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Abstract 

The presence of an agent in the interpretation of 'a­

stem' forms and its absence 1n the basic stems define the 

function of 'a-' as agentive or causative aff~x in Amharic. 

The formal analysis is also plain that 'a-' atcaches to non­

agentive basic stems. The common interpretation of 'as-stem' 

forms show double (that is, ultimate and immediate) agency in 

relation to the resulting event whether the stems have agent 

or not in their argument structure. This phenomenon has been 

frequently stated in the literature as indirect causative 

(Bender and Hailu, 1978), (Appleyard,1972) causative of the 

passive (Leslau, 1967) and factitive (Bender and Hailu, 1978) 

function of the affix 'as-' . 

This paper verifies the observed passive representation 

of the base of 'as-stem' causatives in terms of Prominence 

Theory of Argument Structure (Grimshaw, 1990). According to 

this theory, an external argument cannot be introduced to an 

a-structure in which there is one. Hence, passivization of 

agenti ve verbs is necessary in order to suppress the agent 

(external argument), that is, to give way for the integration 

of arguments in causativization . Accordingly, the so - called 

'as-stem' causatives have been derivationally related to the 

basic stems by analysing the causative form into 'a-s-stem', 

representing passivization and causativization as separate 

affixationa l processes. 

By providing morphophonological explanations that relate 

[sl to the passive morpheme /t-/ this approach offers a 

unified account of causativization in Amharic . 



1. Introduction 

1.1 Literature Review 

The verbal system of Amharic has been the focus of most 

grammarians because of its complexity (Taddese, 1972) . The 

morphological expression of causation is one aspec t which adds 

to this complexity . In the grammatical description of the 

language, which is mainly morphological in nature, the 

expression of causation was accounted for in terms of affixes 

without a principled statement of the process of 

causativization. 

With the exception of the basic stems in which the 

expression of causation is lexically encoded, (other) derived 

stems which as a result reveal causality relation bear the 

following prefixes in surface representation: 'a- " 'as-', 

'an-', ' asta-', 'as-' and 'at-' which surfaces with the It I 

assimilated to the initial radical of the base verb 

(Zavadskaya, 1988). Whereas causation can be associated with 

all these affixes (Zavadskaya, 1988), only two of them 'a- ' 

and 'as -' are productive in their application. The rest have 

been analysed as combinations of one of these two prefixe s and 

other forms such as 'n-', 't -' and's -', whose functions and 

application are not yet described. 

The major descriptions of the two prefixes found in t he 

literature are the following : 'a-' direct causative, and 'as-' 

i nd i rect causat i ve (Dawki ns , 1 960) ; 'a- ' trans i tivizer and 
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causative of the intransitive, and 'as-' causative of the 

transitive and of the passive (Leslau, 1967, 1995); 'a-' 

transitivizer and simple causative, and 'as-' transitivizer, 

simple causative and double causative relative to the 

grammatical type of the base verb and the function of the base 

and the possible derivations (Appleyard, 1972) . 

The basis for the distinction of these affixes is 

primarily functional, that is, the affixation of 'a-' and 

I as- I to stems introduce a direct and indirect causer 

arguments, respectively, in relation to a caused event. This 

analysis suggests that 'a- ' can only be affixed to verbs 

without a causer argument, whereas 'as - ' can apply to any verb 

as far as the newly introduced argument is identified as an 

indirect causer. However, since the occurrence of 'as-' is not 

limited to transitive verbs it will be difficult to interpret 

causation as 'indirect' in forms such as ; aslek'k'ese 'cause to 

cry', ask'eyyeme 'disappoint', asferra 'frighten', etc . . 

No useful inference can be made about the behaviour of 

the two affixes from the consideration of the syntactic 

transitivity properties of the bases. 'as- ' can virtually be 

affixed to transitives and intransitives and there are a 

number of intransitive verbs which also do not take 'a-' . 

Having this observation, (Girmay, 1992) has given a 

description of the two affixes different from the traditional 
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account. According to him, 'a- ' is agentive (that which adds 

agent to a verb which lexically lacks one) and 'as-' is 

causative. 

In general what is in the literature about 

causativization in Amharic is: (1) that there are two distinct 

affixes ' a-' and ' as-' which express direct and indirect 

causation, respectively, and (2) that there is only one affix 

'as-' which is affixed to express causation. 

Implied in the second analysis is that causation is only 

indirect and the 'a-' affixation to agentless verbs creates 

agentive verbs similar to those which are lexically agentive . 

But this kind of distinction between causer and agent is 

untenable, because whether it is introduced by a derivational 

process or it is lexically encoded, an argument is agent or 

causer only by virtue of its function as an instigator of an 

action or a state. 

There are two attempts which show the process of 

causative derivation from a syntactic (transformat ional ) point 

of view : Hailu (1971) and Taddese (1972) . Taddese (1972) 

assumes that sentences containing basic or derived transitive 

verbs are themselves derived from sentences containing 

intransitive verbs by means of a ' causative incorporation 

transformation' . According to him, a-stem verbs are results of 

such a transformation and as-stem verbs are results of one 
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more higher level of such transformation . Hailu's (1971) 

argument is exactly the same as Taddese's (1972) except that 

he calls the transformation 'verb movement ' and that he did 

not make explicit claim to derive all transitive verbs 

(including basic transitives) by the same process. 

One more alternative analysis of causative morphology is 

pointed out by Girmay (1992) towards the end of his account . 

He proposes the decomposition of 'as - ' into 'a-' and 's- ' , in 

which 'a-' remains as agentive, and '-s-' "embed[s] [sic] one 

argument structure within another" (1992 : 67). The affixation 

of 's-' changing the Grammatical Functions (GFs) of the basic 

verb, specifically of the inner agent, creates a base for 'a- ' 

affixation. Finally, 'a- ' affixation to the 's-stem' derives 

what is known as 'as-stem' form. This proposal is not 

developed. However, if further supported by factual and 

theoretical evidence it will simpl i fy the der i vation of 

causat i ves . And with further elaboration the same position is 

argued for in the present paper . 

1.2 Problem of Causativization 

An expression is said to be causative when it represents 

a situation in which the occurrence of an event wholly depends 

on the occurrence of another event which precedes it in time 

(Shibatani, 1976) . And in most cases 'a- ' and 'as-' 
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derivatives represent this kind of situation' . The affixes are 

called causative In the sense that the representation of 

causative situations is effected by such affixes . Beside their 

forms the basis for the distinction of the two affixes In 

their description is directness and indirectness of causation. 

The directness of causation with emerges from the 

basically non-causative nature of the verbs it attaches to . 

The basic non-causative verb represents an autonomous 

event, and the attachment of 'a- ' to the verb results in 

identification of an object in some way causally involved in 

the event of the basic verb. It is obvious in such a situation 

that the causer object (itself involved in an event) causes an 

event which was autonomous while represented by the basic 

verb. But, the verbs to which 'as-' attaches may basically 

represent one or two events, and the attachment of ' as -' to 

basic causative verbs introduces a causer object whose caused 

event seems to be ambiguous between the two events of the 

basic verb . The ambiguity can be represented by the (a) and 

(b) interpretations of (1) . 

1 Sometimes \ a- I and 'as - I deri vati yes may not. represent two events in 
surface, however, even if such derivatives represent single events these 
single events parallel the cause event, not the causee event, in the 
event structure analysis. Hence, 'a-' and 'as-' derivatives are 
causatives as far as they have an argument which is identified as 
instigator . 
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(1) Aster Kasan asgaddalacc+w 

(a) Aster made Kasa kill (someone) 

(b) Aster got Kasa (be) killed (by someone) 

It is only the (b) interpretation which can be called indirect 

causation because the event of 'Kasa be killed' has a direct 

causer (someone who killed Kasa) other than Aster which leaves 

her with a role of indirect causer . On the other hand, Aster 

has a role of direct causer with respect to the event of 'Kasa 

kill someone' in (a). 

The (b) interpretation is what is referred to by the 

designation of 'as- ' for the essentially one but apparently 

different functions: 'indirect causa ti ve' , 'facti tive' and 

'causative of the passive'. First of all, as noted in Girmay 

(1992) the interpretation of causative constructions with as-

stem in the manner of (a) above is controversial in terms of 

degree of acceptability among speakers of Amharic . On the 

contrary, if the process of as-stem derivation is a simple 

affixation of a causative morpheme to a base IX I 
I the 

resulting form should logically be represented as ' cause X' 

without altering the internal structure of 'X' whatsoever. In 

this case the (a) interpretation of (1) will be logical . 

Accordingly, the' logical way of deriving forms for the (b) 

type of interpretation will be by having the basic causative 

verb represent the two events so that the causee can have 
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immediate syntactic relation with the higher causative verb. 

Such a representation is possible through the process of 

passivization. The (b) interpretation of 'as-' causatives also 

suggests the passive representation of the basic verb. 

