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Editorial

It is a great pleasure for the undersigned to present, as a second installment of DDGLC
Working Papers, the volume “Transitivity and Aspect in Sahidic Coptic — Studies in the
Morphosyntax of Native and Greek-Origin Verbs”. Its author Nina Speransky studied lin-
guistics at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem with Haim Baruch Rosen and Ariel Shisha-
Halevy. Proselytized by the latter, her MA supervisor, she became an ardent devotee of
Coptic whose glow has not stopped sparking her curiosity ever since. A PhD fellowship
of the German Israeli Foundation project “Transitivity and Valency in Language Contact:
The Case of Coptic” (2016-2019)" brought her in touch with the DFG long-term project
Database and Dictionary of Greek Loanwords in Coptic (DDGLC) at Freie Universitit
Berlin where she received her PhD in 2021.

“Transitivity and Aspect in Sahidic Coptic” is a landmark in the linguistic description,
interpretation, and typological comparison of Coptic language data. The main thread of
its first part “Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system” goes along, and
eventually beyond previous observations and thoughts by Ludwig Stern, Petr Ernstedt,
and Wolf-Peter Funk and results in a revised model of the Coptic conjugation system,
supplemented by what the author calls, the Aspect-Diathesis Grid. A bit (though not ex-
ceedingly) complicated than the one we know, it displays a neat structural equilibrium, ex-
plains some hitherto poorly understood observations and helps disambiguating what had
until now looked like homonymies. A crucial point is the discovery of the regular function
of the difference between the Coptic bipartite and tripartite pattern for voice marking.
While parts of the rediscovered system, such as the compatibility rules of the stative, were
already known, and others, such as the passive semantics of objectless transitive verbs
in the tripartite pattern, had already been observed but not fully understood, the overall
compatibility limitations of intransitive infinitives have thus far been partly overlooked,
partly mistaken as a peculiarity of the verbs of motion. The Aspect-Diathesis Grid model
now provides a fuller account of the entanglement of all these phenomena and shows the
fundamentally templatic character of voice marking in Coptic.

The posterior part of the book, “Greek loan verbs in Coptic: diathesis and grammatical
voice marking”, is a major contribution to the study of Greek-Egyptian language contact
and an expedition into still uncharted territory. Research in borrowability and borrowing
strategies of Greek verbs in Coptic has until now mostly concentrated on the morphology
of Greek input forms and their syntactic integration with or without light verb. The issue
of the adaptation of loaned verbs to recipient language patterns of valency and transitivity
and the question how Greek verbs were marked for voice within the Coptic matrix system
have barely been raised so far.? Based on thorough analysis of the data accessible in the

1 Conceived by Eitan Grossman, this project (GIF Grant No. 1-1343-110.4/2016) was conducted at
Jerusalem and Berlin with professor Grossman and the undersigned as principal investigators.

2 The question was explored by aforesaid GIF project, see E. Grossman, “Language-Specific Tran-
sitivities in Contact: The Case of Coptic,” Journal of Language Contact 12, 89-115; see also W.-P.
Funk, “Differential Loan across the Coptic Literary Dialects”, in E. Grossman, P. Dils, T.S. Richter
& W. Schenkel (eds), Greek Influence on Egyptian-Coptic: Contact-Induced Change in an Ancient
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xii Editorial

DDGLC database and on a sophisticated differentiation of loan verbs along their morpho-
logical and diathesis variation, the author has discovered a transition from (relics of) the
donor language system of morphological voice marking, including evidence for parallel
system borrowing, towards the recipient-language system of templatic voice marking. Her
conclusions help profoundly to brighten up the twilight of this transitory situation and lead
to new findings, such as the hitherto unnoticed productivity of the Greek middle-passive
suffix in Coptic as a means of valency reduction of loan verbs.

“Transitivity and Aspect in Sahidic Coptic” was granted the Award for Academic Excel-
lence of the International Association for Coptic Studies on its congress at Brussels in
July 2022. 1t is delightful to see the lexicographical data of the DDGLC project bear rich
fruit already before their public release. I am particularly grateful to the Freie Universitét
Berlin for funding the Gold Open Access publication of this book.

Berlin, 31 October 2022 Tonio Sebastian Richter

African Language (DDGLC Working Papers I), LingAegStudMon 17, Hamburg: Widmaier, 369-
397, and E.D. Zakrzewska, “Complex verbs in Bohairic Coptic: language contact and valency,”
in: B. Nolan & E. Diedrichsen (eds), Argument Realisation in Complex Predicates and Complex
Events: Verb-Verb Constructions at the Syntax-Semantic Interface, Studies in Language Compan-
ion Series 180, Amsterdam: Benjamins, 213-243.
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Abstract

Despite the relatively long history of grammatical descriptions, certain details of the Coptic
verbal system have not yet been sufficiently clarified. Diathetic classes of labile verbs,
semantic classes of non-labile mutable verbs, stative: infinitive opposition, the functional
range of the periphrastic construction, integration of Greek loan verbs into Coptic valency
alternation system and the role of the loaned morphology in that system are some of the
pressing problems the present study aims to investigate. In Coptic, all these problems
belong to the domain of the interaction between two grammatical categories, transitivity
and aspect.

Apart from the introductory chapter that briefly states the research objectives and
gives a general overview of the linguistic material and theory employed, the present study
consists of three chapters. The first chapter studies major regularities in the transitivity
alternations of native Egyptian verbs. Defining the Coptic conjugation system by two
parameters, those of aspect and transitivity, I examine the functions of the absolute infini-
tive as the only unmarked form opposed, on the one hand, to transitive eventive construct
forms, and on the other hand, to intransitive stative. The system of conjugation patterns
is analyzed as a templatic system where a specific conjugation pattern ascribes not only
tense, aspect, and modus, but also voice to an unmarked verbal form. Finally, the native
verbs are classified into four groups based on the formal criteria of mutability and lability,
and this classification is found to correlate with the semantic one based on the agentivity
and telicity of verbal lexemes. I also look into the diachrony of the aspect-transitivity clus-
ter and use the two-parameter model to explain various synchronic anomalies of Coptic
verbal valency.

The second chapter looks into semantic and grammatical factors triggering the use
of the periphrastic pattern <qywne + circumstantial clause> which is shown to fulfil the
whole range of functions, from punctual passive to resultative, depending on the lexical
properties of the verb.

The third chapter explores the diathesis of Greek loan verbs in Sahidic. Valency-
changing devices for Greek verbs are examined and compared with those operating on
native verbs. The occasional use of Greek middle-passive suffix is analyzed as the vestige
of parallel system borrowing.

Zusammenfassung

Trotz der relativ langen Geschichte der grammatikalischen Beschreibungen sind bestimm-
te Details des koptischen verbalen Systems noch nicht ausreichend geklart. Diathetische
Klassen labiler Verben, semantische Klassen nicht labiler verdnderlicher Verben, die Op-
position <Stativ: Infinitiv>, Funktionsbereich der periphrastischen Konstruktion, Integra-
tion griechischer Lehnverben in das koptische Valenzalternationsystem und die Rolle der
entlehnten Morphologie in diesem System sind einige von den dringenden Problemen,
die die vorliegende Studie untersuchen soll. In der koptischen Sprache gehdren alle die-
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xvi Zusammenfassung

se Probleme zum Bereich der Interaktion zwischen zwei grammatikalischen Kategorien,
Transitivitat und Aspekt.

Neben dem Einfithrungskapitel, in dem die Forschungsschwerpunkte kurz dargestellt
und ein allgemeiner Uberblick iiber das verwendete sprachliche Material und die Theorie
gegeben werden, besteht die vorliegende Studie aus drei Kapiteln. Das erste Kapitel be-
fasst sich mit wichtigen RegelméBigkeiten bei den Transitivitidtswechseln von dgyptischen
Verben. Indem ich das koptische Konjugationssystem durch zwei Parameter definiere,
nidmlich Aspekt und Transitivitét, untersuche ich die Funktionen des absoluten Infinitivs
als der einzigen unmarkierten Form, die auf der einen Seite transitiven eventiven Kon-
struktformen und auf der anderen Seite intransitiven Stativen entgegengesetzt ist. Das
System der Konjugationsmuster wird als ein templatisches System analysiert, bei dem
ein bestimmtes Konjugationsmuster nicht nur Zeitform, Aspekt und Modus, sondern auch
Diathese einer unmarkierten verbalen Form zuschreibt. SchlieBlich werden die nativen
Verben aufgrund der formalen Kriterien der Verdnderlichkeit und Labilitdt in vier Gruppen
eingeteilt, und es wird festgestellt, dass diese Klassifizierung mit der semantischen korre-
liert, die auf der Agentivitat und Telizitdt verbaler Lexeme basiert. Ich untersuche auch die
Diachronie des Aspekt-Transitivitits-Clusters und verwende das Zwei-Parameter-Modell,
um verschiedene synchrone Anomalien der koptischen verbalen Valenz zu erkléren.

Das zweite Kapitel befasst sich mit semantischen und grammatikalischen Faktoren,
die die Verwendung des periphrastischen Musters <qywrnie + Umstandssatz> auslosen, von
dem gezeigt wird, dass es den gesamten Funktionsumfang erfiillt, von punktuellem Passiv
bis Resultativ, je nach den lexikalischen Eigenschaften des verbalen Lexems.

