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1) Ablaut in Arabic

As is well known, Classical Arabic displays five different ablaut classes (a/u, a/i, i/
a, a/a, and u/u), of which the u/u class is semantically determined (stative
verbs), as is the i/a class (mostly in-transitive/stative verbs). Looking at the total of
Arabic verbal roots, it is evident that the a/a ablaut class is phonologically
conditioned (a/u or a/i ablaut is not attested with roots containing a guttural).
Based on a root count in Wehr’s dictionary, 411 of 436 a/a verbs (i.e. ca. 94%) have a
guttural as second or third radical. The a/u ablaut class in Arabic, however, is not
affected by vowel lowering, nor are the passive perfect (always u—i-a) or vowels in
any other morphological context. The following chart provides an illustration:

ala  Perfect Imperfect Gloss
3re sa‘aqa Gaas yascaqu ‘strike by lightning’
ki gata‘a EJam yaqta‘u “cut off’
Uani fahasa Sand yafhasu ’scratch up, examine’
cacs samaha ’C-uu yasmahu ‘grant’
Jls sa’ala S yas’alu "ask’
s badaa I-\-u yabda’u "begin’
alu  Perfect Imperfect Gloss
Jua sa‘uba :.;-cm yas‘ubu "be difficult’
g samiha o yasmuhu "be generous’
Pass. Perfect Imperfect Gloss
CJc; quti‘a ks yugta‘u "was cut off’
C*““ sumiha s yusmahu 'was granted’

(2)  Hebrew segolates containing a guttural in second or third position

Guttural in second position Guttural in third position
Wyl rdas ‘noise’ V21 béla®’swallowing’
SN) ndhal 'valley’ NVl bétah "security’

VN2 bdhat 'alabaster’ but:
ANT dd’ab’pain’ NWT dése’ 'grass’
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A further phenomenon, which clearly establishes the set of gutturals as a natural
class, is cross-guttural vowel assimilation as occurring in Classical Ethiopic (Ga‘az).
In the case of verbs I gutturalis the prefix-vowel in the imperfect is a instead of a. In
the case of verbs II gutturalis, the sequence *aGGa in the verb stem turns aGGa in the
imperfect and the sequence *2Ga turns aGa in the imperative. In other words, by way
of regressive assimilation of the feature [high] across gutturals, but not across other
consonants, one arrives at the following forms:

(7)  Vocalic cross-guttural assimilation in Gz

Non-guttural C1 Guttural C1

yanabbar "he sits’ ya’ammon "he believes’
yahannas "he builds’
yaxabbar "he connects’
ya‘aqqab "he guards’

Non-guttural C2 Guttural C2

yanabbar "he sits’ yala>ak "he sends’
yalohhag "he grows up’

yasahhat "he gets lost’

yaba“al "he is rich’

nabar ’sit!” la’ak "send!’
lahag’grow up!
sahat ’get lost’
ba‘al 'be rich!’
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