Studiea in African Linguistics
Volume 1. Number 3. December 1970

301

TOWARD AN AMHARIC CASE-GRAMMAR

Robert Hetzron
Department 0'E Eastern Le.nguages and Li teraturea
University 0'E Cali'Eornia. Santa Barbara
o.

Introduction

a.

The present paper is a preliminary study 'Eor a monograph on the Am-

haric case-system.

Since m:l purpose is to present only the theoretical.

basis 'Ear the longer study, I am using here as 'fev examples as possible.
even though each statement is supported by a suf'ficient number o'f examples. both orally collected and compiled from wri tten docwnents. 1
Amharic is eminently appropriate 'for a study 0'E case-systems.

Its

entire complement-system can be defined in interpretive semantic terms.
This language has no significant instances of arbitrary, lexically specified verbal. government. 2 If the semantic features of a verb are
clearly established, it can be predicted what case the complements
attached to it will take.

In many l.anguages, arbitrary verbal govern-

ment is establ.ished through semantic changes in the lexical verb which.
in Bpi te of the changes. maintains its original case government.

.Amhar-

ic has no such instances.
Amharic is of particular interest here since, as a Semitic language.
its ancestor must have had a different case-system. reconstructible by
comparing various Semi tic languages.

It is obvious that the modifica-

tion of the original case-system was triggered by the impact of the
Cusb! tic substratum, but the most interesting feature of the Amharic
case-system, the asymmetrical correspondences (see below), are not found
in CUshitic (as 'far as we know).

Amharic tried to make use of its

IThe present stud¥ is primarily based on literary Amharic. In some
cases. however, I bad recourse to the assistance of tvo native in'formBDtS. Mr. Wond Wossen Mesfin and Mr. Ayualem Bek.ele. who represent the
Addis Ababa colloquial of the young generation. This dialect noticeably
d1'f'fers from the literary language, especiaU.y in the domain of case
uses. Some of the discrepancies will be pointed out in footnotes.
2'l'his is a counter-examp1e to Jespersenls [1924:129] claim (about
Indo-European) that "however f'ar back we go, we nowhere find a case with
only one well-de1'ined function: in every language every case served
ditterent p1I1"pOses. and the boundaries between tbese two are far· from
being clear-cut. II

Semi tic morphological devices to express Cushi tic case-categories, and
the result is an absolutely original system, with much coherence and consistency, independent ot both its sources, Semitic and Cushitic.
If the Amharic case-system is ultimately a spontaneous development,
one m.ay yonder what factor inspired the selection ot its categories.
In the tOllowing I assume that these developments were not tortui tous,
but refiect very deep catesories of language.

It is premature to spec-

ulate about how many universal. and language-specific elements the Amharic case-system contains, but it is quite likely that a great deal of it
is universal.
b.

In ~ "Pronominalization in Amharic" [Hetzron 1966], I gave a taxo-

nomical. description ot the Amharic case-system. on the basis of correspondences between adnominal and adpronom1nal case exponents.

In this

language, there are six basic prepositions which can be attached to
complement DOUDS, and three sets of complement sutfix pronoWls only.
Without taking semantics into consideration, it is impossible to predict
f'l"om the adnominal case marker what case the pronominal complement is

going to be in, and vice-versa.

Let me illustrate this point.

Here are three uses of the preposition

kS-

which might be fairly

well rendered by the English prepos,i tion 'trom':

sSwlyyi:iw kS-bet (wes!) wa!!a

(la)

man-the f'rom=house (inside) went-out
'The man came/went out ot the/a house'
(lb)

farew kS-bartukan was! w15!!a
pip-the f'rom=orange inside came-out
'The pip came out of the orange'

(lc)

lob .. kB-sBwlyyBw gBnzBb sarraqa

thief-the trom=man-the mone=!" stole
'The thief stole money tram the man'

Let us nov use pronoWlB instead ot noWlS tor the complements preceded
here by

kH-

•

These pronouns vill be suffixed to the verbal. stem.

The construction used below is the relative where the pronominal. suffix
or the verb refers to the subsequent head-noun, and its 'case' reflects
tunction vi thin the relative clause. represented in (1) by

kS-

•
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(2&')

sSolyyUw yH-o.tta-bblit bet

man-the that-=came-out=in-i t house
(2b I

)

'the house from which the man came/vent out'
farew y1i-wStta-1 1St bertukan
pip-the that=came-out=to-i t orange
'the orange t'rom which the

(2c')

p~

came out I

lebaw ganz!b yS-sarraqa-w saw
thief-the money tbat=stolezhim man
'the man £rom whom the thief stole money'

In other words, instead of 'from it' (for 'trom which'), we respectively

have 'in-it', 'to-it' and the plaiI\ object suffix lit', three different
suffixes corresponding to the same preposition

kS-

•

The choice of

tbe pronominal. case can be predicted on the basis of' the meaning.
one speaks of origin, departure point. the pronoun bas lin 1 (a).

If'
If'

one describes extraction, drawing out a component from a who1.e, the pronominal cOJDplemeot is 'to' (b).

If' one mentions the source of acquisi-

tion, it vil.l. appear as an object p'ronoun (e).

With nouns, as we have

seen in (l.) II al.l the three relations are represented by the preposi tion
kil-

If"roml.

Thus, the pronominal. case cannot be predicted on the basis

ot the shape ot the nominal case; one has

to have recourse to semantics.

Let us nov try it the other way around and see whether nominal cases
can be predicted on the basis of
more emphatically negative.
(3)

~

pronominal. one.

The answer is even

In the form.:

yS-mlItta-bb.t N
that-he-went=in-i t N

-bb-

linl may be the pronominal. counterpart of any of the following ad-

nominal. cases (i.e. N can be any of the nouns which in (4) are preceded
by preposi tiona ~

(4 a)

b8-mlIk I na mlItta

(bli-

instrumental)

(b5-

locative)

with-car he-came
'He came by car'

(4b)

b5-nIId. oes t

mlitt.

in-field inside he-came

'He was coming in the fiel.d'
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(4c)

mltte

kS-betu

(

~house-the

kli-

ablati.,.,)

he-came

'He cae 1'roa the house t

(4d)

wid! bet.

mitt.

wldl directional)

to(varda) hOWIe-the he-c_
'Jle vas com:Lng to the bouse'

(4e)

lli- ar

(.8llli-!I"ddaV IIIlitta

sala

purpoBhe)

tor-business he-c8lle

'He c _ tor buaine8s'
F1Irthermore,

mBtta-bbSt JIIL:7 also be used in the seDse of' 'be came to his

(own or smaeone else's) detriment' •• proDOa:1nal. use which has no nominal

counterp&rt.
'!'biB leada to the conclusion that surtace compl.tSeDt rel.ations must

be defined in tel'lUl ot two exponents. the adDominal. and the adpronominal

case aarlters.
1.

Sx!!etrical and

correspondences

~tr1cal.

The adPaIIinal compl.emeDt -.rkers are (vith approxiJlate detini tiona,

to be deYe10ped later):
(locative/ill8traeDtsl),
(purposive

'tor'.

-n

k&-

(object, accusative).
(ablative),

topical. 'about,

D.D

wad&

11-

(dative).

b5-

(directional), .ela

the subject of't).

The three spatial

bli- (static), kl- (......,.), &ad wld& (toward) are orten
BuppleM:nted b7 postpoaitiOllB like west 'inside', lay ·top·. tac
'underneath'. atBglb 'near'. etc. tor IIOre specific expression. 3
There are BOJIe other COIIp01mds, k1S- ••• gada) 'with' (comitative).
prepoaitiooa

bi-••• Mkneyat

'because at', etc., but they do DOt concern us here.

The

onJ.7 'Preposition-••• Postposition' combination releTBDt to our topic is

bl-••• lay vb1ch, in addition to its local meaning 'on (the top ot)',
CBD also be used as a topical

(.

58111 2 )

uad as a benedictive (see

3In Addis Ababa colloquial, the atatic and directional locative pre-

nxea ( b1l- &ad wldl ) are ""at often replaced by the prepoBi tion
e- ••• As ill all ita uses ... alternate. with one of' the prepositions
above, uad in no case ia it the onl7 prepoaition to use, I omit a- from
this discUS8ioll. The Addia Ababa colloquial. turtber \Wea the poatpoal tiOD
ga in the a . . aeue as IItlglb.
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below) •

We are also excluding prepos! tiODB vi th very clear and concrete

ends

meaning 1.1k.e

'like. as' which bave no suf'fix-pronominal counter-

part.
i'he BUtt1x pronouns be10ng to three Bets:

caJ.l.y related tc

b&-

0 (object) I B (etymo1ogi-

). and L (etymo1ogicaJ.1y related tc

The

15-) •

following graph (Table 1.) sums up the possible combinations ot adnominal.
and adpronominal case markers on the basis of Hetzron [1966] (Which cites
II&D7 more examples). vi th same further data.

III in either col.\DIIl indicates

that the complement in question can appear only under the other category.
i.e. " in the f'irst column marks a compl.ement which can on.ly be pronominal.
BDd in the second a complement which appears only as a noun, never as a

surtix pronoun. It
Various combinations of 1 adnominal cases + zero and 3 adpronDminal
cases + zero (8 va. 1+) make up 20 surf'ace complement types actuall.y' used

in Amharic.

The

-n/O, 15/L

and

b&-/B

correspondences have been call.ed,

with some historical bias. sYD!D!trlcal, and the reat &BY!!!!etrical..

have a speCial. status.

Des-

-nIB. IS-/B and bH- ••• lay/l

criptively speaking, the combinations

Whereas in the other cases there might be (1) a

nomnal comp1ement onl.y (except

when

III). (2) a pronomina1 complement

onl.y (except when .. ). or (3) a nominal complement vi th a resumptive pronominal coaplement (e. g.

to=the-rnan 1-8nS,,"8 red=to-h i m [see Getatachev

[1910] tor the function ot this construction] ), these three can only
appear in the last two configurations, either as a pronominal complement
(in which case

(5)

-nIB

cannot be distingW.shed tram

bi-/B

). e.g.:

yah sera bezu glze wHssiidi-bbiit
this work much time took,=in-him
'This work took him a 10ng time'

or both

&

DOIII1Dal

complement and a reslDllpti ve pronoUD:

ItIDdepeD.deDt proDOlDlS behave like nouns. They can have adDominal
cue..-rkera. 111 the follov1ns. I aball. use the tem pronoun with ref'erence to proncnm 8Utt1:uS oaly. This is vell justified, because the re.~1... [Getatchev 1910) ....d rel.aU... [Betsron l.966,83-4] tlmction" or
proDO_ c .... be naJ.tilled by .urn",," only, e.g.
III-zzlh slw dllllIshulilt to-thiS.aD I-aDBftredato-hla. I I replied to this ma.n I, resUllpti ve;
yl.1 Ilshu-1 lit slw that-I-anaverect-to-hia man, 'the MIl to vhoD. I answered'. relatiYe. In these cues, II-(e)ssu to:-=be with the independent pronoun ellll never be used.
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PRONOMINAL

NOMINAL

lli- ...,._...::..._ _-",-_--?'L_ _ _---,oL_ _ _~====='~

babli- ••• Iay

salo

..c.'--_________________

Ta.ble 1

...

..:=:::::~

B
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(6)

yah sara IS-zzi h saw bazu gi ze wass;da-bbSt

tbis work to=this man much time took:.in-him
'This work took this man a long time'
but never wi tb a nominal complement only:
(7)

*yah sara IS-zzih saw bazu gl ze wSssi5da

'This work took this man a long time'
Here is a breakdown of the meanings of the various combinations in
Table 1., arranged according to the first (nomina.l) column.

This is only

a provisional. presentation of the surface-situation with approximative
semantic interpretation, meant to serve as raw material for the subsequent analysis.
&.

tLQ..