Das dritte Kapitel befasst sich mit der Diathese der griechischen Lehnverben im
Sahidischen. Die Mechanismen der Valenzalternation fiir griechische Verben werden
untersucht und mit denen verglichen, die mit nativen Verben fungieren. Die gelegentliche
Verwendung des griechischen medial-passiven Suffix wird als ein Rudiment von ,,parallel
system borrowing™ analysiert.
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Table 1 Aspectual-diathetic distribution of verbal morphs.

Table 2. Aspect / diathesis / form of unaccusatives: instances
Table 2a. wng ‘to live’

Table 2b. nwg ‘to reach’

Table 2c¢. cpye ‘to be at leisure’

Table 2d. pwT ‘to grow, sprout’

Table 2e. kune ‘to grow fat’

Table 2f. agat ‘to multiply’

Table 2g. MOYN €BOX ‘to remain’

Table 3. Aspect / diathesis / form of labile verbs: instances
Table 3a. moye ‘to fill / be filled’

Table 3b. nwpw ‘to spread’

Table 3c. nwe ‘to divide / be divided, burst out’

Table 3d. pwke ‘to incinerate / burn’

Table 3e. Tako ‘to destroy / perish’

Table 3f. Taxco ‘to heal, make calm / be healed, calm down’
Table 3g. oywng eBox ‘to show / appear’

Table 3h. wn ‘to count / to be counted, belong to’

Table 4. Diathesis of absolute infinitive: specific instances
Table 4a. B (€BOX)

Table 4b. noyem

Table 4c. wwse

Table 4d. cawvoye

Table 5. Syntactic-semantic classification of native Coptic verbs

Table 6. cooyn and eme in the Old Testament (sample)

Table 7. Form-meaning distribution of the verbs of class A

Table 8. Middle-passive morpheme in the detransitivized predicate
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Table 12. Diathetic patterns of Koine verbs.
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Abbreviations

Abbreviations of documentary texts follow those listed in the Checklist of Editions of
Greek, Latin, Demotic and Coptic papyri, ostraca and tablets. This ressource can be
currently found at https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/papyrus/texts/clist.html.

Amel. 1 = Amélineau (1914), vol. 1

Amel. 2 = Amélineau (1914), vol. 2

BASP = Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists

BCNH.T = Bibliothéque copte de Nag Hammadi, Section “Textes”

CSCO / CS = Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium / Scriptores Coptici

DDGLC = Database and Dictionary of Greek Loanwords in Coptic (https://www.geschkult.fu-berlin.
de/en/e/ddglc/index.html)

LBG = Lexikon zur byzantinischen Grézitét

MONB. = Monasterio Bianco (White Monastery)

NHC = Nag Hammadi Codices

NHMS = Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies

NHS = Nag Hammadi Studies

Pier.Morg. = Pierpont Morgan Library

Shen. Can. = Shenoute Canon

TLA = Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptiae (https://aaew.bbaw.de/tla/servlet/TlaLogin)
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Quoted sources

The Greek texts of the Old Testament are quoted according to Rahlfs-Hanhart (2006),
those of the New Testament follow Nestle-Aland (2012). Unless otherwise specified, [ use
the English Standard Version (ESV) for the English translation. The standard abbreviations
for the Bible books can be found at https://www.esv.org/resources/esv-global-study-
bible/list-of-abbreviations/. The Sahidic text of the Old and the New Testament is quoted
according to the Coptic Scriptorium database (Caroline T. Schroeder, Amir Zeldes, et al.,
Coptic SCRIPTORIUM, 2013-2021, http://copticscriptorium.org).

Greek and Egyptian papyri

Canopus Kom el-Hisn, CG 22186
Canopus Tanis, CG 22187

Simpson (1996)
Simpson (1996)

HGV BASP BASP 48 (2011)
HGYV O.Frange 188 Boud’hors/ Heurtel (2016)
HGV PSI Vitelli / Norsa (1917)
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0 Introduction

0.1 Research objectives

The present work includes three papers that deal, from different angles, with one and the
same vast issue of transitivity and diathetic alternation in Sahidic Coptic. Although one
of the central questions of the present-day typological studies, this issue is also — quite
surprisingly, — one of the weakest points in the modern Coptic linguistics. Not that it has
always been so. Transitive, intransitive, and passive forms and patterns received much at-
tention in the works by Stern and Jernstedt who formulated, with an admirable mixture of
accuracy and inspiration, the basic rules governing the syntax of direct object in Coptic.
In doing so, they boldly crossed the border between two syntactic domains that were,
since the days of antique grammarians and almost up to the present, strictly divided, the
domains of genus verbi (voice) and verbal aspect. Indeed, for a mind trained on Greek and
Latin conjugation tables, Coptic with its Moebius strip of grammatical categories opens
an entirely new and wonderful perspective. However, the line of research laid down by
these scientists has not been continued. Despite much meticulous work of the masters of
today’s Egyptian and Coptic philology, such as Shisha-Halevy, Depuydt, Emmel, Funk,
Layton, Engsheden, Reintges, Grossman, we have not grown much wiser regarding the
Coptic active: non-active opposition, as a whole, nor regarding the relation between this
opposition and the opposition of eventive. durative aspect. As long back as in 1978, Funk
called the attention of Coptologists to the pertinent problem with the treatment of “those
Coptic verbs that are Active in meaning when they have a direct complement but are ap-
proximately “Passive” or “Middle” when used in the tripartite pattern without a direct
complement”.! Yet, that very problem is hardly even stated, not to mention systematically
treated or explained in the newest Sahidic grammars, Layton (2000) and Reintges (2004).
Transitive or intransitive use of the absolute infinitive form, alternations of infinitive and
stative, a holistic understanding of stative, grammatical distinctions between passive and
anticausative, the opposition of simple and periphrastic constructions are the topics very
much in need of a caring hand. Many phenomena that we take at face value, as mere
stylistic or rhetorical variations, could turn to be essential for the language structure, if
correctly analyzed.

Our current state of knowledge concerning the morphosyntax of Greek loan verbs in
Coptic is in no way more advanced than that of native verbs. Several studies discussing
the integration of Greek verbs into Coptic, such as Bohlig (1953, 1955, 1995), Girgis
(1955), are mainly interested in the morphophonetic changes occurring to the loan verbs,
others (e.g., Almond 2010, Grossman & Richter 2017) consider insertion strategies of
Greek infinitives which oscillate between light-verb insertion and direct insertion. Finally,
one recent contribution (Grossman 2019) briefly sketches the integration of Greek verbs
into Coptic transitivity and valency patterns comparing the most general morphosyntactic
properties of native Coptic and Greek verbs. The issue that remains completely unaddressed

1 Funk (1978b:120).
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2 0 Introduction

is the interplay of diathesis and aspect, as reflected in the semantic and syntactic behavior
of loan verbs. This issue, however, is of primary importance for our understanding of the
loan verb integration in Coptic. Whether the aspectual split that is so crucial for the native
verb paradigm does or does not play the same role for loan verbs, is the question to be
answered before we can make any meaningful comparison between the transitivity models
of loan and native verbs.

This study addresses the following questions: 1) the distribution of native verb forms
in terms of diathesis and aspect; 2) semantic and syntactic properties of the periphrastic
circumstantial construction; 3) transitivity alternations in Greek loan verbs and their
connection to aspect realization. In the first part, the Coptic conjugation system is defined as
a diathesis-aspect grid where some verbal forms (status constructus, status pronominalis,
stative) are marked for both diathesis and aspect, whereas the absolute infinitive is
unmarked for either and thus functions as a contrastive opposition to the marked form in
each conjugation pattern. This approach allows to specify the functional load of several
oppositions: eventive absolute infinitive vs. durative infinitive; durative infinitive vs.
stative; eventive absolute infinitive vs. construct forms. An interesting corollary is the
conclusion that the non-causative / intransitive use of absolute infinitives was, in fact,
far more reduced and semantically specific than commonly assumed now. Further on, I
try to pursue the development of the aspect-diathesis system throughout the course of the
attested history of Egyptian, in order to verify the hypothesis of a causative split that could
have shaped the system, as we see it in Coptic. Another diachronic excursus deals with
the history of the durative transitive pattern. In particular, I examine and try to explain the
exceptions to the Stern-Jernstedt rule discussed in Simpson (1996) and Depuydt (2009).
The last section describes various syntactic and lexical phenomena that might arise as a
result of the causative split in Coptic, most of them previously disregarded.

The second chapter focuses on the periphrastic circumstantial construction specifying
the place of periphrasis in the verb paradigm, the semantic values associated with it, and
the classes of verbs participating in that construction.

The third chapter is dedicated to the syntactic integration of Greek loan verbs into the
diathesis-aspect grid. I explore the use of Greek voice morphology concluding that the
integration of the Greek middle-passive voice marker into Sahidic represents a specific
case of parallel system borrowing. Further on, I delimit the group of loan verbs capable of
labile alternation and examine various factors that could be responsible for this behavior.

