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Abstract 
The major purpose of this study is to investigate the semantic development of Amharic words. 
Attention is given to investigating factors that have triggered the changes, analyzing and 
classifying the findings based on the taxonomies of semantic change, and exploring possible 
' laws' that govern the changes. 

The semantic behavior of the words under study is compared in the older and the newer 
dictionaries to achieve the foregoing objectives. The results of the study show that a multiplicity 
of factors have led to change in the semantics of Amharic words. Various kinds of meaning 
changes are identified on the basis ofthe different factors and association mechanisms that 
underlie the words. 

Words have changed their meanings pejoratively, askiir ' boy or girl' > 'servant'; amelioratively, . 
zega 'beggar' > 'citizen'; metaphorically, 8mmdrta ' leaping' > ' progress'; metonymically, 
c'8nk'8Ilat 'brain' > 'skull'. Meanings have also undergone specialization, 8s ' ' plant' > 'drug'; 
generalization, wdyzdro 'queen' > 'a title for any married woman' ; and semantic bleachingfit 
'face' > temporal (past or future). In addition to these general tendencies, some specific 
tendencies are also seen in "person body-parts" anddbdl ' palate' > 'speech-producing organs'. 

Metaphor is found to be by far the most pervasive force in many of these changes. 
This discussion of semantic change suggests that most of the meaning changes come under the 
overriding principle: concrete meaning becomes abstract. 

The study had to confront two basic problems: the acute lack of an etymological dictionary of 
Apillaric, and the absence of a systematic classification of the historical stages of the language. 
Scholars should give serious attention to both of these problems. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the study 

CHAPTER ONE 

Everything in the universe is m a perpetual state of change, a fact commented on by 
philosophers and linguists through the ages. In the words of the ancient Greek philosopher 
Heraclitus "Everything rolls on, nothing stays still "; the famous Swiss linguist Ferdinand de 
Saussure stated that "Time changes all things; there is no reason why language should escape 
this universal law." (quoted in Aitchison 1987:1-2). Language, like everything else, joins this 
general flux. 

The Amharic language is no exception to this universal and fundamental fact of change. Its 
different formal aspects such as phonology, morphology, syntax-and semantics- are subject 
to change with the passage of time. According to an on-line source (Wikipedia), "Every word 
has a variety of senses and connotations which can be added, removed, or altered over time to the 
extent that cognates across space and time have very different meanings." 

Amharic words have been changing their meaning throughout the history of the language. It 
is, therefore, the purpose of this research to examine, analyze, and explain the mean1l1g 
changes of words that have occurred over the hi story of the language. 
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1.2 Statement of the problem 

Studies conducted so far on the Amharic language suggest that many of its formal aspects 
such as phonology, morphology, syntax, etc. are relatively well-studied synchronically. 
These formal aspects of the language, however, often have not received a satisfactory 
treatment diachronically. 

Considering this gap in the study of Amharic language, the present research focuses on 
studying the hi storical development of lexical items in the course of time. The recent years of 
Amharic have witnessed huge changes in the social, economic, political structures of the 
country, as well as in the demographic make-up of Amharic-speaking peoples. This paper is 
an attempt to exhibit the llistorical shift from older to modem Amharic in semantics-thus, 
semantic change. 

1.3 Objective of the study 

The general objective of the study is to demonstrate how words in the Amharic language 
have changed their meaning in the course of time. More specifically, the following points 
wi ll be addressed: 

A) to figure out the variety of meaning changes that occur in the Amharic words 
examined 

B) to investigate the possible factors that caused or triggered the changes 
. C) to analyze and classify the findings based on known taxonomies of semantic change 

D) to examine the kinds of meanings change which have taken place specifically as a 
result of the process of grammatical ization (,Semantic bleachings ') . 

E) to determine how and to what extent lexical semantic change in Amharic fits into 
known cross-linguistic pattems of semantic change 
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1.4 Significance of the Stndy 

I. It will help in establishing and assessing the reliability of cognates; cognates are not 

always identical in meaning, but what kind of semantic flexibility actually occurs? 

2. It may give help to lexicographers and etymologists who are engaged in the 

preparation of materials on the Amharic language. 

3. It will contribute to our general knowledge of diachronic semantics. 

4. It wi ll serve as a source material for future research on the language. 

S. It will enrich our understanding orthe history of the language and of the resources for 

semantic development that Amharic had at its disposal. 

