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Díízìn pronouns and demonstratives  

Mulugeta Seyoum 
 

 

Díízìn is one of the least studied Omotic languages of Southwest Ethiopia. It has 
three main dialects (Central, Eastern, and Western Díízìn). The main objective of 
the study is to describe and document the Díízìn pronouns and demonstratives. 
Data were collected from native speakers through group discussion and observa-
tion. In addition, secondary data sources were reviewed. Basic linguistic theory 
(BLT) was employed as the analytical framework. Díízìn has two separate sets of 
subject and object pronouns. The language has three tonal systems: high, level 
and low tones as in kwóy ‘bridge,’ kwōy ‘mother,’ and kwòy ‘guinea hen.’ In this 
study, the high (  )́ and the low (  )̀ tones are marked; the unmarked tone is the 
level tone. The language has seven subject and object pronouns, which distin-
guish three persons: first, second, and third. It also marks singular, dual, and plu-
ral distinctions. Of these, the dual person distinction is a unique feature of Díízìn. 
A masculine- feminine distinction is made only in the third person singular.  Dí-
ízìn demonstratives indicate two basic distance contrasts: 1) near vs. far 2) far vs. 
very far. Accordingly, the language has two basic demonstrative forms that ex-
press proximal (Prox) and distal (Dis) in every direction (i.e., vertical and hori-
zontal including higher and lower altitudes). Within the distal category, there are 
three sub distinctions: far, very far (visible), very far (invisible). Directional 
demonstratives are inflected for number, definiteness, and gender as nouns or 
adjectives. Additionally, different demonstratives are used to express elevation 
contrasts (lower vs. higher altitude). Demonstratives are productive in Díízìn.  
That means, they indicate the relative distance of an object, location, or location 
of a speaker at different positions. 
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1. Introduction 

This study is a sub-project of an ongoing thematic research conducted by the Ethiopian Languages and 

Cultures Centre, funded by the AAU Research Vice President’s Office. The thematic project is entitled 

The language and cultural study of Dízì and Meenit, and is being carried out in the Maji area. The current 

research focuses on describing and analyzing Díízìn pronouns and demonstratives. The Dízì 
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community call their language Díízìn or Diizinog that means ‘word’ or ‘talk.’ Gordon (2005a: 114) 

mentioned that the Ethnologue lists Maji, Díízìn-Maji, Sizi, and Twoyu as names referring to the 

language. The other community groups living in the area use the name Díízìnya or Majinya. Savà and 

Tosco (2016: 19) reported that the name given by the speakers to their language is Dizinog or Díízìn 

citing Beachy (2005). Claudi and Serzisko (1985) and Bender (2000: 143) called the language Dizi nu(u)g). 

Amharic speakers call the language Madʒɨɲa or Dizɨɲa. I use the term Díízìn to refer to the language and 

Dízì to the people.  

The Dízì people live mainly in the West Omo Zone of the Southwest Ethiopia Regional State. Díízìn 

has three main dialects (i.e. Central, Eastern, and Western Díízìn). A few dialectal lexical difference are 

shown in Table 1.:  

 

East  West  Central Gloss 

bótà búdà bótù ‘pape cane’ 

gángù gángù kúdú ‘road’ 

ʔént ʔént ʔánt  ‘later’ 

bíàrá bíàná bíàrú ‘tomorrow’ 

tʃíma tʃíma tʃím ‘the day after tomorrow’ 

ʕááyìkù ʕááyìkù ʔéyìk ‘lion’ 

tʃ‘áráŋ tʃ‘áráŋ gárzù/bégŋ ‘spear’ 

 
Table 1. Díízìn dialectal variation. 

 

The current data focuses on the central dialect. Díízìn has only recently developed into a writing 

language and uses the Latin script.1 In addition to being taught as a subject at elementary and high 

schools, Díízìn is used as a language of media on FM radio.  

The Díízìn language belongs to the Diizoid group of the Omotic language family (Bender 2000, 

2003) and is closely related to two languages spoken in the area: Sheko and Na’o (Aklilu 2003; Bender 

2000).  These three languages are collectively referred to as Diizoid.  

 

 
 
1 In this study a phonological transcription and the IPA symbols are used. 
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Map 1. Adapted from Savà and Tosco (2016: 23), following Bender (2000). 

 

The Dízì people live in southwestern Ethiopia, west of the Omo River. The town of Maji, located at the 

center of the Díízìn area, is about 100 kilometers (62 miles) directly south of the town of Mizan Teferi. 

The distance from Mizan Teferi to Maji through Dima is about 170 kilometers (106 mile). The Dízì  are 

neighbors to the Me'en to the north, and the Surma to the south and west. Unlike Díízìn, which is Omotic, 

Me'en  and Surma belong to the Surmic branch of Nilo-Saharan family. 

The 1994 Population and Housing Census of Ethiopia, published in 1996, provides the following 

figures: 20,703 Díízìn mother tongue speakers (SNNPRS 1996: 163); 1,933 second language speakers 

(SNNPRS 1996: 204); 21,894 in the Dízì ethnic group (SNNPRS 1996: 119).  

The main objective of the study is to describe and document the Díízìn language. Specifically, it 

focuses on the description and analysis of Díízìn pronouns and demonstratives. 

 

2. Methodology and theoretical framework 

In this study a descriptive analysis and qualitative research approach is employed. Primary data were 

collected and elicited through fieldwork, specifically from the Central dialect of the language. During 

fieldwork, structured and semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants (Mekonnen 

Eyariz, 2  Tefra Gobab and others). Moreover, group discussion and observation were utilized, and 

 
 
2 I acknowledge especially my informant Mekonnen Eyariz for his exhaustive help and cooperation. His experiences in his 

native language comes from his involvement in mother tongue material preparation.  
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secondary data sources were also consulted. For the analysis Basic Linguistic Theory (BLT) was 

employed (Dixon 2010; Dryer 2000, 2006). 

