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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.