1.S The Present Study 

The goal of the present research is to investigate semantic change, outlining the process of 

change, and attempting to explain it. The scope of the study can be seen from two 

perspectives: time and corpus. The time covers from the 14th century to the present. The texts 

that are relevant for the study include praise poems, religious documents, literary works, 

letters, and a few other genres, but above all, dictionaries. 

1.6 Scope of the Study 

The study is confined to investigating the lexical semantics of Amharic from the l4'h century 

up to the present time. Although the fonnal aspects of the words also changed, tlus paper is 

concerned only with the semantic aspect of the words. 

1.7 Research methodology and procedure 

There are two basic ways to find out what a language used to be like. 

I. Where possible, evidence directly from written records 

2. In the absence of written records, reconstruct aspects of an earlier stage of a 

language by comparing languages that are descended from it. 

In thi s study, however, I adopt the first method since Amharic is one of the few languages in 

Africa with a relatively long written tradition. 

3 

1.4 Significance of the Stndy 

I. It will help in establishing and assessing the reliability of cognates; cognates are not 

always identical in meaning, but what kind of semantic flexibility actually occurs? 

2. It may give help to lexicographers and etymologists who are engaged in the 

preparation of materials on the Amharic language. 

3. It will contribute to our general knowledge of diachronic semantics. 

4. It wi ll serve as a source material for future research on the language. 

S. It will enrich our understanding orthe history of the language and of the resources for 

semantic development that Amharic had at its disposal. 

1.S The Present Study 

The goal of the present research is to investigate semantic change, outlining the process of 

change, and attempting to explain it. The scope of the study can be seen from two 

perspectives: time and corpus. The time covers from the 14th century to the present. The texts 

that are relevant for the study include praise poems, religious documents, literary works, 

letters, and a few other genres, but above all, dictionaries. 

1.6 Scope of the Study 

The study is confined to investigating the lexical semantics of Amharic from the l4'h century 

up to the present time. Although the fonnal aspects of the words also changed, tlus paper is 

concerned only with the semantic aspect of the words. 

1.7 Research methodology and procedure 

There are two basic ways to find out what a language used to be like. 

I. Where possible, evidence directly from written records 

2. In the absence of written records, reconstruct aspects of an earlier stage of a 

language by comparing languages that are descended from it. 

In thi s study, however, I adopt the first method since Amharic is one of the few languages in 

Africa with a relatively long written tradition. 

3 



• 

A) Text sampling 

Among the various texts and dictionaries written between the 14th century and 20th century, 
the researcher has selected the following. The choice is made so as to include texts conveying 
linguistic information that reflects different periods. 

1. Royal songs of the 14th c. __ 16th c., which were written in praise of the deeds of 
Emperor Amda Seyon (\314- 1344), and his successors: Dawit I (\380 -140). 
Yishak (14 12 -1427), Zera Yakob (1433-1467), Be'deMariam ( 1468-1478) , 
Gelawdewos (\ 540-1559). 

2. The archaic Amharic forms which were collected and published by Getachew 
Haile in 1966. These archaic forms were collected from two manuscripts which 
date back to the 16th and lih centuries and mirror the Amharic of those periods. 

From the 17th to the 19th century, Amharic was almost unused as a written language due to 
the emergence of the so-called Era of the Princes (or Zamana masafint), already mentioned 
above. Amharic texts from tillS period are not known, since the chronicles and other spiritual 
and secular works were written in Ge'ez. 

3. Literary works of the 19thcentnry 

Yonas Admasu et al. have identified four literary works that could best represent the 
A~haric literature of the 19th c. These are: 

a} ya at'e Tewodros tarik by Alek'a WoldeMariam 

b) mas ' hafa c'awata sogawi wa miinfasawi, by Alek'a Zeneb (of Ethiopia) 
c) yat'e Tewodros tarik by an unknown writer 

d) A letter written to Antoine d' Abbadie by Dabtara Asgahegne 

Among those, the researcher has examined only two fo r the purposes of this study: the 
chronicle of Tewodros II by Wolda Mariam, and Mas'hafa c'awata sogawi wa manfasawi by 
Alek'a Zeneb (of Ethiopia). 
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4. An Amharic Reader by Major J. I. Eadie, D.S. (1924) 
This reader is a collection of stories, descriptive essays, recipes, proclamations, poetry, letters, etc. It is .a highly valuable collection, as it reflects the kind of Amharic wh ich existed 87 years ago. 

5. An Amharic chrestomathy by Edward Ullendorff (1965) 
This is a book roughly in the same category as Eadie's Amharic Reader. It, too, is a collection of Amharic selections including fables, letters and so on. Coming some forty years later than Eadie's Amharic Reader, Ullendorffs Amharic Chrestomathy covers a wider time span and provides a useful contrast. 