 

3. Previous works 

According to Sava and Tosco (2016: 19), Toselli’s (1939) Dizi grammar was the first documented work 

containing data on the Dizi language. They further list other contributors, including Sister Colomba 

Banal (1940), author of a Grammatica della lingua Dizi-Sciancalla, Father Giovanni Chiomio, author of a 

Grammatica Mazi (Dizi) (1945) and a Dizionario Mazi (Dizi)-Italiano, Vocabolario/Indice Italiano-Mazi (Dizi) 

(1944); and Father Giuseppe Goletto, who contributed a trilingual Italian-Dizi-Oromo dictionary (1941).  

Several other scholars have studied the Díízìn language. Notable works include those by Aklilu 

(1994, 2000, 2003), Allan (1976, 1978), Beachy (2005), Breeze (1988), Claudi and Serzisko (1985), Tamirat 

(1988), Teberih (1989), and Toselli (1939). Most of these studies are surveys of the community’s culture 

and language. In other words, they focus on the cultural, social, socio-linguistic and linguistic aspects. 

Other scholars focused on the classification of Díízìn.  Bender speculated “about the possibility that 

part of Omotic is indeed Afrasian but that perhaps Aroid and Dizoid (AD) are not” (2003: xii); later, in 

his reanalysis of the Omotic data based on morphological evidence, Bender called Díízìn a member of 

Dizoid language group.3  

Beachy’s A Brief Grammar of Díízìn (2010: 20) contributed much to the current study. He presented 

some data on subject and possessive pronouns of the language and highlighted Díízìn’s three-way 

number system (i.e., singular–dual–plural) with illustrative examples. However, his work lacked a 

detailed description of Díízìn pronouns and demonstratives. The data was limited and did not address 

the various levels and spatial positions of Díízìn demonstratives that are explored in this study.  

Similarly, Aklilu (2000: 41) presented a few examples such as ʔina ‘we (dual),’ ʔita ‘you (dual),’ ʔiʃa ‘they 

(dual).’4 However, his treatment of pronouns and demonstratives is also limited, as his aim was to 

describe the overall linguistic structure of the language.  

In contrast, the present study focuses specifically on Díízìn pronouns and demonstratives. It 

describes and analyzes Díízìn personal pronouns including subject and object pronouns, possessive 

pronouns (specifically with a distinct feature of Díízìn older or younger sister/brother marking system; 

 
 
3 Dizoid Aroid group (TNDA group); the abbreviation stands for taː/ne (pronouns common to the TN group) and “Dizoid-Aroid” 

(DA; Bender 2003: 1-7, 299). 
4 In this study, the high and the low tones are marked. However, the unmarked tone is the level tone. 
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see Table 3), pronouns and case marking, and demonstratives with distinct word forms across different 

levels and positions. 

 

4. Díízìn personal pronouns 

Díízìn has two sets of subject and object pronouns, which differentiate both person and number. The 

pronouns mark three person distinctions -first, second, and third and exhibit a singular–dual–plural 

number system, a feature that is particularly characteristic of Díízìn (Beachy 2010; Aklilu 2000). In 

contrast, most Omotic languages mark only singular and plural distinctions in nouns, where the 

singular form is unmarked while plural is morphologically marked (Azeb 2017). The masculine-

feminine distinction is generally limited to the third person singular in most Omotic languages. 

Azeb (2017: 827) notes that Díízìn and Northern Mao distinguish dual pronouns, while Yemsa 

marks gender in plural pronouns. In the present study, we examine the singular-dual–plural number 

system in Díízìn pronouns, providing specific examples. Interestingly, this number distinction is found 

not only in pronouns but also in nouns.5 

However, gender is not marked in plural pronouns. In possessive pronouns, a form of gender 

marking is observed, but gender is not marked in plural pronouns rather than nouns, e.g, ʔiʃ-kwotʃin-

en-kie baatʃi ‘their wives’ clothes.’ The feminine marker here in nouns expresses the small size of the 

noun. Gender marking that expresses clothing for women is represented as kwótʃin-èn-kiè báátʃi ‘the 

women’s clothes.’ Feminine gender is marked in Díízìn both dual and plural nouns as shown below:   

 

1.a.  ʔésk-én-k’ánkaz 

  goat-F-DU 
  ‘The two goat (F)’ 

1.b.  ʔésk-én-kiè 

  goat-F-PL 
  ‘The goats (three or more, F)’  

 

As can be seen in the examples above, Díízìn morphologically marks feminine gender in both plural 

dual nouns—a feature not commonly observed in other Omotic languages. Beachy (2005) identified the 

 
 
5 We identified in Díízìn the marking of gender on plural nouns, which is not attested in most Omotic languages (with the 

exception of Yemsa; Azeb 2018: 827). 
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suffix -k’ánkaz as a plural suffix. However, in later works, such as Beachy (2010), he reanalyzed -k’ánkaz 

as a dual marker. Plural demonstratives are also marked for gender as shown below: 

 

2.a. dádù ʔéék-én-kiè 

 child that-F-PL 

 ‘Those girls’ 

 
 

2.b. dádù ʕáán-én-kiè 

 child this-F-PL 

 ‘These girls’  

 

4.1. Subject and object pronouns 

Subject and object personal pronouns are found in Díízìn. The subjective personal pronouns are 

independent words. The objective personal pronouns are different from the subject form as they 

incorporate the accusative morpheme -ín. There are seven subjective and objective pronouns in Díízìn, 

(Table 2.). The first colum shows the personal pronouns, while the second and fourth show the 

subjective and objective pronouns, respectively. 

 

Person Subject Object 

1S  yìnu yìn-ín 

2S  yètu yèt-ín  

3M.S ʔizu ʔiz-ín  

3F.S ʔiiʒi ʔiiʒ-ín  

1PL ʔínú  ʔín-ín 

1P.DU ʔín-á  ʔín-á-n 

2PL ʔítí ʔít-ín 

2PL.DU ʔít-a ʔít-a-n 

3PL ʔíʃi ʔíʃi-n 

3PL.DU ʔíʃ-a ʔíʃ-a-n 

 

Table 2. Subject and object pronouns 
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4.1.1. Subject pronouns 

Subject pronouns indicate the referent of the sentences. The base form of subjective and objective 

pronouns in Díízìn are identical, except that objective pronouns include the accusative marker -ín as a 

suffix. Moreover, in the dual form, the morpheme -a is suffixed specifically to plural pronouns.  Aklilu 

(2000: 40) reported that Díízìn subjective pronouns mark gender in the third person singular pronouns. 

