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Introduction

Kurdish refers to a continuum of Western Iranian dialects spoken across Iran, Iraq,
Turkey, and Syria. Despite abundant descriptive grammars, few studies have
examined its grammatical systems comparatively. One underexplored area concerns
the morphosyntactic realization of aspect, particularly the imperfective. This study
investigates the imperfective aspect typologically across Northern, Central,
Southern, and Hawrami (Gorani) varieties. Building on Smith’s (1997) model
distinguishing viewpoint aspect (perfective vs. imperfective) from situation aspect
(lexical Aktionsart), it focuses on the grammatical strategies Kurdish dialects employ
to encode imperfectivity and its subtype, showing both shared patterns and
innovation.

Literature Review

Theoretical treatments of aspect in general (Vendler 1967; Comrie 1976) and
typological studies (Smith 1997) have clarified distinctions between the temporal
contour of events and their internal structure. For Kurdish, early grammarians
provided description without typological framing. Later works have mainly focused
on Central Kurdish: According to Veisi Hesar (2015), Kurdish exhibits a binary tense
system—past and non-past—where the past tense can host both perfective and
imperfective aspects, whereas the non-past exclusively expresses the imperfective.
Najafifar et al. (2016) analyzed various imperfective constructions in Central Kurdish
(Mokriani) within the sign-based construction grammar approach. They argue that
imperfective structures in Sorani Kurdish—including progressive, perfect, habitual,
and present forms—are derived through the interaction of three aspectual operators
(a-, xarik, and -uwa), each focusing on specific phases of an event while omitting its
endpoint in conceptual representation. Building on Smith’s (1997) typology, Veisi
Hesar (2017) further examined lexical aspect types in Sorani Kurdish and explained
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aspectual shifts resulting from combinations of verbs with temporal adverbs and
aspectual operators in terms of the Alpha Rule. Tabi‘i et al. (2021) discussed
aspectual operators in a Minimalist framework. Mohammadi-Rad and Shwan (2025)
explored imperfective markers in Gorani dialects, revealing diverse strategies but
without situating them comparatively. In sum, existing studies are fragmented, each
limited to a single variety or framework. The present work thus offers the first cross-
Kurdish typological comparison of imperfective aspect, tracing morphological and
periphrastic encoding patterns across major dialect zones.

Methodology

Three dialects from each Kurdish group, Northern, Central, and Southern, plus
Hawrami were selected to capture the internal variation. The data set includes
Shikaki, Zakho, Sarhadi (Northern), Mokriani, Bane’i, Ardalani (Central), Kalhori,
Gorusi, Kermanshahi (Southern), and Paveie, and Nowsudi (Hawrami). To maintain
comparability, two verb types were elicited: the activity verb to run and the
accomplishment verb to build a house. Informants produced positive and negative
clauses in past and non-past tenses. Each dialect’s system was analyzed according to
Smith’s (1997) framework, distinguishing general imperfective (non-progressive)
and progressive subtypes. The speakers were older native informants with minimal
literacy, ensuring that the data represent conservative dialectal forms. This
typological approach aims not to document phonetic variation but to trace structural
correlations between morphology, periphrasis, and aspectual meaning.

Findings
Northern Kurdish

Across Shikaki, Zakho, and Sarhadi, imperfectivity is mainly expressed through the
prefix di- attached to both present and past stems (dr-hal-et ‘runs’, di-hal-at ‘was
running’). These forms denote non-progressive imperfectivity, while addition of the
particle je (je di-hal-et ‘is running’) yields progressive meaning. The Sarhadi dialect
further innovates by adding the auxiliary Kirin ‘do’—fully inflected and bearing di-
—to mark the progressive aspect. This combination of prefixal and auxiliary
strategies exemplifies internal diversification even within Northern Kurdish.

Central Kurdish

Central Kurdish maintains continuity with Northern systems but introduces greater
analytic structure. In Mokriani, the simple progressive aspect is expressed by the
prefix da-, which is believed to be historically derived from the Kurmanji
imperfective marker di-. (hceet-d-et ‘runs’, hcel-de-hat ‘was running’). In Bane’i and
Ardalani, the prefix a- replaces dee-, signaling dialectal divergence. A hallmark of
Central Kurdish is the xa&rik construction, meaning ‘busy’. Combined with the verb
to be, it expresses progressive aspect:

Hiwa xeerik-ee heef-d-et “Hiwa is running.”
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Hiwa xcerik bu heel-dee-hat “Hiwa was running.”

This periphrastic pattern parallels Persian dastan + mi- and typologically marks a
shift from inflectional to analytic imperfectivity, aligning Central Kurdish with
broader Iranian trends.

Southern Kurdish

Southern Kurdish varieties reveal simplification and innovation. In Kalhori, simple
imperfectivity is unmarked, and the same form covers both ongoing and habitual
meanings (dew-e ‘runs/is running’). Interestingly, the old prefix - reappears only
in negative clauses (ni-ee-deew-e ‘does not run’), suggesting fossilized imperfective
morphology retained under negation. The progressive aspect is formed
periphrastically with the auxiliary dastin ‘have’: Hiwa dir-e dew-e “Hiwa is
running.” Gorusi reintroduces the prefix dr- (cf. Northern) alongside dastin, showing
contact-based retention. Kermanshahi develops a unique past suffix -a (deewi-a-@
‘was running’), sometimes co-occurring with &- in negatives (ni-e-dewi-a),
producing a double-marked imperfective—typologically rare among Iranian
languages.

Hawrami

Hawrami, though distinct, exhibits comparable typological patterns. The present
imperfective uses the prefix ma- (mae-gel-0 ‘walks/is walking’) in certain varieties,
while the past relies on specialized agreement paradigms in almost all varieties. The
progressive aspect in Hawrami, however, is encoded by a very special mechanism
in which the infinitive is added to the conjugated imperfective verb. This mechanism
shows variation among different Hawrami varieties.

Discussion

A comparison of the observed patterns indicates that, across all Kurdish dialect
groups—except for some Southern Kurdish and Hawrami varieties—the
imperfective non-progressive aspect is expressed by means of a prefixal operator
applied to verbs in different tense forms. In contrast, in Kermanshahi Southern
Kurdish and all Hawrami dialects, the non-progressive imperfective in the past tense
is encoded through a suffixal operator, a feature not attested in other Kurdish
varieties. The progressive imperfective is expressed differently across dialects: in
Northern and Southern Kurdish, it is formed through inflected auxiliary verbs,
whereas in Central Kurdish, it involves the aspectual particle xeerik (‘busy’)
combined with an appropriate form of the verb to be. Explaining the existence of
these distinct mechanisms for expressing progressive and non-progressive
imperfectivity among Kurdish dialects—representing the third level of analysis in
classical typological studies—requires further independent research. Approaches
focusing on competing syntactic motivations, historical development, and language
contact may provide a coherent explanation for the typological patterns identified
here regarding the morphosyntactic encoding of imperfective aspect in Kurdish.
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