In Amharic possession is expressed by means of the verb

alia

'there is'. with a peculiar type of construction:
(8a)

(yah saw)

mS~haf

al ni-w

(this man) book there-is=him

'(This man)/lle has a book'
(Bb)

(yah saw)

ma!lhafocc allu-t

(this man) books there-are=him
'(This ma.n)/He has books'
(Bc)

(annSzzih sawoec)

ma~haf

all-aceaw

(these men) book there-is=them
'(These people)/They have a book'
(Sd)

(annSzzih sawocc) mS~hafoec allu-accaw

(these men) books there-are=them
,( These people) /They have books'
The agreement with the verb shows that the surface subject of the sentence
is the element possessed.

The possessors are absolutely UIlInarked, they

are in fact in extraposition.~ i.e. not integrated. syntactically into the
:,Also called 'introductory nominative'. The term already used for
this phenomenon in generative gr8llllD8l" is 'dislocation';

306

sentence [Dawkins 1960:54].

At the end of the verb, there is an a type

pronoUD suffix in agreement with the extraposed noun.

The sentence is

correct vi tbout an e:r:pl.ici t e.x.traposed noun, but Dot without the pronoun.

!t!.

b.

'l'he AJIIharic expression f'or necessitative 'must' is similar.

The person or object under obligation may only appear 1n extraposition,
outside the S proper. and the same verb

a J 111

is tollowed by a B pro-

noun suffix 1n agreement vi th the extraposed noun, vi th a verbal. nolUl
as the subject:
(yah saw) mihed alla-bb5t

(9&)

(this man) going there-is=in=him

'(This man)/He has to got
(9b)

(annazzlh sawocc) mahed alla-bbaccaw

(these men) going there-is=in-them
'(These meal/They have to go'
II/B can also be used to indicate that the action or event mentioned

18 detrimental. to someone, e.g.:
and 18g be?ar sabb5ra-bban~

(10)

ODe boy pen broke=in-me
I

A boy broke a pen to my detriment 1

It the perSOD to whose detriment the action takes place is not clear from
the context, the only Y8¥ to mention him is by using extraposition:
(il)

yah s8w, and lag ba1ar sabb&rll-bbHt

'This man, a boy broke a pen to his detriment'
In practice, however, the person the dua&e is done to is often the owner
o~

the object broken, as in:

(12)

and lag yilzzlh-an saw ba1ar s8bb8r5-bbat

'A boy broke this man' 8 pen to his [the man's] detriment'
c.

:E./E..

au:t1'1x is

This i8 the usual. case-marking ~or an object.
-n

after

de~inite

zero after indefinite noUDS.
case in general.

or generic nouns
I am using

-n

.,,~~

object

[A~evork. .L~5:29l],

and

as a symbol for the object

-n/O 1s one o~ the three symmetrical correspondences.
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=!!l!.

d.

This asymmetrical correspondence freely alternates with the

symmetrical

ba-( ••• lay)!B

euphonic f'unction.
tion is possible.

-nIB

in many verbs with a clearly styl.!sticis preferred to

presence of a resumptive pronoun
and later in

-bb-

bS-/B

whenever the alterna.-

There are two conditions for the alternation:
B

(the abundance of [b]'S in

the
ba-

is thus avoided by replacing the first one with

-n).

and that the compl.ement must be an organic t not onl.y incidental, part
of' the content of the verb.
(13)

sawocc:u

Thus, in:

ba-agziabher yalTl1allu

the-men in=God believe
'The people believe in God I

bS(l.~)

~ not be replaced by

-n.

The sentence

sawoccu bS-agziabher yamnu-bba't-all
••• they-bel.ievellin_him=Aux

'The people believe in God'
however. freely alternates vi th;
(15)

sawoccu

agzlabher-an yamnu-bbSt-all

'The people believe in God'
as there is a resumptive pronoun.

As far as the 'organicity' of the

complement is concerned, in:

(16)

ba-milkinaw miI!!acc-bbiit
in-the-car she-came=in-it
'She came with the car'

the instrumental.

ot

aD.

verb 'come'.

(11)

bS-

cannot be replaced by

-n

because the presence

instrument does not necessarily follow from the content of the
On the other hand, beside:

bii-milkinaw tll!liqqlimku-bbiit
in-the-car I-used=in-i t
'I used the car'

it is possible to say:
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(lS)

mlIklnaw-n t&!Sqqim.u-bb6t

the-car=Acc,

I-used~ln-l

t

'I used the car'
since the verb 'use' implies an instrumental (in the instrumental/locative case).6

e.

l!:L.2..

Dative, i.e. trans:fer of" an entity to someone. is usuall.y

e:z:pressed by IS./O, for instance with verbs like 'Sive'. 'lend', etc.
The only notabl.e exception I know of" is the verb

quires, for the bu;rer, ni-/L.

5atH

I

sell' which re-

The explanation f'or this apparent discre-

pancy might be that selling implies primarily transf'er of' rights and

not necessaril.y handing an object over to another person.
In intransitive verbs such as 'to be enough' (baqqa), 'to be
necessary' (asfallagS), 'to seem' (massaIS), etc. the entity "for

which 'it 1s enough', atc. vill have also 15-/0 [Armbruster 1908:i61.c].
The term.

I

experiencer' is proper for this subcategory.

A special case

of" experiencer is the 'agent' of the passive forma of verbs 01" cognition,
perception, 'to be known to' (and not 'by' even in EngJ.ish), 'to be
seen/visible to'. etc.

The corresponding causatives also have la-/O

tor the one who is subjected to the experience such as 'to show to', 'to
let sCIlIeone know' [Polotsky 1960:120].

t.

.!!::L!:..

This combination is used in the sense of 'to the benefit of'

(benetactive), or 'to the intention of' (destinative).
to be handed over is sent, IS-/L mark the addressee.

a permission (fiqq5da

'allow') or the person replied to (mi§ I lisa

'IIDSVer) are also in the 15-/L case.
vhen

1m

When something
The beneficiary of

This combination is further used

action is performed on a component of the entity represented by

the cOllpl.ement, as in:
6For other eDIR;'Iles 01' euphonic -n , see Polotsky" [1966:243 tn. 3].
n.ere, yohannes-en ••• yiinrnl,efe-bbat!aiw meaDS 'who writes ••• ::OOut King
JobD', the -n indicates that B is not used in the detrimental sense
'acainat'. For the concept 01' orgBllic VB. inorganic complment, see
Za1li& [196T:10Saq.1 and here [rna. 26 and 291.
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yoh.nnes IlI-kllbbadB teferu-n qorrStll-l1 at

(19)

John to-Kebbede his-fingernail-Ace. cut=to-him
'John cut Kebbedels fingernails'
Furthermore,lii-/O may- be used in the purposive sense 'tor' in tree alter-

nation with sale-/L.

.!.!:L.§..

g.

This combination is used tor an addressee who gets a message

(and not an object sent) or something that be does not have to handJ.e

[Hetzron 1.966:93].

Another case involves the 'effectual'. i.e •• an

entity that sutters the effects and consequences of the action or event.
FinaJ.l.y, IS-/B is used tor the purposive 'tor' in free alternation with

saIS/B.

For tbe distinction between

~.

h.

sanVL

and

sala/B

see t. below.

This is reserved to the agent of the passive, e.g.:

yuh be'Jar bS-sawlyyaw tasabbara

(20)

this pen loathe-mao was-broken
'This pen vas broken by the man I
It is remarkable that the agent of the passive cannot be pronominal.
The is no 'by him', nor, in relative constructions, 'by whom'.

As the

corresponding active forms can express practic&lJ.y the same thing, such
a b10clt on the agent creates no problem.
i.

!!!:L2..

This is the case ot what I called [Hetzron 1963] the

'mediator' in a factitive 7 construction.

to perform

an action'.

The pattern is 'X causes Y

If Y is actively involved in the action, it

rill appear in the accusative.

It, on the other band, Y is a mere

lnstrtment in the hands of X, it will take the preposition

bS-.

The

latter cBDDOt, however, be assimilated to the instrumental (bS-/B) because its pronoainal renection, like that of' the other type of' mediator
is

o.

1FillJaore [1968: 25] misuses tbe term. • tacti t i ve' tor 'tactive' • In
the accepted terminology. 'f'active I is tbe case of' 'beins/becoming such I
whereas 'f'ac'titlve' 1s a type ot causative.

,
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". ~. The symmetrical correspondence bH-/B is used in the very
general sense of locative (also when b8- 1s supplemented by l.ocatl ve
postpositiona), and in the instrumental (where
by the postposltlons

••• &9

Temporal complements are also in
etc. have
k.

bH-/B.

may be supplemented

'intermediary').

Verbs like 'be1.ieve in'. 'envy',

tor the entity trusted or envied.

b&-/B

bS- ••• lay/L.

b&-

'hand', ••• slIIMkkayannS+

Cf'. d. above.

This is the benedictive sense, for the entity on which

something is imposed by a higher authority in a beneficial manner [Hetzron
1966:92 (d) for examples].
stand alone.

1.

In this case, the nominal complement cannot

It must be f'olloved by a resumptive pronoun

bH- ... lay/B.

This use is equivalent to the topical

L.

saI5/B, i t refers

to the topic of conversation, discussion, subject of agreement etc.

can be replaced by

a.

~.

It

-nIB, see d .. above.

Used as agent of' passive vhen it can be interpreted as the

origin ot the entity designated by the subject, either because it 'emanated' from him being his creation (as in

kS-N tSdSrr5s5

'b:y=N vas-writ-

ten', speaking of' a book), or sent out by him (k1S-N tSlaka
sent').
n.

'by=N vas-

As in h. above, this agent cannot appear as a pronoun.

~.

Source of' acquisition is designated by this combination.

Another use is in comparative constructions, the entity against vhich
something is measured has
alternate with

-n/O

kS-/O

'more/less than'.

possible to sfQ':

(21)

k5-seteyyHw. and m1I~h.f gazz.h"
f'rom=tb.e-voman one book I-bought

• I bought a book from the voman I

or vi th resUlllpti ve pronoun:

(22)

••• glIzzah"-.t
boughtSlher

but

onl¥

Both uses

when there is a resumptive pronoun.

ot ka-/O

It is thus

3J.3

seteyyHwa-n and rnSlihaf g5zzahW_at

(23)

the-woman=Acc. one book I-bought=her
I

I bought a book 'trom the woman I

and never
(24)

••• gazzah"

when the source of acquisition (here 'the woman') has the object ending

-no
~.

o.

This marks the entity from which a component has been or is

extracted, e.g.:
(25)

qabatu y6tSgSffllf1l-IIBt wBtBt
the-butter that-was-removed=to-i t milk
'the milk f'rom which the cream was extracted' (:I'skim-milk)

and (lb)-(2b') above.
~.

p.

This is the ablative case, the place f'rom which someone or

something is moving away. origin. etc.

It

~

sometimes indicate the

pl.ace approached, but also implying that the approach is completed.
Sometimes it is used as a plain locative.

These uses of

kS-

wi1.1 be

deal.t with in 3 • .1. belovo

q.

~.

This marks the person approached.

r.

~.

This indicates the pJ.ace approached.

The use of

wid!

does

Dot necessarily imply comp1etion of' the approach. it may also be 'towards'.

The translative 'to transform into' is also rendered by this combination.
wldl,

with no clear pronominal counterpart. is also used in the sense at

'approximately'.

This is nevertheless no instance 01' w8d8/fi.

In tact,

in .Amharic there is no clearcut VB¥ to distinguish between 'the time at
which' and 'the time about which'.
8.

!.!!!lb..

ott.
t.

This is the purposive 'for', also in the sense of 'instead

It can be analyzed only in comparison with setS/B, see t., belove
seUi(8 (purposive).

or event, the causal.

When

&

preexisting situation occasions an action

bl- ••• mekneyat

is used.

When the action is per-

tormed tor a not yet existing, tuture cause, one uses the purposive

11-
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or

s81S

[Dawkins 1960:114, f'rl. 5].

The pronominal counterpart is

L

when the action is profitable to the person or cause (I for the sake of'.

'for' ):
(s.'I"'wSnde""," motS-II;;t

(26)
1

he died for his brother'

or:
s81S agSru mot"'llat

(27)

'be died :for his country'

(s.'I .... bb.tu m&!!.-II;;t

(28)

'he came ror his father' (to help him or to replace him)
These are three instances of resUDlptive pronolUl.
of profit involved,

When there is DO idea

B is the adpronominal purposive:

(se)lil-gudd.yu m&tta-bb.t

(29)

for=the-business he-came=in-i t
'He came for the business'
u.

sell/S

5el5
v.