However tempting it was to conduct the intended research on the material of all the
attested dialects of Coptic, in the end to choose Sahidic as the sole object of examination
looked like the only reasonable option. Attested infinitely better than the minor dialects,
Sahidic offers a singularly diverse body of corpora including literary texts of different
times and genres and a rich collection of documentaries. Some of these corpora, such as
the Biblical corpus or Shenoute’s Canons, are large enough to gather even some kind of
(very thin and tentative) statistics, which seems to be impossible to do in any other dialect,
perhaps except Bohairic. However, Bohairic is so different from Sahidic in many aspects
of valency patterning, not to mention the treatment of the loan verbs, that it obviously calls
for a separate study.
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0.2 Coptic language: an outline of the verbal system 3

At the same time, I did not deem it sensible to confine the research to a single text corpus
of Sahidic. The variance we find inside this dialect does not prevent us from conceiving
a holistic idea of the verbal system. Rather, it demonstrates the potential of that system.

Far from being in any way exhaustive, this study is an attempt to make the Coptic
verbal grammar more adequate for a typological comparison and the semantic categories
behind it more pulpable for the readers of Coptic.

0.2 Coptic language: an outline of the verbal system

Coptic? is the last language phase of the Egyptian language, the native language of the
population of the Northern Nile valley, which constitutes an autonomous branch of Afro-
Asiatic language family. The first written attestations of Egyptian come from ca. 3000 BC.
The onset of Coptic is marked with the transfer of written Egyptian to an alphabet based
on the Greek script, with an addition of some six or seven Demotic consonantal signs. The
lifetime of Coptic encompasses the period from ca. the 4" CE to ca. 14" CE,* when the last
Coptic speakers shifted to Arabic, as a result of the Arabic conquest of Egypt in the 7" CE.

The standardization of the Coptic script coincided with (and possibly resulted from)
the spread of Christianity in Egypt when the Bible and other important Christian literary
texts were translated into the native language. Containing a large corpus of religious
literature, such as homilies, monastic rules, vitae of holy fathers etc., Coptic belongs to
the main languages of the Christian East. Alongside Christian writings, Coptic contains
Gnostic and Manichean texts, as well as a large number of documentary texts — private
letters, legal documents, medical prescriptions, and ritual or magical spells. All that makes
Coptic a medium of precious information on the early Christian history and the everyday
life in Late Antique Egypt.

The pre-Coptic data gives pretty little opportunity to trace regional language varieties,
but in Coptic one already discerns more than ten standardized written dialects. The
best attested are Sahidic, a southern dialect that for a certain period served as a literary
standard for Coptic, Bohairic, originally spoken in the western part of Lower Egypt,
Fayyumic, Akhmimic, Oxyrhynchitic (otherwise called Mesokemic or Middle Egyptian),
and Lycopolitan. Less standardized texts may show local linguistic traits. Thus, the
Hermopolitan Sahidic is relatively easily recognizable by the lenition of final plosives. The
most conspicuous differences between the dialects lie on the phonetic and lexical level,
but it is possible to observe also minor morphosyntactic and word order variations, such
as changes in valency patterns, different distribution of conjugation bases or placement of
clitic elements.*

2 Adetailed linguistic description of Egyptian in its continuity may be found in Grossman & Richter
(2015), a grammatical overview is presented in Haspelmath (2015b). Richter (2015) gives a
profound account on the early history of Egyptian-Coptic linguistics.

3 Different sources give various dates, from the 11" to the 14" CE. Here I follow the data presented
in Grossman & Richter (2015).

4 For a selective list of Bohairic isoglosses, see, e.g., Shisha-Halevy (1981).
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Due to the close and prolonged contact with Koine Greek, the lingua franca of a
multiethnic population of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, Coptic language became enriched
with Greek vocabulary to such a degree, as to allow some researchers call it a ‘bilingual
language variety’.> The estimated percentage of Greek loan words in Coptic varies from
20% to 40%, comprising ca. 3000 nouns (among them nominalized adjectives), ca. 600-
700 verbs, and remarkably many functional elements, viz., prepositions, conjunctions,
discourse markers.

There is, however, a slight inaccuracy in saying that Coptic borrowed the Greek parts
of speech. As distinct from Greek, Coptic is not an inflectional language and has almost no
part-of-speech morphology. The structural elements of Coptic are sequences of morphs, in
all probability, bound by a common stress, some of them bearing a grammatical meaning,
and the others a lexical one.® The order of constituents in a group is fixed and determined
by their dependency classes. The order of clause constituents is also fixed, which allows
to distinguish several models of predication called conjugation patterns. Since Polotsky
(1960), two major conjugation patterns are recognized in Coptic, the Tripartite / Non-
durative (eventive) pattern and the Bipartite / Durative pattern. The distinctive element
of the Tripartite conjugation is the tense-aspect-modus-polarity marker occupying the first
position in the predicate base. It is followed by a nominal subject and a verbal lexeme in
form of absolute infinitive or else in one of the two pre-object forms, status constructus
that is immediately followed by a substantival object, or status pronominalis that is im-
mediately followed by a pronominal object.

Tripartite (eventive) conjugation

A4COTM / ATIPOME COTM MAYOYWDNP €BOX / ATINOYTE OYWNP EBOX

a-f-s6tm / a-p-rOme sotm Sa-u-oudnh ebol / Sa-p-noute oudnh ebol
pret-3sgm-hear /

pret-Art. MSG-man-hear hab-3pl-show outside / hab-Art. MSG-God-show outside
‘He / The man heard’ ‘They appear (habitually) / The God appears’

mnoyceTMaay (verb in form of status constructus)
mp-ou-setm-laau

pret.neg-3pl-hear-anyone

‘They did not hear anyone.’

@atcotMy (verb in form of status pronominalis)
Sa-i-sotm-f

hab-1sgl-hear-3sgm

‘I hear him (habitually)’

Some of the categories marked by the TAM markers of the Tripartite are tense (past),
relative tense (‘not yet’, ‘after’, ‘until”), modus (jussive, optative).

5 Reintges (2001:233). See Zakrzewska (2017) for a discussion.
6 See Layton (2011:22, §27), Haspelmath (2015b).
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The Bipartite conjugation has no conjugation base. The first position is filled by a
pronominal prefix or, much less often, by a nominal subject. The second position is filled
either by an adverb, or by a verb in one of the two forms, absolute infinitive or stative.
Stative (formerly also termed qualitative) is a verbal form that predicates a state in some
way related to the action or event named by the verb.

Bipartite (durative) conjugation

T-X 0€IC TaAXPO M-TIEY-GBOI CE-TAXPHY 2N 2ENEIYT

p-Coeis tac¢ro m-pef-cboi se-tacréu hn hen-eift

DEF.M.-lord strengthen.INF ACC.-POSS.3S-arm 3P-strengthen.STAT with IDF.P-nails
‘The Lord strengthens his arm’ ‘They are strengthened with nails’

The Bipartite pattern is associated with one tense (general or actual present) and one
aspect (durative).

Not every verbal root can occur in each of the four above-mentioned forms (absolute
infinitive, status constructus & pronominalis, and stative). A significant number of verbs
are attested only in infinitive. Such verbs are called immutable, as opposed to mutable
verbs that possess, at least, two forms distinguished by different vocalization. pweT ‘strike
/ fall” is an example of a mutable verb, gapeg ‘guard’ represents the immutable class.

Absolute infinitive pweT eapee
Status constructus peeT- —
Status pronominalis paeT= —
Stative paeT —

0.3 Argument structure; transitive clause type

The major clause type in every language consists of a predicate and a number of dependent
noun phrases called predicate arguments. Each argument is associated with a distinct
semantic role, such as agent, patient, experiencer, goal, recipient etc. The semantic roles in
a clause satisfy the condition of uniqueness: every argument is assigned one and only one
semantic role. The set of semantic (or thematic) roles developed in comparative linguistics’
proves to be more or less finite, which makes it possible to base further analysis on some
general definitions. The most common are:

Agent: The ‘doer’ of the action denoted by the predicate.
Patient: The ‘undergoer’ of the change denoted by the predicate.
Experiencer: The living entity that experiences the event denoted by the predicate.

Goal: The location or entity indicating the end of the movement denoted by the predicate.

7 The system of semantic valency was first outlined in the works of J.Gruber (1965), Ch. Fillmore
(1969), Ju. Apresjan (1974).

© Nina Speransky, 2022 | doi.org/10.37011/studmon.22
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License



6 0 Introduction

Source: The location or entity indicating the origin of the movement denoted by the
predicate.

Recipient /|Benefactive: The entity that benefits from the action or event denoted by the
predicate.

Every semantic role tends to correlate with some consistent syntactic coding type.

Not all roles are equally important for a sentence to be complete and understandable.
The arguments that bear the essential semantic roles are called core arguments. They
must either be overtly stated, or be retrievable from the context. Their omission makes the
clause ungrammatical. Other arguments are called peripheral. A specific configuration of
core and peripheral arguments is called an argument structure, or, in more venerable, but
still used terms, a valency pattern.

Depending on the number of core arguments, verbs are divided into univalent or
monadic, bivalent, and ditransitive. A monadic verb has a single core argument, which
may bear the semantic role of an agent (as, e.g., ‘dance’, ‘work’), or of a patient (‘sleep’,
‘fall’). A bivalent verb has two arguments, most often an agent and a patient (‘bite’,
‘take”), a ditransitive verb has three arguments, the third mostly a recipient (‘give’, ‘pay’).

