
































k. gaddal-a 
1. sabbar-a 

m. satt'-ci' 
n. s'af-a' 

as-gaddal-a 
as-sabbar-a 

as-s'att' -a 
as-s'af-a 

'kill' 
'break' 

'give' 
'write' 

In the data given above, (22a-e) are ergative 
(unaccusative) i.e., verbs having only one argument (theme). 
(22f-j) are unergative i.e; verbs with only one argument which 
is agent. (22k,1) are transitive verbs which take . two arguments 
(agent and theme). (22m,n) are transitive verbs which take 
three arguments (agent, theme and goal). As can be observed 
from the data, the causative morpheme as- can be prefixed to 
any of the four types of verbs, whereas the prefix a- can only 
be attached to ergative verbs • . It is, then, plausible to 
assume that the function of a- is only to add an agent. In 
other words, a- has' nothing to do with transitive-intransitive 
distinctions as has been suggested in the descriptive 
literature (eg. Bender & Hailu, 1978). 

In a functionalist approach a-and as- have been treated as 
showing 'direct' and 'idirect' caUSers respectively. Such a n 
approach lacks generality. I shall argue, instead, that the 
prefix a- is required only in ergative verbs which, as stated 
above, lexically lack an agent argument. This suggests that 
since two agent arguments cannot be associated with a single 
predicate, one can conclude that the causative morpheme in 
Amharic is only The morpheme a- only adds an agent 
argument to verbs which lack one. The relationship between the 
argument structure of such verbs and the morpheme can be 
expressed as follows. 

(23) a- + v 

I agent 
I 

theme ---> -
v 

,-t...L---, 
agent theme 

23) implies that the causative morpheme can only be 
prefixed to verbs which cannot take a- for the reason that 
there would be two competing agents-ror the same syntactic 
position. So, for example, 'he made someone laugh', 
as-a-farri:it' -a "he made something burst", as-a-gaddal-a 'he 
made someone kill somebody', etc, are unacceptable. Another 
support 
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that as- never occurs where a- occurs is manifested in 
'reciprocal-passive interactions such as the following: 

(24) a. a-ggadadd~l-a *as-ggadaddal-a (*as-ta-gadaddal-~) 
'he made (some people) kill each other' 

b. a-ssababoar-a *as-ssababbar-a '*as-ta-sababbar-a) 
'he made (something) break each other' 

(24) shows that as- cannot be prefixed to verbs where 
the agent has been-absorbed i.e., where the thematic and/or 
syntactic roles of either the subject or the object has been 
changed. This is to say that since in a passive sentence, the 
object becomes subject and the agent becomes goal, the a­
prefix is required to give agent to the verb which already 
lacked its agent in the process of passivisation. 

To sum up the discussion, I would like to suggest an 
alternative analysis which has been pointed out to me by V. 
Manfredi(p.c). At a deeper level, we might try to relate the 
two morphemes, a and as-, by proposing that as- is composed of 
a- + s-. We shall assume that a- always adds an agent theta 
role,~ut that the addition of an agent to a verb will only be 
allowed if that verb has no agent already present in its 
argument structure~ For instance, ergative verbs such as falla 
'it boiled' and matt'a 'he came' have only a theme, and a- adds 
an agent theta role to them yielding afalla 'he boiled -­
(something)' and amatta 'he brought (something)' respectively. 
Then the role of ~ pe.comes clear: it is to embede one argument 
structure within another: 

(25) 

a-

Ag2 

~- . 

[Ag2, Th] 
V2 
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Given (24), we shall predict that, just like other 
derivational morphology, the result of affixation will have the 
properties of the affix (head). This means that the s- prefix 
creates a new verb, and a~ such it requires th~t the GFS of the 
verb root be changed. Since these changes are going to be 
based on percolation, we shall predict that the theme is not 
affected, only the inner Ag is. 

So far, we have seen noun as well as verb inflections, 
including the function of some category-changing affixes in the 
verb morphology of Amharic. Below, we shall briefly look at 
the behaviour of derivational affixes and compounding 

l.3.DERIVATIONAL AFFIXES 

In Amharic, there are many derivational ,ie, category 
changing affixes. We shall consider only those which are 
productive. Among these are the following: 

(26). Noun to. Adjectival noun (-aNNa) 

STEM 

a. faras 
b. isport 
c. gazet'a 
d. qolla 
e. daga 
f. bet 

g. t'ena 
h. ~iggir 
i. t' ib'ab 
j. t'il 
k. milas 
1. hayl 

m. t'igab 
n. t'igg 
o. hat'yat 

GLOSS DERIVED FORM GLOSS 

lh19rse' 
'sport' 
'newspaper' 
'highland' 
'lowland' 
, house' 

