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Abstract

This study revolves around the non-canonical subject construction in
the language of Zoroastrians (Behdinan) in Yazd, focusing on the
grammaticalization of this construction, the predicates used therein
and the semantic parameters involved in it. It further aims to help pave
the way for comparison of the development, alteration and deletion of
such syntactic constructions in Behdinani and other Iranian languages.
Adopting a typological approach, this study draws on the findings of
Dabir-Moghaddam (2018) and Dabir-Moghaddam (1399). It finds
non-canonical subjects in Behdinani used with sensory, psychological
and possessive predicates among others as in Modern Persian, but
unlike its counterpart, Behdinani relies on proclitics to mark oblique
subjects, and goes as far as using the same with intransitive verbs,
which normally agree with their subjects through suffixes.
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1. Introduction

This study focuses on the noncanonical subject construction and its
grammaticalization in the language spoken by the Zoroastrian
religious minority (also known as Behdinan) in the central Iranian city
of Yazd. The predicates commonly used in the construction and
semantic elements at the heart of it have been examined in this
research. The findings are thus expected to hopefully shed light on the
emergence, evolution and decline of the construction in a tongue
already categorized by UNESCO as a definitely endangered language.
The study mainly draws on the findings of Dabir-Moghaddam (1399),
which zooms in on the oblique subject construction in the passage of
time all the way from Old Persian to Modern Persian. The present
study confirms Dabir-Moghadam (2018) in finding predicates of a
sensory, psychological and possessive nature central to the non-
canonical subject construction in Behdinani language. Behdinani,
however, diverges from modern Persian in depending solely on
pronominal proclitics to grammaticalize the oblique case whereas its
sister Iranian language makes use of the accusative-marking enclitic
“ra” as well pronominal enclitics.

Research Questions

1. What predicates are used in the non-canonical subject construction
in the Zoroastrian language of Yazd?

2. What semantic roles do oblique subjects assume in in the
Zoroastrian language of Yazd?

3. How is non-canonical subject construction configured in the
Zoroastrian language of Yazd?

2. Literature Review

Literature Dabir-Moghaddam (1399, pp. 227-274) reviews previous
studies which looked into the non-canonical subject construction in
the works of researchers and linguists including Khanlari, Rasekh-
Mahand, Seddighi, Keenan, Allen, Aikhenvald, Dixon, and Onishi
among others. Having put forth a number of instances quoted from
Khanlari (1374), Dabir-Moghaddam proceeds to trace the
construction in question back to an Achaemenid-era inscription dating
to the 4th century BC. He enumerates the salient features of the
construction and underlines the sentence as the archetype and
prototype of the oblique subject construction in Persian aligned as
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“oblique subject + direct subject + linking verb”. He then explores a
number of similar, radial constructions in classic New Persian as well
as day-to-day contemporary Persian.

3. Method

Adopting a typological approach, the present study takes advantage of
the theoretical framework laid by Comrie (1987) and the thorough
analysis of Iranian languages in Dabir-Moghaddam (1392) as well as
the limited corpus of Behdinani language in print by both Iranian and
foreign researchers, including Browne (1897), Ivanow (1935, 1938,
139), Keshavarz (1993), and others. It also benefits from the
assistance of a number of native speakers of Behdinani, namely Dr.
Katayun Mazdapur, who has authored a Persian-Behdinani dictionary
in three volumes (Mazdapur, 1374, 1385, 1397) with examples, which
in turn account for the bulk of the materials used in this study.

4. Conclusion

The study finds the language spoken by Zoroastrians in Yazd to
employ the non-canonical subject construction next to yet separately
from the ergative construction. Concepts such as possession,
psychological states, feelings, and cognitive processes are expressed
through the non-canonical subject construction, where the oblique
subject tends to assume theta roles such as possessor, experiencer
(senser), benefactive and malefactive; this, however, is not limited to
such theta roles, as in utterances such as “ce kar od=a?” (‘what do you
have to do with/why do you interfere with...?”) the concept of
interference and intrusion is understood. As indicated in many an
example in the paper, Bahdinani language lacks an explicit case
marker such the accusative/oblique-marking enclitic “ra” in Persian,
and it thus relies on pronominal proclitics attached to the verb or
prepositional phrases in oblique subject constructions. It should be
borne in mind that the Zoroastrian language of Yazd — whose
counterpart in neighboring Kerman Province has almost gone extinct
under the towering influence of Persian and due to increasing
immigration of Zoroastrians — has been a means of oral
communication among a religious minority whose holy texts are in
Avestan. After all, the lack of a distinct writing system and a
considerable written corpus renders it difficult to track down the non-
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canonical subject construction and its radial and corresponding
constructions in Behdinani in the passage time.
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