However, no clear case of formal derivation of 'as- causatives 

from passives is attested as such in the language; i.e. there 

are no surface forms such as as-t8-g8dd8l-, as-t8-s8bb8r-, as-

t 8-g8rr8f- etc . 1 

Moreover, among the transitives which can accommodate 

indirect causation, stems of the type 1a2283- and 182a2283-

seem to deviate in their causative derivation. The causatives 

of such stems surface as a11a2283- and al182a2283-. Girmay 

(1992) derives the causatives of such stems from their 

respective passive forms with 'a-' affixation and assimila·t'lon 

o f the passive morpheme Itl, whereas Baye (1986 E.C.) derives 

the causati ves of 1a2283 - stems by 'as-' affixation to the 

1a2283- and to the passive of 182a2283- stems Girmay's 

The I t / of the so-called 'aste -stem ' verbs such as astawawwak'­

\ introduce' , astadadd8r- 'administer' I astamm8m- \ nurse' I astaggas­
'relief', etc. cannot be taken as the passive marker. Because it ~oesn't 
behave the way the passive marker does in similar contexts. For example, 
it doesn't 'assimilate' to the initial radical of the base form in the 

imperfecti ve aspect as in: te-geddel- ' > yi-ggeddel - , t e-gaddel- > yi­

ggadel, te-wawwek'- > *yi-wwawek'-, te-dadder- > *yi-ddader-, etc .. , . rather 

the I t ; surfaces in geminate: t8-wawwak' - > yt-ttawawwak' -, ta-daddar- > 

yi- ttedadder- etc .. The I t! of such verbs which geminates in the 
imperfecti ve aspect can be assumed to be a root consonant of the verb. 
Whereas, the other part of the giminate can be analysed as the passive 
marker ! t- ! wh ich assimilated to the r oot consonant It! to create the 
gemination . 
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analysis suggest that 'a-' can derive t he causative of 

agentives after passivization. However, this analysis is not 

explicitly extended to agenti ves of 192293 - type stems to 

derive the causative of the passive. Baye's (1986 E.C.) 

analysis, on the other hand, posits a single causative affix 

'as - ' for the derivation of causatives from different types of 

active and passive stems . However, it is not stated whether 

the causative derivations of 192a2293- type stems are 

causati ves of their passives . Moreover 'a-' is not at all 

considered as a causative affix in the description. 

The first problem in the traditional descriptions of 

causativization in Amharic is that indirect (passive) 

causation is not well characterized in terms of the function 

of the affix 'as-' and the base . 

Another problem in the description of causativization is 

determining the place of its derivation in the grammar. 

Hailu's (1971) and Taddese' s (1972) transformational account 

of the derivation of causative verbs have two major 

shortcomings . First, the as-stem form which is considered to 

be the result of embedding of a transitive (causative) 

sentence to a higher causative verb gives the reading as (la) 

above and will have no way of giving the reading of (lb) ; 

because the subject of the embedded sentence becomes the 

direct obj ect of the higher verb. This is inevitable unless 
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the process of embedding a transitive sentence to a higher 

causati ve verb and thereby the whole process of deriving a 

(complex) causative verb is mediated by a passive 

transformation of the embedded sentence so that its newly 

promoted subject can be the direct object of the higher verb. 

This suggests that the derivation of causatives by 'as-', if 

at all it is transformational, should be the result of 

embedding passive and active sentences to a higher causative 

verb to get causatives of the passive and of the active, 

respectively . 

The second shortcoming is that transfm;mational account 

of causative derivation does not have room for the derivation 

of forms from non-actual bases, such as *g9nn9, *w9rra, etc., 

since these non-actual bases cannot be inserted into deep 

structures by lexical insertion rule. Hailu seems to have 

observed this problem, though he tried to patch it up by 

saying "whether the a-stem itself is derived from a basic 

stem, or whether the a-stem does not have a corresponding 

basic stem does not matter . . . " (1971:11) 

As is pointed out in the previous section, in the 

traditional approaches, causativization was analysed 

morphologically but without a clear specification of the 

process in the lexical representation of forms . 
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Two recent works, Baye (1986 EC.) and Girmay (1992) have 

considered causativization as a lexical process of word 

formation. However, even these works are not detailed and 

complete to present causativization as a single Word Formation 

Rule with the details of all its operations . 

1.3. Theoretical Framework 

In order to give a generalized account of 

causativization in Amharic, the discussion will be based on 

the assumptions of Lexical Functional Grammar (LFG) (Bresnan, 

1982) about the lexical component and grammatical relations. 

The argument structure of verbs will be analysed according to 

prominence theory of argument structure (Grimshaw, 1990). And 

Aronoff's (1976 ) model of Word Formation as revised with 

subsequent modifications in Scalise (1984) will be followed in 

presenting the details of the process. 

According to LFG, lexical entries specify grammatical 

relations by a direct mapping between semantic predicate 

arguments and configurations of surface grammatical functions . 

This direct mapping is governed by universal principles of 

function argument association such as the Biuniqueness 

Condition . 
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(2) Biuniqueness of Function-Argument Assignments: 

G = g"" .gn is a possible grammatical 

function assignment to P(l, . . . ,m) if and only 

if mapping from 1, ... ,m to G defined by i --+ gi 

is injective (one -to-one and into) (Bresnan, 

1982 : 163) . 

This condition requires that the same grammatical function 

cannot be assigned to different predicate arguments and that 

different grammatical functions cannot be assigned to the same 

predicate argument. 

LFG has as a guiding idea that only lexical rules can 

alter function-argument associations. This principle which is 

known as the principle of direct syntactic encoding deprives 

the syntactic component of such a power by positing that 

"syntactic rules must preserve function-argument 

correspondences" (Bresnan and Kaplan, 1982: xxviii ) 

According to Grimshaw 's (1990) prominence theory of 

argument structure, the argument structure of a predicate, as 

a reflection of its lexical semantics, 

does not consist of just a set of arguments 

but it is rather a structured representation 

over which relations of prominence are 

defined. The external argument is the most 

prominent, and the internal arguments also 

have prominence relative to each other 

(Gr imshaw , 1990:7). 

The organi zation of arguments into a certain argument 

structure (a -structure ) is determined by two dimensions of 
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prominence: (1) the thematic dimension, which establishes a 

hierarchy of arguments according to their semantic properties; 

and (2) the aspectual dimension, which assigns arguments 

different status in the event structure of the semantic 

analysis of the lexical items. 

In this theory, the configurational realization of 

arguments is determined by the aspectual dimension. The 

aspectually most prominent argument is always the grammatical 

subject. The concept of external argument is characterized by 

maximal prominence of an argument of a predicate along the two 

dimensions. The analys is in the aspectual dimension sets an 

event template which divides the event structure of predicates 

into action and state or change of state of sub-events . An 

argument identified as theme in thematic analysis will be 

associated with the less prominent second sub-event of the 

event template in the aspectual analysis. This argument, i . e . 

the theme, is notationally represented in two sets o f 

parenthesis to indicate its absolute non external status even 

when it is found alone as in unaccusatives, because it is at 

the bottom of the hierarchy in both dimensions. The agent 

argument, on the other hand, is the maximally prominent 

argument in both dimensions, and it is represented in a single 

set of parenthesis. The proto-argument structure 

representation according to this theory is given as follows : 
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(3) (Agent (Experience (Goal/Source/Location (Theme)))) 

(Grimshaw, 1990:8) 

According to the prominence theory of argument 

structure, the status of an argument cannot be changed by a 

lexical operation . Lexical processes such as passivization 

suppress the external argument of the base . This suppression 

simply leaves the argument position open. Suppressed positions 

of passives can license a special kind of adjuncts which are 

called argument adjuncts . Such adjuncts like arguments are 

licensed by a-structure, and unlike arguments they are not 

theta-marked and they occur optionally. 

According to the model of word formation to be followed, 

the lexical component is composed of the dictionary and the 

morphological subcomponents. The dictionary contains words 

bracketed and labelled with a syntactic category and their 

boundness can be marked. The morphological subcomponent 

contains Word Formation Rules (WFRs), i.e . Derivational Rules 

(DRs) and Compounding Rules (CRs) together with formal 

constraints on them, and also Inflectional Rules (IRs). 

WFRs specify : a set of words and/or stems on which they 

operate, i.e . their base; a unique phonological (in case of 

CRs concatenation) operation performed on the base; the 

syntactic label and subcategorization frame of the resulting 
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word along with a semantic reading which is a function of the 

semantic reading of the base. Among the formal constraints on 

WFRs are: Unitary Base Hypothesis, which stipulates for a WFR 

to involve bases that form a syntactic class specifiable in 

terms of a single syntactic category feature in x-theory 

terms; and Binary Branching Hypothesis, which stipulates that 

the building of structure of words should be in the manner of 

one rule (affix) at a time . 

Inflectional Rules, which obligatorily operate on 

derived or underived words (but not stems ), complete the 

process of word formation. 

What is very important in this model of morphology for 

the present purpose is the characterization of WFRs, 

especially those of DR's . The Readjustment Rules (RRs) , which 

were originally formulated as morphological rules to take care 

of the final phonological details of a word before it is 

submitted to the syntactic component, can now be handled as 

lexical phonological rules as in Lexical Phonology . 

According to the model of Lexical Phonology, 

phonological rules are identified as lexical as opposed to 

non-or post-lexical in the following conditions (summarized 

from Kenstowicz, 1994) : 
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A- If they involve features only within the phonemic 

inventory of the particular language according to 

Structure Preserving Principle; 

B- If they have direct access to the lexical 

properties of the constituent morphemes of a word; 

C- If they apply after each WFR (i.e. they are cyclic) 

and are bound by the Strict Cycle Condition. 