Introducing the notion of transitivity, a recent authoritative study, Dixon & Aikhenvald
(2000), recognizes two universal clause types:

* intransitive clause, with an intransitive predicate and a single core argument which is
in S (intransitive subject) function

* transitive clause, with a transitive predicate and two core arguments which are in A
(transitive subject) and O (transitive object) functions

Transitivity is understood as a property of a bivalent clause whose arguments have the
following specific semantic traits:

A - the argument whose referent “does (or potentially could) initiate or control the activity™®

(i.e., has the semantic role of agent)

O - the argument whose referent is affected by the activity
(i.e., has the semantic role of patient)

Whereas monadic clauses are unambiguously defined as intransitive, bivalent clauses
present something more of a problem. There is a more or less general consensus among
the linguists that there are two-argument clauses that are intransitive. However, the above
definition offers no clear criteria that would help to distinguish between these two types
of clauses.’ In fact, it gives no cross-linguistically applicable criteria of transitivity,'® nor
does it explicitly state that transitivity is a linguistic universal to be found in any specific
language.

8 Dixon & Aikhenvald (2000:3).

9 Affectedness of the second argument’s referent cannot be considered a clear criterion, since most
non-agentive referents are in this or the other way affected.

10 The most widely accepted recent approaches to transitivity are discussed in Haspelmath (2011).
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Now, in many cases, the ambiguity surrounding the category of transitivity is no great
impediment. As observed in Haspelmath (2011), in most languages transitive clauses are
such a prominent type that they can easily be selected intuitively.!! However, Coptic, with
its rather unconventional (for a European eye) valency and voice system, prepares many
traps for anyone who would like to replace a strict grammatical analysis with his intuitions.
Therefore, it appears necessary, at the very outset, to explore the deep semantic content of
the notion of transitivity in order to prove it indispensable for a reasonable analysis of the
Coptic verbal system, and to establish connections between transitivity and other domains
of verbal grammar, most importantly, with aspect.

11 Haspelmath (2011:545).
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1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

1.1 Transitivity: towards a working definition
1.1.1 Transitivity: a lexical property or a grammatical cluster category?

In Shisha-Halevy’s “Coptic Grammatical Categories”, the chapter dealing with different
models of argument expansion bears the eloquent title of “The so-called direct object”
(emphasis mine). This reserved term is not accidental. An amazing fact about Coptic
linguistics is that the applicability of the notion of transitivity to the Coptic verbal system is
far from being an established fact. The source of this ambiguity is not only our insufficient
knowledge of the intricate grammatical mechanisms of Coptic, but also the somewhat
dubious nature of the notion itself. For, despite multiple elaborate treatments of various
parameters of transitivity in the works by authors such as Aikhenvald, Borer, Comrie,
Dixon, Dowty, Fillmore, Givon, Kittild, Kulikov, Lakoff, Lazard, Levin and Rappaport
Hovav, Letuchiy, Mal’chukov, Mel’¢uk, Nass, Nedjalkov, Polinsky, Testelec, Tsunoda,
to name just the most authoritative ones, it is difficult to find a comprehensive description
of the phenomenon that would have universal validity. Indeed, it is not even claimed that
transitivity in the sense of encoding specific semantic relations by a specific syntactic
pattern is a universally valid phenomenon. Consequently, as a researcher of a particular
language, you have full freedom to incorporate or not this category in your grammatical
descriptions. To quote G.Lazard,

“Within the limits of the description of an individual language, the question of transitivity
is not so difficult, and not so interesting. ‘Transitive’ is a label the descriptive linguist
gives to a certain class of verbs which, for some reason, he sets apart from other kinds
of verbs, because he deems them worthy of special treatment. He is always free to
choose a certain verb class and to decide that this shall be the transitive class. He is also
free to make no use of the notion of transitivity and only to classify verbs according to
whatever criteria he finds relevant. Both choices are licit.!?”

Isthen transitivity a language-specific descriptive category or a cross-linguistic comparative
concept?"® Though Lazard’s definition sounds more like the first option, it is obvious that
transitivity is based on some fundamental semantic distinctions and should therefore be
represented in that or other form all across the languages. In order to provide a working
definition of transitivity that might be used in the analysis of Coptic data, and also to try
to gain a more precise understanding of the phenomenon as a whole, it might be helpful
to re-examine the origins of the notion and to track down possible misapprehensions that
might have distorted our view of it.

12 Lazard (2002:150).
13 The distinction is proposed and discussed in Haspelmath (2010).
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10 1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

Excursus. The history of the concept of transitivity

The concept of transitivity has entered the Indo-European grammar in the second century
C.E., in the works of the Alexandrian school. In his treatise on Greek verbal voice system,
the alleged author of the term, Apollonios Dyscolos has set aside the class of verbs
taking prepositionless accusative objects as the one capable of regular voice alternation.
Hierarchizing the basic bivalent patterns, Apollonios regards the accusative pattern as the
basic one, from which all others deviate, both in form and in meaning. His logic can
be captured from the fragment below where Apollonios discusses the semantic and the
syntactic divergence between the two verbs denoting ‘love’: piléw and €pdic:

eoivetar 6° dtt kal 10 @idelv 10D pav d1oioet, KabBOTL 1 pEV €k TOD @ileiv Eyyvouévn
duibeotg évepyeiag dvopa onuaivel ol yobv @ulolbvieg moudevovsty, TOAMV Thg
Subécemc KOG TOIG TPOKEEVOLG £ GUTIOTIKTY GLVTEWVOVONG...2.2.419 16 ye pnv
&pav opoloyel to mpocdiatifecat VIO T0D EPOUEVOL... KOl COPEG 6TV MG GLVETOD
pév €0t kol dyafod T0 @ilelv, kabdmep Kol ToTEPES moIdag PIAODGLY, 00 UV GLUVETOD
70 &pav, AL oM TopepBopoTog TO AoyioTikdv. OV xpn Gpo dmopely Evexa Tivog TO PeEV
PIAG T oiTIOTIKTV QEPETOL, TO OE &pd €mi yevikniv.™*

The basic sense conveyed in the accusative pattern is defined by Apollonios as ‘transitive’
(dwapiPactikdv), featuring a transfer of the active force (évépyeia) from the referent of the
nominative to the referent of the accusative argument.'” Thus, starting from Apollonios,
transitivity has been understood as a linguistic sign with a very specific signifier and a very
imprecise meaning. Accusative object (termed direct object) and double voice morphology
were signs of a transitive verb for classical grammarians who understood transitivity as a
property of a verbal lexeme. Yet, with the flourishing of non-Indo-European linguistics,
it has become pretty clear that, whereas the notion of transitivity seems to be efficient
for the description of manifold grammatical phenomena, the formal properties alone do
not suffice to identify the domain of transitivity in languages with essentially different
Case and Voice systems. On the other hand, traditional semantically based definitions
largely following the one given by Apollonios do not provide criteria for any meaningful
grammatical distinction.'® Starting from late 1970s, these definitions became essentially

14 “Es scheint sich aber auch ‘@uleiv’ von ‘épav’ in der Weise zu unterscheiden, dass das dem ‘@uleiv’
entspringende Verhalten (des Subjekts) vorzugsweise eine Thétigkeit in sich schliesst; denn die
‘prhodvteg’ erziehen, und beide Thitigkeiten (sowohl die des ‘@uielv’ wie die des ‘modedew’)
erstrecken sich gleicherweise auf einen (Objekts)Akkusativ... Das ‘€pav’ aber setzt zugleich ein
von dem Geliebten verursachtes Affiziertsein (der Seele) voraus... Es ist einleuchtend, dass das
‘puielv’ das Zeichen eines Guten und Verstiandigen ist, welcher liebt wie Viter ihre Kinder lieben,
dass ‘€pdv’ aber das Zeichen eines nicht verstindigen Mannes, dessen Vernunft bereits Schaden
gelitten. Man darf also nicht in Zweifel sein und fragen, warum @& den Akkusativ, £pd den
Genitiv regiert.” (Transl. Buttmann 1877).

15 “ypm yop voely 6t 1| évépyeta dg Tpog Hrokeipevoy Tt daPipaletar, g to téuver, tomzer, T TOHTOIG
TOPOTAYCI0” TG Kol TO TadnTIkOV &K TPobPesTdong Evepyntikiic Stadéoeme aviyetan, dépetar,
tomzetor.” (Ap.Disc. 111 148).

