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Foreword

Sogotri is an endangered Semitic language spoken by more than 50,000 people in
a Yemeni island calied Soqotra. The language 1s facing endangerment due to the
increasing influence of Arabic on the Sogotri speakers. The current article is intended to
be a humble contribution to the efforts aiming at documenting and preserving this lovely
language. It sheds light on the structures and functions of the different tenses and aspects

used 1n it this endangered language. Soqotri as well as all the other Semitic languages

have a very limited verbal forms, they have only two forms; perfect and imperfect . The
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current article describes in detail the ways how these two forms are used to express all the
three tenses present past and future, it also describes the auxiliaries employed by the
language to denote certain tenses and aspects that can not be expressed by the previously
mentioned two forms.

The Sogotri language is one of six languages that form a group called (Modern
South Arabian Languages). This group, which includes Soqotri, Mehri, Jibbali, Bathari,
Hursusi and Hobbiot, is spoken in the western parts of Oman particularly in (Dhofar) and
south east of Yemen in (Mahrah Govemnorate and Sogotra Island). Modern South Arabian
Languages belong to the southern branch of the western Semitic languages. The other
Semitic languages that are grouped in this branch are the Semitic languages of Ethiopia
and the Inscription Languages (Epigraphic South Arabian Languages).
Sogotri is spoken in the Island of Soqotra which is located in the east of Aden Gulf about
300 KM south of the Arabian Peninsula. 1t is also spoken in another small nearby island
called the island of Abdul kuri. The number of Soqotri speakers is estimated to be
around 50,000. The 1sland inhabitants depend on fishing, growing palm dates tree or
rearing camel, cows and goats (Simeone-Senelle, 1997).
Classical Semitic languages such as Arabic and Hebrew are relatively poor in their verbal
forms. They have only two forms; perfect form for perfect actions or events and
imperfect form for the imperfect ones, consequently, these limited verbal forms of these
languages do not give expression to aspects though they can be used with aspectual
implications in certain contexts. Moreover, in such Semitic languages one verbal form
may be used for different moods and time frames (Gray, 1935; Haywood & Nahmad,

1965; Joosten, 2002).
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Cantarino (1974) goes further to indicate that tenses in Semitic languages are not
a projection of the action to a definite time; they are a kind of a subjective approach to the
action that started by the perfect and described in the imperfect.
The Sogotri language 1s not exceptional to its sister Semitic languages. It has only two
verbal forms, the perfect and the imperfect. These two forms conjugate for person,
number, gender and tense. The perfective is formed by suffixation and the imperfective is
formed by prefixation but the imperfect and the perfect of certain pronouns are formed by
a joint operation of affixation and stem modification (apophony).
As other Semitic languages, the Sogotri language’s morphologically-marked two tenses
(perfect and imperfect) can express verbal ideas in any of the three temporal stages:
future, present and past, this feature of Soqotri can be easily attributed to the limited
number of verbal forms. Aspect in Sogotri is not morphologically marked, it i1s marked
with adverbs or auxiliaries.

The Functions of the Perfect Tense in Soqotri

a- Past:
1- the perfect is used to express actions completed in the past, so it has become the

natural tense for narration.

(
¢c- amfen  tarher-k hedi:bp w- to:jer-k erhez we
yesterday  go-1SG.M.PER Hadibu  and buy-1SG.M.PER. rice
and
Jodeh-k- te:sen Ka:fermph dehp ?e:3eh w- €o:mer-k hes
bring- 1SG..PER them.F home 1o my wife and told
her

t-ek’o:der- sen we Bod seh K'edere-t sSEn
3SG.F.IMP -Cook. them F and then she cook3.SG.F.PER themF
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Yesterday, | went to Hadibu (the island capital), and I bought rice and
brought it home to my wife and told her to cook it, and then she cooked
it.
11- The perfect tense is used to express actions that started in the past and perhaps
completed but still lasting in their results or consequences - thus, it is equivalent to the
{present perfect) in English, 1t is called resuitative perfect. The following examples
illustrate this use of the perfect:

(2) sfa:r
travel 35G.M.PER.