He also noted that Díízìn has a dual system across all person’s plural forms. This contrasts with Edward 

Alan’s (1976) claim that dual pronoun forms exist only in the second person plural. The present study 

supports the view that dual number representation exists in both Díízìn pronouns and nouns. The 

followings are examples of subjective pronouns at the sentence level in Díízìn. The Past is not marked 

morphologically in the language. 

 

3.a. ʔizu yìn-sís sólù táás-ó 

 3M.S 1S-DAT injera give-PAS.F 

 ‘He gave me injera’  

 

3.a. ʔín-a sólù ʔímn-a-ni 

 1P.DU injera eat-DU-PAS.PL 

 ‘We (two) ate injera’  
 

As shown in the examples above, pronouns in Díízìn are inflected for number and cases as in 3.a. and 

3.b. The dual marker can be suffixed to both pronouns and verbs as in 3.b. above. However, gender 

markers are not suffixed to pronouns.  

 

4.1.2. The accusative case in pronouns 

In Díízìn, subjective pronouns are deleted when the accusative marker is suffixed. Objective pronouns 

receive the action in the sentences.  Beachy (2010: 37) argued that the accusative marker is a syllabic 

nasal -ņ, which may follow either vowels or consonants. In contrast, Aklilu (2000: 42) argued that Díízìn 

objective pronouns are formed by suffixing either syllabic -ņ or the non-syllabic nasal -n. According to 

his analysis, the syllabic nasal sound /-ņ/ occurs following consonants while the non-syllabic -n occurs 

after vowels.  

This study identified that the terminal vowels of subjective pronouns yìnú ‘I,’ ʔizú ‘he,’ ʔínú ‘we,’ 

and yètú ‘you’ (S) are deleted when the accusative marker is suffixed. The accusative marker can be 
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either the syllabic nasal -ņ or the non-syllabic nasal -n. The accusative marker, -in, becomes syllabic 

nasal when it occurs following consonants as shown in examples 4.a.-d. below. 

  

4.a. dàd-á yìn-ín ʔóʃk-ó 

 youngster-M.DEF 1S-ACC call-PAS.3S.M 

 ‘The boy called me’  
  

4.b. dàd-én yìn-ín ʔóʃk-é 

 youngster-F.DEF 1S-ACC call-PAS.3S.F 

 ‘The girl called me’  
 

4.c. ʔiiӡ ʔiz-ín ʔóʃk-é 

 3S.F 3S.M-ACC call-PAS.3S.F 

 ‘She called him’  
 

4.d. kòmtú ʔínņ səg-é 

 K. 1PL saw-PAS.3S.F 

 ‘Komtu saw us’  
 
Pronouns in Díízìn are also inflected for various grammatical cases, such as accusative, dative, ablative, 

instrumental etc.: 

 

5.a. ʔizu ʔiiӡ-in yíín-ò 

 3S.M 3S.F-ACC kiss-PAS.3S.M 

 ‘He kissed her’  
 

5.b. ʔizu ʔín-sis gǝlí yíín-ò 

 3S.M 1PL-DAT stick give-PAS.3S.M 

 ‘He gave a stick to us’  
 

5.c. ʔizu ʔi-daíkŋ kààr yeg-è 

 3S.M 3S.F-ABL PART come-PAS.3S.F 

 ‘She came from her’  
 

5.d. yìn-kŋ kódnz tág-ò 

 1S-ABL take COP-3M.S 

 ‘It is taken from me’  
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5.e. ʔizu ʔin-i-k t’usn-ò 

 3M.S 1PL-INS know-3M.S 

 ‘He is known by us’  

 

5.f. ʔizu ʔiiʒ-i-k debn-ò 

 3M.S 3F.S-EPE kick-PAS.3M.S 

 ‘He was kicked by her’  

 

As illustrated in examples (a) and (b) above, Díízìn marks accusative, dative, ablative, and instrumental 

cases by the morphemes -n, sis, -kŋ/-dákŋ kààr and -k/ -k’áŋk, respectively. That means they are suffixed 

to the pronouns. This study also identified additional case markers consistent with earlier findings. For 

instance, Aklilu (2000: 36) identified -k’ánk’ in as an instrumental case marker, with -k denoting the core 

instrumental marker.   

In the present study, -dákŋ is identified as a genitive marker, whereas -kŋ was identified as the 

genitive marker in previous studies. Other suffixes in Díízìn may precede the case marker. As discussed, 

Díízìn pronouns are marked for dative, accusative, and possessive cases. As to possessive pronouns, 

Díízìn exhibits a unique feature: different markers are used depending on whether the sibling is older 

or younger. The general possessive marker -kŋ is not used to indicate sibling age. Instead, the possessive 

marker for older sister and brother is -níní and -naini, respectively, while the marker for younger sister 

and brother is -ʃíní and -ʃíídí, respectively, as shown in Table 3. 

 
 Pronouns younger sister younger brother older sister older brother common POSS 

1S  yìnu ʔìn-ʃíní ʔìn-ʃíídí  ʔin-níní ʔin-naini  yìn-kŋ 

2S  yètu ʔà-ʃíní ʔà-ʃíídí ʔà-níní ʔà-naini  yètt-kŋ  

3MS ʔizu ʔa-ʃíní ʔa-ʃíídí ʔa-níní ʔa-naini  ʔíz-kŋ  

3FS ʔiiʒi ʔi-ʃíní ʔí-ʃíídí ʔí-níní ʔí-naini  ʔiiӡ-kŋ  

1PL ʔínú  ʔi-ʃíní ʔi-ʃíídí ʔí-níní ʔí-naini  ʔín-kŋ  

2PL ʔítí ʔítí-ʃíní ʔítí-ʃíídí ʔítí -níní ʔítí - naini  ʔít-kŋ  

3PL ʔííʃí ʔíʃíʃí ʔíʃí-ʃíídí ʔíʃí - níní ʔíʃí - naini  ʔíʃí-kŋ  
 

Table 3. Possessive pronouns. 