(4) Strict Cyclic Condition: 

a- Cyclic rules apply only to derived 

representations. 

b- Definition: A representation ¢ is derived 

with respect to rule R in cycle j iff ¢ meets 

the structural analysis of R by virtue of a 

combination of morphemes introduced in cycle J 

or the application of a phonological rule in 

cycle j. (Kiparsky, 1982: 41, in Archangelli 

1984 : 26) 

Another condition within this model, which is 

significant in stating two rules involving one and the same 

focus in the same cycle as in our case, is the Elsewhere 

Condition. It determines the application of disjunctive rules. 
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(5) Th e Elsewhere Condit i on : 

Rules A and B in the same component apply 

disjunctively to a form e if and only if 

a- The structural description of A (the special 

rule) properly includes the structural 

description of B (the general rule) 

b- The result of applying A to e is distinct from 

the result of applying B to e 

In that case A is applied first, and if it 

takes effect then B is not applied (Kenstowicz, 

1994 : 217) 

The statement and description of the rules will be 

according to the property of the component where the rules are 

claimed to belong. 

The formal representation will be in accordance with the 

Autosegmental Theory as developed in McCarthy (1982) in 

conformity with Semitic Phonology and Morphology. McCarthy's 

development, retaining the essential aspect of the theory as 

abstraction away from the notion of a segment 
to a more general idea of autosegments, 
bundles of distinctive features which, when 
joined together by rules of association or 
mapping, fully specify the surface 
phonological representation (1982:127), 
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introduces a morpheme tier. The organization of distinctive 

features into tiers was originally restricted to reference 

only to phonological 'information'. Having the assumption that 

particular languages have the option to select and 

autosegmentalize certain sets of features, McCarthy claims 

that "consonantal r oots and vowel melodies in Semitic, 

although they involve some of the same distinctive features, 

can nevertheless be represented as separate autosegmental 

tiers l1 (1982 : 131 ) Consequently, the root consonants and 

vowels of a Semitic stem are recognized as separate morphemes. 

The autosegmental representation of morphemes is given 

by p-notation. According to this notation a morpheme is 

defined as "an ordered string of 1 x n feature matrices 

associated autosegmentally with a root node p " (1982:122) .The 

significance of this formalism is that it distinctly 

represents the operation of phonological rules which are 

morphologically condit i oned from those which are 

phonologically conditioned . 

When dealing with representation of vowels Lowenstamm' s 

(1991 ) organization and make-up of the vocalic system of 

Ethio-Semitic will be adopted, especially for its efficiency 

and elegance in describing the relationship between [a] and 

[8]. He claims that in Ethio-Semitic, because all peripheral 

vowels are restricted to attach to branching nuclei, length no 
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more results in phonetic contrast between the vowels . 

Therefore, the central vowel [a ) is an innovation to maintain 

phonetic contrast with the long vowel [a) (Lowenstamm, 1991). 

[a), being the default phonetic short form of [a), the 

association of [a) to two uninterrupted skeletal slots 

represents a phonetic [a) . This move can further be supported 

by the fact that [a) is found where loss of radicals /7/ and 

/h/ can be traced (Bender and Hailu, 1978), which can be 

explained as compensatory lengthening of the vowel [a) 

The characterization of 't' as "nothing but the sort of 

pure noise that will provide phonetic interpretation for empty 

nuclei . .. " (Lowenstamm, 1991: 963) allows other means within 

the bounds of the phonemic inventory to fill in the epenthetic 

nuclei. In this connection spreading will be assumed to fill 

in epenthetic slots in affixational derivations. Therefore, 

any affixation which initiates epenthetic nuclei may trigger 

the spreading of the theme vowel of the base to that 

epenthetic slot. 

The organization and presentation of the remaining part 

of the paper is as follows : The second section focuses on the 

discussion of causativization as a lexical process by 

examining the a-structure and func tion of different verbal 

stems and their causative derivations . The third section 
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discusses the morphophonology of causativization by analysing 

the important lexical phonological rules which apply in 

deriving causatives from different stems. The conclusions 

drawn from the analyses are summarized in the fourth section. 
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2.Causativization 

There are basic verb forms such as sabbar-, gadda l - , 

k'orra t'-, etc . which lexically represent a situation of 

causation . These verbs predicate causal relationship between 

their respective pairs of arguments : that the state of one of 

the arguments is caused by the activity of the other argument . 

The 'a-stem' causatives are much the same as those lexical 

causatives: the state of the argument predicated of the basic 

stem gets a causer by ' a-' affixation . Also the ' as - stem ' 

causatives have a causer argument in addition to the arguments 

of their basic forms. However, as has been shown in the 

previous chapter, the ' as - stem' derivations are open for 

ambiguity. In general causati vization whether in ' a - stem' or 

'as-stem' derivations introduces a causer argument . 

Given that a WFR specifies, among other things, the 

semantic reading of the re s ulting word as a function of the 

semantic reading of the base, the important properties of the 

t wo affixes and the sources of ambiguity in the 'as- stem' 

causatives can be inferred from the syntacto-semantic analysis 

of the base. One such analysis is the analysis of the argument 

structure of the base . 
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2.1 Argument Structure of the Base 

Potentially any event simple or complex can be causally 

related to other events . This makes it possible for 

causativization rule to apply to different verbs which 

predicate relationships between different numbers and types of 

participants licensed by their respective a-structures. The 

following a-structure types can be identified lexically 

represented by basic ' verb forms : 

(a) ((Theme )) = unaccusatives, 

(b) (Agent)/(Exp) = unergatives, 

(c ) (Agent (Theme)) = transitive agentives, 

(d) (Agent(Loc/Goal(Theme))) = ditransitives 

Unaccusatives have only one obligatory argument the 

state of which is being predicated. This simple predication is 

represented in basic verb forms such as dana 'heal' (int r. ) , 

falla ' boil' (intr.), gala 'glow' (intr . ), sakkara 'be drunk', 

etc. Unergatives such as heda ' go', rot'a ' run', wanna 'swim', 

zaffana 'sing ' , etc . predicate the activity or behaviour of an 

l In a system of derived stems a stem whi ch serves the primary verbal 
expression function of that system is considered a.basic stem . A stem with 

the theme vowel of 181 is normally the basic ve rbal expression of that 
system. And all basic forms including quadriradicals are symbolically 
represented by sequence of numerals for radicals and the theme vowel (s ) . 

Basic verbal expressions such as awwak' - I sak' -, s8mma- I k'om I I hed- I 

gWodda , e tc ., are assumed to be the results of mutation of their proto­

typical 182283 - forms. 
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argument. Transitive agentives predicate a relationship 

between two arguments X and Y such that X acts on Y or X acts 

or behaves in a way that effects the state of Y. It is this 

second sense of predication which relates basic transitives to 

simple morphological causatives. Verbs like k'at't'a 'punish', 

lak'k'ak'a 'release', nak'k'ala 'uproot bat 'abbat'a 'shake', 

etc., are basic transitive agentives . Ditransitives predicate 

relationship between three arguments X,Y,Z such that X acts on 

Z to bring about Z' s relation with Y. sakka 'poke', saddada 

'send', ("ana 'load', sat't'a 'give', etc., are ditransitive 

basic forms. 

In addition to the above basic forms, there are bound , 

verbal sterns which derive actual verbs by 'ta-' or ' a- ' 

affixation . The 'ta- ' derivations of such sterns have a-

structures compatible with their passive like morphology : they 

are all non-agentive . tak'ammat 'a 'sit', takatt a la 'follow', 

tagaffat'a 'collide', tarakkaba 'receive', takarayya 'rent', 

etc., have (Goal/Loc(Theme)) a-structure. Habituatives such as 

t asaddaba 'insult', taraggat'a 'stamp on ' , tanakkasa 'bite', 

tanaddafa ' sting', etc., have an argument that shows some 

habi t . Ref lexi ves such as tak'ammat'a 'seat .oneself', t anaf fat 'a 

'blow one's nose ' , tanassa 'raise oneself ', etc. have an 
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argument which benefits from its own action. There are psyche-

verbs which predicate the psychological state of an argument 

from unspecified i nstigator . These are : tedessete ' be happy', 

tek'ot 't'a 'be angry', tek'eyyeme 'be discontented', tesek'ayye 

'suffer'. The single argument of habituatives, reflexives and 

psyche-verbs is one which experiences a mental, emotional or 

physical state from an ' implicit' instigator : the habit in 

habituatives; the self in reflexives; and the object of 

emotion in psyche-verbs. The only Experiencer argument of such 

verbs can be represented as « Exp) ) in a -structure to show its 

non-external status. 

There are other forms with similar derivation which 

predicate a state or change of state of an argument such as 

tezegajje 'be/get ready ' , teserac'c'e 'be /get distributed ', 

tederajje ' be/get organized', tekemacc e 'be accumulated', etc. 

The a-structure of these verbs is like that of unaccusatives, 

i . e. « Theme) ) . 

The 'a -' affixation to bound verbal stems deri ve 

agentive verbs of a-structures similar to those of basic 

agentives. agessa 'belch' , afwac'c'e ' whistle' , anekkese 

I limp' f anebennebe 'murmur' I etc. have a single agent 

argument, i . e . (Agent ) in a-structure; aweggeze ' condemn ', 

anet't'efe 'make bed' , e tc. have an a-structure of 
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(Agent (Theme)); ak'abbala 'deliver' , abaddara 'lend', abassara 

' tell good news ' ama lakka ta 'demonstrate', etc. have an a -

structure of (Agent (Goal/Loc (Theme))). 