(topical).

In free variation with

ba-••• lay

(1.. above),

can be used as a topical.

~.

There exists a certain amount of optionallty in the

Amharic verbal government system when the complement relation may be

interpreted in different manners.

For instance, with the verb

'to nee', either the accusative case or
pronominal re.fl.ection).

kii-

slissa

are possible (with 0 as

This means that the idea or 'away from' inherent

to the verb lII8.Y be used by" the case-marking rule alternatively to the
object case (which has an application analogical to the object case of
'to leave').

Sending a letter may have

w5dS

or

15-

(but always

L)

because either the idea ot approach or that or destination may be
pick.ed up by the cage rule.
val -'Y be marked by

kl-

With

di!ir"rSsa

'arrive'. the place of a.rri-

tor completed approach, or by

wada

for

approach in general, since completion is implied by the verb anyhow. 8
BIn the Addis Ababa colloquial, only e- (tn. 3) is used with

diirrasa.
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Let us consider the following quasi-paraphrase relation.

gIl IS,S

'to reveal, explain' governs

whereas

nSggSrS

'to say' has

Hi-fl.

Ui-/L

The verb

for the interlocutor,

Now, in:

IS-zzlh soweyye endUzzlh belo gSI15~5-115t/n5gg.r5-w

(30)

to=this man tbus saying be-explained=to-him/he-told=him
IRe expl.a1ned to/told this man as follows'
either verb can be used with little difference in meaning.
g5 II S,S

However,

clearly implies 'revealing something for the other person I s

benefit' or 'put knowledge at someone else's disposal', whereas

nSgg5rS

is a neutral verb of communication, implying mere transmission of message.
Hence the difference in agreement.
Similarly, we can compare:

(31)

and leba ginz5b sSrr8qS-w
one thief' money stolelllhim
'A thief' stol.e money from him'

and its apparent paraphrase:
(32)

and leba gUnz5b wass5d5-bbllt

one thief money took-avay-in-bim
I

A thief took. money trom him'

The second sentence most probably refers to a theft, but not necessarily
so.

The thief might have taken the IDDney quite 'unprofessionally', as

a l.egi timate act by a man who also happens to be a thief.
Amharic has instances of lexical verbs which have different interpretations according to the comp1.ement they govern.
tismamna
sSmma
in

Such a case is

which is an intransitive-reciprocal derivative of' the verb

'to hear, understand' which is also used, with the 'experiencer'

li-/O, meaning 'to feel'.

Ito agree upon'; with

IS-/O

With

b5- ••• lay/B

or

5al8/8

it means

it is 'to fit, be convenient for'.

When

it means 'agree'. the persons agreeing are either plural subjects or
subject and comitative, and they 'understand' each other concerning a
topic.

In the case of' 'fit'. the 'understanding' is unilateral; the

(usually noDhUIIIIID) subject 18 compatible vi th the (usualI)' hUlll&ll)
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exper1encer, but the experiencer has no ef'f'ect on the subject, hence

11-/0.
2.

The Orif51D of the &8lJ1!11!!tr1eal correspondences.
One JIIQ' wonder how such a complex system. has come about.

If' a un! t

1s compo8ed of' two classes of' variables, the first class containing 8
members and the second 4 (including .). we can end up vi th 32 compound
units.

The ecoDom;y is obvious.

The system. described in Tabl.e 1 makes

use at 20 of' theBe 32 possibilities.

Nevertheless, it vou1d be absolute-

ly wrong to think that the system vas created through a random grouping

of' the elements together in every possible combination, so as to obtain
maximum use out of the atomic components.

Let us first take a look at

the diachrony. that is, how this state of' af'1'airs may have been created
in the history of Ethiopic.

The first step must have been the blocking of free pronominalization,

'b7 enclit!cizing the three sets of pronouns 0, B and
morphologl.cal arrangement.

L in a strict

This created a discrepancy between adnominal

(quantitatively free) and adpronominal (three'fold only) case-marking.
However, such a blocking is conceivable in a situation where the idea of
asymmetrical correspondences can rely on some precedent.
There are two natural sources for the creation of' asymmetrical
correspondences, one involving a language universal. the other a general
f'act in Semitic.
In several unrelated languages one finds that part of the dative
complements may, in certain conditions, assume the same shape of a
I

direct I object.

(33)

For instance, in English:

I gave a book to the boy

can be paraphrased by':
(34)

I g<lve the boy a book

where the dative coapleaent, brought directly next to the verb, has no
explicit case marker on the surface.
nesian has the same phenomenon:
lated into it as:

It is quite impressive that Indo-

the above two sentences can be trans-

ll7

saye marrberlkan buku kepeda enak Itu

(35)

'I save a book to the boy'

and
(36)

save mamberlkan an8k Itu buku
I

I gave the boy a book'

respect! vely.

necessary as

In the latter. the dative preposi tien

anak Itu

kepada

is no more

'boy that' has been brought next to the verb.

I

have the impression that the admissibil.ity at 0 suffixes in Amharic tor
pronominal counterparts of

IS-complements (dati ve-experiencer) also

obeys the same general tendency. 9

It can be proved that this 0 sufl"ix

is tormally different 'from the 0 suf'fix denoting regular accusative

objects.

In Amharic, a verb can admit one pronominal su:ffix only.

there shoul.d be two, one of' them is omitted [Hetzron 1966:95-6].

If
There

is no cl.earcut hierarchy' of proncnms determining which suffix can be
deleted in favor of another.

Two things can be establ.iahed with certainty:

first and second person suffixes have priority over third person ones.

and an 0 suffix corresponding to

-n

occupies the J.ovest position and

yiel.ds to all the other auffixes [Polotsky'1960:l.20].

to

18-

IIUQ'

An 0 corresponding

drive out an accusative 0 (but never vice-versa), since it

has the same f'ooting as

B a.nd

L in the omission rul.es.

The other source of' asymmetrical correspondences is the adoption of'
the preposition

kS-

'from'

a borrowing from Cushi tic.
ative

ka

into South-Ethiopic.
Somali has

ka

Most probably it is

'f'rOlll' and Bedauye a compar-

'more than' (which is elsewhere expressed by the same marker

9Geez has, beaide the accusative in -5. an 'analytic' way to express object relation: re?eyS ba'1es8 'he saw the man.' with the accusative ending (-I + -B = -e), VB. ro?eyo I S-be?es I literall.y' 'he-saw-him
to-man'. with obligatory presence of' an object pronoUD and a dative prefix betore the noun (see Schneider 1959]. In Geez, both CODstructions
render the same case relation. In Amharic. 18-/0 is used in a sense
ditterent trom both -n/O and 15-/L, and there is no obl.igatory resumption as in Geez.
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experiencer, but the experlencer has no effect on the subject, hence

11-/0.
2.

The crislo of the aBY!IIIII!trlcal correspondences.
One ~ wonder how such a complex system has come about.

It a. unit

18 composed of' two cl.asaea of' variables, the first clas8 containing 8

members and the second 4 (including
units.

The economy 18 obvious.

II),

we can end up with 32 compound

The system described in Tabl.e 1 makes

use of 20 of' these 32 possibilities.

Nevertheless, it would be absolute-

ly wrong to think that the system was created through a random grouping

ot the elements together in every possible combination, so as to obtain
maximum use out ot the atomic components.

Let us first take a look at

the diachrony, that is, lww this state of' af't"airs may have been created

in the history of Ethiopic.
The first step must have been the blocking of free pronominalization,
by' encliticizing the three sets of' pronouns

morphol.ogical arrangement.

0, B and

L

in a strict

This created a discrepancy between adnominal

(quantitativel.y 1"ree) and adpronominal (threefol.d only) case-marking.
However, such a blocking is conceivable in a situation where the idea of
asyDDetrical. correspondences can rely on some precedent.
There are two natural sources tor the creation of asymmetrical
correspondences, one involving a language universal, the other a general
tact in Semitic.
In several unrelated languages one finds that part of the dative
compl.e.ents IIIILY', in certain conditions, assume the same shape of a
'direct' object.
(33)

For inst&l1ce, in English:

I gave • book to tho boy

CaD be paraphrased by:

(311)

I gave tho boy • book

where the dative cOliplereent, brought directly next to the verb, haa no
explicit cue marker on the surtace.
Desian has the Bame phenomenon,
lated into it lUI:

It ill quite iapresa1ve that Indo-

the above two sentences can be trans_

vi th the same category ot complement actually represents two independent

features the addi tiOD of which makes up the complement relation.
Let us review the morphemes involved and see whether they each can
be attributed a meaning independently of what their counterpart

~

be

in a [ -a. pronoun) context.
a.

Sub3ect:

participator.

In Amharic, the category of subject may also be defined in semantic
terms .12

We can call ita participator in that it takes part in the

action or activity, either by triggering it. or by performing it, or else
by actively reacting to it.

The last sense is necessary Tor verbs like

'fall' (wSddSqS) where the falling may have been caused, triggered by a
f'actor distant from the subject, but the person who falls assumes a f'alling position, his muscles performing instinctive movements attempting to
regain balance.

Likewise, a f'alling object is changing posture (e.g.

is turning) during its descent.

We sha1.l see that the object does not

'participate' in the activity in the same sense as the subject; it is
rather subjected to it, transformed by it, etc.

Thus, the subject must

assume a somewhat superior position, preserve some degree of independence
of' its own with relation to the action of the verb.
Amharic has no instances of 'nominative of patient' where the subject
does not participate in the action at all.

The verb

tiiqHbbSlli

whicb

is sometimes translated by 'receive' is in fact 'accept', i.e. reacting

positively to tbe act of' giving.

'He received a prize, but did not

accept 1t' can be idiomatically rendered in Amharic by
(31)

y&t65.!!5-w-n •• II .... t alt5qabbala-w-m

'he did not accept the prize that was given to bim'

or by
12Against Fillmore [1968:1 T], but also against the concept or
'sub.1ect-ot' [Chomsky 1965:68sq.) as a mere grammatical f'\mction.
TheBe approaches may' have some justification for English and other
languages, but should not be part of' general gr8.1lllll&l'.
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as the &blat!ve) .10

Even though an ablat! ve preposition

mn

is well

attested in tIl8DY Semitic languages, the use of the locative-instrumental
also as an ablative 1a a well-known phenomenon in Semitic (Akkadian
Upritic

b-, and, in the Ethiopian domain, Hararl

-be).

that the original &b1at! ve preposition vas in Proto-Amharic

pronominal counterpart was naturally

Bt and when

kS-

Cuahi tic, it rep1aced the adnominal ablat! ve use of

Ina,

It is possible

bH-, whose

vas borrowed trom

bS- t but not the

adpronominal one. 11
The 0 pronominalization of

IS-complements vas probably not strong

enough to trigger the development of an asymmetrical system like the
one in Amharic, since the a suffiXes representing

la-

have maintained

some independence from the 0 standing for the accusative.
adoption of'

kS-

However. the

for nouns, together with the maintenance of the older

B prODO'UD. Buffixes I was a very good precedent for asymmetry, and the
language started taking advantage of this possibility.

3D

The meaning of Amharic cases.
As pointed out above, it is improbable that Amharic merely took ad-

vantage of the liberty of coupling adnominal and adpronominal. casemarkers at random in order to obtain a maximum number of composite units.
It is easy to perceive that most uses of

ka-,

whatever their pronominal

counterpart, have something in common, they all indicate origin (esp.
the sentences of (1) and (2)).
(benedictive), it is obvious that

Similarly, in the combination

bS- ••• lay/L

L has a meaning of its own, indica-

ting that the action or event coming from above is beneficial to the
patient, .. meaning 'to the benefit of' which it shares with its use as
a counterpar of

IS-

counterparts or

(sa)

in symmetrical correspondences.
U;

(purposive) and

their common denominators.
Q'stem

wSdS

The

L

and

B

(directional) also have

This suggests that the dua.l. case-marking

ot Amharic is after all an atomic system; each morph, preposition

or conjugated surtix. has its own meaning.