 

As shown in Table 3., Díízìn distinguishes between younger and older persons through distinct 

possessive markers. For instance, when referring to a sister, the speaker must indicate whether she is 

younger or older by using a specific possessive pronoun. Accordingly, ʔa-ʃíní refers to ‘younger sister’ 
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while ʔa-níní to ‘older sister.’ Further, Díízìn pronouns have two ways of representing possessive 

pronouns. The first involves suffixation using -kŋ, as in gǝla ʔiiӡ-kŋ ‘her stick,’ and the second way of 

possessive marking is the reduced form of the subjective pronoun prefixed to nouns as in ʔi-gǝli ‘her 

stick,’ ʔa-ʃíní ‘his younger sister:’ 

 

6.a. gǝlá ʔiiӡ-kŋ tì-gò 

 stick 3S.F-POSS COP-3S.M 

 ‘It is her stick’  

 

6.b. ʔi-ʃíní tì-gè 

 3S.F-younger_sister.POSS COP-3S.F 

 ‘She is her younger sister’  

 

6.c. ʔi-gǝlí tì-gò 

 3S.F-POSS COP-3S.M 

 ‘It is her stick’  

 

Table 4. summarizes the case marking on personal pronouns in Díízìn. 

 

 Subject Object Dative Genitive/possessive Instrumental 

1S  yìnu yìn-ín yìni-s/sisi  yìni-kŋ/-dakŋ ?ìni-k’àŋk/-k 

2S  yètu yèt-ín yèti-s/sisi yèti-kŋ/-dakŋ yèti-k’àŋk/-k 

3MS ʔizu ʔiz-ín ʔiz-s/sisi ʔiz-kŋ/-dakŋ ʔiz-k’àŋk/-k 

3FS ʔiiƷi ʔiiƷ-ín ʔiiʒ –s/sisi ʔiiʒ-kŋ/-dakŋ ʔííƷ –k’àŋk/-k 

1PL ʔínú  ʔín-ín ʔíní-s/sisi ?íní-kŋ/-dakŋ ʔínú-k’àŋk/-kÚ 

2PL ʔín-á ʔít-ín ʔítí-s/sisi ʔítí- kŋ/-dakŋ ʔítí-k’àŋk/-k 

3PL ʔítí ?íʃ-ín ʔíʃí-s/sis ʔíʃí-kŋ/-dakŋ ʔíʃí-k’àŋk/-k 

  

Table 4. Pronouns and cases. 

 

Hence, subjective pronouns in Díízìn are independent forms, while objective pronouns consist of the 

independent pronouns plus an accusative suffix. Case markers are suffixed to pronouns to indicate 

grammatical roles: -in for accusative, -sis for dative, -kŋ/-dakŋ for possessive, and -k’àŋk for 

instrumental. As can be seen in examples (7a.-b.) the occurrence of the two variant forms of possessive 

markers may be conditioned by phonetic environment. Specifically, -dakŋ tends to follow vowels, while 
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-kŋ typically follows consonants. However, this observation requires further data and analysis to be 

confirmed. 

 

7.a. ʔizu ʔí-dakŋ kaar yeg-ò 

 3SM POSS-3SF-ABL PART come-PAS.3S.M 

 ‘He comes from him’  
 

7.b. ʔizu ʔín-k kaar táás-ò 

 3S.M 1PL-LOC PART give-PAS.3S.M 

 ‘He gave a stick to us’  

 

The ablative marker in needs Díízìn further investigation, as it is not clearly marked morphologically. 

In some instances, the directional particle kààr appears following pronouns and nouns, as in ʔizu jímíg 

kààr yégò ‘he came from Jimma.’  Possession in Díízìn can be expressed in two ways. The first involves 

suffixing the possessed noun to a reduced form of the pronoun. The second involves attaching a 

possessive morpheme directly to the pronoun. For example: gǝlá ʔiiӡ-kŋ tìg-ò ‘it is her stick’ (possessive 

marker -kŋ is suffixed to the pronoun), ʔi-gǝlí tìg-è ‘it is her stick’ (possessive is expressed through the 

reduced pronoun ʔi, derived from ʔiiʒ, prefixed to the noun). 

In the present study, pronouns and their inflectional morphemes are examined in detail. 

particularly distinctive feature of Díízìn is its possessive markers, which differentiate between older 

and younger siblings—an uncommon trait among related languages. While personal pronouns are 

studied across many Omotic languages, Díízìn stands out for this different system. A comparison of 

pronouns in Omotic languages is also presented in Table 5. below: 
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 Maale  

(Azeb 2001: 80) 

Sheko 

(Hellenthal 2010: 187) 

Tsaratsa/Chara 

(Mulugeta forth.) 

Díízìn (dual is a 

peculiar feature) 

Subj Obj Subj Obj Subj Obj Subj Obj 

1S taani/t

a 

tana nata nata-ra taani ta-s yínu yín-ín 

2S neeni/

ne 

nena yeta yeta-ra teeni ne-s yétu yét-in 

2S.DU       ʔín-à ʔín-à-n 

3S.M ʔizi ʔiza aʹz a´z-sǝra ʔizi ʔi-s ʔízú ʔiz-ín 

3S.F ʔiza ʔizo iʒ i-ra ʔiza ʔi-s ʔííʒi ʔííʒi-in 

1PL nuuni nunu naˊta nata-ra nuuni nu-s ʔínú ʔin-ín 

2PL ʔintsi ʔintsi iti iti-ra ʔitsi ʔitsi-s  ʔítí ʔít-ín 

DU.2PL       ʔít-à ʔít-à-n 

3PL ʔiyata ʔiyato iʃi iʃi-ra yinti  inti-s ʔíʃi ʔíʃ-in 

3DU       ʔíʃ-à ʔíʃ-à-n 

 

Table 5. Comparison of four Omotic languages. 

 

The pronoun systems in Omotic languages such as Maale, Chara, Díízìn and Sheko are much related, 

whereas other South Omotic languages like Dime, Aari, Karo have different systems. As shown in Table 

5., personal pronouns in Maale, Sheko, Chara, and Díízìn are listed to highlight their similarities and 

differences. Some of these languages share similar base forms and suffixation patterns. For instance, 

Maale and Chara both use taani as the first-person singular base form. The second person form yeta 

‘you (subj)’ and yeta-ra ‘you (obj) in Sheko resemble yeti (you subj) and yet-in ‘you (obj) in Díízìn. In all 

the four languages, the second person plural base forms are almost identical, with a few segmental 

differences. The second-person plural base form ʔitsi ‘you (PL) in Chara contrasts with ʔítí ‘you (PL) in 

Díízìn, differing in the consonant sounds /ts/ and /t/.  Overall, while there are notable similarities 

among these pronoun systems, a few phonological and morphological differences remain. 