He has traveled (and he has not come yet)

111 — When two actions happened in the past the perfect tense is used to describe the
action that took place first and the subjunctive form of the verb is used for the event or
action that happened later. This use of the perfect can be described as the past perfect.
(3) a- k'e:r-ok k'pra:n bsal ledme

Read-1SG.M.PER. Holy Quran before sleepl.SG.M.SUB

1 had read the Holy Quran before 1 slept

When the conjunction / beTed / * after * is used it is followed by the action that

happened first and expressed in the perfect. Then 1n the other clause the action that
happened later which is also expressed in the perfect form of the verb comes.
Surprisingly, the perfect form of the verb in the after-clause is preceded by the negative

particle /a: 1/, ‘not’ though, the whole sentence is affirmative. So this particle in such

sentences emphasizes the completion of the first action rather than negate the clause.
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b- beted a:l Keire xot® bife
after not read 3.5G.M.PER  letter weep.3.SG.M.PER

After he had read the letter, he wept.

b- Present
I- The perfect forms of some verbs in Sogotri are used to express present actions and
activities. These verbs may be classified as: First verbs denoting activities of
mind and will.

(4 a- (?eh) wo:rech-k
(I) understand - 1SG.M.PER

I understand.
b- .%93e:b-¢h t’at’her
Want- 3SG.F.PER.  go 3SG.F.SUB.
She wants to go.

Second verbs of oaths;

(5) rak’sh-k tek  zke:
sacrify. 1SG.M.PER. you lslamic charity

Go to hell

Third verbs of appeal and prayers:

(6) a meti:n-sk-tek ?sllsh kpn t-sno:dek’en fPenhen messs
AskISG.M.PER. you Allah to  2.5SG.M.IMP- give. us rain

I ask you Allah to give us rain

C- Future

The perfect in Soqotri is also used to express present or future actions in ordinary

conditional clauses and conditional clauses that express swearing
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(7}  a k- li:se a:1  je-jedhen
if  rain.3.8G.F.PER not 3S8G M. IMP - come.

If 1t rains, he will not come.

B- bhi det ?id k-a:l ?ez%o:m-k
by your life if not  stay -2.SG.M.PER

I swear by your life to stay.

The Function of the imperfect Tense in Soqotri
The imperfect in Sogotri can also express actions or events in the present, past and future

as follows:

A-Present
1 - The imperfect of Soqotri can refer to a habitual aspect action. The use of adverbs of
frequency in this aspect is a must.
(8) (seh) t-sdme mahle da:her
(She) .3SG.F.IMP-getup  early every day

She sleeps early every day.

11- The imperfect is used to express general aspects such as general states, processes or
actions which are not generally limited by a time frame, that is to say they have
permanent validity.

A- General State

(9) a- fedhon erli
mountain high
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The mountain is high.
Nouns, adjectives, and adverbs in Sogotri are put after the sentence subject without any
hinking (verb to be), especially when the sentence tense is present but when the tense Is in

the past, the past linking verb /Kon /’be’ is used.

B- General Process

b-ri:‘ho: J-Jo:med
water SG.M 35G.M.IMP. - Freeze

Water freezes.

C- General Actions
c- fa:t’'ims t-ak’'n:der Swa
Fatima SG.F 3SG.FEM.PRE- cook well

Fatima cooks well.

B- Past
1- The imperfect in Sogotri is used to express past actions when it is subordinated to the
perfect to express durative or repeated actions happening simultaneously with the action

expressed in the perfect.

(10) a- mpkism fe:red w- jeh j-do:hek
child flee.3SGM.PER. and he 3SG.M.IMP-laugh.

The child fled laughing.

¢- §iine-k geh je-{%e:rek
See -1SG.M.PER  him 3SG.M.IMP- fish
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I saw him fishing
II The imperfect in Soqgotri is also used to express an action that occurred in the past but
later than the action described by the perfect

(11) ?oz%omk tek'o:ire K'pra:n
sit 1L.SG.MASC.PER read 1.SG.MASC.IMP. Holy Quran

I sat reading the Holy Quran.
C- Future
As Soqotri does not have verbal conjugations for expressing the future tense, the main
way of expressing futurity in this language is through the use of the imperfect plus an
obligatory temporal adverb.
{12y a- Jjo-bo:?el ¢i:nph t-ema:rem

3SG.M.IMP. Marry year 3.SGF.IMP - come

He will marry next year

b- ?e-{ra:k’eh sek'a:t'rj Kk'ere:reh
I1SG.M.IMP-go Seqotra tomorrow

I will go to Segotra tomorrow.