The combination of two cases

lOUl.timately, this ka may be related to the Semitic k- 'like as'
but I find it unlikely that .Amharic kH- be directly descended from'it. '
llLet us note that kH- alternates with tH- in AmhariC, the latter
form. being the only one used in the Gurage languages. The alternation
k ... t is well-known in Cushitic.
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used.
When there is

DO

conceivable or recognizable participator usocia-

table with tbe content of the verb, it will appear subjectl.ess.
tbe case for 'having pain' in general.

Such is

'I have a heacJache I is rendered

by

(44)

rase-n yaormll-nn-al I
m;r-bead=Acc. i t-hurts=mesAux
• I have a headache I

where the persOD in pain is only indicated by a possessive on the part

ot the body and

by an 0 suffix on the verb.

The person in pain cannot,

in this case, appear as a noun within the sentence, - i t can only be
mentioned in an extraposi tioD:
(45)

kSbb5d5, rasu-n yarnrnS-w-all
Kebbede, his-head=Acc. it-hurts=him=Aux
'Kebbede has a headache I

This shovs that, curiously enough. the Butfering person can become an
object only if a participator-subject is mentioned.
There are verbs which can hardly be associated with any subject.
The verbs

rabS

Ito be hungry',

!lhrma

'to be thirsty' are Buch.

They

appear in subjeetles6 constructions, the hungry or thirsty person being
expressed by an 0 pronoun or, if a noun is necessary, in extraposltion:

kSbb8dH,

rabli-w/!5mma-w

fKebbede, i t-hungered"'him/i t-made-thirsty=hlmf .13

I8 addition to participatorship, a subject must be specified f'or
[~villf'ulness].

In many eases, the distinction between the two values

is not expressed on the surf'ace, but it is necessary to take care of'
sentences like:
1 ~ntually. one may use the f'orm w3ha tsmma-w 'vater made-thirsty=
him I. but w5ha is an entirely empty element, it cannot be replaced by
the name of any other drink. or even vi th another general term. like
IIIIIt5tt 'drink.' • At the first glllDce. this wSha looks like a cognate
subject, but DIOst probably it is a cognate instrumental. For generic
instruments with no case-marker preceding the verb, see Hetzron [1963:

432-31 and Po1otBky [1966:246-71.
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(38)

Sall .... t ag&fito 8It&q&bb&IB-w-m

'ha;ring found [ - come across] a prize, he did not accept it'
On the other band,

(39)

yltlqlbb&ll-w-n sallemot alt&llagl-w-m

does not mean 'he did not want the prize he received I. but 'be did not
WIlDt [anymore] the prize he bad accepted'. i.e. first active acceptance,

then change of mind.

The one to whom something happens cannot be a subject, unless reaction to the happening is implied.
wSddSqa

(40)

The one who falls is the subject of'

'fall' tor the reasons suggested above.

It is possible to say:

slwlyySw t&ns&ratt&t&
'the man slid'

tor tbe same reasoDS.

However, for 'the man sl.ipped', i.e. l.ost footing,

exprea.log onl.y tbe 1088 of' control and Dot the person's reaction to it,
'the lII8D 1 will be an object, and the eventual subject (not necessarily
selected) the thing which causes the slip:

(4~)

(~aqaw) kIIbbBdl-n ammw.II!~I-w/addaIIBtB-w
'(the mud) made Kebbede slip'

or likewise
(42)

kibbidii-n dangay addanaqqafi-w
I

a stone made Kebbede stumble'

The mere expression 'Kebbede slipped' will thus be an 'Object-Verb' con-

struction with no subject.

For 'having pain', when the cause of the

pain CBD be shown, the cause will be the subject, both the person pained
and his organ in pain will be objects. and there is an obligatory resumptive pronoun referring to the person [Getatchev 1970:example (178)]:

(43)

tlggu

almaz-en raswa-n alTll'l.at

the-mead Allaaz=Acc. her-head=Acc. pained-her
'The mead gave AlJaaz a headache'

When the cause ot the pain 1s not mentioned, another construction 1s
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form (in tS-), pus! ve constructions, always without an agent, are replaced by the sD-called impersonal torm16 in which the original object
remains an object, but the use corresponds to that of the passive in
Amharic. 17

The impersonal is used not only when the subject is unknown

or UDspecifiab1.e, but also when the participator which could be a subject is known but not mentioned for stylistic reasons.

Lea1.au [1967:1151]

adduces the Chaha (Western Gurage) exampl.e:

(47)

w5he warlm baram tigS8a
vell one-spent-the-night-(?) he-add-and when-he-entered
'when be entered saying "did one spent the night wel!?" •

Here a person is addressed. and the 'literal' trans1.ation ' , 2 spent the
night' is very awkward, as it unquestiona.bly stands for 'you spent the
night'.

However, it we render it by an English passive 'how vas the

night spent?'. we have the stylistic equivalent of the Chaha phrase.
The impersonal by no means expresses generality of the subject, like
English 'one', but is

&

Yay of forming passives without making the orig-

inal object into a subject, which voul.d violate the semantic definition
o~

the subject.

Thus, the data from related Northern and Western Gurage

languages (whose case-system can be for..lized along the same lines

&8

Amharic) suggest that Amharic does exhibit an instance of arbitrary,
nonsemantic use of a case.
Another case in point is the verb
formative

tS-

(t-

before vowel) and

tazzSzS, composed of the passive
8ZZSZ1i

'give order'.

tion to its being a transformationally' obtained passive of
be given order(s)', it can also render English 'obey'.

In addi-

8ZZSZS, 'to

The difference

between the two senses Is that the first has a semantically UJUIK)tivated
subject (a former object), while in the second, the introduction of the
normal. subject ~eature [partiCipator] maltes it 'obey'.

Obeying is be-

coming an active participator as a result of having been given an order.
1bIt comes from. the old third person pl.ural f'orms, 'they ••• '. There
Somali has a pasai ve der! vati ve which is used independently of the imperaonal, a morphological.ly active ~orm having 88 ita subject the impersonal pronoun La.
is also CUahitic inspiration behind this development.

17Italilll1 has similar f'orJllB. see Jespersen [1924:161].
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(46)

sllwayyllw be?er sSbbHr.

'the man broke a pen'
as referring to either inadvertent or intentional breaking. lit

Such a

distinction is expressed by tbe verb on the surface in the case of

wafii'il

'sv1m' [+v111tul] va.

tinsaffSfS

'f'loat' [-willful1.

This tea-

ture can also take care of' the distinction between tact! ti ve and permissive (Ito cause to do' VB. 'to let to do', ct. Hetzron [1963:436-8) ):
Inanimate subjects are necessarily [_willful].
A weak point in the definition of' the subject is the passive con-

struction.

The subject

ot the passive is the same as the object of' the

corresponding active verb.

It seems that there is no reason to cl.aim

that the semantic information contained in an active verb is in any way
dif'f'erent from. that of' its passive counterpart.

The only diff'erence lies

in the orientation, in the fact that in an act! ve verb the object can
often be omitted as being irrelevant for the cOllllllllD.ication, whereas a
subject can be omitted more easily in a passivi zed f'orm where the grammatical. subject is the object, and the f'ormer subject, the agent complement, is omissible.

otherwise, the semantic components of both the

actiTe and tbe passive :forms of the same verb, e.g.
tSbSlla

'to be eaten' seem to be exactly the same. 1S

balla

'to eat' and

The only solution

to this problem is to assume. that the passive constructions are trans_

:forms ot the act! ve ones, thus the semantic definition is not necessary
:for such secondary con1'1guratioDs.

Here Amharic has adopted an instance

ot arbitrary case-marking.
This assumption is supported by comparat1ve data.

In other South-

Ethiop1c languages, namely in Northern and Western Gurage, even though
these languages do possess a passive derivative related to tbe tuDbaric
l&tTo make this diatinction explicit, after the subject sayawq
'without knowing' l 'un1ntentional.l.y') or awqo 'knowing' ('on purpose')
can be respect! vely inserted.

l~is confirms Martinet's reasoning [1965:216-7) according to which
a BTBtem wbere a predicate needs no subject (Basque in his study, but
this is also true in a way for Amharic), but has complements only, should
bave no 'voice' (active VB. passive). Amharic inherited voice from its
Semi tic ancestry, but it looks somewhat out of place in its present complement syatem..
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It primarily indicates the success of the action whether actually
It rea.l.ly means 'the key is tit

happening or potenti&l.ly conceived.

to open the door'. that the given key is the proper instrument -ror

performing the action independently

or who

would turn it.

It is thus

a participator in the potential opening. as it makes it possible. but

an instrument of the real. opening.
Let us consider the following :four sentences:
(54&) The door opened

(54b) The janiTor opened the door
(54c) The Janitor opened the door with this key
(54d) Th I 5 key opened the door

l'iJ.l.nx)re [1968:27] attempts to give a unified representation of the uses
of"

open

in all the four cases through the '.frame feature' +[ _ _01>-

.1eetl ve, (Agenti ve), (Instrumental)].

This representation may describe

the surface verbal word [open], but nothing else. 18 A theory which
claims to be universal should recognize that in (54.) and (54b) there
is derivational syncretism, such as
fell.

drop/drop

In AmhariC, the verb of (54.) is

and (54b)

kSffS115.

synonymous with

fall/

tSkSffStS, a passive stem,

Someone with an Anglocentric viewpoint may cl.aim

that in the cases wbere there exist different verbal stems, the selection of the lexical item depends on the presence/absence of an agent,
thus

open

is the typiCal case, not

not work in reality.

fa II/ fe II.

This, however. would

Sentence (54b) above entails (54a), but (54a)

presupposes no human agency (onl.y tolerates it), consequently they
refer to different events.

Their relation can be compared to the case

of 'receiving' which presupposes 'giving', but 'giving' does not entail 'receiving' because non-acceptance is also a possibility.

Further-

more, Fillmore seems to imply that (54.) is constructed because no
IBIn tact, combining the surface verb with deep case categories in
the same formula constitutes a dangerous mixing of levels. A verb like
English deliver could, by the same technique, be represented as +[ _ _
Agentive, Objective «AblativeITerminal» ] containing both the meaning
'set tree, save' and 'carry goods to destination'.
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As I &1ao intend to deal. with more universal implications of the

Amharic case-system, I would l.ike to make one more point.

Amharic.

like English, bas constructions like:
(~8)

sllwoyy&w b&rru-n bS-qullu kliflSt.
'the

Dl8I1

opened the door with the key'

VB.

(~9)

qullu blkru-n kSffStll
'the key opened the door'

Fillmore {1968:331 pointed out that if, in his system. no Agentive is
present, Instrumentals (here 'key') will asS\DDe the fUnction of grammatical subject.

If Instrumentals can become subjects also in Amharic I

the suggestion that the subject has its own semantic defini tiOD seems

to be wrong.

But it is not.

However attractive Fillmore's proposal

may be, it has to be rejected.

Let us first note that whereas ve have

the pair
(50)

The man cut the painting with a knife

(51)

The knl fa cut the painting

(also in Amharic), with an instrumental apparently beComing a subject,
there is

DO

such pair for

(52)

The man painted the picture with a brush

(53)

*The brush painted the picture

We have to make a cl.ear distinction between instruments of creation
and instruments of destruction.

Instruments of creation such as a

brush require constant handl.ing by the agent, hence they cannot become
subjects.

Instruments

01'

destruction only require triggering. then

they may follow their own course in destroying the condemned object,
guided by inertia, gravitation, etc.

Therefore, auch instruments may

be participators in one sense, and it is by virtue of this feature that
they ..,. become subjects when the agent is not mentioned, not just be-

cause they are instrumentals.

key IThe key opened the door
refers to an actual. act

01'

The case of He opened the door with a
is more complicated.

The first sentence

opening, but the second Dot necessarily so.
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dictable courae), Buch .s Ikey' and 'open', or 'glue' and '1II&Ite stick'.
It is poBaible to say
(59)

The Nn opened the door with the key

...d

(60)

The key opened the door

but

(61)

The man opened the door with a chisel

has a non-cognate instrument, hence the impossibility of
(62)

*The ch i sa I opened the door

(2)

Instruments of destruction, where no organized action is

assumed.
(63)

The rnan cut the pIcture with a knife

is acceptable (it may denote either a voluntary or involuntary act),
as well as
(64)

A kni fa cut the picture

(noncommittal as to the presence of' hlllllBn agency in English and potential. In Amharic), but beside
(65)

The _n paInted the picture with a/the brush

a constructive action, there Is DO
(66)

.AlTho brush palntod the picture

88 the brush requires constant manipulation by the artist.