16 Cf. Kittild (2002:26-27).
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1.1 Transitivity: towards a working definition 11

refined in typological studies. The far-reaching similarities in the semantics of transitive
verb classes between various languages made it possible to eventually grasp the main
semantic components of transitivity. It has been observed, for example, that verbs of an
immediate effect (‘break’, ‘shoot’, ‘boil’ etc.), as well as verbs denoting solicitation (‘ask’,
‘threaten”) or pursuit (‘follow’, ‘search’) tend to be encoded by transitive structures, while
verbs of symmetric actions (‘fight with’, ‘talk to’) mostly take indirect objects. Verbs
of perception (‘hear’, ‘smell”) and emotion (‘love’, ‘like’, ‘hate’) may participate in the
transitive pattern, or else take indirect objects. Moreover, it became clear that transitivity
is not simply a lexical feature, but rather the property of the whole clause, influenced, inter
alia, by factors outside the verbal lexeme as such. That opened a new perspective: the
opposition ‘transitive vs. intransitive’ was no longer analyzed as a clear-cut dichotomy,
but rather as a scalar property that can be more or less expressed in a clause, depending
on the values of certain semantic parameters. Various proposals were made regarding
the exact nature of these parameters, such as the very extensive list presented in Lakoff
(1977):

1) There is an agent who does something

2) There is a patient who undergoes a change to a new state

3) The change in the patient results from the action by the agent

4) The agent’s action is volitional

5) The agent is in control of what he does

6) The agent is primarily responsible for what happens

7 The agent is the energy source in the action

8) There is a spacio-temporal overlap between the agent’s action and the change in the
patient

9) There is a single definite agent

10)  There is a single definite patient

11)  The agent uses his hands, body or some instrument

12)  The change in the patient is perceptible

13)  The agent perceives the change

and even

14)  The agent is looking at the patient.!’
The somewhat excessive granularity of this list blurs the general idea. A more targeted list
of parameters is provided in the fundamental study of Hopper and Thompson (Hopper &
Thompson 1980). Here, the cluster of features includes: the number of participants; kinesis

(action); aspect (telicity vs. atelicity); punctuality; volitionality; polarity (affirmative or
negative nexus); mode (realis vs. irrealis); agency; affectedness and individuation of the

17 Lakoff (1977:244).

© Nina Speransky, 2022 | doi.org/10.37011/studmon.22
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License



12 1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

object. Each parameter yields a scale on which clauses may rank higher or lower; the
combinations of these parameters characterize clauses as more or less transitive.

There is a cardinal difference between this approach and the one in Lakoff (1977).
Hopper and Thompson extend the repertory of the verbal features relevant for transitivity
to include non-lexical ones, such as telicity, punctuality, mode and polarity. In doing so,
they combine two lines of research that are usually separated. The first one (Verkuyl, 1972,
1993, 1999, Comrie, 1981, Tenny, 1987, 1994, Paducheva and Pentus 2008, Rothstein
2008, Borer 2005 and others) considers transitivity, along with other types of argument
structuring, as a tool of grammatical (mainly, aspectual) construal of a clause.

The other line of research, on the contrary, explores transitivity as a lexical property.
The arguments of a verb are ascribed semantic proto-roles of agent, patient, experiencer'®
etc. which are characterized in terms of volition, control and affectedness. It is studied,
in what way specific configurations of these features determine the argument structure of
a verb. Thus, Testelec (1998) argues that different combinations of control and affected-
ness in the two arguments yield a semantic classification of verbs closely corresponding
to the formal intransitive : middle : transitive classification.'” Along the same lines, Naess
suggests that maximal distinction of participants with respect to the features of volition,
control (in Naess’ terms, instigation) and affectedness is the semantic trigger of syntactic
transitivity.”® Control and volition of the agent, affectedness of the patient together with
the real mood and affirmative polarity of the verb are taken to constitute a prototype of
transitivity, a limiting case which has the highest chances to be encoded by a syntactically
transitive construction, if it exists in the language. (As was mentioned before, the univer-
sality of transitivity is hypothesized, but not yet proven.)

1.1.2 Prototypical transitive construction: definitions and problems

A notion of prototypical transitive construction (PTC) is a convenient instrument for
identifying transitive patterns in languages of different morphosyntactic profile and / or
different types of argument linking (ergative or nominative-accusative). The definitions
of PTC can be either more empirical, or more generalized, but their application yields
identical results. The empirical approach proposed — seemingly independently, — by
Kozinsky in 1980 and Tsunoda in 1985 defines prototypically transitive verbs based on a
specific class of meanings that assume transitive case frames in all languages. These are
the verbs “which describe an action that not only impinges on the patient, but necessarily
creates a change in it”™?!, i.e., verbs of destruction, such as ‘kill’, ‘destroy’, ‘break’,
‘bend’”.?? Recently, the same idea was advocated in Haspelmath (2015):

18 See the discussion in Dowty (1991).

19 Testelec (1998:44).

20 Naess (2007).

21 Tsunoda (1985:387).

22 Cf. Kozinsky: “... A small semantic class of verbs, viz. verbs of destruction and creation, is
assumed to be transitive in its basic voice in all languages. Further, any verb which requires the
same construction(s) as the verbs in the core class do, may be called transitive. *“ (Quoted from
Testelec 1998:29).
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1.1 Transitivity: towards a working definition 13

“A verb is considered transitive if it contains an A and a P argument. A and P are
defined as the arguments of a verb with at least two arguments that are coded like the
‘breaker’and the ‘broken thing’ micro-roles of the ‘break’”.*

Once the transitive core class is thus identified, all the verbs using the same valency pattern
are pronounced transitive.
In a generalized way, the same identification pattern is presented in Lazard (2002):

“A PROTOTYPICAL ACTION is an effective volitional discrete action performed
by a controlling agent and actually affecting a well individuated patient. The MAJOR
BIACTANT CONSTRUCTION, in any language, is the construction used to express a

prototypical action.*

Givon (1995) provides a list of basic features of any PTC, which, besides the lexical
properties of volitionality and control, include grammatical parameters of aspect and
modus.

“a. Agent: The prototypical transitive clause involves a volitional, controlling, actively
initiating

agent who is responsible for the event, thus its salient cause.

b. Patient: The prototypical transitive event involves a non-volitional, inactive
noncontrolling

patient who registers the event’s changes-of-state, thus it has salient effect.

c. Verbal modality: The verb of the prototypical transitive clause codes an event that
is compact (non-durative), bounded (non-lingering), sequential (non-perfect) and
realis (non-hypothetical). The prototype transitive event is thus fast-paced, completed,
real, and perceptually and/or cognitively salient.”>

The concept of the transitive prototype makes it possible to match syntactic alternations
of a bivalent clause with their semantic proximity to the prototype or deviation from it, as
with partitive case of direct objects in the imperfective aspect in Finnish (1) or genitive of
negated transitive clauses in Russian (2).

(1)  a.Liikemies kirjotti kirjeen valiokunnalle.
Businessman wrote  letter-ACC. committee-to
‘The businessman wrote a letter to a committee.’

b. Liikemies kirjotti kirjettd valiokunnalle.
Businessman wrote letter-PART.  committee-to
“The businessman was writing a letter to a committee.’
(Hopper and Thompson 1980:262)

23 Haspelmath (2015:5).
24 Lazard 2002:152
25 Givon 1995:76
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14 1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

(2) a.Ja chital vashu knigu.
I read-PST your-ACC book-ACC
‘I have read your book.’

b.Ja vashej knigi ne chital.
I your-GEN book-GEN not read-PST
‘I have not read your book.’

Conversely, it is somewhat more difficult to use the prototype theory to account for
multiple verb classes that are compatible with transitive case frames, but do not match the
semantic prototype. The claim is that all the non-prototypical transitive clauses are formed
by analogy or, in Givon’s wording, metaphorical extension of the transitive sense?.
Metaphorical extension, according to Givon, covers verbs with a locative direct object
(“enter the house’), locative direct object and implied patient (‘feed the cows’ = ‘give food
to the cows’, ‘they robbed her’ = ‘took something from her’), with a moving part of the
subject (‘kick’), with a dative-experiencer subject (verbs of cognition, sensation, volition),
verbs with a reciprocal/ associative object (“He met Sylvia.” — “He met with Sylvia.”),
the verb ‘have’, verbs with cognate objects (‘sing a song’). However, the concept of
metaphorical extension does not suffice to account for crosslinguistic systemic similarities
and distinctions outside the core class, such as, e.g., invariably transitive alignment of
possession-transfer verbs (‘sell’, ‘lose’ etc.).”” Yet another weakness of the prototype
theory is its inability to grasp the formal distinction between different surface-syntactic
(active and passive) representations of a transitive event.

1.1.3 What does transitivity stand for?

Finally, it is easy to notice that the transitive prototype is a descriptive model, without any
explanatory force.”® Neither the list of transitivity parameters, nor the prototype theory
provide any conceptual frame for the grammaticalization of the prototypical action. There
is, as yet, no general agreement concerning the factors that could be responsible for the
phenomenon of transitivity. Hopper and Thompson suggest that transitivity may be one
of the strategies used for information structuring®, perfective / transitive clauses being
usually more rhematic (or foregrounding), than imperfective / intransitive ones. For
Kittild, morphosyntactic or structural transitivity is an iconic reflection of the ontological
transitivity of events.*® Nass, as has been mentioned above, takes the principle of the

26 Givon (1984:98).

27 See Testelets (1998:30).

28 Cf. Naess (2007:16).

29 Hopper & Thompson (1980:283 ff.).

30 Kittild (2002:44 ff.): “Ontological transitivity (as for linguistic manifestation of transitivity) is best
defined as our idea about different events in the non-linguistic world. Based on the recurrence of
events, we are able to make generalizations about their relevant properties. Only the bare nature of
events is relevant is this respect. This information is employed in the description of events and in
the interpretation of constructions. The features of ontological transitivity are usually absolute in
nature and the ontological information about the nature of events is common for all language users
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1.1 Transitivity: towards a working definition 15

maximum role distinction between the agent and the patient to be the superordinate
semantic idea of transitivity.’! Comparing valency alternations with TAM-splits, Tsunoda
concludes that both phenomena belong to the domain of transitivity and are operated by
the superordinate notion of effectiveness of the action.?? For all their outward difference,
the ideas of Neess and Tsunoda seem to point to one and the same thing: transitive structure
serves to distinguish the agent as an effective performer of an action from the undergoer
(patient) or experiencer.