Generally, the agentive/non-agentive contrast In a-

structure of the ' a - ' and 'ta-' derivations of bound stems can 

be ascri bed to the two affixes , respectively . in that 'a ' 

introduces an agent" argument to the bound stem which was 

lacking one This is causativization in a way . Similarly, 

'ta-' affixation to the bound stems can be considered as 

medio-passive formation. (See section 2 . 4 . ) Nevertheless, all 

the basic and non-basic verb forms are possible bases for 

causativizat i on. 

2.2 'a-' as a Causative Affix 

Girmay has clearly stated : " . the prefix g - is 

required only in ergative ve r bs which ... lexically lack an 

agent argument " (1992 : 66) . As it has already been shown , 'a- ' 

deri ves agenti ve verbs from bound verbal stems. The agent 

introduced by ' a -' is an e x ternal argument associated with the 

first (action) sub-event in the event struc t ure of the derived 

verb . 

lStrictly speaki ng agent is a volitional entity, but arguments licensed by 

causative morphemes are often referred to as agent. In fact, any 

participant licensed by causative morphemes should be related to the sense 

o f agency. 
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'a-' has been described as simple causative, because it 

deri ves verbs which represent the agent's action of causing 

the state of an argument or the relation of the two arguments 

in a single domain of prominence as in transitive agentives. 

The causer argument of 'a-' is the most prominent by itself 

and in relation to other arguments of the base . The 

prohibition of 'a-' affixation to agentives can be explained 

from the simple causative nature of the affix. 

If ' a- ' is to be affixed to agent ives e i ther the a-

structure of the base should somehow be altered in order for 

the argument of the affix to maintain its prominence over all 

others in the derived a - structure, or the argument of the 

aff ix should def ine another domain of prominence outs i de of 

the internal a-structure, (in which the agent of the base is 

the most prominent) . 'a-' fails to attach to agentives in any 

of these conditions, and this seems to be where 'as - ' is 

needed for . ' a - ' affix ation introduc es a mos t promi nent 

argument to an a-structure which permits one. 

Now that 'a-' is the exclusive causative affix for non-

agentive bases , the causative counter parts of 'tB-' derived 

verbs should straightforwardly derive with 'a - ' affixation, 

since these verbs are non-agentives. With the assumption that 
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the 'te-' 'assimilates' 1 to the first radical of the bound 

stem it is plausible to argue that 'a-' derives the causatives 

of such verbs as in (6) 

(6) te-gaffet' - ) a-ggaffet'- 'collide' 

te-kerayy- ) a-kkerayy- 'rent ' 

te-saddeb- a-ssadd8b- 'insult' 

te-nakkes- ) a-nnakkes- 'bite' 

te-naffet' - a-nnaffet' - 'blow nose' 

te-naffes- ) a-nnaffes- 'take fresh air' 

te-zegajj- ) a-zzegajj- 'be ready' 

(7) te-desset- a-sdesset- 'be happy' 

te-k'Wot't'a 
) 

a-sk'ot't'a 'be angry' 

te-wegged- a-swgged- 'be disposed' 

te-rekkeb- ) a-srekkeb- 'receive' 

te-k'emmet' - a-sk'emmet'- 'sit' 

t e-nessa ) a-snessa 'stand up' 

te-kettel- a-skettel- 'follow' 

te-k'eyym- a-sk'eyyem- 'be disappointed' 

The term 'assimilate' is used here along the common descriptive 

assumption to mean that the absence of the 't8-' can somehow be accounted 
for from the gemination of the initial radical of the stem. Further 
morphophonological explanation of the phenomenon is given in the next 
chapter. 
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However a subset of 'ta-' derived non-agentive verbs such as 

those in (7) seem to fail to take 'a-'. The causative 

counterpart of such verbs derive from the bound basic stems by 

'as-' affixation . 'a-' also fails to derive the causatives of 

such verbs from the bound basic stems . The failure of 'a-' to 

attach to the bound basic stems may be explained by the 

potential agentivity of the basic stems. But the reason why 

'a-' doesn't attach to 'ta'-derived stems will have nothi ng to 

do with the a-structure of the stems as far as t hese stems are 

non-agentive. Since the causatives of verbs such as (7 ) derive 

from their (potentially agentive) basic stems they can be 

treated in the same way as actual agentive verbs . And the 

issue of 'ta'-derived non-agentives will be clarified in 

subsequent sections with the examination of the a-structure of 

agentives under causativization and medio-passivization. 

2.3 Is 'as- ' a Distinct Causative Affix? 

If 'as- ' is a distinct causat ive affix, as it is 

frequently stated in the literature, what it could be is the 

causati ve of agentives. In fact, the causatives of such 

verbs are always found in 'as-stem' form . 
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(8 ) hed- ) ashed- 'go' 

wai'ii'l- ) aswai'li'l- 'swim' 

k'et't'a ) ask't't'a 'punish' 

lek'k'ek' - ) aslek'ke'k' - ' release' 

c'an- ) asc'an- 'load' 

sat't'- asset 't'- 1 9 ive' 

(9) agessa ) asgessa 'belch' 

anekkes- ______ ~) asnekkes- 'limp' 

anessa asnessa 'pick' 

agei'li'l- __ ~) asge i'li'l - 'find' 

What is observed here in (8) and (9) is 'as-' performing what 

' a-' fails to do . 

Careful analysis of the a-structure of the causative 

derivation of the agentives i n (8) and (9) reveals that the 

agent of the stem is not incorporated in the derived 

causative . 

(10) (a) ltj - occ-u wai'li'l-u 

child- Pl - the-swam-3pl.NOM 

'The children swam . ' 
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(b) Kasa ltj- occ- u-n as-wann-8-acc8w 

Kasa child-pl-the-ACC CAUS-swam-3ms.NOM 

'Kasa made the children swim.' 

(11) (a) direkt8r-wa t8mari-u-n k'8t't'a-cc+-u 

director-the (f) student-the-ACC punished-

3fs.NOM - 3ms ACC 

'The director punished the student.' 

(b) ??m8mhtr-u direkt8r-wa- n t8mari-u-n as-

k'8t't'a-at 

teacher-the director-the (f)-ACC student-

the-OBL CAUS-punished-3fs OBJ 

'The teacher made the director punish the 

student. ' 

(c) m8mhtr-u t8mari-u-n (b8-direkt8r-wa) 

as-k'at't'a-u 

teacher-the student - the-ACC(by-director-

the (f)) CAUS-punished-3ms OBJ 

'The teacher got the student punished (by 

the director .' 
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(12) (a) ta~akkami-u gWaz - u - n awtobus-u lay ~'an- a 

porter-the staff-the-ACC bus-the - on 

loaded-3ms SUBJ 

'The porter loaded the staff on the bus.' 

(b) ta~akkami-u awtobus - u-n gWaz ~ 'an- a -u 

porter-the bus-the-ACC staff loaded-3ms-

SUBJ-3ms OBJ 

(c) mangadanna-wa gWaz - u - n (ba-ta~akkami-u) 

awtobus-u lay as-~'an-a-~~+-u 

traveller-the staff - the - ACC (by - porter -

the) bus-the-on CAUS-loaded-3fs SUBJ - 3ms 

OBJ 

'The traveller got the staff loaded on 

the bus (by the porter) . 

(d) ??mangadanna -wa ta ~akkami-u-n awtobus-u - n 

W x ' xv' 9 az as-c an- a- cct -u 

traveller-the (f) porter - the-ACC bus-the-

OBL staff CAUS-loaded-3fs SUBJ-3ms OBJ 

'The traveller made the porter load the 

bus with staff.' 
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(e) mangadanna-wa awtobus-u-n (ba-ta~akkami-u) 

gWaz as-c'an-a - cN-u 

'The traveller got the bus loaded with 

staff (by the porter) . 

In ( lOa) the unergative verb /wanna / predicates the volitional 

act of an argument /l+joccu/ the effect of which is understood 

to bear on itself. Since it sets itself into the activity of 

swimming this single argument has a role of agent. In contrast 

the derived causative verb aswanna of (lOb) predicates the 

permissive or coercive act of an argument /Kasa / affecting 

another argument / l+joccu/ . / l+joccu/ in (lOb) has no volition 

over the act of swimming; it has been set into that activity 

by the causer (argument) . Therefore it can't be equated with 

that which represents the agent argument in (lOa) . It is an 

experiencer (patient) argument. 

In (lla) the bas ic transitive verb k'at't'a predicates the 

immediate act of the agent argument /direktarwa/ upon the 

patient (theme ) argument /t amariw/ . The causative derivative 

of the same verb k'a t't 'a predicates a causer argument (mamh+ru) 

instigating the suffering of a patient (theme) argument 

·(tamariw) in (llc). The mediated agency of · the causer argument 

may be explicitly represented by surfacing an optional 
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instrumental agent (argument adjunct) (b8-direkt8rwa). This 

suggests that causativization of agentives affects the a-

structure of their base. 

(lIb) seems to have fully incorporated the structure of 

its base . However, the addition of an extra agent (causer ) to 

the (agent (theme )) a-structure of the base verb has made the 

derived causative structure less acceptable . (llb) may be 

interpreted as a viable structure if the causative verb 

predicates the persuasive or coercive act of the causer 

argument (m8mhtru ) putting the experiencer patient argument 

(direkt8rwa ) into the activity of punishing, the effect of 

which extends to a theme argument (t8mariw) . It is the same 

with ditransitives that the causative of a ditransitive verb 

does not incorporate the agent of the base. (12d) can be 

acceptable only if the a- structure of the causative verb is 

presumed to have, beside the causer argument, experiencer, 

locative and theme arguments . 