(3)

Inalienable instruments, where an entity perf'orms an action

through one of ita components.
(67)

It is possible to say (a.lso in Amharic)

The man broke the window with his fist

as well as
(68)

The nan's fist broke the window

The two sentences are not equiva.lent because, here agaiD, the latter
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agent happeu to be present in the sentence.
Amharic) distinguishes between

opened.

However, English (but not

The door opened

and

The door was

The first presupposes no agent, whereas the second does. even

though it

1s not mentioned.

I teel that in (54b) and (54c) above the same verb

open

is used

(even though only (54c) implies unlocking, but this is really a con-

sequence of the presence of an instnunent).
and tor Amharic tbe only" _

But the most important -

reading of (54d) contains another

open.

The eX8llpl.e :

He had a key which opened 'the front-gate, bUT he never used It

(55)

clearli means that the key was capable of opening the :front-gate, but

it never became an instrument of opening.
(56)

In Amharic,

qulfu b&rru-n k&ff5t&
• the key opened the door I

unequivoc&l.l.y means 'this key is good for this particular door' and

caanot be used like English

(57)

A key was open I ng the door

¥ben on.ly' the turning key is observed by the story-te1.1.er, and not tile

agent.

In Amharic. even an instrument of destruction may be used as

a subject onl.y in the potential sense.
(58)

The sentence:

.ontlw w&r&q&tu-n qSddSd&

'the knife cut the paper'
bas onl.y one interpretation:

'the knite vas good enough to cut the

paper'.

It appears that there are three types of cases (in English as vell
as, with a potential sense, in Amharic) vhere instruments which occur
as inatJ'UllleDtals vith a given verb may also appear as the subjects of
the SIme aur:tace verb.
(1.)

These are the :tolloving:

Cognate instruments, where the instruments are typically used

:tor tbe perf'on-ace of' what particular act, vi th a predictable course
of' action (such as key turning in the keyhole. to exclude brushes
which might be typical instruJDents of paintins. but :tollov an unpre-
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In order to determine the character of the accusative complement in
Amharic, then, one cannot have recourse to the same cr1 ter!a as for the
other complements.

One may even wonder whether it is definable at all,

or else it is just a matter of arbitrary, idiosyncratic behaviour of
lexical verbs.

It seems to me that there is a possible notational def-

inition tor the object case in Amharic.
Let us try to classif'y the main uses of' the object case in this

language.

The following Bubcategorizat!on is impressionistic; f'Urtber

investigation is necessary to find out whether it is justifiable or
not.

First of' all, there is a category which might be cal.led

figurative.

~

This involves object-entities created, transformed, or

destroyed through the action of a verb.

The other important class is

transf'erentlal. the entity displaced, relocated through the activity
or the verb.

The third major class is attestative, entities attested,

known, perceived, etc. through the action of the verb.

There is

sentimentive, where the object of feelings expressed by the verb is
its grammatical object.

Another case is that of 'leave', 'abandon',

where the subject is moving away and the object stays.

This multipl.e

subcategorization. for whatever it is worth, is rather a reflection of
the semantic verb classes which take objects, and does not characterize the object relation itse1.f.
that unites them..

But now it is euy to see the trait

They all refer to the knowledge or image the speaker

has about the entity in question, its shape, substance and status (transtigurative). its location (transferential), sources of this knowledge
(attestative). feelings about it (sentimentive), etc.

Thus, an object

is defined through its relation to the speaker's knowledge of the

vor1d.
I have interpreted above 'vri ting a letter on a paper' as 'transforming a paper into a letter'.

On the other hand, this could also be

reinterpreted as 'making a letter out of a paper'.

In tact, English

'to present' has on the surface such a dual possibility:

its object

may either be the beneficiary <'to present someone with something') or
the gift (' to present something to someone').

In the face of such con-

tlictins analyses, the object iB selected according to what the speaker
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does not necessarily imply that the man vas the human agent behind 1 t.
The man's fist may have been pushed into the window by someone else.l':f
b. Db lect :

redefinition.

Unl.lke all. tbe otber cases. the object case does not indicate the
nature of the logical relation between verb and complement.
several such relations may exist between verb and object.

In fact,
For instance,

in verbs of utterance and knowledge, the object bas exactly the same
type ot rel.atioD with the verb as a topical complement.

Thus, 'to

know something' expresses haTing knowledge ~ something.

.arkable that in order to be an object there needs to be a
1ation between verb and complement. 20

'To know

.!:2.2!:!l

It is re~

re-

something' ex-

presses knowledge about knowledge about something, an indirect relation.
Similarly, 'touching something' is laying the hand or other part of
the body

3!2!!. something, 'seeing something' quite clearly has a loca-

tive connotation.

In 'writing a letter' we may tind a logical. rela-

tion which is expressed in many languages by the translative case.
namel.y 'writing a letter on paper' as 'making a paper into a letter'.
The locative, instrumental, etc. correspondences ot the accusative in
Hungarian have been the object ot an interesting monograph by J.
Zsilk&, now available in English [1961].
IgAs f'ar as the last type is concerned, it clearly shows tbat Fillmore was wrong in claiming [1966:23] that the incorrectness of -The
air broke the window with a fender VB. the correct The car broke the
window with its fender and The car's fender broke the window can be
explained by assuming that these sentences are 'agentless' and that
the car's fender constitutes the instrument. Above, the man is
clearl.y the agent, yet it is impossible to say in English *The man
broke the window with a fist. This follows from a rule concerning inalienable possessions, which has nothing to do with case status in the
sentence. Hungarian, on the other hand, has no such rule, and Az entler
5k6llel/Bkl&vel betBrte az ablakot
'The man with-fist/with-his_fist
broke-it the vindair-Acc.' is grammatical with or without a possessive.
2°Martinet [1965] de tined the unmarked case of Basque (object, or
subject ot intransitive verbs) as indicating the most direct relation
with the verb. This relation is 'unspecified determination'. independent ot logical relations. This is also true for what I call 'rede:fIni tion'. see below.
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the verb will be its grammatical objeet.
possession that started earlier.

In 'have' one may learn about

In the latter verba. one is not dis-

covering pre-existing facts I but learning about a change of status.
Redefinition is Bubstantial, not merely an improvement or extension of
knowledge.
An apparent contradiction to this principle is the case of our ~
~t

with verbs such as 'like', 'hate't which are stative but still

have an object.

However, feelings are potential, they are not exper-

ienced constantly; they need be remembered in order to be felt.

A state-

ment with the sentimenti ve is bringing forth these feelings, not dis-

covering them.

This is comparable to our attestative type.

Amharic has also instances where the object case alternates for the

same complement with another, relational case.
and the person who is fled
ing (sentimentive), using
parture point. when

ka-

~

'To flee' is

sassa

may either be redefined as fear-inspir-

-n, or merely be designa.ted as a locative deis used.

In the case of sources of acquisi-

tion, beside:
(73)ka-zzicc set lay and rna~haf gazzahw<-at)

f'rom=this woman on one book I-bought(=her)
'I bought a book from this woman'
it is possible to say:
(74}yaheec-an set and m§~haf gazzahW-at

this-Ace. woman •••
'I bought a. book from this woman'
with object suffix and an obligatory 0 resumptive pronoun.

The first

construction (73) describes the woman as the origin of the book, while
the second points out that the woman managed to give the book away, she
does not own it anymore.

ka-

and

-n

further alternate (under the same

conci! tions) in comparative constructions I attached to entity A against
whieh B is measured.

-n

expresses the idea that our image of A has also

changed, as we know how it relates to B (more or less than B in some respect); and

ka-

is the neutral expression of the fact that some attri-
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considera worth redefining.
to

This is a subjective process comparable

what was meant by the term 'toplcallzatlon' in recent yorks.

The

f'act that a letter has been created is often more important than the
f'act that a piece of' paper has been altered.

But the latter may be

given enough emphasis for redefinition in the Hungarian verb
'till with writing'. with the paper as the object.

telerr

In the case of the

verb 'to present'. the two constructions represent a difference in the
focus of' the communication.
(69)

In

I presented him with an award

'he' vil.l be redefined as an award-winner.
(70)

In

I presented an award to him

the award is redefined as belonging to 'him', an award has been assigned.

Fil.lmore [1968:48, tn. 49] illustrated this point very convincingly:
(71)

He sprayed the wall with paint

redefines the vall as being entirely covered with paint as a consequence of' the action. but
(12)

He sprayed paint on the wall

implies nothing about how much of' the vall has been covered. but redefines paint as being applied on the vall.

Thus. the selection of'

the object. within the conditions specif'ied above (direct relation,
modification of' the speaker's knowledge about it: redef'inition).
depends on the context. on the speaker's intentions. to a great extent.
Redefinition always means change. either of' shape (transf'igurative)
or location (transf'erential) or ref'erences (attestative) or making
ree1ings explicit (sentimentive). but it is not identical With discovering new. pre-existing data.

This can be clearly shown by con-

tronting tvo verbs with similar content. one stative and the other
not.

Por the expression of' fto have' Amharic has

alia.

The item

possessed is the subject of' this verb. as it is primarily a verb of
existence.

On the contrary, in

gSzze 'buy-' or

ag8nfiH

'f'ind, obtainl.

the object the possession of which is secured through the action 01'
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redefined. but are not participators.

Subjecta of intransitive verbs

are both redefined and participators.

In the ergative languages, the

feature [redefined] is first spelled out in the shape of a usually UDmarked case, and the remaining participators (the subjects of transit! ve verbs only) get ergative.

In nominative languages like Amharic.

first the feature [participator] is spelled out in the shape of the
unmarked case (nOminative), and the remaining instances of [redefined]
(objects only) get the accusative.
d.

0 suffix:

straif5ht effect.

An examination of all the case exponents indicates that the adnominal.

and adpronominal cases constitute two separate semantic classes.

Su:ff'ix

pronouns always express the effect of' the verb on the complement.
The ma.1n meaning of the 0 suffix is immediate involvement in the
action or event expressed by the verb.
respondences. where

-n

In the cases of the

-n/O

cor-

represents the object case, the use ot 0 is

automatically entailed, in agreement with the semantic defini tiona of
-n

and o.

-n

depends on the condi tion that the relation between verb

and complement be

~

(b. above), and this is precisely vha.t 0 is

meant to express.
The preposition

I S-

has 0 as its adnominal. counterpart in the da.-

tive f'or the beneficiary and the experiencer.

Transfer of property di-

rectly involves the recipient, since transfers presuppose a source and
a target.

Similarly, the experiencer is directly involved in what the

verb expresses, since it refers to his judgement, needs, feelings, to
an ett"ect on him.

This justifies O.

The source of acquisition is as

direclty involved in a transfer as the beneficiary, hence 0 (in
The mediator of a facti ti ve has

-n

kS-IO

).

when he is an act! ve part in the

action. since he is redefined as being \Ulder the influence of the subject
of' the causative.

If the mediator is a mere instrument in the hands of

the subject, it will have

bS-.

However, in both cases it is absolutely

clear that the mediator!!. directl}r involved in the act of causation of'
which be is a complement.
e.

L suffix:

Therefore, 0 suffiXes are used in both cases.

ascending eff'ect.

The main meanings of this suffix are 'to the benefit of"

(benefactive
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bute attested both in A and B is measured taking the amount found in A
as the DOrll, i.e. departing!!:2! A.
A turther proof that semantic re1.atioDs determine the subject-object
distribution can be found in the verb

aggllt!6m5

'to meet'.

In European

l.anguases, the protagonist is the subject of the verb 'meet' and the newcomer its complement, direct object or comitative.

In Amharic, quite

on the contrary. the protagonist is the object and the newcomer is the
subjecto

This can be justified on the grounds that the newcomer 1s the

one who performs the act. i. e. he appears. to create an encounter.