A more profound version of the same idea has been suggested in DeLancey (1987).
According to DeLancey, “the cluster of attributes associated with transitivity define a
semantic construct which approximates the notion of EVENT as opposed to STATE” .33
Assuming now that the opposition is not binary, but scalar, it can be most closely defined
as STATE vs. NON-STATE opposition. Indeed, the most salient semantic feature of an
effective action is that it is not a state. To make my point, I shall briefly return to the
list of transitivity parameters in Hopper & Thompson (1980).3* As was first observed by
Tsunoda, the ten parameters constituting this list are not equally relevant in triggering the
transitive encoding®, and what is more, none of them seems to be crucial for it.** One
obvious exception from this principle seems to be the number of participants. Indeed, the
point on which the parameter theory is most often criticized consists precisely in that it
effectively includes the one-participant clauses into the scope of transitivity.’” Moreover,
Hopper and Thompson’s hypothesis licences the view that one-argument constructions
might be ascribed some degree of transitivity or even surpass in transitivity some less
lucky bivalent constructions, given the univalents possessed more transitivity features.
Lazard illustrates the awkwardness of such an analysis with the following examples:

(regardless of the language they speak). The absolute nature of these features means that we all are
able to distinguish ‘killing’ from ‘hearing’ and we all agree on this distinction (provided that we
behave rationally).” The idea seems to be unwarranted. The nature of events is not structured, it is
our analysis that structures them, and the analysis is performed through linguistic means. Thus, we
cannot witness anything like “a pure event of beating”, we rather witness a sequence of situations
that we can analyze as an event of beating. Saying ‘John beat Harry’ is only a specific way of
reflecting the situation that could possibly be expressed in a series of intransitive clauses, such as
‘John pushed hard’, ‘Harry fell to the ground’ and so on. Kittild’s logic, therefore, seems to pull
linguistic categories on the extra-linguistic reality. This shows, however, how deeply is the notion
of transitivity rooted in our consciousness.

31 Ness (2007:22).

32 Tsunoda (1981:392 ff.).

33 DeLancey (1987:58).

34 To this list of parameters, one probably has to add that of tense. The past tense must be considered
more transitive, than the non-past tense. This would explain such phenomena as the split causativity
described in Kulikov (1999) or the Coptic data that shall be discussed below.

35 See Tsunoda (1985:386).

36 As stated, e.g., by DeLancey (1987:58) for Lhasa.

37 See, e.g., Tsunoda, Lazard (2002), Kittila (2007).
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16 1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

(3)  Susan left.
(4)  John likes beer.*®

Whereas the second clause has only one feature of transitivity (2 participants), the first
clause has four: it is active, telic, punctual and volitional. If one understands Hopper
and Thompson’s theory literally, it must follow that the first clause will enjoy transitive
encoding with much more probability than the second one, which looks quite contrary to
linguistic facts, at least, in the limits of the English grammar®. Lazard offers a solution
for this problem suggesting that the two-participancy should rather be regarded as a basic
condition of transitivity.*

Let us, however, assume that the analysis in Hopper & Thompson is more correct
and that one-argument stative predicates belong to the domain of transitivity forming the
negative pole of the transitivity scale. On the other pole, there would stand two-argument
predicates denoting a causation of a certain change in the patient.* The patient-like
argument can be regarded as the measure of the non-stativity of the predication. Under
such view, transitivity is one of the instruments that are used to denote the temporary, non-
permanent character of the nexus.

Unlike the prototype theory, this view is clearly based on a grammatical constant,
the difference between states and non-states being a universal one. Moreover, it does not
prescribe any a priori features to the transitive model, but it can explain some features of
the prototype, such as volitionality or control. As observed by Vendler, states are treated
in the language as non-volitional predicates, or to put it more precisely, the semantic
component of volition is neutralized for states:

“When I say that I could run if my legs were not tied, I do not imply that I would run if
my legs were not tied. On the other hand, there is a sense of “can” in which “He could
know the answer if he had read Kant” does mean that in that case he would know the
answer. Similarly, in an obvious sense, to say that I could like her if she were not selfish
is to say that I would like her if she were not selfish. One feels something strange in
“Even if I could like her, I would not like her”. It appears, therefore, that in conditionals
“could” is often interchangeable with “would” in connection with states. For the same
reason, “can” might become redundant in indicative sentences of this kind. Hence the
airy feeling about “I can know”, “I can love”, “I can like” and so forth.”*

Thus, the feature of volitionality is a contrastive feature in the opposition of a stative
and a non-stative predicate. Such conclusion is but a paraphrase of DeLancey’s idea

38 Lazard (2002:178).

39 As shown in Hopper and Thompson (1980:268 ft.), the data of ergative languages confirm their
analysis.

40 Lazard (2002:180).

41 Cf. Testelets (1998:33): “The purest case of an Agent with no characteristics of a Patient is probably
that participant of many-place predicates which is linked to them via the causative relation and
bears no other relation of a more specific kind.”

42 Vendler (1957:148).
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1.1 Transitivity: towards a working definition 17

that volitionality is an inalienable part of the causative semantics and as such enters the
cognitive scheme of CAUSE and EFFECT expressed in transitive constructions.*

At the level of parts of speech, the scale STATE-> ACTION would probably equal
the spontaneity scale of verbs (3), from passives (or, in Haspelmath’s term, agentful) and
unaccusatives through unergatives and transitives to causatives.

The spontaneity scale (from Haspelmath 2016)

transitive > unergative > automatic > costly > agentful
(‘cut’) (‘talk’) (‘freeze (intr.)’) (‘break (intr.)”) (‘be cut’)
<—— more causatives more anticausatives ——>

But one might as well suggest a broader view which would include in this stativity-
activity scale also nominal, adjectival and adverbial predicates as denoting qualities and
permanent, stable and temporary states.* A continuum leading from the most stable nexus
to the least stable one could look as follows: he is a doctor -> he is young -> he is in denial
-> he is sleeping -> he is reading a book -> he broke the glass.

An example from Chukchee (Mel’¢uk 1993) may serve as an illustration of the link
between intransitivity and stativization.

(5) a.T'am-nan to-ret-arkon-g kimit?- 2 n (tom-eta).
[-INSTR 1SG.SUB-transport-PRES-3SG.OBJ load-SG.NOM friend-SG/PL.DAT
‘I [=1] transport a-load [= II] (to-friend(s) [= III])’: T actually do this.

b. 'am-g t-ine-ret-arkan (kimit?-¢) (tom-eta).

I-NOM 1SG.SUB-‘antipassive’-transport-PRES load-SG.INSTR friend-SG/
PL.DAT

‘I [=1] transport (a-load [= II]) (to-friend(s) [= III])’: I am a transporter (this is my
occupation).

(5a) is a transitive / ergative clause with the nominative direct object. The antipassive
marker in the example (5b) lowers the syntactic rank of the second argument, it becomes
an indirect object, whereas the initial ergative subject (‘I’) changes the case to nominative
/ absolutive. The change in the surface structure brings about the change in the meaning.
The initially active predicate (“I am transporting”) is reinterpreted as a permanent state (I
am a transporter of loads”).*

Understanding transitivity as a mechanism of the (non-)stative characterization of the
predicate, it is easy to see why aspect is one of its crucial components and is taken by

43 DeLancey (1987:61 ff.).

44 Cf. Nedjalkov & Jaxontov (1988:3): “It is assumed here that actions (e.g., ‘to build’, ‘to break’),
states (e.g., ‘to stand’, ‘to be broken’), and qualities (e.g., ‘to be long’, ‘to be kind”) are the basic
types of predicated properties irrespective of the formal means of their expression in individual
languages.” See also Wunderlich (2006).

45 Mel’Cuk (1993:35).
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18 1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

some researchers (e.g., Tenny 1994) to be the decisive factor in (in)transitive encoding.
Indeed, various alternations of transitivity are directly bound to the aspectual properties
of the predicate. So, as has been suggested by Verkuyl (1972 et al.), for some groups of
verbs, a specific object may characterize the clause as telic (6a), whereas a bare plural
noun determines the atelic interpretation (6b):

(6a) Joan ate an apple.
(6b) Joan ate apples.

Another case of interdependence between the aspect and the form of the object may be
illustrated by (7a,b):

(7a) Taylor ate the apricot.
(7b) Taylor ate at the apricot.

The above examples display homomorphism from the spatial extent of the second
participant to the temporal progress of the event it participates in. The terms ‘incremental
theme™*® and ‘incremental theme verbs’ are applied to objects and verbs that allow for
such homomorphism, respectively. As the above examples show, the contrast between
the transitive and the intransitive structure corresponds to the difference in semantics: the
transitive pattern denotes an accomplished action, whereas the intransitive pattern denotes
an action with an unspecified outcome.