The perfect future in Sogotri is also expressed in the same way that 1s through the use of
the imperfect plus an obligatory adverb indicating the future time in which an action will
be accomplished.

(13) kK'ere:reh de Jshmeh Po-te:te b- na:fef

tomorrow  of afternoon  1SG.M.IMP - complete. with wok

By tomorrow afternoon 1 will have finished the work.
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in addition to the previously described tenses and aspects expressed through the use of
the perfect and imperfect verbal form, Soqotri has other types of tenses and aspects. But
due to 11s limited verbal forms (perfect & imperfect), Sogotri employs some adverbs and
auxiliaries to express other various tenses and aspects as will be illustrated bejow:

First Adverbs:
Unlike verbs, nouns and adjectives, adverbs in Soqotri do not inflect for person number
or gender so they have the same form used for all persons, numbers and genders.

/netah / ‘now*

This adverb 1s used with the imperfect to express the progressive present aspect

(14) {seh) te-K'o:rs nxfsh
(she ) 3SG.F.IMP- read. now

She is reading now.

/kerhen nz%sah/ ‘just now’
These two adverbs are used with the perfect to express the immediate past, which is quite

similar to the English present perfect when used with (just). The following example

1}ustrates this:

(1% eh  kerhen n&feh t’a:her
he just now 3SG.M.PER - go

He has just gone

/foineh/, /%ino:teh/, /t’8%i:npoh/ ‘long age’

These adverbs are used with the perfect form of the verb to express the far past.

(16) a- fo:nch na: fefe-k b- hedi:bu:
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Long ago  work -1SG.M.PRE  in  Hadibu

Long ago | had worked in Hadibu.

b- sfo:r fino:teh
Immigrate- 35G..PER SO many year ago

He immigrated so many years ago.
c- tle:ilek’ deh  Ba:zeh
divorce/3.SG.MASC.PER. his wite

He divorced his wife a long time ago

Auxiliaries

/ Seod / 'still, yet’

t’efinoh
long ago

These auxiliaries form a part of a compound tense with the main verb because they have
always preserved a degree of independence in both position and agreement. They always
precede the main verb they modify and agree in number, person and gender with the
subject. What distinguishes them from the ordinary verbs 1s that they do not have
imperfect forms; they have only perfect forms that can be used to express actions or event
in any tense. These perfect forms of the auxiliaries are usually followed by the perfect

forms of the main verb and some times by the imperfect forms of the main verb.
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This auxiiiary 1s used with the perfect form of the main verb to express a present perfect
similar to that of English in which the adverb (yet) is used. Sentences with such tense are
usually negative to emphasis the incompletion of the action.

(17) a- fad a: t’arher
still . 3.SG.M. not go 3SG.M.PER.

He has not yet gone.

/ $ad / can be also used with the imperfect form of the main verb. Here, it indicates that

an action will occur again in future (simple future) so it gives the impression that the

action happened some time 1n the past and it will also happen again in future.

b- Sed jo-bo:%el
still .3.8G.M. 35G.M.IMP- marry

He will marry.
A Sogotri person hearing a sentence like the above will understand that the person talked

about has already married, but still he will marry again.

foad + the imperfect 1s also employed to denote that an action is still happening at the

moment of speech (present progressive)

¢- %ad-eh ta-ho:lseb ?erhpn
still -38G.F.PER  3SG.F.IMP- milk. goat\PL.F

She is still milking the goats, or she will milk goats again.
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/ ber / *already’

This auxiliary is also used with the perfect form of the main verb 10 express the present

perfect tense in Soqotrt. 1t is equivalent to the English present perfect in which the adverb

(aiready) 1s used.

(18)

be-§

already -2SG.F PER.

t'arher-§{ ?
go- 2SG.F.PER

Have you already gone?