Object pronouns in Sheko, Chara and Díízìn are formed by suffixing accusative markers to the 

subject pronouns: -ra in Sheko, -s in Chara, and -in in Díízìn. In contrast, Maale does not employ an 

accusative marker to indicate objective pronouns. Despite these differences in case marking, the base 

forms of personal pronouns across these languages are largely similar. This is especially evident in the 

third person singular masculine and feminine pronouns, which show strong resemblance across all 
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four Northern Omotic languages, as presented in the table above. South Omotic languages differ 

notably from those in the broader Omotic family. 

In some cases, the subjective and objective pronouns are entirely distinct across the three 

languages examined. For example, in Dime, the third person singular masculine subjective pronoun nu: 

‘he’ becomes ki-nim ‘him,’ and na ‘she’ becomes ko-n-im ‘her.’ In contrast, in Karo and Aari, the 

subjective pronouns no: (‘he’) and na (‘she’) correspond to the objective forms ki- ‘him’ and ko- ‘her,’ 

respectively, as illustrated in Table 6. below. In addition, this study explores Díízìn locational and 

directional demonstratives, providing specific examples in the following sections. These features have 

not been previously documented. 

 

 Dime (Mulugeta 2008: 65) Karo (Alemgena 2010: 109) Ari (Melkeneh 2009: 58) 

Subj. Obj. Subj. Obj. Subj. Obj. 

1S ʔaté ʔis-ím inta i- ita i-m 

2S yáay/yáye yí-n-ím jaa ha- a̰a̰na a̰a̰-m 

3S.M nú kí-n-ím no ki- nɔ ki-m 

3S.F ná kó-n-ím na ko- na ko-m 

1PL wótú wón-ím woti wo- wota wo-m 

2PL kété ké-n-ím kεε kε- kəta ke-m 

3PL yesé ye-n-ím jeti ye- jəta je-nim 

 

Table 6. Comparison of the three South Omotic languages. 

 

5. Demonstratives 

This section examines the basic locational and directional demonstratives in Díízìn. Demonstratives 

indicate the location of something relative to our position. In Díízìn, demonstratives may occur 

independently or function as modifiers of head nouns.  

Dixon (2003) explains that the term “demonstrative” refers to a small class of expressions that are 

commonly divided into two basic types: nominal demonstratives (e.g. this, that) adverbial 

demonstratives (e.g., here, there) in English. Diessel and Coventry (2020) further define demonstratives 

as a highly specialized classes of linguistics items that are foundational to both spatial and social 

aspects of language and cognition. They argue demonstratives are used for spatial and interactive 

functions. According to Diessel and Coventry (2020: 2) demonstratives are a universal phenomenon 
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across languages. The word class demonstratives do not only comprise pronouns, determiners, and 

spatial adverbs but also demonstrative adverbs (König 2012), demonstratives identifiers (Diessel 1999), 

demonstratives preventatives (Tries 2018), and demonstratives verbs (Guerin 2015, Dixon 2003, 

Semeets 1989, Dohler 2018). Thus, from a cross-linguistic and contemporary literature perspective, we 

can understand that demonstratives appear to be universal and not derived from content words. 

Moreover, they are closely associated with pointing, gazing, and expression of body picture, and play 

a fundamental role in the diachronic evolution of grammar (Diessel and Coventry 2020: 11). 

This study identifies proximal and distal demonstratives and discusses the basic distinction 

between proximal (this, here) and distal (that, there), including directional elevation (up-there, down-

wards). Demonstrates in Díízìn express the direction or location of a noun, with elevation (upwards, 

downwards, etc.) playing a significant role which can be visible or invisible in the direction where it 

exists. Azeb (2017: 831) notes that some languages possess deictic forms that convey information about 

altitude of a location relative to the speaker’s reference. Similar observations have been made by Hirut 

Woldemariam (2001, 2007) on Dawuro and Haro, Mulugeta Seyoum (2008) on Dime. 

The term demonstratives refer to a small class of expressions commonly divided into two basic 

types. nominals (this, that) and adverbial demonstratives (here, there) (Dixon 2003). In Díízìn, a basic 

distinction in deictic location is observed between proximal ʕáá ‘this,’ ʕáást/ʕáángat ‘here,’ distal ʔééká 

‘that,’ and ʔéékat ‘there.’ Filmore (1982b: 37) notes that deictic information in language is conveyed 

through demonstratives (i.e., this/that), prepositions, other locating expressions (i.e., here/there, in 

front of/behind), personal pronouns (I/you), and motion verbs. Making a distinction between proximal 

and distal terms may be a universal property of languages (Diessel, 1999, Dixon, 2003). Very often, 

demonstratives are combined with pointing and gazing. In unmarked contexts, it is the speaker’s body 

and gesture that provide a deictic frame of reference to the semantic interpretation of demonstratives. 

(Beachy 2005: 61) discussed that Díízìn has two very common demonstrative suffixes: -a and -e. The 

suffix -a denotes that the object is relatively close to the speaker while the suffix -e denotes that the 

object is relatively far away. He chose to gloss -a as “Px” for Proximal and -e “Ds” for Distal.  However, 

his analysis is limited to two horizontal demonstratives and does not account for the broader system 

described in this study. His transcription also differs significantly from that used in the current work, 

as detailed in Section 4.1. The demonstratives discussed in Sections 4.1 to 4.3 were not addressed in 

previous research.  

In Díízìn, Demonstratives attract a define marker to express the definiteness of a noun. This study 

examines demonstratives not only in terms of direction and elevation but also from the perspective of 

visibility and invisibility of referents across spatial dimensions.  Landau and Lakusta (2006:279) argue 
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that both linguistic and non-linguistic representations must be shared to adequately express aspects 

of spatial experience. Spatial expressions in language encompass location and events, direction and 

orientation, and the perception of distance. 