In both situations of (6) and in (7a), the object appears to be a quantificator of the
event (in Borer’s term, “subject-of-quantity”’). This provides us with the important
characteristics of a transitive pattern. To put it quite simply, transitive pattern does not
tell us HOW the object is affected, but about HOW MUCH it is affected. While different
semantic roles of non-patient participants, e.g., benefactive, instrument, source and so
on, are signaled by cases and/or prepositions with their own range of meanings, the
patient-valency tends to be the least morphologically marked (at times being coded just by
immediate adjacency, as in Nivkh, Hebrew or Coptic) and semantically charged.*®

This ‘orthogonal to semantics’ role of the non-agent participant in a transitive clause
is probably the factor ensuring this pattern’s overwhelming frequency and productivity
throughout languages. It would not seem improbable, - though I am not aware of any
statistical study to that purpose, - if transitive verbs would prove to constitute the majority
of the verbal lexicon in most languages. The productivity of the transitive pattern also
depends on its property to form a causative counterpart to non-causatives, sometimes
by morphological derivation (e.g., German ‘be’-prefix word formation), sometimes by

46 See Dowty (1991) etc.

47 See Borer (2005).

48 Cf. Testelec (1998:32): “Much work has been done to characterize the role of Agent explicitly...
By contrast, | am aware of no convincing semantic definition of the role of Patient, i.e., of the most
affected argument of a verb... Agent, or Instrument, or Benefactive are semantic roles which are
the same or similar with different verb predicates, whereas Patient semantics cannot be generalized
but is rather a role installed individually by every particular verb.”
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1.1 Transitivity: towards a working definition 19

creating a labile use for a previously non-causative verb (e.g., spoken Russian “rynsrs
cobaky” ‘walk the dog’, “mens ynbiOHym0” ‘it has smiled me’, Spanish “lo desaparecid
el Estado” ‘The State has ‘disappeared’ him”). Frequency, productivity, transparency,
autonomy, and naturalness are the properties often invoked for defining prototypical
syntactic transitivity.*

Thus, there is every reason to treat transitivity as a universal grammatical category
understanding it as a manifestation of the STATE vs. NON-STATE character of the predi-
cate through the argument linking pattern. Crucially, transitive diagnostics is not confined
to the morphologically marked passive voice or the differential flagging of agents and
patients, the factors that are irrelevant for an analytic language, such as Coptic. Rather, a
valency pattern with two core arguments demonstrating some correlation with the indi-
viduation features of the non-agentive argument, correlation with tense-aspect-mood cat-
egories of the verb, semantic transparency, frequency, and productivity should be regarded
as bona fide transitive.

1.1.4 Transitivity alternations; anticausatives; resultatives

Whereas the above-mentioned secondary symptoms help in identifying a transitive
pattern, an even more important feature, in fact, the hallmark of a transitive verb is that it
can undergo diathesis alternations. The term ‘diathesis’, introduced in Xolodovi¢ (1970),
refers to the possible patterns of mapping the semantic arguments of the verb (agent,
patient, goal etc.) onto syntactic functions (subject, object etc.).”® Different diathetic
patterns are represented, for instance, in

(8a) He cooked soup for the homeless.
(8b) He cooked for the homeless.

(9a) The blast of wind broke the window.
(9b) The window broke.

(10a) You rub the body with mud.
(10b) You rub mud on the body.

Diathetic distinctions may or may not be morphologically marked on the verb. Grammatical
voice, such as Ancient Greek middle-passive téuvet ~ téuveton ‘cuts ~ is being cut’ can be
defined as diathetic distinctions marked in verbal morphology.”' As our examples show,
in the absence of morphological marking, diathesis may be expressed through syntactic
means, such as word order.

49 Cf. Winters (1990).
50 Xolodovi¢ (1970:13), cf. Mel’¢uk (1993).
51 Mel’¢uk, 1., Xolodovi¢, A. (1970:117).
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20 1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

One salient feature of the transitive class is a specific diathesis alternation that involves
the syntactic promotion of the patient and the demotion or elimination of the agent.’> The
ensuing intransitive clause may belong to one of the four following types:

Passive stricto sensu: the original agent becomes a peripheral argument and may be either
realized as an oblique object, or omitted:

(11)  H dMAwon vrmoypdenke and OAOVS TOVG CUULETEYOVTEG
i dhilosi ipoghrafike apo olus tus simetexondes
the.NOM statement.NOM sign. NACT.PAST.PRFV.3SG by all the participants
‘The statement was signed by all the participants’

Middle (Dixon & Aikhenvald’s ‘agentless passive’): the original agent is implied, but not
specified:

(12)  Avtd 1o PipArio Swfaletor ToAD gvydpioTa
afto to vivlio dhiavazete poli efxarista
this. NOM the.NOM book.NOM read. NACT.PRES.3SG very pleasantly
“This book reads very pleasantly’

Noncausal (Anticausative): there is no agent stated or implied, the event is conceived as
spontaneous:™

(13) H mopto. avoiée Eapvikd
i porta anikse ksafnika
the. NOM door.NOM open. ACT.PAST.PRFV.3SG suddenly

554

‘The door opened suddenly

Statal passive / objective resultative: the state reached by the patient as a result of the
core event, irrespective of there being an agent implied, or not.

(14)  Oxno pazbuto
okno razbito
window.NOM break. PAST.PRFV.PRTCP.NOM
‘The window is broken’

The above diathesis types share a number of common features: each type relates to the
corresponding transitive structure as effect to cause; all of them involve valency reduction,
with Agent suppressed and Patient promoted to the subject position.” The functional
overlap between these categories results in them often sharing the same morphological

52 The list does not include the reflexive and the reciprocal diathesis, since they are not agent-
suppressive. The term ‘middle’ is not unproblematic, but it will not be play any role in the
subsequent discussion concerning Coptic and is mentioned here for the sake of exhaustiveness
only.

53 Cf. Dixon & Aikhenvald (2000:7).

54 The exx. (11) through (13) are taken from Lavidas (2009:19).

55 This formula captures prototypical traits of passive; as shown in Abraham (2006), languages vary
with respect to specific parameters of passive structures.
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1.1 Transitivity: towards a working definition 21

marking®® which is why they remained undetected for a long time, subsumed under the
cover notion of passive. In particular, anticausative and resultative were not recognized
by grammarians until the recent works of Leningrad / St. Petersburg typological school
(Nedjalkov & Sil’nickij 1969, Nedjalkov & Jaxontov 1988 and others). The grammatical
and semantic properties of these categories, as well as the distinctions between them and
passive, are far from being clearly grasped, let alone finalized, but since both notions are
indispensable for the correct grammatical analysis, I shall try to briefly summarize the
most essential properties of each.

The term ‘anticausative’ can be employed in a narrower sense based on semantics and
morphology, or in a broader, purely semantic sense.”” As a morphological term, it refers to
intransitive verbal forms that are derived from the corresponding causatives by means of
a decausativizing morpheme, as ag¢-il-di in (15):

(15) Turkish Annem  kapi-yi ag-ti
Mother  door-ACC  open-PAST
“My mother opened the door”
Kapt  ac-il-di
Door  open-ANTICAUS-PAST
“The door opened” (Haspelmath 1987)

In this sense, the term is conceived as a structural counterpart to causative verbs where
the valency increase is marked by a causativizing affix, e.g., Estonian -fa- (6ppida ‘learn’
/ opetama ‘teach’, kasvama ‘grow (intr.)’, kasvatama ‘grow (tr.)’).

Understood semantically, anticausative denotes any verb (or verbal form) which
fulfills three conditions:

1) the anticausative verb X has a synthetic counterpart X, such that the meaning of X is
[to CAUSE XJ;

2) X denotes an event that occurs spontaneously, without an agent implied;*®
3) the subject of X has the semantic role of patient.

It is evident that the semantic definition of anticausatives comprises a larger number of verb
classes, than just morphological anticausatives. In fact, the [CAUSE — EFFECT] relation
between the members of anticausative~causative pairs may have different morphological
realizations across the languages. Following the classification introduced in Nedjalkov &
Sil’nickij (1969), typologists distinguish between directed and non-directed causativity

56 Cf. Haspelmath (1987:30): ... there are quite a number of languages in which one and the same
morpheme has reflexive, anticausative and passive meaning. In other language, the morpheme has
only reflexive and anticausative meaning (German, Qechua, Nivkh...), and yet in other languages
it has only anticausative and passive meaning... There do not seem to be any languages in which
one morpheme has reflexive and passive meaning, but no anticausative meaning.”

57 On the necessary differentiation of the two meanings see Haspelmath (1987), 2.2.

58 See Comrie (1985:326): “Passive and anticausative differ in that, even where the former has no
agentive phrase, the existence of some person or thing bringing about the situation is implied,
whereas the anti causative is consistent with the situation coming about spontaneously.”
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22 1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

alternations. Directed alternations are further divided into causative and anticausative
alternations, where one of the alternants is morphologically derived from the other one by
means of a causativizing or decausativizing morpheme. Both causative and anticausative
types of alternation have been instantiated above.