What is shared by the causativization of agentives is 

that the agent argument is suppressed and, instead, an 

experiencer' (lOb, lIb and 12d) or instrumental agent (llc, 

12c and 12e) may be licensed as an argument adjunct . 

1 The suppression of agent and the licensing of experiencer in agentives, 
which assures the non-agentive use of the base verbs under 
causativization within the framework of prominence theory of a-structure 
can also be related to Syeed's (1985) use of the concept of affectivity. 
According to Syeed a verb is said to be affective when it represents 
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What brought about the suppression of the agent of these 

verbs? Could it be the ' s-' in 'as-', since 'a-' is the 

causative affix anyway? This is what Girmay suggested as an 

alternative analysis : 

At a deeper level, we may try to relate the 

two morphemes, .il,- and .il..S.-, by proposing that 

.il..S. - is composed of .il, - + .s. - . We shall assume 

that .il,- always adds an agent theta role, but 

that the addition of an agent to a verb will 

only be allowed if that verb has no agent 

already present in its argument structure . .. 

Then the role of .s. - becomes clear : it is to 

embed [sic] one argument structure within 

another . . . the .s.- prefix creates a new verb, 

and as such it requires that the GFs of the 

verb root be changed . Since these changes are 

going to be based on percolation, we shall 

predict that the theme is not affected, only 

the inner Ag[ent] is (1992 : 67-8) . 

If 's - ' is what brought about the suppression of the agent 

argument of agentive verbs, this means that agentive verbs are 

rendered non-agentive to take the simple causative affix 'a-' . 

Consideri ng the causat i vization of 't8 '-derived non -

agentive verbs of (7) throws more light to what the nature of 

's -' is . The base forms of such verbs are not actual ; there 

are no verbs like *d8ss8t8, *k8tt8l8 , *k'8yy8m8 , etc . However 

one can assume that they are potentially agentives, because 

action that affects the subject. Agency, 

does not reflect affectedness. Therefore, 

and unergatives undergo suppression 

causativization can be understood as the 

since their subject position will be taken 

affectedness. 

being a role of instigation , 

the sense in which transitives 

of their agents before 

affective use of such verbs, 

over by a role which can bear 
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they cannot derive their causatives by 'a-' affixation, 

whereas they derive passive-like actual forms by \ t 8- f 

affixation suppressing the potential agent. The causatives of 

such bound stems could have been derived by affixing 'a-' to 

their 't8-stem' derivations, since they are rendered non -

agentive in the processes of derivation . 

That the causatives of such forms surface in 'as-stem' 

conforms the potential agentivity of the base forms. 

Therefore, the previous observation can be maintained that 

's-' is needed here to suppress the agent of verbs before they 

causativize. It should be noted here that the difference 

between 't8-' and 's-' is formal rather than functional . And 

the functional overlap and the distributional complementation 

of 't8-' and's -' suggests the underlying unity of the two 

forms. It will not be surprising to assume that 's-' is a 

reflex of It I of the medio -passive formative . (See next 

section.) In this respect the dialectal variation, within 

Amharic, between [tl and [sl in the purpose introducing 

morpheme 'stl - ' (13a) and time introducing morpheme 's-' (13b) 

provides empirical evidence that these two sounds constitute a 

natural class . 

(13) (a) g8nz8b ttl-ann8s8 - nn. (Northern Shewa 

Southern Wello) 
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ganzab stl-annasa-nn (other dialects) 

money because-less - ls SUB 

'Because I was short of money, ' 

(b) wandtmm-e t-yt- mat'a (Northern Shewa Southern 

Wello) 

wendtmm - e s - yt -mat'a (other dialec::s) 

brother-Is POSS when-he-comes 

'When my brother comes,' 

Analysing the 's-' of 'as - ' as underlying medio-passi ve 

formative /t-/ strengthens Girmay's insight ' , because the 's-' 

can now be conceived as a realization of a designated affix 

distinct from the causative affix 'a-' . At this point a 

generalized hypothesis of causativization can be posited for 

Amharic that there is a single causative affix 'a-' which 

introduces a causer argument to an a-structure which allows 

one. 

(14) Simple Causativization In Amharic : 

Causativization in Amharic derives a simple 

argument structure in which the causer argument 

of the causative affix is the most prominent. 

1 In fact, it was only pointed out to him by V.Manfredi (p :C) as he 

acknowledges . 
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So far it has been shown that non - agentive verbs can add 

a causer argument into their a - structure by prefixing 'a-' . In 

the remain ing s e ctions the Simple Causat i v i zation Hypothesis 

will be proved by further e x aminat ion of agentives or, 

generally, verbs with a most prominent argument in their a -

structure . 

The important proof for the hypothesis comes from the 

consideration that the 's-', which is found in causative 

derivations is a reflex of the affix 't8-'. In the literature 

't8-' has been frequently described as reflexive, passive, 

habituative, reciprocative, etc . First it should be examined 

whether all instances of ' t 8- ' affixation lead to the same 

result in the process of causativization . 

2.4 'ta..' as Medio-Passive Formative 

Amhar ic der ives ' canoni cal' passives from transitive 

bases by affix ing 't8 - '. The agent of a passivized t ransitive 

realizes as an optional oblique phrase . 

(15) (a) k' tt'r8nna Kasa - n g8dd8l- 8-U 

mercenary killed - 3ms SUBJ- 3ms OBJ 

'(A) mercenary k i lled Kasa . 

(b) (b8 -k'tt'r8nna) t 8 -g8dd8l- 8 

by mercenary PASS-killed- 3ms SUBJ 

'He was killed (by (a) mercenary)' . 
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(16) (a) prezidant-u la-tamari-wocc-u stllimat sat'-u 

president- the to-student-Pl-the award gave-

3ms SUBJ 

'The president gave award to the students.' 

(b) temari-wocc-u (ke-prezident-u) s+ll+mat te-

sat't' -u 

student-PI-the (from-president-the) award 

PASS-gave-3PI SUBJ 

'The students were given aware (from the 

president ) 

Passivization has suppressed the external arguments of 

agentive predicates in ( lSb ) and (16b ) . In these . structures 

the less prominent arguments have been focused and assigned GF 

of subject in place of their respective suppressed agents. 

Unergatives do not seem to lend themselves to this kind 

of passivization, since they have no other argument for which 

the agent is suppressed . Nevertheless, there are cases when 

passive-like forms are derived out of unergatives . 

(17) (a) ye-manadar-u set-occ c 'oh - u 

of- village- the women-PI cried-3PI SUBJ 

'Women of the village cried.' 
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(b) ta-c'oh-a 

PASS-cried-3ms SUBJ 

'It has been cried . ' 

(18) (a) btzu saw-occ thud thud yt-wann-all-u 

many people Sundays 3s-swim-AUX-3Pl SUBJ 

'Many people swim on Sundays . ' 

(b) thud thud yt - wwann-all-0 

Sundays 3s-PASS-swim- AUX-3ms SUBJ 

'It is swam on Sundays.' 

The only agent arguments of unergatives are suppressed 

in (17b) and (18b) by 't9-' affixation yielding in 'impersonal 

passive' structures with the subject positions filled by 

e xpletives, for there are no other arguments in the a­

structures of the predicate 

'a-' derived unergatives and transitives are expected to 

passivize in the same way as the basic unergatives, since they 

are agentives . However, the passive counterparts of these 

forms seem to derive directly from the bound stem . 

(19) (a) hhb-u a-c'abac'c'ab-a 

crowd- the CAUS-clapped-3ms SUBJ 

'The crowd clapped . ' 
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(b) ta-c'abac'c'ab-a 

PASS-clapped-3ms SUBJ 

'It was clapped' 

(20) (a) Aster ya -Kasa-n k'alabat a-gann-acc 

Aster of-Kasa-ACC ring CAUS-found-3fs SUBJ 

'Aster f o und Kasa's ring .' 

(b) ya-Kasa k'labat (ba-Aster) ta-gann-a 

o f-Kasa ring (by -As ter) PASS -found-3ms 

SUBJ 

'Kasa's ring was found (by Aster) 

If the ' a-' of 'a-stem' verbs is the causat ive a ffix, 

the base form to which it attaches should not have an agent in 

its a - structure . And for the 'ta-stem' counterparts of 

'a-stem' verbs to be passive, the stem to which 'ta-' at taches 

should have an external argument to be suppressed . These seem 

to be contradictory requirements . However, they can be 

reconciled if the affixation of ' a - ' to the bound stem applies 

first to derive an agentive predicate, then follows the 

passivization to suppress the introduced agent of the 'a -stem ' 

verb. It will not be ad hoc if one assumes that the passive of 

'a-' derived unergatives (19b) and transitives (20 b) actually 

derive from respective 'a-stem' forms of (19a) and (20a) 

dropping the ' a- ' in the process. In the same way, if 'ta-' is 



40 

to derive forms from basic unaccusatives it should wait until 

the causative 'a-' introduces a causer argument , which will 

then be suppressed in passivization. The same for derived non-

agentives; they cannot undergo suppression of external 

argument for they do not have any. That is why 't8-' does not 

apply to 't8-stem' verbs such as 't8-k'8mm8t8' , 't8-

d8ss8t8 ' ,'t8-k'8yy8m8', etc . But can the ' t 8 -' of such verbs be 

related to the one which suppresses external arguments? 

As has been shown in the 't8-'derived forms of 

habituatives, reflexives and psyche-verbs the instigator or 

effector is only understood and can never be realized in 

subject position . The ungrammaticality of the examples in (b) 

below reveal the same fact. 