The following table shows the addition of the perfect suffixes of the different pronouns to

the auxiliaries

Table 1 Perfect Paradigm of / $ed /and/ ber / in the Sogotri

Person / Gender / Sed/ / ber /
1 st Singular, Masc. Tok bek
Fem. Tok bek
Duel Masc. faki beki
Fem. aki beki
Plural . Masec. faden biren
Fem. Yaden biren
2 nd Singular Masc. Yak bek
Fem. FERY bef
Duel Masc. geki beki
Fem. Coki beki
Plurai Masc. ¢ekin bekin
Fem, fekin bskin
3 rd Singular Masc. fed ber
Fem. ¢adoh birph
Duel Masc. ¢i:dpoh bi:rph
Fem. ¢i:detph bi:rtoh
Plural Masc. Sed ber
Fem. Tad bir
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/2e:irem/
Like / Sad /and/ber /, the auxiliary / 2¢:rem/ has only a perfect form which is

inflected for person, number and gender, and used with the imperfect form of the main
verb to express the past continuous aspect, which is considered as a mixture of tense and
aspect.
(19 feirem-K ?o-na: st b-du:bsj

be- ISG.M.PER  SG.M.IMP-work  in Dubai

1 was working in Dubai.

The habitual past in Soqotri is also expressed through the use of (2£ : rem + imperfect)

and the addition of a suitable adverb of times such as every day, sometimes every
morning, etc.

20 Peirem jo-9ie mehle da:her
AUX 3SG.M.PER  .3SG.M.IMP- wake up  early ever day

He used to get up early every day.

Another use for/ 2erom / plus the imperfect 1s to express the past future tense. The
auxiliary in this use can be replaced by the / Jedehk /

(2hya-li:len Se:remk ?Pe-dom mehls la:ken Jadsh to
last night AUX.-1SG.M.PER. 1SG.IMP- sleep early but came tome

BaJ w-a:l de:m-ak

man and not  sleep-1SG.M.PER

I would sleep early last night but a man came to me and 1 did not sleep.
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/hek’am/* remained’

This auxiliary is used in Soqotri with the imperfect to express what is called (durative

aspect) Dowty (1972} and Cook (1979) state that the durative aspect is formed by the

predicate REMAIN, and it denotes the duration or a continuation of a state, a process or

an action. It 1s used with durative adverbials:

(22) a- hek’am-k ?o-bo:fi hte:r Sof s’apsh
Remain-1SG.M PER . 1SG.M.IMP - weep  at night till morning

I remained weeping all night till the moming.

/ s :ber / *started’

1t 1s used with the imperfect to express the inceptive aspect. Inceptive aspect denotes the

beginning of an action or a process and it 1s semantically represented by the predicate

BEGIN (Postal, 1974, and Newmeyer, 1975).

(23) sc:ber j-Ko:re Kpra:n w Tad k’ithen
begin 3SG.M.PER 3SG.M.IMP- read Holy Quran and still 3SG.M.PER  small

He began reading the Holy Quran while he was still young.

/mefed/, /2c:men/ ‘be about to

These two auxiliaries are used with the imperfect verb form to express the prospective
aspect, which indicates the seemingly imminent occurrence of an event. Such events are

believed to be imminent but they are not certain.

(24) a- seh mated -gh t-g:35’me
she be about - 3SG.F.PER 3SG.F.IMP - die
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She was about to die

b- Jeh ?e:men Je-Bte:rek’
he be a bout 38G.M.PER 3SG.M.IMP -drown

He was at the point of drowning.

/jetfe§/, / jebo:lek’/
Unlike the previously described auxiliaries these two verbs/ jo% 5§ / ‘cease’ and
/jebo:lek’/ *stop” have imperfect forms. They are followed by the imperfect forms of

the main verbs to express the future progressive. They are always negated to indicate that
the action described, which is usually insisting that behavior will continue for ever.
(25) a- 2a:l %e-bo:lsk’ ?e-{k'e:beten ssk'st’rijsh

not 1SG.M.IMP - cease ISG.M.IMP - leam. Soqotri

I will remain / not stop learning the Sogotri language

b- 2a:l j-e9fel Je-§{%c:ren 9¢sf lesme
not 3S5SG.M.IMP- stop 3SG.M.IMP- fish. till die\3SG.M SUB.

He will be fishing till he dies.

List of Abbreviations
The researcher transcribed the Soqotri examples using the IPA.
DU Dual

F Feminine
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IMP Imperfect
M Mascuiine
PER. Perfect
PL Plural
PRO. Pronoun
SG Singular

SUB Subjunctive
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