The expression of elevation in demonstratives is a common phenomenon across Omotic 

languages. Distal/proximal deixis and elevation relative to the speaker are commonly attested in 

Omotic and other Ethiopian languages (Mulugeta 2008: 75, Petrollino 2016: 114). Accordingly, this paper 

examines how spatial expressions interact and how space, location, direction, and distance are 

represented in Díízìn. 

Díízìn demonstratives are inflected for definiteness, number and gender, similar nouns in the 

language. Word order plays a crucial role, as suffixation typically occurs at the rightmost position 

within phrases or clauses. Thus, these demonstratives are not clitics nor bound morphemes, but 

independent words that encode directional and locational distinctions. The directional reference may 

be horizontal, upward (up there), or downward (downwards), as illustrated in 8.–15. below. 

 

5.1. Horizontal demonstratives 

The horizontal demonstratives are the following and are ecemplified by the phrases 8.a.-b.: 

ʕáá   ‘this here, (visible)’ 

ʔénk  ‘that, there (away, visible)’  

ʔéék  ‘that, there (further away, visible)’ 

ʔéék yést  ‘that, there (very far away, not clearly visible)’ 

 

8.a. hárù-ʕáá 

  mule-DEM 

  ‘this mule (M)’ 

 

8.b. hárù-ʔéék 

  mule-DEM 

  ‘That mule’ 

 

In 8.a. the proximal demonstrative ʕáá ‘this’ combined with the noun hárù ‘mule’ express that the mule 

is located near the speaker. In contrast, in 8.b. the distal demonstrative ʔéék combined with the noun 

hárù ‘mule’ express that the mule is located at distal position, far from the speaker. Demonstratives 

may proceed or follow the noun they modify. If the demonstratives occur preceding the noun, a copula 

is used as a complement, as shown in 9a. and b.: 
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9.a. ʕáá hárù tíg-ó 

 DEM mule COP-3S.M 

 ‘This is a mule (M)’  

 

9.b. ʔéék-á-kiè hárù tí-níʃí 

 DEM-DEF-PL mule COP-PL 

 ‘Those are mules’ 

 

There are also a few languages that express different levels of location through demonstratives. For 

instance, Mulugeta (2008: 75; 2015) discusses that, in Dime, demonstratives indicating up-ward and 

down-ward directions refer a person or place located at higher or lower altitude related to both the 

speaker and the listener.6 According to his analysis, the root of elevation-demonstratives in Dime are 

presented as ʔáá for higher altitude and tʃúú for lower altitude. Fleming (1990: 527) also reports that, in 

Dime, tʃúú means ‘down there.’ Similar demonstratives are reported in Gidole (Cushitic; Hayward 1980: 

285) and Maale (Azeb 2001: 140-141), suggesting that elevation-sensitive deixis is a widespread feature 

of Omotic languages.  

In the same way, demonstratives indicate up-ward and down-ward directions to refer to a person 

or a place located at higher or lower altitude from perspective of both speaker and listener. These 

demonstratives are highly productive in the language.  In Díízìn, they encode both proximal and distal 

distinctions, and further differentiate between visible and invisible referents. For example, sónk ‘here, 

visible,’ sónké ‘here, a bit farther, visible,’ sóók ‘there, far, visible,’ and sóókést ‘there, very far, invisible’ 

illustrate this system. To express upward direction, Díízìn selects among these demonstratives based 

on the referent’s distance and visibility. Demonstratives discussed in Section 4.2. indicate upward 

orientation, while those in Section 4.3 mark downward orientation. 

 

5.2. Higher-elevation demonstratives 

The demonstratives expressing higher elevation are: 

 
 
6 Mulugeta (2008) points out that Dime has two basic demonstrative forms, proximal (Prox) si- and distal (Dis) sa-. These prox-

imal or distal demonstrative forms are formed by combining them with the third person subject pronouns as in si-na ‘this-

she,’ sa-na ‘that-she’ or si-nu  ‘this-he,’ sa-nu ‘that-he.’ In addition, the roots of elevation-demonstratives are ʕáá ‘up there’ for 

high altitude and tʃúú ‘down there’ for low altitude. These roots are followed by the third person subject personal pronoun 

tʃúúnu ‘that lower down’ or by the proximal demonstrative tʃúúy-sinú ‘that lower down.’ Furthermore, Dime may use one of 

the following demonstratives depending on the distance between the point of reference and the referent: ʔoy-sinú ‘this near 

and visible horizontally,’ say-sinú ‘that fare away from the speaker,’ and s’uy-sinú ‘that, out of sight of the speaker.’ 
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sónk  ‘this, in higher altitude relative to to the speaker, visible’ 

sonke  ‘that, further away in higher altitude relative to the speaker, visible’ 

sóók  ‘that, further away in higher altitude relative to the speaker, visible’ 

sóók yest ‘that, further away in higher altitude relative to the speaker invisible’ 

 

They are illustrated in the following phrases: 

 

10.a. wùùtn sónk-á 

 rat DEM.up-DEF.M 

 ‘This rat (M) upstairs’ 

 

10.b. sónk wùùtn-á 

 DEM.up rat-DEF.M 

 ‘This rat (M) upstairs’ 

 

10.c. sónk har-á 

 DEM.up mule-DEF.M 

 ‘That mule (M) up there’ 

 

As seen in the examples above, the demonstrative sonk ‘this’ and the noun hara ‘mule’ occur in 

sequence. While word order is relatively flexible in Díízìn, the definite and gender markers -én and -á 

are consistently suffixed to the right side of the phrase. When the demonstratives occur in the post-

nominal position, they are inflected for definiteness/gender and number marker as shown below. 