, health' 
, trouble' 
, wit' 
'quarrel' 

'tongue' 
'stt:ength' 

faras-aNNa 
isport-aNNa 
gazet'-aNNa 
qoll-aNNa 
dag-aNNa 
bet-aNNa 

t'en-'aNNa 
ciggir-'aNNa 
t'ibab-:iNNa 
t'il-aNNa 
milas-aNNa 
hayl-~NNa 

'satisfaction' t'igab~aNNa 
'corner' t'igg-aNNa 
'sin' hat'yat~aNNa 
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'horseman' 
'sportsman' 
'news man' 
'highlander' 
'lowlander' 
'family memher' 

'healthy one' 
'needy one' 
'witty one' 
'quarrelsome' 
'talkative one' 
'strong one' 

'arrogant one' 
'dependent one' 
'sinful one' 



(27) 

p. Gondar 
q. F'aransay 
r. Oromo 

s. and 
t. hufatt 
u. sost 

place name 
France 
ethnic name 

one 
two 
three 

gondar-iNNa 
Faransay-iNNa 
Orom-iNNa 

and-'aNNa 
hulatt-aNNa 
Bost-aNNa 

'Gondar dialect' 
'French language' 
'Oromo language' 

'first' 
'second' 
'third' 

Noun to Adjective (-am, -amma, -awi) 

a. sissit 
b. habt 
c. gad 

d. tarara 
e. korabta 
f. dingay 

g. biher 
h. Itio'pia 
i. America 

greed' 
'wealth' 
'luck' 

'mountain' 
'hill' 
'stone' 

'nation' 
Ethiopia 
America 

sissit-am 
habt-am 
gadd-am 

farar-amma 
korabt-amma 
dingary-amma 

biher-awi 
Itiop'i-awi 
Americ-awi 

'greedy' 
'wealthy/rich' 
'lucky' 

'mountainous' 
'hilly' 
'rocky/stony' 

'national' 
Ethiopian 
American 

(28a) Adjective to Noun (-innat) 

a. dagg 'kind' dagg-iannat 'kindness' 
b. moNN 'foolish' moNN-innat 'foolishness' 

(b) Adjective Noun 

c. barya 'servile' bar-innitt 'slavery' 
d. fari 'coward' fari-nnat 'cowardice' 
e. leba 'thief' leb-innat 'theft' 

f. arbaNNa 'brave' arb'aNN-innat 'heroism' 
g. sissitam 'greedy' sissitam-innat 'greediness' 
h. biherawi 'national' biherawi-rmat 'nationalism' 

(29) Verb to Noun/Ag.noun (a ••• a ••• i, i ••• at) 

a. sbr break sabar-i 'breaker' 
b. brk bless barak-i 'blesser' 
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(30) Verb to Noun/Ag.noun 

c. ft' r 'create' f.it'r-eat 'creation' 

d. ?wq 'know' 'knowledge' 

The suffixes given above(26-30), are mostly category-changing 
affixes: Based on the theories of Williams (1978a, 1981a) and 
Selkirk (1982) that words have heads and that the properties of 
the head are those of the whole, and that such affixes, 
therefore, enter into the configurations corresponding to the 
schema given below in (31) = (Selkirk's (3.21): 

(31) 

The lexical entries would be: 

(32) a. -aNNa 

b '. -am 

c. -arnrna 

d. -awi 

e. -innat 

11: /aNNa/ 
t:N 

sern: one who 
U: [ ' N-

;f: /am/ 
~~ A 

does/is 
] 

"x" 

sern: having the properties of "x" 
U: [N - ] 

/arnrna/ 
A 

sem: having "x" 
U: [N-

;1: /awi/ 
£';, A 

sem: belonging to "x" 
U: [V ] 
JJ: /innat/ 
~: N 

sem: having the quality of "x" 
U: [N,A- ] 
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f. -i ~: la • • a •• i/ 
£~ N 

sem: one who does "x" 
U: [ V - ] 

g -at ;: I . . atl 
~: N 

s 'em: having the quality of "x" 
U: [ V- ] 

There is one question to be raised here: there a·re derived forms such as those in (26g-0) above, which behave more like adjectives than nouns. (26~,1) are illustrated below in (32): 

(33) a. Kasa haytaNNa naw 
K. strong is 

'Kasa is strong' 

b. Kasa hayfaNNa saw naw 
K. strong man is 
'K. is a strong man' 

c. Kasa bat' am haylaNNa n'aw 'kasa is very strong' 
very 

d. *Kasa bat'am qollaNNa naw 'Kasa is very lowlander' 