He

is the participator, whereas the protagonist is fOlmd by the newcomer,
he comes into his field of vision (attestative).

Thus, Amharic renders

'I met a man' as:
saw .gg.!j1!ml!-~~

(15)

man stumbled-on=me

c.

Intranet ti ve verbs.
One might say that in the case of the verb

transferential in the sense

I

'collapse', it is transfieative.
is directJ.y af'f'ected by the action.

of the subject in
in

baqq alS

'come', etc.

motS

wSddSqa

the subject is

fal.l', and in the other senses, 'crumble',
It thus should be an object, as it
Likewise, there is transfiguration

'die', transference in

heda

'go', attestation

'appear', both transference and attestation in

mSt!a

In other words, the subjects of intransitive verbs undergo

the same epistemological. modification as the objects of the transitive
verbs.

All the same, it is also true that the subjects are

.!!!2. partici-

pators, the transtigurative and transferential, etc. changes are often,
so to speak, selt-infiicted or are accompanied by active reaction.
the case-rules, it is the feature {partiCipator] that preva.ils.

In

We can

state in general that the subjects of intransitive verbs are also redefined like obJects, but they are also specified to be active participators, while objects are not.
Such a concept can be used for the description of the difference between the so-called ergative languages and the nominative ones.

ot trausitive verbs are participators, but not redefined.

Subjects

Objects are
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L expresses the fact that he can reject or accept the approach at viII.
The pl.ace approached, on the other hand, can have no reaction to it,
hence the use of
the verb
(76)

lak!

B.

The preposition is

wSdii

in both cases.

With

'send' [Hetzron 1966:33],

ask5ru-n lako-llai\l\ (with

Ll

'send me the servant! I (for my own use). whereas
(77)

askHru-n lako-bbai\l\ (with

8)

merely requests that the servant be sent to rIff place.

Particularly in-

structive is the contrast between
(78)

wlkHqSt lakS-" ai\l\

'he sent me a letter' (Ll

and
mil 1?kt 1ak6-bbai\iI

(79)

'he sent me a message' (B)
A l.etter is supposed to be accepted. opened and read by the addressee
(which be may refuse to do); this Justifies

L, the ascending ef:fect.

The oral mesaage, on the other hand, is given directly to the recipient
who remains passive, subjected to a flow of sounds emitted by the messenger.

This justifies

The purposive
with

L or

B.

B.

(se)IS

(see l.s.-t., above) can also occur either

As shown above, if a person or cause profits from the

action, i.e. it has a delE\Yed and eventually prolonged effect on him/it,
L

is indicated.

business, it is
by

g.

It the' action is performed in view o:f settling some
~

on the business which is, consequently, marked

8.

111-:

aim.

The following (adnomin&1) cases mark the manner in which the verb

relates to the complement.

The preposition

15-

indicates for whom the

action is performed, or in relation to whom the event can be judged.
m&\Y' show in relation to whom a piece of' knowledge exists (t is known

The object of

IS-

It

to t ) •

is the intended or fortuitous target of the action
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and benedictlve). 'intended for'. 'for' (destinatlve, purposive of one

type) 21 and • affecting the whole through a component I (el tber by doing

something to a component such as cutting someone I s fingernail, see 1. r.
0

above, or by extracting a component from the whole, as in 1.0. above).
In the first two interpretations. the entity marked by
put at ita disposal, it obtains something.

L

has something

It is not directly involved

in the performance of the actiOD; there is always some delay, some distance between the action or event and the

L

el.emento

The third sense

may also be assimilated to the first two through considerations of distance.

After all, if a component is affected, the whole suffers its con-

sequences.

This eff'ect is also delayed, as it is directly exerted on

the component, but is experienced by the larger entity.

The

L

is al-

ways on a higher plane.

f.

B suffix:

descendins el'fect.

A11 the uses of the
'patient'.

B

~

B Buffix can be summed up under the heading

refer to the person to whom the action or event is

detriment&1, to the one on whom obligation is imposed, to the place,
time or instrument of the activity (which are passively involved), to the
topic of the utterance.

In &11 these cases the patient-object is pas-

sively involved in the action or event. no initiative is expected from
it. it only receives or suffers (wi111ngly or not) what is going on.

In

order to use a uniform terminology, I cal.l. this descending effect I
since the action or event descends upon the patient from a higher plane.
The effect is not straight (i.e. on the same pl.ane) as in 0, nor is the
patient in any Wl\Y free to choose whether to take advantage of the
effects of the activity (as in

L of the first type).

invo1ved. not only one of its components (as in
The element marked by

Let us compare

SODle

B is

I

It/he is entirely

L of the second type).

at the mercy of the subject of the verb'.

cases where both

same verb and the same adnominal case.

L and

B may be used with the

If a person is approached,

21The ImportBllCe of' the beneficial meaning of' L has been exaggerated in the literature. Cohen [1936:145] more care'f'ully states that it

indicates s1.mfl.7 attribution.
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L expresses the !'act that be can reject or accept the approach at ville
The place approached, on the other hand, can have no reaction to it,

hence the use of

the verb
(76)

lekS

B.

The preposition is

wSdH

in both cases.

With

'send' [Hetzron 1966:33],

askSru-n lake-IIa1\/\ (with

Ll

means 'send me the servant I' (tor m:I own use). whereas
(77)

askSru-n laka-bba1\n (with

B)

merely requests that the servant be sent to my place.

Particularly in-

structive is the contrast between
(78)

wUr5q!t lakS-lla1\n

'he sent me a letter' (Ll
and

(79)

mIIl?okt lakS-bbonl\

'he Bent me a message' (a)
A l.etter is supposed to be accepted, opened and read by the addressee
(which he may ref'use to do); this justifies

l, the ascending effect.

The oral message, on the other hand, is given directly to the recipient
who remains passive, subjected to a flov of sounds emitted by the messenger.

This justifies

The purposive
L or

with

B.

B.

(58) IS

(see l.s.-t. , above) can also occur either

As shown above, if a person or cause profits from the

action, i.e. it has a delayed and eventually prolonged effect on him/it,
L is indicated.

If the action is performed in view of settling some

business, it is imposed on the business which is, consequently, marked
by

B.

g.~.

The following (adnominal) cases mark the manner in which the verb
reates to the complement.

The preposition

15-

indicates for whom the

action is performed, or in relation to whom the event can be judged.
m&y'

It

show in relation to whom a piece of knowledge exists (1 is known to').

The object of

111-

is the intended or fortuitous target of the action
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or eTeDt.

Thus, giving away 1s directed at the beneficiary.

The exper-

iencer is the one vi th respect to whom. the judgement contained 1n the
verb 18 valid.

1s used.

Since these tva are also directly involved, suffixal. 0

In the case ot the benef'actlve and destinati ve (I sell' •

'all.ow'. 'answer'. etc.). the action 1s also directed toward the 15element, but its ertect is felt on it/him somewhat later (U. The same

delayed effect is also true tor the addressive/ef'tectual
target of the action becomes a patient.

The purposive

15-/B. but the
(58)

15-

usc

imparts the idea of directedness.

h.

b1!i-:

medium.

I use the term

~

in its physical sense. the substance or object

throush which the activity is carried on.

If

bS-

is attached to a

noun marked as [place], it is interpreted as a locative.

Following a

suggestion by Ruvet [1969], I consider the postpositions

lay

he

'top',

'underneath', etc. as [place] nouns, so that in a construction

sucb as:

bS-!SrSlllleza lay

genitival. adjunct on

lay.

'on the table', the word for 'tabl.e' is a
It" it is replaced by a pronoun, another

genitival f'ona, a possessive, is used:
or with a curious reduplication:

ba-Iay-u

balayu lay.

'in=top=its' ('on it'),

If' the preposition is

attached to a noun marked as [time], it is interpreted as a temporal..
Attached to a noun of another type, it is interpreted as an instrumental..22
Tbe f'act that 'instrumental.' and 'locative' are Closely rel.ated to each
other can also be d.eIoonstrated in English.

(80)

He

The neutral

co ... by cor

cm be paraphrased, vi th some difference of' incidental meaning, by
(81)

He come with

0

car (instrumental)

or

22The Addis Ababa coll.oquial is breaking up the direct Burf'ace representation of' this global category. The often used preposi tiOD a(tn. 3.) tends to replace bi- in the locative sense only.
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(82)

He came tn a car (locat1ve)23

Using the same preposition for the locative and the instrumental is a
It is also renected in Amharic derivational.

general feature of Semitic o
morphology.

Nominalizations of' the pattern

represent both meanings.

ma-

The :form mSsbSrya

or 'instrument of breaking'. both derived from

-va

+ Juss!ve stem +

either refers to tbe ·place·
s5bb5ra

'break'.

Using

the same case-markers for locative and temporal expressions is widespread.
The agent of the passive. as well as the passive mediator of' a factitive [Hetzron 1963]. is a medium for the performance of the action.
Passiviz&tion probably changes a [participator] into a [medium], a transformation whose conditions remain to be investigated.
lieve in' may be considered as a symbolic locative.

Uses like 'to be'Trusting, believing

in t ref'ers to the potential! ties of the person trusted, not to what he
actual.l.y said (as in 'believing his word'), but to what lies inside him,
what may become manifest in the future.
i.

b1J- ... lay:

imposive.

Quite in line with its literal meaning, 'on top of', this compound
case-marker can be used when the compl.ement is considered to be on a
lover plane than the subject.
complement.

The subject il:lpOses the action on the

In the case of the benedictive. a higher authority imposes

(bS- ••• lay) something on a

l~er

entity; this turns out to be beneficial

2 lSee further Chomsky [forthcoming: examples 23-6] where he shows that
beside the possibility of paraphrasing instrumentals as direct objects
with tbe verb use, e.g. He used a knife TO cut the salami (with) _ He
cut the salami with a knife, it is also possible to say He used The
table to write (on) (- He wrote on the table). This is further feasible
for temporals: He used The afternoon to fInish his dissertation (- He
finished his dissertation in the afternoon). Note, however, that there
is some question of magnitude inVOlved. While instrumentals can always
be paraphrased by use + NP, when the time or place belongs to another
class of magnitude than the action. such a paraphrase is impossible, as
in the case of He finished his dissertation in Paris/in his YOUTh (and
no -He used ••• , unless the dissertation involved research through entire
Paris). Consequently, media roughly coextensive with the content of the
verb are paraphrasable by use + NP + intini ti ve. but not otherwise.
Instrumentals are coextensive by deftni tion.
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in the sense that it puts something at the lover entlty"s disposal

ell.

In the conversation-topic sense. talking about something is also assuming
a higher, outside position.
BimpJ..

Sometimes, bS- ••• lay

can be replaced by

bS-.

J. kl- : boundary.
ThiB preposition indicates origin, departure (' tram'), the element
which is surpassed by. or surpasses, another (-.ore/l.ess than').

It is

used with verbs of 'disrupting continuity' such as 'cut'. 'fold' etc ••
prefixed to the place-object where discontinuity is created by the action
of the verb.

It can also be a static l.ocative in the sense of 'within

the cont'ines of', when being in a given place hides, delimits, distinguishes the subject.

It is also used for 'leaning against something'.

Finally,

in apparent contradiction with the ablative meaning, it may designate a
place reached.
kS-

If an approach is not necessarily completed.

always implies completion, arrival.

redundant.

There is no clearcut case where substituting

'arrive', gSbba

ka-

for

wada

darrasa
'enter' where completion is inherent to the verb. 24 It

suffices to express completion.

ka-

wadS is used.

However, this use is most often

is used vi th verbs like

is also used in the inherent negative senses of 'be missing from'. 'stay
away

from',

'stop doing something 1 •

The common denominator o'L all these uses is that the complement
marked by

kS-

constitutes a boundary of some kind.

Crossing a boundary

in either direction, leaving the confines of a place or entering them,
or even staying within them, all require

ka-.

In the comparative, the

el.ement compared to 1s supposed to contain a definite amount or degree

ot the attribute compared, and passing that amount or degree in either
direction is the essence ot the comparative (but not of 'a8 ••• &s ••• II).
Disrupting continuity means creating a boundary.