 

11.a. hárù sónk-en 

 mule DEM.up-DEF.F 

 ‘That mule (F) up there’ 

 

11.b. sónk har-en 

 DEM.up mule-DEF.F 

 ‘That mule (F) up there’ 
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5.3. Lower-elevation demonstratives 

To express downwards direction, Díízìn uses one of the following demonstratives depending on the 

distance between the point of reference or referent and its visibility or invisibility. They are 

exemplified in 12.a-d.: 

wónk   ‘this, in lower altitude relative to the speaker, visible’ 

wónkiye  ‘that, further away in lower altitude relative to the speaker, visible’ 

wook   ‘that, further away in lower altitude relative to the speaker, visible’ 

wook yest ‘that, further away in lower altitude relative to the speaker invisible’ 

 

12.a. hárù wonk-a 

 mule DEM.down-DEF.M 

 ‘That mule (M) down there’ 

 

12.b. wonk hár-a 

 DEM.down mule-DEF.M 

 ‘That mule (F) down there’ 

 

12.c. hárù wonk-en 

 mule DEM.down-DEF.F 

 ‘That mule (F) down there’ 

 

12.d. wonk hár-en 

 DEM.down mule-DEF.F 

 ‘That mule (F) down there’ 

 

As presented in these examples, the word order is flexible and the gender markers are suffixed to the 

right end of the phrase.  

 

5.4. Plural demonstratives 

Demonstratives are inflected for number (singular, dual, and plural) and gender. The plural and dual 

morphemes are suffixed to the demonstratives: 

ʕáá-kiè (DEM-PL) ‘these more than two (here, visible, on the horizontal level)’  

ʕáá-k’ánkáz (DEM-DU) ‘these two (here, visible, on the horizontal level)’ 

ʔéénk-kiè (DEM-PL) ‘those more than two nearby’ 



Kervan – International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies 29 (2025) 

 

21 
 

ʔéék-kiè (DEM_PL) ‘those more than two at a certain distance’ 

 

5.5. Gendered demonstratives 

In Díízìn, gender is marked in plural nouns, too. For instance, examples 13.a.-b. illustrate the use of 

feminine and masculine gender markers in singular nouns. When plural nouns refer specifically to 

female or male referents, the corresponding feminine and masculine markers are also applied, as 

shown in examples 13.c.-d. below. 

 

13.a. wonk hár-a 

 that mule-DEF.M 

 ‘That mule (M) down there’ 

 

13.b. hárù wonk-en 

 mule DEM.down-F 

 ‘That mule (F) down there’ 

 

13.c. ʔéék har-én-kiè 

 DEM mule-DEF.F-PL 

 ‘Those mules (F)’ 

 

13.d. hárù har-á-kiè 

 DEM mule-DEF.M-PL 

 ‘Those mules (M or F)’ 

 

In example 13.c., the Feminine Plural nouns are expressed by suffixing the definite/gender marker -én 

and plural marker -kie, while Masculine Plural nouns are expressed by suffixing the -á and -kiè as in 

example 13.d. In this case, the referents in example 13.c. are explicitly female, while those in example 

13.d. may be male, female, or a mixed group, since Masculine gender functions as the default marker 

in Díízìn. Notably, the language allows for the expression of entities located ‘here’ or ‘there’ without 

the need for physical pointing or gestural indication—this is achieved solely through demonstrative 

forms, as will be discussed in the next section. 
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5.6. ‘Here’ and ‘there’ 

This category includes demonstratives that indicate proximal and distal location, such as ʕáángat ‘here’ 

and ʔéékat ‘there.’ Unlike the elevation and direction sensitive demonstratives discussed earlier, these 

forms are not distinguished across multiple levels or spatial positions. Their function is primarily to 

mark general spatial proximity or distance relative to the speaker.  

All the three types of demonstratives that express different levels and spatial positions are 

inflected for definiteness, number and gender. In contrast, the demonstratives discussed above 

function as functioning as adverbs (e.g., ‘here,’ ‘there’), and thus, do not carry inflectional markers for 

gender or number. This distinction highlights their different grammatical roles and morphological 

behavior within the language. 

 

14.a. ʔizu ʕááŋ-at dogdǝg-ò 

 3S.M DEM-LOC live-3S.M 

 ‘He lives here’ 

 

14.b. ʔiiʒ ʕááŋ-at dogdǝg-è 

 3S.F DEM-LOC live-3S.F 

 ‘She lives here’ 

 

An interesting feature observed in this construction is that the final -t of ʕáángat ‘here’ and ʔéékat ‘there’ 

is suffixed to a place name suffix -t, as in miizan ‘Mizan Teferi’ becoming miizan-t, as in: 

 

15.a.  ʔizu ʕááŋ miizan-t dogdǝgo ‘He lives here in Mizan Teferi.’ 

15.b.  ʔiiʒ ʕááŋ miizan-t dogdǝge ‘She lives here in Mizan Teferi.’ 

 

Even though the place names are not inflected for number and gender, they are inflected for place 

through morphemes such as -t or -ig, as in jima ‘Jimma’ becoming jim-ig. Similarly, when used with 

distal demonstratives, the place-location morphemes –ig or –t are suffixed directly to the place names; 

 

16.a.  ʔizu ʔéékat dogdǝgo ‘He lives there’ 

16.b.  ʔiiʒ ʔéékat dogdǝgè ‘She lives there’ 

16.c.  ʔiiʒ ʔéékat dogdǝgè ‘She lives there in Mizan Teferi’ 
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The following examples demonstrate that such types of demonstratives are not inflect for gender and 

numbers, but all inflectional morphemes are suffixed to the noun hárù ‘mule’ as shown in examples 

17.a.-d.: 

 

17.a. hárù ʔistki-gò 

 mule there-COP.3S.M 

 ‘A mule (M) is there’ 

 

17.b. har-a ʔistki-gò 

 mule-DEF.M there-COP.3S.M 

 ‘The mule (M) is there’ 

 

17.c. har-en ʔistki-gè 

 mule-DEF.F there-COP.3S.F 

 ‘The mule (F) is there’ 

 

17.d. har-a-kie ʔistki-iniʃi 

 mule-DEF.M-PL there-COP.PL 

 ‘The mules (M) are there’ 

 

6. The expression of location 

Díízìn employs a distinct strategy to present space, location, direction, and distances. Mulugeta (2015: 

59) citing Blust (1997: 39-40) discusses spatial expression from a semantic point of view, dividing it into 

‘macro-orientation’ and ‘micro-orientation’ systems. According to Blust, ‘macro-orientation’ refers to 

directional systems while ‘macro-orientation’ refers to the locational systems. Furthermore, he argues 

that ‘macro-orientation’ shows cardinal directions such as north/south/west east and directional 

terms such as left/right. On the other hand, ‘micro-orientation’ denotes notions of ‘inside, outside, 

above’ and ‘below.’  

