Slavica publishers.

1998 Latin sum and the Slavic First Person Singular Present. HS 111: 286-295.

2001 La triplice origine del nominativo indoeuropeo. Res Balticae 7: 23-32.

2 A similar split of short vowel plus nasal vs. long vowel is also observed in the Latin alternative
supine forms -um and -@. The so-called accusative of goal of the supine represents the ety-
mological dative meaning, e.g., Stultitiast, pater, venatum ducere invitas canes ‘It is foolish,
father, to lead unwilling dogs to the hunt’ (Plautus, Stich. 139). Leumann (1977: 355) writes that
the -1 of the second supine cannot be an ‘abl. limitationis’; in some usages it must continue a
dative form in -t as a phonological by-form of -t/ I agree with Leumann that the second
supine cannot be an ‘abl. limitationis’, but differently from Leumann (1977: 443) I do not see a
phonological passage of -ui > 1. Rather I see the etymological dative-instrumental - < *-uNas
being reinforced by the locative ending -i just as *-i was also added independently to the ety-
mological dat. sg. *-6 to give standard Lithuanian -u/ and Greek -@. According to Baldi (1999:
409) ‘A rare Latin dative supine in -tui (e.g. memordatuiin Plautus) is most likely not inherited.’



612 William R. Schmalstieg

Schmalstieg, William R. - Paternost, J.
1977 Slovanski edninski rodilnik kot oznaka za izvor dejanja pri deleZnikih na -no- in
~to-. Jezik in slovstvo 22(5): 146-149.

Strang, Barbara M.H.

1970 A history of English. London: Methuen and Co.
Sturtevant, Edgar Howard
1951 A comparative grammar of the Hittite language. New Haven and London: Yale

University press.
Zinkevicius, Zigmas.
1966 Lietuviu dialektologija. Vilnius: Mintis.
1980 Lietuviy kalbos istoriné gramatika. Vol. I: Vilnius: Mokslas.

An Overlooked Case of Inversion in Middle Hittite?'

Andrej V. Sideltsev (Moskau)

I. # Finite Verb Finite Verb #°.

1.0. There are a number of Hittite syntactic structures of the type finite verb finite
verb within one clause (further — # finite verb finite verb #) that have never been
properly analysed. The aim of the paper is to delimit such constructions, under-
stand their syntactic nature (including word order) and assess their origin.

1.1. The first candidate is finite form of tarh(u)- “can” + finite form of another
verb® attested three times in MH” texts (one being a NS copy) in one clause:

(CTH 331.1) KUB 33.66 + KBo 40.333 +, Rs. 111 1 # ¢ ™' -na-as pa-it # nu-
Kan "RV Liih-zi-na-an (2) ku-ua-as-ki-iz-zi # na-an-kan x{""|* -ta tar-ah-zi
(3) ku-e-en-zi # ... “The Weather-god went. He stroke/smote [LiJhzina many
times, he managed to kill it (the population?)/managed to destroy/ruin it (Lib-
zina) with [ 1”;

late NS (CTH 336.3) KUB 33.57 Rs. 115" ...] ' U -UL tar-ah-zi ku-"en -
zi® “... He cannot kill” cited in HEG T, 158 and Groddek, ZA 89, 1999, 43;

—

I am grateful to Prof. Dr. van den Hout for highly stimulating suggestions and for making avail-

able to me in advance of publication his article “Studies in the Hittite Phraseological Construc-

tion II. Its Origin” which will appear in GS Neu. My thanks also go to Dr. Kassian. Naturally, I

alone am responsible for the views expressed here.

2 Here and elsewhere # is the sign of a clause boundary; // — of a paragraph divider. # is only
marked when there is more than one clause in the example.

3 HEG T, 158 analysed the construction as containing two asyndetic clauses each with a verb (cf.
IV.1.); Groddek (ZA 89, 1999, 43) considered the clauses to attest asyndetic connection (sim-
ilarly Mazoyer, Télipinu, 96: “construction parataxique”), which is certainly true, but does not
explain their origin.

4 MS texts are unmarked in the body of the paper.

5 Cf. Groddek, ZA 89, 1999, 40; Pecchioli Daddi/Polvani, Mitologia, 101. For kuen- see HED K,
211-2.

6 Also probably in frgm. Rs. IIT 13",