(21) (a) ahtyya (b8-t8f8t'ro-u) y-r-ragg8t'-all-e 

donkey(by-nature - Poss 3ms) 3s-PASS-stamp 

on-AUX-3ms SUBJ 

'Donkey is apt to stamp-on (by its nature) , 

(b) *tf8t'ro-u ahtyya-n yt (r) ragg8t' -8w-all 

'It's nature makes donkey to stamp on.' 

(22) (a) Kasa (b8-ftllagot-u) t8-k'8mm8t'-a 

Kasa(by-desire-POSS 3ms ) PASS-sat -3ms SUBJ 

'Kasa sat down (because he wanted to) . 
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(b) *ftllagot-u Kasa-n (ta-) k'ammat'-a-u 

'His desire made Kasa sit '. 

(23) (a) Aster (ba-wt t't'et-wa) ta-dassat-acc 

Aster (by-result-POSS 3fs) PASS-be happy 

3fs SUBJ 

'Aster was happy (by her result) 

(b) *wtt't'et-wa Aster-tn(ta-)dassat-at 

'Her result made Aster happy . ' 

Beside habituatives, 'ta - ' derives other forms from 

la22a3- and la2a22a3- stems. The 'ta-' derivatives of these 

two stems are very similar in meaning and hence can be used 

interchangeably. The derived forms are referred to as 

reciprocatives. tagaddal-u and tagadaddal-u can be used to 

mean 'they killed each other' except that the latter seem to 

have more participants because of the 'iterative' function of 

the base . Reciprocatives do not have external arguments, that 

is, the participants are focused as undergoers of the effect 

of each other ' s action, The structure which focuses the 

participants of reciprocatives as doers is ill-formed as in 

(24) . 

(24) (a) t a c'awac-occ-u trsbars ta-sababbar-/ta-sabbar-u 

player-Pi-the each other PASS-broke-3p SUBJ. 

'The players broke one another . ' 
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(b) *t8c'awac-occ-u trasacc8w t8-s8babb8ru 

'The players themselves broke. 

From this one can conclude that the 't8-' in reciprocatives 

suppresses the participants as actors or instigators 

What has been observed throughout the 't8- ' derivations 

is the suppression of external arguments . Therefore, it is 

methodologically appropriate to unite all instances of 't8-' 

affixation as long as they bring about essentially the same 

effect in the derived forms . In this respect, Spencer's 

distinction of a medio-passive voice vis - a. -vis active voice, 

can be s~rengthened by morphologi cal evidence from Amharic : 

... the medio-passive voice as the set of 
forms in which the subj ect is acted upon in 
some way, whether by himself (reflexive.), by 
the object he himself is acting on 
(recipr ocal) , some possibly unspecified agent 
(passive), or in a more indirect way by 
benefiting specifically from his own action 
(middle) (Spencer, 1991:248 ) 

is signalled by 't8-' affixation . Then, accordingly, 't8-' can 

be described as a medio-passive lexical formative of Amharic . 

2.5 Causativization of Medio-Passives 

Non-agentive bases satisfy the requirement of simple 

causativization (14) that is they don 't have a maximally 

prominent argument; therefore, the derived causatives of these 
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verbs will have the argument of the causative affix as the 

most prominent one . Agentive verbs cannot undergo Simple 

causativi zation by ' a -' affixation because there will be more 

external argument than the a-structure can accommodate . The 

' as-stem' forms which have been frequently described as 

causatives of transitives actually have the property of simple 

causat i ves : that the causer argument is the most prominent 

argument realized as subject, whereas the agent of the base is 

realized as optional oblique object. This suggests that there 

is no sense in calling 'as-stem ' derivations causati ves of 

transitives or double causatives as the agents of the bases do 

not maintain their argument status in the derivation . 

causativization of transitives inflicts a change in the 

a-structure of a base. The change is like that of 

passivization, i . e., suppressing the agent . This condition of 

causativization of transitives has been observed cross-

linguistically . Grahame-Bailey ' s generalization on Hindi is as 

follows : 

[t]here is no causal of the active voice of a 
transitive verb . The so - called causal is the 
causal of its passive voice. It means 'to 
cause the action of the transitive verb to be 
performed, not to make someone perform, 
(Grahame- Bailey, 1950 : 58 in Saksena, 
1980 : 134) 
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and Leslau's (1967,1995) description of 'as-stem' forms as 

causative of the passive conform to Comrie's proposal of 

passive analysis to the causativization of transitives: 

Another approach to the use of agentive 
phrases is expressing the embedded subject 
where there is also an indirect obj ect would 
be to say that this agenti ve phrase is the 
result of passivization in the embedded 
sentence before causati vization takes place. 
Evidence in favour of this is to be found in 
those languages that allow an agentive phrase 
even where we have the causative of a 
transitive verb that has no indirect object ... 
(1976 :271 ) . 

In Amharic the passive base of the so-called causative 

of transitives can be related to the morphological appearance 

of on the basically transitive forms with la_ J 

affixation. The 's-' which has been postulated earlier to be a 

reflex of the passive affix 't8-' is the one which facilitates 

the condition for a uniform causativization of transitives. 

It is the same also with other verb forms the a-

structure of which contain an external argument: that their 

causatives are in 'as-stem' form indicates that they have 

undergone medio-passive formation before causativization. We 

can generalize that all verbs with an external argument can 

causativize only after they undergo medio-passivization. 

Prominence theory of argument structure predicts that "[il n 

causativization ... the addition of a new external argument is 
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possible only if the former external argument is suppressed or 

two d i fferent domains of prominence are mai ntained " (Grimshaw , 

1990 : 126). Amhar ic provides concrete morphologi cal evidence 

for the first option of suppressing a former e x ternal argument 

by an interfBdiary process of medio-passivization . 

The ck,satives of medio-passives of 1a2283 - and 182a2283-

types do not surface in ' as - stem ' fo r ms . The medi o-passive 

formative 'ass i mi lates' to the first radical of these forms 

with a fe w e xceptions of basic 1a2283- forms such as garr8d8 

'curtain' I ga1l8b8 'ride' , k'ass8t8 'gasp', etc . . The 

difference in the change of the medio-passive formative will 

be explained morphophonologically in the nex t chapter . What is 

important to note here is that the medio -passive is there to 

let the application of causativization as a uniform 

morphological process of affix ing the causative morpheme ' a- ' 

with i ts cons traint that the a- s tructure of the base should 

have no external argumen t availa ble f or s yntac t ic real i zat i on . 

As it will become clear soon, the underlying form of the 

causative morpheme can better be represented as 'H-', a 

morphophoneme standi ng for a glottal consonant, which later 

surfaces as 'a -' after assimi lating with the epenthetic / 8 / . 

The morphophoneme ' H' can be related to the Proto-Semitic 

causative prefixes : (= ' 7') and 'h' (Moscati, 1964). 
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Having this assumption and the generalizations made so far the 

causativizat i on rule of Amharic can be formulated as follows: 

(25) Rul e of Causativization: 

(a) Morphological change: [xl 

(b) A-structure change : ( - (2( ... ) .. . )) ~ 

(1(2( ... ) . . . )) 

Where x is free or bound verbal stem and '-' 

is the suppressed or nil external argument 

position and the numerals are arguments in 

their order of prominence. 



47 

3. Morphophonology of Causativization 

In the previous chapter the causativization rule of 

Amharic has been formulated . In this chapter, the application 

of this rule and the accompanying Lexical Phonological Rules 

(LPR) such as syllabification, epenthetic spreading, t-

weakening and causative skeleton deletion will be discussed. 

3.1 Syllabification and Epenthetic Spreading 

So far, the medio-passi ve and the causative morphemes 

were represented as 'ta' and 'a-' , respectively, implying that 

the traditional analysis does not represent the underlying 

forms of the morphemes. The underlying representations of the 

two morphemes are reduced to It -I and IH-I based on the 

analysis of different lexical phonological rules which operate 

in the derivation of media-passive and causative verbs . 

The l al of the medio-passive formative has limited 

occurrence to be taken as part of the media-passive formative . 

It is not found where the media-passive is preceded by other 

affixes such as in imperfective conjugations :y+ggaddal- < y-

t agaddal- , +nn+ffalallag- < +nn-tafalallag-, ttnnaggar - < t-

t anaggar-, etc.; and in causatives: asgaddal - < a - t agaddal-, 

affalallag - < a-tafalallag-, annaggar - < a-tanaggar-,etc .. 

Also, lal is not necessary in passivizing verbs with 
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underlying initial glottal consonant . Since the initial 

radical of such verbs surfaces as [aJ as in ass8r8-, aww8k' -, 

add8s- ,etc . the /t/ can attach without a following / 8 / as 

follows: tass8r- , taww8k-, tadd8s-, etc. 

Indeed, the / 8/ of ' t8-' is in an epenthetic position, 

becaus e it is found only where /t-/ affixation is likely to 

create impermissible initial consonant cluster. When 

derivations violate the canonical syllable structures of the 

language rule of syllabification apply to erect epenthetic 

nuclei. The /8/ is a vowel associated to the epenthetic nuclei 

erected by the syllabification rule. As distinct from the post 

lexical epenthetic insertion of / +/, the / 8 / is associated to 

the epenthetic nuclei by a lexical phonological rule of 

Epenthetic Spreading of the theme vowe l . 

