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Content of the units on Kurdish

• Unit 1 (this unit) General overview, some phonology and morphosyntax

• Unit 2: Issues in Kurdish word order

• Unit 3: Clitic/affix interactions in Central Kurdish
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Geographic distrubution of Kurdish speakers
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Main varieties of Kurdish in the broadest sense
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Summary: ‘Kurdish’ in the broadest sense

• Kurdish refers to a cluster of closely related northwest Iranian languages
(i.e. they belong to the Indo-European language family)

• Northern Kurdish (N Kurd.), aka Kurmanji

• Central Kurdish (C Kurd), aka Sorani

• Southern Kurdish (S Kurd)

• Zazaki

• Gorani / Hawrami
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Kurdish overlap with Neo-Aramaic
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Phonology: Vowels in NKurdish (Barry 2019)
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Illustration of main vowels (N. Kurdish) 
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Summary: Vowels

Despite differences in the realization of individual vowel phonemes, 
most of Kurdish displays a very similar vowel system, with 8-10 
vowel phonemes, and no phonemic length distinction

Barry (2019) proposes the existence of two further vowels with
pharyngeal quality for Northern Kurdish

In some dialects of Southeastern Kurmanji, /u/ undergoes fronting
and de-rounding, merging with /i/: /u/ → /y/ → /i/

Glides and diphthongs exist, but are not treated here
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Consonants in NKurdish (Barry 2019)
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Voice Onset Time distinction, plosives in NKurd
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The problem of identifying “Kurdish”
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Tense-sensitive alignment
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Alignment N. Kurdish (Bahdini dialect)
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Alignment Central Kurdish
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Summary: Alignment

• Present tense and past intransitive: almost identical systems across the entirety
of Kurdish

• Past transitives: Locus of enormous variability

• No clear evidence for syntactic ergativity in Kurdish

• Strictly transitivity-based: No evidence for active / split intransitive systems of 
the Georgian type

• Historical roots in the past stem, which is based on an Old Iranian participial
form

• The participle lacked the ability to assign accusative case to the P; from this basic
fact, most of the ‘ergative’, or at least ‘non-accusative’ structures of Kurdish can 
be derived

• The latter point is of course shared with Indo-Aryan languages, though the 
details differ (origins of the respective ergative cases etc.)
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