The non-directed alternations fall into three different types, equipollent, suppletive and
labile. According to Haspelmath (1993), “in equipollent alternations, both are derived
from the same stem which expresses the basic situation, by means of different affixes
(16a), different auxiliary verbs (16b), or different stem modifications (16¢).”>

(16) a. Japanese atum-aru ‘gather (intr.)’
atum-eru ‘gather (tr.)’
b. Hindi-Urdu Suruu honaa ‘begin (intr.)’
Suruu karnaa ‘begin (tr.)’
c. Lithuanian 1azti ‘break (intr.)’
lauzti ‘break (tr.)’

Further on, in suppletive alternations, the causal opposition is represented by different
stems, as in:

(17) Russian goret’ ‘burn’ (intr.) ~ ze¢ ‘burn’ (trans.)

Finally, in labile alternations, one and the same verbal lexeme can be used in both causal
and noncausal sense, without any formal change. That type of causative alternation is
characteristic of Coptic verbal grammar.

Finding a common semantic denominator of the whole anticausative class and
proposing strict criteria for distinguishing morphologically marked anticausatives from
passives is as yet an unsolved problem.® The crucial distinction is that anticausative verbs
denote processes that are spontaneous (Comrie, Haspelmath), occur without a volitional
intervention of an agent (Levin & Rappaport Hovav 1995:102), tend to increase the entropy

*6I rules out

(Kulikov 1998:147 ff.). The absence of an ‘agent-oriented meaning component
the use of an agentive prepositional phrase or agent-oriented adverbs (e.g., “on purpose”)
with anticausative predicates. On the contrary, an intransitive predicate modified by an
adverb with the sense of ‘sua sponte’ is usually anticausative.

The above criteria, however, are not universally applicable, neither do they always yield
unambiguous results. The adverbial modifiers are so infrequent that one cannot possibly
use them for anticausative diagnostics in dead languages. Further on, the prepositional
phrase introducing agent in passive can cover other meanings, as well, often instrumental.
Thus, if present, it does not always denote an agent; yet the absence of such phrase does not
necessarily mean that no agent has been implied. Morphological marking is not decisive,
either. As stated in Kulikov (1998:141), some languages use the same marking for both
categories, and in languages with different marking, the distinction is not carried out in a
systematic way. Finally, the semantic definitions are too vague to rely upon.

59 Haspelmath (1993:91 ft.).
60 See Kulikov (1998:140 ft.).
61 Haspelmath (1993:92 ft.).
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Nevertheless, the two categories must be set apart in an accurate grammatical analysis.
One reason for that is their unequal distribution: whereas every transitive verb can be
passivized, the causative / anticausative alternation is available for a subset of the transitive
class only.?? Even more importantly, the TAM behavior of anticausative verbs may differ
from that of passive forms. Though this topic is as yet largely unexplored, it seems that,
at least in some languages, anticausatives behave as an eventive form, whereas passives
are aspect-neutral. This issue will be addressed in some detail in the section 3.5.3.3 of the
present work.

In order to avoid terminological confusion, I shall henceforth follow M. Haspelmath’s
proposal in using the terms ‘causal’ and ‘noncausal’ for the respective members of a
semantic causativity alternation.®® This definition of ‘noncausal’ applies to any semantic
entity that has a causal correlate. Thus, our notion of ‘noncausal’ comprises also passive
meanings. Where it will be necessary to maintain the distinction between the anticausative
and passive semantics, I shall use the respective terms.

Anticausatives form a subset of the unaccusative® class of intransitive verbs. An
unaccusative verb (e.g., ‘fall’, ‘burn’, ‘languish’, ‘trip’, ‘collapse’) is a univalent verb
whose syntactic subject is semantically a patient. Unaccusatives are contrasted to
unergative verbs (‘dance’, ‘work’, ‘call’) that predicate volitional actions of an agent
subject. In Coptic, as in many other languages, this semantic difference has far-reaching
syntactic implications.

It is easy to see that unaccusatives share two properties of anticausative verbs, namely,
they denote a spontaneous action affecting the patient subject. However, the notion of
unaccusative is broader since it does not imply the existence of a causative counterpart.
Thus, Levin & Rappaport Hovav (1995, section 3.3) have convincingly shown that
languages usually do not have any synthetic causative for the unaccusative verbs of
existence and appearance.® The term ‘anticausative’ is convenient to use when discussing
valency alternations of a causative verb, whereas “‘unaccusative’ usually applies to lexical
classes.

The term ‘resultative’ refers to a verbal form used to denote a state resulting from
a previous action or implying a previous event.®® The subject of resultative may be co-
referential with various participants of the core event, yielding different diathetic types
of resultative. The two basic types are subjective and objective resultative, where the
subject of resultative corresponds to the subject or the object of the underlying clause,
respectively. The objective resultative is only derived from transitive verbs and involves
the change in diathesis identical to that of passive: the agent is demoted, the patient
subjectivized. This results in the partial intersection of functions between resultative and
passive: statal passive is frequently combined with resultative, being used to express the

62 I refer the reader to the thorough discussion in Haspelmath (1987:13 ft.).

63 Haspelmath (2016:37).

64 For details, see Perlmutter (1978).

65 Interestingly, Coptic might be an example to the contrary: the labile verb oywwg eBox has both the
anticausative reading ‘appear’ and the causative reading ‘reveal’.

66 Nedjalkov & Jaxontov (1988:6).
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24 1 Transitivity and aspect in native Sahidic verbal system

result of a previous action, or is interchangeable with it, with a very slight change in
meaning.®” Further on, both are contrasted to actional passive: referring to one and the
same situation, actional and statal passive stress different temporal planes of that situation.
Actional passive emphasizes the action that preceded and caused the observed state,
statal passive / resultative is focused on the resulting state itself. Accordingly, objective
resultative / statal passive may formally differ from actional passive, as in German (18a),
or may be identical with it, as in English (18b).

(18) a. Der Brief war bereits versiegelt, aber ich kann nicht sagen, von wem er versiegelt
wurde.
b. The letter was already sealed, but I cannot say by whom it was sealed.

It is suggested that there may exist a genetic relation between resultative and passive,
resultative being an older category.®® Thus, Arkadiev (2018) suggests a graduate transition
from resultative through statal passive to actional passive by means of adverbial extensions
with temporal or instrumental meaning, or alternatively by intercalation of an inceptive
verb, such as English ‘get’ or German ‘werden’. Such path of “dynamicization” (to use
Arkadiev’s term) of resultative is instantiated in German, Baltic, and Slavic languages.

(19) a. Gestern noch war dort ein Schild angebracht. (resultative)
“Yesterday, a signboard was still attached there.’
b. Gestern noch wurde dort ein Schild angebracht. (actional passive)
‘Only yesterday someone attached a signboard there.’

In the grammar of Coptic, the term ‘resultative’ is sometimes applied to the form known
as ‘stative’.® The two notions are very close, indeed, yet with a difference between them
which is most accurately described in Nedjalkov & Jaxontov (1988): ““...The stative
expresses a state of a thing without any implication of its origin, while the resultative
expresses both a state and the preceding action it has resulted from.””

1.2 Transitivity in Coptic: previous research

The necessity to revise the notion of transitivity before applying it to the Coptic grammar
is due to the remarkable lack of agreement on that issue among the linguists of Coptic. The
disagreement stems not so much from different understanding of the observable linguistic
data, as from the barely comparable ways of systematizing this data. Depending on the
method of defining transitivity, the attempted approaches can be loosely divided into pure
lexico-semantic (Steindorff, Till, Spiegelberg, recently Layton), formal syntactical (Crum,
Jernstedt, Polotsky, Shisha-Halevy, Engsheden), diachronic-syntactical (Stern, recently
Reintges), and formalized semantic ones (Grossmann). An important methodological
distinction (not always explicitly stated) is whether transitivity is regarded as a property

67 Nedjalkov & Jaxontov (1988:45 fT.).

68 Nedjalkov & Jaxontov (1988:49).

69 See Reintges (2011), Haspelmath (2015b).
70 Nedjalkov & Jaxontov (1988:6).
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of a verbal lexeme (as in Till, Layton, partly Polotsky) or as a property of a specific
valency construction (Jernstedt 1986, Crum). Since none of the approaches has proven
to be convincing enough, the valid definition of Coptic transitive pattern still remains a
matter of personal preference, though in nearly all the recent work on the topic (Layton’s
Grammar excepted), the label of ‘transitive’ refers to the alternation of immediate object
attachment and <n-/mmo=>-pattern. Below I shall briefly address the main difficulties that
arise from applying the transitivity theory to Coptic.

1.2.1 Semantic equivalents to Indo-European transitive verbs use different valency
patterns in Coptic

The lexico-semantic approach is characterized by the initial presupposition that transitivity
is an inherent property of a verbal lexeme as a semantic unit. For the first authors of Coptic
grammars, this idea was so self-evident that the usefulness of the notions ‘direct object’ or
‘accusative’ for Coptic was never questioned; moreover, these authors obviously did not
see any need to theoretically justify the grammatical choices they made. The procedure
of selecting transitive valency patterns thus consisted in determining semantically
transitive verb classes and listing their valences. In this selection, the Coptologists seem
to have been guided by their sense of language which was based on the transitive pattern
distribution in their native European language, i.e., German or French.