In this section, we will deal with micro-orientations that indicate the locations such as ‘inside, 

outside, above’ and ‘below.’ In Díízìn, these locational expressions are conveyed through distinct lexical 

items rather than affixes. From a cross-linguistic perspective, locative expressions vary widely in both 

form and function. While some languages employ grammatical case systems to encode location, others 

utilize a range of word categories—including prepositions, postpositions, verbs, and even nominals—

to express spatial relations. 
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Locative words  Gloss 

tʃong  ‘inside’ 

sapm   ‘over’ 

k’áng    ‘under’ 

gǝʃt   ‘under’ 

gélt    ‘top’ 

ʔakŋ   ‘next’ 

baayig   ‘near’ 

ʔokŋ    ‘far’ 

 

Table 7. The locative words. 

 

In other Omotic languages, locative morphemes are used to express a range of spatial meanings. 

Although Díízìn does not employ dedicated locative markers, it utilizes lexical items such as tʃong 

‘inside’ and ʔokŋ ‘far’ to indicate location. Additionally, body-part terms like ʔakŋ ‘leg’ are 

metaphorically extended to express spatial relations such as ‘under.’ Locational demonstrative 

markers in Díízìn serve to indicate where something is situated or where an action occurs, as illustrated 

in 18.a.-e. 

 

18.a. dád-a ʔiig-at tí-gò 

 child-DEF.M house-LOC COP-3S.M 

 ‘The child is in the house’ 

 

18.b. ʔizu ʔaay-a-kŋ ʧoŋ gob-ò 

 3S.M water-DEM.DEF.M-POSS inside jump-PAS.3S.F 

 ‘He jumped into the river’ 

 

18.c. gel-a ʔizin ʔaʃa-kŋ  k'aŋ ti-gò 

 stick OBJ.3S.M leg-ABL under COP-3S.M 

 ‘The stick is under his leg’ 

 

18.d. ʔiiga-kŋ ʧoŋ  

 house-ABL inside  

 ‘Inside the house’ 
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18.e. dola ʧakila-kŋ sapm 

 gourd table-POSS over 

 ‘The gourd is on the table’  

 

As presented in the examples above, Díízìn expresses location through locational words. In many 

languages, locative affixes are used to express spatial relations. In Díízìn, instead, distinct lexical items 

are employed to convey such different locative meanings as k’ang ‘under (a table)’ and ʔalkigo ‘under (a 

tree).’ These examples show that the cognitive framing of spatial relations varies depending on the 

referent. Notably, in Díízìn, locational expressions typically occur in verb-final position, suggesting 

possible verbal nature. However, further investigation is required to determine whether these locative 

forms function as true verbs or are a separate lexical category. 

 

7. Conclusions and recommendations  

To sum up, the main objective of this research was to describe and analyze pronouns and 

demonstratives in Díízìn.  Data were collected through fieldwork from native speakers from the central 

dialects Díízìn supplemented by group discussions and observations.  Secondary sources relevant to 

the topic were also consulted to enrich the analysis. 

One notable feature of Díízìn is that gender distinction-masculine versus feminine-is marked only 

in third person singular pronouns. Furthermore, Díízìn pronouns exhibit a three-way number 

distinction: singular, dual, and plural. The presence of a dual category is particularly distinctive, as 

most Omotic languages mark only singular and plural in their nominal systems. Morphologically, plural 

nouns are marked, while singular nouns remain unmarked. This tripartite number distinction extends 

beyond pronouns to include nouns and demonstratives, reflecting a consistent and productive 

grammatical feature across the language. 

In Díízìn, the dual morpheme is different in pronouns compared to other word classes such as 

nouns and demonstratives. As presented earlier, dual number is expressed by the suffix -a and -k’ankaz 

in demonstratives and nouns; for instance, ʕáá-k’ankaz ‘these (dual)’and ʔed-a-k’àŋkaz ‘the mouths 

(dual).’ Díízìn pronouns are closely tied to the case system of the language, which includes distinct 

suffixes for various grammatical roles: -s/-sis for Dative, -kŋ for Possessive, -dakŋ for Ablative, and -k/-

k’aŋk for Instrumental. 

Díízìn demonstratives encode both direction and elevation in spatial reference. Directional 

distinctions may be horizontal or vertical (e.g., up there, downward there), and further differentiated 

by visibility. For instance, ʕáá ‘this here, visible’ and ʔénk ‘that, further away, visible’ represent 
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horizontal deixis. Elevation-based demonstratives include sónk ‘this, at higher altitude relative to the 

speaker, visible’ and sónke ‘that, further away at higher altitude, visible’, while wónk ‘this, at lower 

altitude’ and wóók ‘that, further away at lower altitude, visible’ mark downward orientation. 

In addition to demonstratives, Díízìn employs a range of locational expressions, such as tʃong 

‘inside,’ sapm ‘over,’ k’áng/gǝʃt ‘under,’ gélt ‘top,’ ʔakŋ ‘next,’ baayig ‘near,’ and ʔokŋ ‘far,’ as detailed 

above. These expressions reflect the language’s rich inventory for encoding spatial relations. 

Furthermore, Díízìn uses proximal and distal place markers such as ʕáángat ‘here’ and ʔéékat 

‘there,’ both of which incorporate the place-name suffix -t. When a place name like miizan appears in a 

sentence, the suffix is attached directly, yielding miizan-t. Similarly, ʕáángat may surface as ʕáánga ‘here’ 

through morphological variation. 

Overall, Díízìn demonstratives are highly productive and invite further investigation, particularly 

to determine the categorical status and morphosyntactic features of locational expressions in the 

language. 

 

Abbreviations 

1 first person EPE epenthesis 

2 second person F feminine 

3 third person INST instrumental 

ABS absolutive LOC locative 

ACC accusative M masculine 

COP copula PART particle 

DAT dative PAS past 

DEF definite PL plural 

DEM demonstrative POSS possessive 

DU dual S singular 
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