The proposal of /H-/ as the underlying form of the 

causative morpheme follows from the assumption about the 

representation of vowels (p .17 18 ) that surface [aJ is 

underlying long / 8 / . In conformity with this assumption the 

underlying initial glottal consonant of verbs surfaces as [aJ 

as a result of the association of the theme vowel / 8 / to the 

skeletal slot of the glottal consonant (with or without 

delinking of the glottal consonant) . 



48 

underlying initial glottal consonant . Since the initial 

radical of such verbs surfaces as [aJ as in ass8r8-, aww8k' -, 

add8s- ,etc. the /t/ can attach without a following / 8 / as 

follows : tass8r - , taww8k-, tadd8s-, etc. 

Indeed, the / 8/ of 't8-' is in an epenthetic position, 

because it is found only where /t - / affixation is likely to 

create impermissible initial consonant cluster. When 

derivations violate the canonical syl lable structures of the 

language rule of syllabification apply to erect epenthetic 

nuclei. The / 8/ is a vowel associated to the epenthetic nuclei 

erected by the syllabification rule . As distinct from the post 

lexical epenthetic insertion of I i i, the / 8 / is associated to 

the epenthetic nuclei by a lexical phonological rule of 

Epenthetic Spreading of the theme vowel . 

The proposal of /H-/ as the underlying form of the 

causative morpheme follows from the assumption about the 

representation of vowels (p . 17 18) that surface [aJ is 

underlying long / 8/. In conformity with this assumption the 

underlying init ia l glottal consonant of verbs surfaces as [aJ 

as a result of the association of the theme vowel / 8 / to the 

skeletal slot of the glottal consonant (with or without 

del inking of the glottal consonant) . 
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The surface form of the causative morpheme [a-) can be 

explained in a similar way if its underlying form is assumed 

to be /H-/ . The initial sequence of consonants which result 

from affixation of /H-/ in causativization should be splitted 

by an epenthetic nuclei . The theme vowel which spreads to this 

epenthetic nuclei later associates with the skeletal slot of 

the causative morpheme to give the long /e/ which is 

phonetically realized as [aJ. 

The derivation of surface forms of causatives and verbs 

with underlying initial glottal consonant is represented 

bellow. 

(26) (a) ).I (b) (c) 

I 
e 

X ~ x- ) x X x x x x- )x X x x x x-

I \J l, 1 1 \J I I, I)e \lIe Ik , H w Hew e k 

(27) (a) ).I (b) 

I 
e e 

~ ... ~ 
x + x x x x x x- x x x x x x x x- ~ 

"'J I I 
Iw \Jr 

I 
H w r d H d 

l ~ I ~ 
).I ).I 

(c) (d) 

x x x x x x x x- ~ x x x x x x x x-

I I I I "'J I I N I I "'J I I 
Hew e red Hew e red 
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(26a) represents the underlying form of verbs with 

initial glottal consonant : the association of root consonants 

and the theme vowel to the skeletal slots. (26b) and (c) 

represent the conflation of the vocalic and the consonantal 

tiers, and the spreading of the nearby vowel to the skeletal 

slot of the initial glottal consonant, respectively . The 

affixation of the causat ive morpheme to the underlying f o rm of 

a verb in (2 7a ) is followed by epenthetic nuclei erection and 

epenthetic spreading in (27b) after tier conflation in (27c) 

the nearby vowel spreads to the skeletal slot of the glottal 

consonant of the causative morpheme in (27d) 

The glottal consonant mayor may not delink after the 

vowel has spread into its s ke letal slot as the derived verb 

may be pronounced with or without glottal consonant word 

initially . In further derivations the skeletal slot of the 

glottal root consonant is maintained by the lengthened vowel 

/ a / which is realized as [al, whereas the skeletal slot of the 

causative morpheme deletes . 

3.2 Causative Skeleton Deletion 

It has been shown in the previous chapter that verbs 

can passivize only . ", 
lL they have an external argument . 

Accordingly, unaccusatives such as falla 'boil (intr) ', mok'a 

'heat (intr . ) ', bokka 'ferment (intr) , , etc . should not 
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passivize because they do not have external argument. However, 

there are passive forms which appear to have been derived from 

such basic verbs : t8f8lla, t 8mok'8, t8bokka, etc . . Since these 

passive forms have suppressed agent argument in their a-

structures, that agent should have been introduced t o the 

unaccusative bases through causativization before 

passivization. But the causative morpheme does not surface in 

passives of causativized unaccusatives. It is the s ame with 

the passives of bound stems such as *g8nn8 > t8g8nn8, *w8rra > 

t8w8rra, *b8t't'8r8 > t8b8t't'8r8, etc. that the passive forms 

have suppressed agent position in their a-structures, whereas 

the bound stems are agent less as their causative derivations 

ag8nn8, aw8rra, ab8t't'8r8, etc. suggest. These causative forms 

are not derived from the passives, because in t hat case the 

passive morpheme should have shown up as 's-'. 

The fact that all passive forms have suppressed external 

arguments position suggest that the passive of verbal bases 

with no external argument can be derived from the causative of 

those verbs . The causative morpheme which does not surface in 

the passive forms can be assumed t o have deleted in the 

process of passivization. The deletion of the causative 

morpheme in the passivization o f causat ivized stems is 

f o rmulated as f o llows: 
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(28) The Causative Morpheme Skeleton Deletion Rule: 

x e I x 
) 

H It 

I 
fl [causati vel fl [medio passi vel 

3.3 t- weakening in Causativization of Medio-Passives 

According to the Simple Causativization Hypothesis of 

(14) verbs with an e x ternal argument in their a -structure 

derive their causative counterparts from their passive forms. 

And after a morphophonological process of derivation the 

passive morpheme is assumed to surface as [sJ in certain stems 

and as part of a geminated initial radical in other stems. The 

change of It I into [sl , in certain stems, is the change of the 

feature [-cont . l into [+cont . l and in other stems the change 

of It I i nto a totally different sound is the loss of feature 

matrices except the skeletal slot t o wh ich the initial radical 

of the stem associates. According to the progressive obstrue nt 

weakening schema of Lass (1984 ) the former is at the 'feature 

change' stage o f lenition, whereas the second is at the 

'matrix change' stage. 

t-weakening is generally conditioned by causativization 

of medio-pass ives, and the specific changes are conditioned by 
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specific morphological properties of the stems in which the 

morpheme is contained. In the IH-I affixation cycle the medio-

passive formative It I changes its [-cant . ] feature into 

[+cont . ] in basic stems and it loses all its features in other 

stems . (See footnote on page 21 for characterization of basic 

stems . ) Then [+basic] is the abstract morphological feature of 

stems which condition the specific change of the medio-passive 

formative It I into [s] under causativization. The feature 

change and matrix change lenition of the medio-passive 

formative It I of Amharic can be stated as reflexes of 

disjunctively applying weakening rules of the type (29). 

(29) t- weak ening in Cau sativi zation o f Medio -Pass ives: 

(a) t ____________________ ~) s IH 

~ [media-passive] ~ [causative] 

where X is [+ bas i c] verbal stem . 

------------------~) 0 I H Y]v (b) t 

t[mediO - passive] l~causatiVe] 
where Y is a verbal stem. 

The application of the two rules (29a) and (b ) is 

governed by t he El sewhere Condition (5 ) . 
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Syllabification , t-weakening (29), Causative skeleton 

deletion (28) , and epenthetic spreading are the important 

lexical phonological rules which apply cyclically in deriving 

medio - passives and causatives from different types of verbal 

stems. The morphophonology of causativization is illustrated 

bellow with different verbal stems. 

(30) Causativization of verbs without external argument: 
(a) 

beekken - seffee lek'k'es - k'ossel - berekket- Input 

H-beekken- H-seffee H-lek'k'es- H-k'ossel- H- berekket- H-affixation 
LPR 

- - - - - - --- ----- - -- -- -- --- -- -
---- ---- - --- -- -- - ----------
---- ----- --- ----- -- ------ --
fiVbeekken - HVseffee HVlek'k'es -

Hebeekken- Heseffee Helak'k'e s -

(b) (I) 11 

I 
8 

.------1 
x X X X X X-

I "J I 
1 2 3 

~ 
11 

(iii) 11 

I 
8 

~ 
X X X X X X X X 

I I "J I 
H 1 2 3 

I ~ 11 

------ ---
---- -----
---------

HVk'ossel-

Hek'ossel -

(ii) 

(iv) 

HVberekket- Syllabification 

Heberekket- Epenthetic 
Spreading 

11 

I 
8 

.------1 
X + X X X X X x -

I I "J I 
H 1 2 3 

I ~ 
11 11 

11 

I 
8 

X )C X ~ X 

I I "J I 
H 1 2 3 

J .~ 

, 
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(3 1) Causativization of verbs with external arguments: 

(a) 

k'aat't'al- galabbat'- Hazzal- zaffan- Hagal\l\- Halak'k'as - wadaaddar - Input 

t-k'aat't'al- t-galabba t'- t-Hazzal- t-zaff8n- t-Hagal\l\- t-Ha lak'k'as- t-wadaaddar- t - affixation 

LPR 

------------ ---- ------ --- ----------- ---------- --------- ------------ ---- ---- ------ (29a) 

------------ ---------- - -- ----------- ---------- -- - ------ ------------ -------------- (29b) 