Using syntactic tests to determine the category of (26d,I), we could see that haylaNNa 'strong' behaves like an adjective. Therefore, it is possible to say that the category of -aNNa is not only N but also A. Hence, the morphological structures of (26d,l) would be as (33a,b) respectively: 

(34) 

qolla 
N 

-NNa 
N 

A 

/\ 
hayl -NNa 

N A 

As can be seen from all of the examples given above, Amharic suffixes are clearly heads, which is to say that each has the same category features as its mother. Before concluding that suffixes in Amharic are the heads of their constituents and that they occur to the right of the base, let us consider derivations of compounds. 
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1.4 COMPOUNDING 

Co~pounds in Amharic are a type of word structure made 
up of two constituents, each belonging to one of the categories 
noun, adjective, or verb. The compound itself may belong only 
to the category noun or adjective. My purpose here is not to 
pr~vide an' extensive -description of compounding in Amharic, but 
to consider only the essential features. The compounds given 
below are representative ~amples of the class of compounds that 
predominates in the language. 

(35) Noun + Noun 

a. birat-mit'ad 
b. timhirt-bet 
c. barr-af 
d. mad-'bet 
e. bet-~-kiristian 

(iron-oven) 
(lesson-house) 
(door-mouth) 
(meal-house) 
(house-of christian) 

'pan' 
'school' 
'entrance' 
'kitchen' 
'church' 

(36) Noun + Noun 

(37) 

(38) 

f. liq-a-mabar 
g. higg-a-mangist 

Noun + Adjective 

a. alam-aqqaf 
b. libb-wolUid 
c. sira-at't' 
d. dam-mallas 
e. waz-addar 

Verb + Adjective 

(chief-of chair) 
(law-of government) 

(world-embracing) 
(heart-borne) 
(job-lacking) 
(blood-returner) 
(sweat-earning) 

'chairman' 
'constitution' 

'international' 
'novel' (writing) 
'unemployed' 
'Proper Name' 
'proletarian) , 

a. arso-addar (farming-earning) 'farmer' 
b. sargo-gabb (hiding-enter) 'insurgent' 
c. darso-mals (arriving-turn) 'round-trip' 
d. awqo-abbad (knowing-mad) 'seemingly-mad'As 

we see from examples (34-36) above, a compound noun in Amharic 
consists of a noun followed by a noun, and a compound adjective 
may consist of a noun or a verb on the left followed 
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by an adjective. The paradigms of compound types given in 
(34-36) contain several gaps. Many are missing (eg. A + N, P + 
N, A + A, N + V, A + V, etc.), and it seems clear that Amhar'ic 
is not as rich as concatenative languages such as English in 
regard to this process of word formation. Moreover, in 
Amharic, it is difficult ~o identify compounds from phrases and 
nouns from adjectives because, in particular, adjectives 
syntactically behave almost like nouns. However, from the 
limited class of compounds conidered here, we may see that they 
have a head, and that the head is on the right. Note that a 
few compound types such as those in (34e--g) , do not fall into 
this general class for they are left-headed. But it could be 
argued that such left-headed compounds should instead be 
analysed as bound roots, and that their appearance as words is 
governed by rules If what has been calleS "nonnative 
compounding" as opposed to "native cgmpounding (cf.Selkirk, 
1982 on the notion of nonnative compounding). Such compound 
words are -typically of Geez origin, and compounding of Geez 
origin is extremely common particularly in specialized lexical 
items. Thus, gi6en the Right-hand Head Rule of Williams, 
(198la), none of these borrowed compounds will qualify as the 
head of its constituent, but each will have a right-hand sister 
as its head. 

In sum, the vast majority of Amharic compound types 
are right-headed, and the heads of these compounds display the 
syntactic and semantic characteristics that are expected of 
heads in general: 

(39) Word 

~,,-~ 
Root Root 

(40a) [N N] (b) 

[ . " l. ] bl.rat ml.t'ad 

[N N] (c) 

.. I ., 
[alam aKKaf] 

[N N] 
I 

[arso adar] 

The configurations in (39) and (40) show that in Amharic 
compounding, the head of a morphological~y complex word is the 
right hand member of the compound, and that the role of the 
head seems to be clear, ie, it dete'rmines the category 
features of the word as shown in (40). 
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1.5 Conclusion On the basis of the brief survey we have made, 
it seems possible to conclude that suffixes in Amharic are 
basically the heads of their constituents, that is to say, they 
enter into the configura~ion given in (30), and that compounds 
are right-headed constructions. 
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