'Absence from' indicates

ot the area within which something is not found.
doing' is setting a boundary, a lim! t to an action.
the confines

'Stop

24m Addis Ababa col.l.oquial, the static and directlonal-completi ve
kS- have been replaced by a-.

uses ot
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k.

wadS:

tarset.

This preposition marks the person. place or (in estimating), the
8JJlOWlt

approached.

Turning, looking 'toward' is a.lso rendered by

wadS.

It is fUrther used in the translative sense 'transform into' or 'cut
into (two)' ~

In order to define the global meaning of wadS, we have

to compare it to
meaning.

115-

(go above).

First,

1'8- never has a spatial

It expresses the destination the subject has in mind for its

action or ror the object of the action.

It expresses the concrete or

symbolic direction in which the action starts without explicitly referring
to movet1ent.

On the other hand. wSdS

it marks attraction toward a point.

centers on the target's position,
While in the case of destination

(13-) the aim may be unreal, a complement with
something concrete.

1'8-

wadS

has to represent

is an 'arrow' marking direction.

wad'S is a

'path' approaching a destination.
1..

sitla:

purposive/topical.

The purposive sense has already been mentioned in

1a-

above.

Pur-

posive is a 'future causal' [Dawkins 1960:114. tn. 5], a special cue of
'aim' (hence the alternation with

15-) for unspecified later benefit.

The concept of 'topical' has also been discussed (i. above).

The on1.y

question to ask is why the same preposition is used for both functions.
The connecting feature may be that in both instances there is considerable distance between the verb and the
coexist at the same time.

sale-complement; they do not

'Topical' evokes something past and purposive

prepares something to come.
m.

Recapitulation.
The analysis given above suggests that each cue-marking morph of

Amharic carries its own meaning and must be assigned a distinct semantic
feature.

If we visua1.ize verb-complement relation as 'something emanatins

from the verb and reaching the complement', we must realize that there
are two sides to it:

the relation of the verb to the compleaent Nld the

relation of the complement to the verb.

Our investigation shows that

the former is translated by adnominal. cue-markers, the 1.atter by adpronominal ones.

Let us reserve the term. £!:!.2. for adnominal case-markers
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and call the adpronominal. markers

~.

AssUll:lng that the seJl8.Dtic features characterizing these rel.ations
have alre~ been defined in the deep semantic structure, the following
spelling rules are needed (Table 2).
For subject, see Section 6 belovo

The iJllDediate implication of' this

arrangement is that it no pronoun is available. the f'eatures of' the second part of Table 2 have no segmental realization on the surrace, and

vice-versa.

Amharic further has a resumptive construction [Getatchew 1910]

where the sentence contains both a nominal and a pronominal expression of'
the same complement, so that features of' both parts may be s1mul.taneousl.y' spel1.ed out.

Berare establishing the general theoretical setting

in which this _system operates, let us deal with two specific problems.
4.

Limitations of' case-marking.

&.

No counterpart.
In some cases, a complement can be expressed in one manner only,

either pronominal.ly (l..a.-b.) or nominally (l.h. and l.m.). but not both.
It the only expression is pronominal, the coreterential noun, when missing :from. the norllal context, may be mentioned in extraposi tion.

Let

us examine whether the above semantic analysis can account for these
instances.
The agent 01' passive takes either
(1.m.).

It cannot appear pronominally.

bi5-

or. in special cases,

that even though the agent 01' the passive is the
(viewed f"roIIl that angle), thus justitying
object (tor

ka-),

ka-

On semantic gro\Ulds it may seem
~

of the action

b!-, or the originator of the

the action has no effect on it at all in the sense

01' 3.d.-e.-t., above.

Consequently, while passivization changes the

teature [participatorl into [""diuml {or [boundlU'7ll. it doe. not introduce au;r ~ teature (which the subject never had).

We have Been that

the prerequisite f'or having a suffix-pronominal expression is haVing one
01' the effect features.

proJ1OUD..

In the absence 01' such a teature, there is no

In the case of the mediator 01' the factitive, the basic action

exerts DO eftect on the former subject, but the causation element which
reduces the subject to a .adiator (by changing the feature [participator]
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1.

RELATION OF VERB TO COMPLEMENT

[(-~)1

[redefined]
[aim)

15-

[medium)

b5-

[ilnposive)

b5- ••• Iay

[boundary)

ka.ada

[target)

[~
q
P
-pronOWl
+det'inite

+generic

{b5- ••• la y}
sanl

[ topical)
[purposive)

(sa)

2.

113

RELATION OF COMPLEMENT TO VERB

[straight effect]
[ascending effect]
[descending effect1

I

[~]
-tpronoWl

to either [redefined] or [_41\111.]) does exert a direct, straight ettect
on it.
These criteria also turn out to be operative 'in possessive constructions.

The possessor is directly involved in the possession, but is not
As possession is static,

participating in it through action or reaction.

the possessor is not an aim, nor a medium. None ot the detini tions in
part 1 ot Table 2 applies to it. Consequently, there is no way to
integrate the possessor into the sentence in a non-pronominal form.
Similar reasoning is true tor the necessit.tive (l.b.).
under an obligation is subjected to it, hence
redefined, nor aimed at by it.

B.

A person

However, he he is not

The teature [imposive] could eventually

apply, but it presupposes a subject imposing the obligation, and in
these Decessitative constructions there is no such subject.

The gram-

matical subject is a sentence, the pertormance ot which constitutes
the obligation.
The case ot the detrimental. is more complicated.

(83)

In the sentence:

tel antenna Iegu m8stawBtu-n sSbb8r5-bbSt
ye8terday" the-boy the-gl,ass=Acc. broke=in-him
'Yestel'Ci.q the boy broke the windovglass to his detriment'

the only Vfi¥

ot mentioning the person to whose detriment this takes pace,

unless it is mentioned tor some other reason anyhov,25 is by extraposition.

bS- ••• lay/B

Nevertheless, there are same verbs which admit a

(imposive/

descending) combination for the complement which apparently has the same
detrimental. meaning and can, theretore, also appear as a noun.
verbs are

rnIslkk5r15
(84)

iBnnSr15

'intl.ict upon' (also
'give testiJDODY".

'add',

'pour'), fiirrSdS

Such

'Judge'.

kSbb&dB bll-zzl h 58. lay ''''Iay ~Smmllr&-bb!t
Kebbede in-=this man on Buttering intl.icted=in-him
'Kebbede intl.icted su1'tering on this man'

251.g. rrlstawBtu-n can also be interpreted 'his window (Ace.)
and in this case the OlfDer ot the window should also be the perSOn
su1'tering the d8J11888.

I,
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(85)

donn •• bH-zzlh sS. loy fBrrHdB-bbHt

the-Judge in=this man on Judged=in-hlm
'The Judge ruled against this man'
It seems that when the verb inherently expresses a negative effeet,
the complement will take the imposive

bS- ••• lay.

When the damage is

a consequence of the action but not inherent in It,26 the complement
takes

¥JIB.

The action is not necessarily oriented toward the person

suffering the damage, so

la-

cannot be used. he is not a medium of

the action and does not qualify for

bS-.

None of the defini tiona for

adnom:inal cases applies.
In the case or subJectless verbs such as 'have pain't 'be hungry'
(3.a.). the person baving the sensation suffers its direct e.ff'ect,
hence 0, but is not a participator, nor is he redefined (a temporary
state does not redefine); he is not a medium for another action; as
there is no subject to impose. the imposive cannot be used.
remains the use of' extraposi tion.

There

When the pain is the resul.t of' a

concrete event, such as drinking, the person in pain is redefined as
being under the effect or aftereff'ect of alcohol.
We can thus see that when there is no [-a.pronoun) counterpart to a
nominal or pronominal complement, no arbitrary ad hoc rule is necessary
to block it.

The lack of counterpart is due to the finiteness of the

case and effect system, so that none of the semantic definitions applies.
b.

Oblisator;r pronominal resumption.
We have mentioned that in some cases a nominal complement requires

the co_presence of' a pronominal one (but not vice-versa, see Section 1).
Such cases are

-nIB (l.d.). -n/O which alternates with

kS-IO

source of acquisition (l.n.) or f'or 'causing pain' (3.a.), IS-/B
eff'ectual) and

b!- ••• lay/L

for
(l.g ••

(l.k., benedictive).

The f'irst two can be easily eliminated.
ally obtained euphonic variant of'

-nIB is a transf'ormation-

bS-/B, f'oWld only when a resumptive

26This is another instance of the distinction between organic (impostve) and inorganic (detrimental) complements. cf. tos. 6 and 29.
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The uses or

proDoun appears.
the same pattern.

-n/O with obligatory resumption tollovs

It is a general rule of' Amharic that when a verb bas

two objects, one being the (alienable or unalienable) owner of the
other, the owner is obligatorily' recalled by a resumptive pronoun. 27

Such configurations m.a.y occur in ~ constructions, with verbs of'
bodily amiction (person

acquisition.

VB.

part ot his body), and with sources of

Such sources are marked [boundary] and [rede:rined].

adnomina.l case-rule may sel.ect either one of' these features.

The

It the

second is selected, the rule requiring obligatory pronominal resumption
(when the same verb has an additiona! object originally owned by the
source) is appl.led.
It is clear that there are semantic aNini ties between
(imposive) and
and

B (patient, descending etf'ect) t and between

L (having at one's disposal, ascending ef'f'ect).

their fUnction used to be identical.

bS- ••• 1ay
15-

(aim)

Historicall.y,

A1though a process of divergence

has abolished this full identity, they still retain a degree of similarity.

Imposition

~

implies descending effect.

If it happens

that the imposition ends up by putting something at the complement's
disposal. (instead of maJdng it a patient), such a fact is explicitly
marked.

Likewise, if mere orientation and aiming end up as descending

upon the complement, this does not go unmarked.

lay

In other words, bS- •••

is prejudicial. to benefitting, but is stil.l compatible with it.

Simil.arly, 15-

:ma1tes it l.ess probable that the complement be a patient,

but does not really exclude it. 28

To dispel these prejudices, the pro-

noun e.z:pressing the unexpected effect

!!!:!. to

be spelled out.

2?See Hetzron [1963] for examples vi th tvo objects. When there is
an ownership relation betveen the two, the resumptive pronouns are oblig-

::~so I~:~c~:e [~~7~:~~;j~

obJects, there is no such obligation.

28These 'pre.1ud1t!ea' reflect older uses. These meanings of the prepositions have survived in proverbial style, e.g. [Cohen 1936:298]
~ln.gu5 q~1 ylmehrBt blhon II-mSngestu; yihnBat bihon bS-rnltngestu
The king a word, if it is clement, [it is] .!2!:. the kingdomi it it is of'
anger, [it is] detrimental to the kingdom'. Note that these sentences
~;~ :o,:~bb:i : : ; 'i:n~~:ra;:~rty of proverbs. In normal speech,
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The prejudicial behavior of 'a case toward an effect' can be formalized within the framework of a 'theory of markedness' comparable to the

one presented by Chomsky' and Halle {1968].

Thus, if for a given case-

marker a certain effect-marker is expected, it will be classified 'un_

marked' (u) VB. the possible, but unexpected 'marked' one (m).

If two

effects combinable with a case-marker have the same degree of expectability, only + and - prefixes can be used.

Thus, u

vs.

m indicates,

in Troubetzkoyan terms, a privative relation as to expectation, while

+ and - are

equi-poll~nt.

is combined with a

~

We can further state that i1' a case-marker
ef'fect, the latter will have to be spelled

out by means or a pronoun at all times.

This can be described if we

analyze the effect-markers into the following, more atomic features:
(86)

direct effect

descending effect

o

where '-' indicates either absence of the feature or noucommittalness

in that respect (as

Il18.Y' be direct as well as indirect).

B

ness-rul.e would then be:
(87)

[u

descending e:ffect]

which states that with

IS-

..

[- descending effect]

both

0

and

The marked-

/ [~mJ

L are unmarked, whereas

is marked (and should be spel.led out Obligatorily when combined with
The difference between

0

effect]. where the markedness principle is not involved.

(88)

[u

descending effect]

i.e. with imposition we expect

..