------------ ------------- ---- - ------ ---------- tagal\l\- talak'k'as- -------------- (28 ) 

tVk'aat't'al- tVgalabba t' - tVHazzal- tVzaffan- --------- ----------- - tVwadaaddar- Syllabification 

tak'aat't'al- tagalabba t' - taHazzal- tazaffan- --------- ----------- - tawadaaddar- Epenthetic Spreading 

H- tak'aat't'al- H-tagalabbat' - H-t8H8ZZal - H-t8zaffan- H-tagal\l\- H- talak'k'as- H-tawadaaddar- H- affixatio n 

LPR 

---- -------- H-sagalabbat' - H-SaHaZzal- H-sazaf fan- H - sagal\l\ - H-salak'k'as- -------------- (29a) 

H-0ak'aat't'al- ----- - -- ----- ----------- ---------- --------- ------------ H-08w8daaddar- (29b) 

------------ ------------ - ----------- ---------- --------- -- ---------- -------------- (28) 

HV0k'aat 't 'a1- HVsgalabbat' - HVSHaZza1- HVszaffan- HVsgal\l\- HVslak'k'as- HV0Wadaaddar - Syllabification 

Ha"k'aat't'al- Hasgalabbat' - H8sH8zzal- H8szaff8n- Hasgal\l\ - Hasl a k'k'as- H80W8d88ddar- Epenthetic Spreading 
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(3 1 ) (b ) (i) ).l (ii) ).l 

I I 
a a 

x~xx- ~ 
-----~) x + x x x x x x -

I ~ I I I ~ I 
1 2 3 t 1 2 3 

~ I~ 
).l ).l ).l 

( iii ) ).l (i v ) ).l 

I I 
a a 
~ ... ~ 

x x x x x x x x- ) x x x x x x x x -

I I ~ I I I ~ I 
t 1 2 3 t 1 2 3 

I~ I ~ 
).l ).l ).l ).l 

(v) ).l (vi ) ).l 

I I 
a a 

.. .... ~ ... ~ 
x + x x x x x x x x- ) x x x x x x x x x-

I ~ 11 ~2 13 
I I I ~ I 

H H s 1 2 3 

I I ~ ).l~~ ).l ).l ).l ).l 

[ +cont] 

(vii) ).l ).l 

I I 
a a 
~ ... ~ 

x x x x x x x x x ) x x x x x x x x x 

I l ~ 1 1 J j J J 31 H 

l l~ J J ---v 
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(31) (c) (i) ).! (ii) ).! 

I I 
8 8 

x X~X x- ) X + XX~ X- ) 

I "J I I I "J I 
1 2 3 t 1 2 3 

~ I ~ 
).! ).! ).! 

(i ii) ).! (iv) ).! 

I I 
8 8 

~ ... ~ 

X X X X X X X X X- X X X X X X X X X- ~ 

I "J I I "J I 
t 1 2 3 t 1 2 3 

~ I ~ 
).! ).! 

(v) ).! (vi) i-l 

I I 
8 8 

... ~ . .. ~ 
x + X X X X X X X X x- X X X X X X X X X X-

it~ H t 

l l 
'" 

(v ii) ).! (vii i ) ).! 

I I 
8 8 

~ .. . ~. 

X X X X X X X X X X- ) X X X X X X X X X X-

I l l \l 1 J .1 J ~ 3
1 

H 

I I ~ I I ~ 
).! ).! ).! ).! ).! ).! 
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4. Conclusion 

The two fo r ms 'a-' and 'as-' have been identified as 

causative affixes . But, no explanation have been given about 

their formal and functional similarity and difference. 

Transitivity and/or causation by the two affixes is 

obvious as a new causing event/argument is introduced to the 

event/argument structure of a base verb. The simple/direct 

nature of causation by 'a-' is also predictable as it attaches 

to single event verbs to form a structure of events such that 

the event of the affix directly causes the event of the stem. 

Since, the t wo events of a transitive verb are structured as 

causing and caused events, the event of the affix 'as - ' will 

have defined relation with the events of the stem in the event 

structure of the derived causative verb: the event of the 

affix directly causes the causing event of the stem, and it 

indirectly caus es the caused event of the stem . Therefore, 

derivat ives of t r ansitives may be called direct 

causative in the sense that the event o f the affix directly 

causes the causing event of the stem, and they may be called 

indirect causative in the sense that it indirectly causes the 

caused event of the stem . Directness and indirectness of 

c ausation depends on the event structure of the base. 
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The interpretation of causatives is one and 

obvious. But 'as-' causatives are interpreted ambiguously . The 

ambiguity lies in the focus of relation between the event of 

the affix and the event of the base verb . When the relation 

between the event of the affix and the causing event of the 

stem is focused, the interpretation will be direct causative. 

Such a form will have a representation in which the causative 

verb embeds the transitive structure of the base . When the 

relation between the event of the affix and the caused event 

of the base verb is focused the interpretation will be 

indirect causative . Such a form will have a representation in 

which the causative verb embeds the passive structure of the 

base. 

The fact that the direct causative interpretation of 

'as-stem' forms is controversial In its acceptability 

strengthens the indirect/passive causative analysis of the 

function of 'as-' . An indirect/passive causative affix should 

be that which attaches to a passive stem or that which 

passivizes a transitive stem whi le causativizing it . In any 

case, the passive sense should be discerned in the reversal of 

events of the base verb . If 'as-' derivation is to be 

restricted to indirect/passive causative interpretation of its 

base the distinction between 'a-' and 'as-' will be that of 

ability to passivize a transitive stem. 
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The source of controversy over the acceptability of 

direct causative interpretat ion of 'as-stem' and the 

possibility of passivization under or before causativization 

have been examined in light of the prominence theory of 

argument structure. According to this theo ry, arguments of 

predicates are structured hierarchically based on their 

intrinsic semantic properties. A predicate cannot have more 

than one argument with exactly the same semantic properties, 

for there will be rivalry for a status. Causativization is 

known to add a causer argument to the argument structure of a 

base verb . This process should not violate the principles of 

organization of argument-structures. An argument may be added 

to an a-structure of a predicate only if it can be assigned 

distinct status in that structure according to its semantic 

property . 

The controversy over the acceptabili ty of direct 

causative interpretation of 'as- ' derivatives of transitive 

stems arises from the conception of the a-structure of the 

derived form . The argument which is introduced by a causative 

affix is a causer, and it should be assigned external status 

in the derived a-structure If the subject argument of a 

transitive stem lS an agent or has external status, the 

derivation of the causative out of such a stem will be 

impossible, because there will be two rival arguments for 
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external status in the derivation. Since, in this theory a 

lexical operation cannot alter the status of an argument, one 

cannot assume the internalization of the external argument of 

a stem under causativization. Therefore, the only possible way 

for direct causative interpretation of 'as-' derivatives of 

transitives is to assume two different domains of prominence 

for the rival arguments of the stem and the affix . Such kind 

of derivations can be considered as periphrastic rather than 

lexical, because, they lack in lexical integrity with respect 

to a-structure. If there is any other possibility of 

introducing a causer to a given a-structure, it will be to 

have room for the newly introduced argument in the a-structure 

of the base. 

All intransitives with no external argument in their a-

structure can accommodate a causer argument and assign it 

external status. However, for transitives to allow extra 

causer argument into their a-structure, they should somehow 

spare their external argument position to the newly introduced 

causer argument . What is observed in the indirect/passive 

causative interpretation of 'as-' derivations of transitive 

stems is exactly the same, i . e . , the causer argument takes the 

place of the external argument of the base verb, and the 

latter's being out of the picture is reflected in its optional 

syntactic realization as an oblique phrase . 
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remains to be whether, in the 

causativization of transitives, the defocusing or suppression 

of the external argument of the stem and the introduction of 

the causer argument is performed by a single lexical operation 

of causativization. If causativization can operate to suppress 

the external argument of a transitive stem the causative affix 

'as-' can be identified with such a function, since it is with 

this affix that transitive and agentive stems derive their 

causatives, while \ a-' fails to do. At this point the 

distinction between 'a-' and 'as-' can be made on the basis of 

ability to passivize a stem . However, since passivization can 

be performed by an independent operation of 't8-' affixation, 

causativization of passive stems is theoretically possible. 

As far as the external argument position of a transitive 

stem is suppressed by passivization, 'a-' can introduce a 

causer argument. The affixation of 'as-' to passive stems will 

cause redundancy of passivization function . In fact, no 

causative of passive stems surface as 'as-t-stem' Also no 

causative of passive stems surface as 'a-t-stem' . But, what 

may be considered as causative of passive stems surface as 

'as-stem' and 'a- l -stem' (where 1 stands for a duplicate 

initial radical of the stem) depending on the type of the 

stem . If such forms are said to be derived out of 't8-stem' 
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(passive) forms, there should be explanation as to what has 

happened to the passive morpheme. 

In orde r to say that the causative is derived from the 

passi ve sterol the process of causativization should be 

understood only as introducing the causer argument . The affix 

'a-' is known for this function. In the case of 'a-l - stem' 

forms the duplicate initial radical may be taken for the 

passive morpheme, which can be explained by morphophonological 

change . 

The analysis of the so-called indirect causative affix 

'as-' into two component morphemes -- causative and passive --

allows for a unified account of causativization in Amharic . 

And the proposed morphophonolgy of causativization 

sufficiently explains the process of derivation within the 

bounds of the adopted theories and assumptions. However, some 

of the generalizations such as the posited lexical (cycl ic ) 

phonological rules and their order of application need further 

examination before the whole analysis can be taken as a 

verification for the advantages of the theories and 

assumptions. 
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