[+ descending effect] /

Next:

[i

X.

0

J
J

mpOS1ve

B, and in the benedictive. L

is a marked

form which needs to be spelled out by means of a redundant pronoun.
that

1&-).

L will depend on the prefix [~ straight

and

Note

is impossibl.e with [imposive].

In all other cases,

!

values are to be used, not

combinations are demonatrBbl.y the oldest in Amharic.

u/m.

The UDlII&l'ked

3~6

5.

Theoretical implications.
It 1s quite obvious that the above sketch of the Amharic case-

system differs f'undalllentally trom the model suggested by Fillmore [19681.
Some differences are of' detail.

Against his Objective, I am suggesting

that the object is selected by a process comparable to his 'primary toP""

icalization' [1966:57 sq.], not on the basis of the logical relation
between Noun and Verb (which might be homologous with the relations
between other compJ.ements and the verb).
also quite dissimilar.

The inventory of cases is

His Instrumental and Locative, as wel.l as the

Temporal, correspond here to only one category:

'medium'.

But the most important difference is that in T1l3" system there are

tva coexisting sets of categories invol.ved, cases proper and the three
efiects.
For Fil.lmore. a verb is represented as having a number 01" casemarked arguments.
(69)

E.g. (and ignoring optionaJ.ity for the moment):

Ar-rlveobjectal. ablative, locative, instrumental
Each noun is attached to one of these cases a

In the present system,

on the other hand, there is a dual system of adnominal and adpronomin&l

.£!!!. and

~

markers, both attachable to the same complement a

Accord-

ing to the above description, each of' the complement-markers, the case
and the ef'f'ect. reflects another facet of the same" relation.
d3rrSsS

'arrive', kS-

destination'. and

Thus, in

expresses 'boundary crossing f'or reaching a

B the 'patient' character of' the pl.ace reached a

Con-

sequently, that part of the verb which has the compl.ement attached to
it is a composite element itself.
wldS

The free variation between

kS-

and

f'or place of' "arrival. suggests that there are at least three com-

ponents present in this complement:

[boundary], [target], [descending

ef':t'ectl, and either one o:t' the f'irst two can be spelled out with a nonpronmd,nal complement.

Thus, dlrrls5

'arrive' should be represented

by something like the tollowing cluster of' :t'eature-bundles:
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dHrr6sS
participator
[ twillf'ul
redefined
[ boundary

descending effect

1
J

(subject)

(departure point)

target
]
[ boundary
descending effect

(destination reached)

]
[ medium
descending effect

(vehicle)

The 1aat one. the instrumental, is distinguished from the locative and

the temporal. through lacking a co-occurring feature [place] or [time].
dSrrSsS

may further have a temporal aspect, but this can be predicted

from the bunclles above.
The complements are each attached to one of the inner bundles. to be
call.ed

~t

and according to whether they appear as pronouns or

not, (eventually both),
ized.

~

and/or

~

features will be segmental-

However, whether given a surface-expression or not, the features

remain part of the lexical verb.

Each subverb, except the subject (and,

with some reservations, the obJect). have to contain features 0"( both
classes, of one or more case-features and one effect-feature.

In some

cases. however. they will contain features of one class only (4.a4).
Thus. a surface verb is considered to be composed of elements. subverbs.
which are composite themselves.
ihere

ll. an

attested model in language which brings a situation

similar to what is reconstructed here all the

v~

to the surface.

This

is the phenomenon of Iserializationl found in West African languages
[Stahlke 1970].

This means that. as a matter of principle, a verb can

have only one argument. and conversely. each complement will. have its
own verb. Thus. the English sentence II brought a book home l is reppresented in Yoruba by a structure [Stahl.k.e 1970:6l.] II took book came
bouse' 4

In his articl.e Stahl.ke wonders how serializing constructions
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are to be interpreted.

He rejects the idea. that eonjoin1ns is a

possible Bouree tor them [77-83]. or that "at least some verbs in series
( ••• ) are in fact overt case markers" [83-1]. or that serial verbs are
COIIplex lexical items [87-90].
be

I believe that serialization need not

integrated into syntactic configurations hi tharta known to us tram

other languages, but rather the complement system of other l.anguages
should be interpreted through it.

It 1s a f'airly faithful and 1.1ttle-

altered representation ot the very deep structure ot sentences.

It

underlies sentences with several. compl.ements alao in those languages
which al.1ov several. complements on one verb on the sur:face.

Amharic is somewhat closer to the serializing type than English.
one thing, it seems to preter having only one complement per verb.

For
During

investigation, when I made up sentences where the verb has several possible

complements on it, they vere accepted with some reluctance.
grammatical. but stylistically objectionable.

(91)

They were

For instance;

sBwlyyBw k-addls ablba wadS gondSr hadS
the-man f'rom=Addis Ababa toe ward) Gondar went
'The man went tram Gondar to Addis Ababa'

can be paraphrased by:

(92)

sllwlyylw k-addls ababa wotto wldl gondor hada

wltto 'he-went-out-and'. But Amharic is not a serializing language. It onl.y has a 'stylistic' preterence tor one-verb-one-noun conwith

structions. and it uses case-markers even in sentences like (92) above
where the semantic nature ot
attached noun clear.

watto would make the :fUnction of' the

In the underlying representation. on the other hand. each subverb
(exc~t the subjectal one) represents an element which can be rendered
by a :ruJ.l verb in a seriali zing language.

6. Formal representation.
The following f'ormal representation Is incomplete and needs t"urther

elaboration.

lIevetheless. it should illustrate the wlQ' the system

suggested above operates.
'lbere Is a pre-l.exical semantic deep structure where a sentence-to-be

is represented by a series of ~, some or all of them combined
with nouns.

The lexical verbs are selected by matching their sub-verbal

composition with the content of the semantic deep structure.

This might

require some adjustment, such as picking ~ verbs to render all the
semantic features, perhaps also dropping or adding a relatively insignificant feature, if the required combination of sub-verbs happens to
have no exact counterpart in the lexicon.
In the following, I will illustrate the formalism of my brand of
case-gramnar using the verb

dard:isa.

can entirely be defined in terms of

t

I am doing so because this verb
case' and 'effect' features,

whereas most verbs contain added semantic features of a different
nature.

The sub-verbal configuration vhich underlies the lexical verb

darrasa

is as follows:

(93)

particiPator]
N,
[ [±Willful
redefined

~oundary
1N
target

I

desc.eff. _

boundary ]
(desc.eff.

(N)

'

([medium
desc.eff.

IN\]
')

S

(subject)

(pI. of arrival)

Parentheses indicate optionali ty.
indispensable for this verb.

(pI. of dep.)

( instrument)

It is quite clear that a subject is

Knowledge of the place of arrival is also

essential, but it may be represented by zero on the surface if the con_
text makes it clear (e.g. where arrival refers to the scene of the events
related).

Thus, the place of arrival is always known, and if deleted,

it is still recoverable.

As to the place of departure, on the other

hand, N is in parentheses, indicating that one may effectively use the
verb

~

vi thout specifying or even knowing the place of departure.

On.ly N is in parentheses because it is implied that there exists a place

of departure (if not, baqq ani

'to appear', 'pop up' would be used).

As to the instrumental t the entire group is in parentheses because ~

allows the presence of an instrument (a vehicle 29 ), but does not require
29In other words, the instrumental is here an inorganic complement,
cf. rns. 6 and 26. 'By foot' is not a real instrumental, but an explicit
mark of lack of instrumental in verbs of motion.
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it.
If' the selllllltic deep structure happeDs to have one ot the configurations falling into the pattern of' (93). the verb
ted as a representative of' all. the Bubverbs.

dllrrasB 1s

Bel.ac-

There are reaSODS to

believe (I intend to expose them elsewhere) that ~ 1s not assigned

to noUDS at this stage.

Rather, each sub-verbal construction 1s g1 Yen

an index number vhich shova the relation between sub-verb and noun

eYeD

in d!acont!nu1ty:
(94)

dBrrSs!
particiPator]

[ !villf'uJ.

i

redefined
[ boundary

]

deBe. etf.

bounaary

[ target
deBe. ett.

[ medium

deBe. eff.

j

1
1

The sub-verbal. features are first copied to the coref'erentlal. nouns.

Thus, in addition to its lexical. teatures, a le.xically inserted noun
will bave the shape:
(95)

[~::..~]
deBe.ett.
Atter nouns have been assigned case features. as a f'irst step. nouns

marked [participator] will be spelled out as subjects, 1.e. nominatives

¥bicb impose agreement on verbs.

Next. tor those nouns which have more

than one ease-t'eatures (like Nk in (94) ) lone of the features has to
be deleted.

Tbis is necessary at this stage

sition, which is not marked by

80

that a source of acqui_

kH-, could undergo (96), the rule which

specit'ies that it'there are two objects where one is owned by the other,
the owner is JDarlted by

&II

0 Buffix (4.b.):
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r);:~~~:d] ==> ~e~~~]

(96

N

agender
Snumber
X

/

Y

l' mgendcr
Snumber

[+pro:""1

Z rredefinedl

l

-

W

IN

2

'

::e~:~

J

N1

N1

In Amharic a pronoun directly following a noun can only be a possessive.

The folloving redundancy rule will then stipulate that redefinition
automaticall..y entails straiet effect:
(97)

[redefined]

~

[streight effect)

The f'oll.owing rules generate obligatory resumptive prono'Wls under the
conventions or markedness discussed in 4.b.

They apply only when the

element is [-pronoun]:

(98)

-pronoun
]
imposive
[ascending
efi"ect
cagencier
8number

(99)

Pronoun]
imposi
ve

:=) [C1gender

8number

~_un
ascending ef':t'ect~
agender
8nUllber

p

N

1

_pronoun
target
[descending
ef'1'ec

•
R

~

agender

i

~+Pronoun
descending ef'fec

[-pronoun]
target
agender'

agender

BnUDLber

SnlDDber

If

Snumber
Bext. the spelling rul.es g1 ven in Table 2 appl.y.

cont.ain very specific conditions.

if" PO [+pronoun] element is present.

U' no [_prono1m] is present.

Rote that they

No effect feature can be spelled out
No case feature can be spell.ed out

Both can be spelled out if' both tYPes of'

elements are present. in the case

ot resumpUve pronouns (including

tho.e generated by (96). (98) and (99) ).

'lbe lII8IIner by which the

other resumptive pronouns are generated (ct. [Getatchev 1970]) will be
the subject of a separate stWV.
There is a turther pronoun_placement rule vhich puts all the
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[+pronoun] elements right after the main verb:
(100)

x

....rb

1

4+2

w

where W is an auxiliary or zero.
The above rules appear in the order below:
(101)

(1)

lexical verb selection ( (93) and (94) above)

(2)

subject spelled out

(3)

rule of two objects ( (96) above)

(4)

rsdefinition to straight effect (97)

(5)

pronoun-plac....nt (100)

(6)

markedness rules (98), (99)

(7)

case and e:tfect spelling rules (Tab1.e 2)

(8)

pronoun-plac ......t (100)

Kote that the pronoun-placement rule (100) appears twice in (101).

as (5) and as (8).
in Section 2.
surface.

This is necessary ror the phenomenon already mentioned

Alaharic al.J.ows only one pronoun-suffix per verb on the

Should there be two such pronouns. one of' them is deleted.

It i8 DOt alW8.7S clear which one of' them 1s doomed to be dropped.

One

finds. however, that wheDever there is conflict between an a suffix representing an object (i.e. generated by (97) ) and any other suffix (including a generated by the rule in Table 2). the former yields to the
l.&tter.

This can be explained by assuming that the first pronouns to

be placed are the object ones (101(5) ).

When later any other pronoun

is tranaported to tbe postverbal position (101(8) ), (it can only stand

alter the verb and bet'ore an au;d1iary or &ero (according to (100) ),
it it finds there

at.

aJ.ready placed object pronoun, the automatic dele-

tioD ot the latter then takes place.

(101(8»

applies only once.

It

there are still other instances at [+prono\Ul] to be placed in tbe sentence, tbe)" will be converted into independent pronouns, it possible
(cf. tn. 4).

I t not, tbey will be simply deleted.
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