These works contain valuable linguistic information on the different periods of the Amharic language. Moreover, the choice of the texts included here is not fully arbitrary. Care has been taken to select appropriate texts that typify the respective time periods. In addition, in each text, the justification fo r focusing on some particular word (and not others) is the semantic peculiarity it exhibits as compared with present-day Amharic. 

B. Data Gathering 
Primarily, the study is a dictionary-based analysis of semantic change supplemented by frequent consultation of the above-mentioned texts and anecdotal information. Appropriate dictionaries were consulted to compare the older and the modern meanings of words. In particular, I used the following dictionaries: 

.1. Seu Lexicon Amharico - Latinum (mazgaba k' alat bii amhargfifia), which was 
produced by Hiob Ludolf in 1698. [LD] 

2. Dictionary of the Amharic language (English +-> AmhariC) by C. W. Isenberg 
(London, 1841) 

[ID] 

3. English - Amharic VocabulOly by C. H. Armbruster (Cambridge, 1910) [ARB] 
4. Addis ya amariFiiia mazgaba k'alat, by Desta Tekliiwold, 1969. [DTD] 
S. Addis ya amariFiiia mazgabti k'alal, by the Academy of Eth iop ian Languages, 

2008 . 
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The data were analyzed by comparing the cOlTesponding entries in older and newer 
dictionaries. The researcher also took special note of words in today 's Amharic which 
seemed likely to reflect recent meaning changes, and made such words one focus of 
hi storical study, comparing their current meaning with the meaning(s) found in older 
dictionaries. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of Previous Works and Related Literature 

2.1 Review of Previous Works on the Semantics of Amharic 

I could not find much material on the history of the Amharic language in general and very 

little on lexical semantics in particular. But the following works deserve special 

considerati on. 

The first and most important work on Amharic vocabulary is an article entitled "Toward a 

hi story of the Amharic vocabu lary" (1964) by WolfLes lau. His work aims at examining the 

history of Amharic vocabulary by comparing earlier materials with contemporary Amharic. 

To this end, he used C.H. Armbmster's English-Amharic vocabulary (Cambridge, 1910) and 

compared it with the Amharic of his own time. For example: 

Gloss Armbruster's lexeme Leslau's lexemc 

'bandage' masariya • fassa 

'c lothes brush' mat'riigiya ~ ya-lfJbs brus 

' towel' madriik'iya • fot'a 

've il ' masajJaiiiia • ayna ragb 

His finding is that the Amharic of his time IS more precIse 111 meaning, whereas the 

expressions of Armbruster 's Amharic are semanticall y more ambiguous. Besides, Leslau' s 

Amharic uses nominal patterns different from those of Armbruster's Am haric. The above 

examples show cases of specialization, although Leslau says nothing about this . 

The second work on old Amharic is a published arti cle by Getachew Haile, under the title 

"Archaic Amharic Forms" (1966). Getachew investi gates the li ngui stic information 
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contained in two manuscripts labeled as manuscript A and manuscript B that he got from a 
certain diibtiira. Manuscript A and manuscript B represent l 6'h -century and J7'h -century 
Amharic respectively. His work displays many archaic forms including many words that do 
not exist at all in present- day Amharic. For example: 

Gloss 

' to jump' 

'peasant, farmer' 

Words in Present - day 

Manuscripts Amharic 
haJJ alii ____ ~ not used 

bdhaltige ____ +~ baliige ' rude, impolite' 

Here, the meanmg change from ' farmer' to 'rude or impolite' constitutes a case of 
pejoration. 

Another scholar, Z. Polacek, published an article entitled "Diachronic Analys is of Amharic 
vocabulary on the Basis ofV.R. Prutky's manuscript" (1 973). The manuscript on which the 
analysis is based dates back to the middle of the l 8'h century. The article is concerned with 
diachronic shifts in both the external (formal) and the internal (semantic) aspects of the 
worus. The writer concludes that the semantics seems to exhibit a substantially higher 
degree of stability, whereas the fonnal aspect of the words is marked by important changes. 
Polacek may, however, have fai led to sufficiently appreciate the social milieu which existed 
during the second half of the l8'h century. At this particular time, the Era of the Princes, the 
country adopted a closed-door policy. This conservative isolationism may have acted to 
retard the pace of semantic change in Amharic. This is because semantics, above all other 
aspects of language, reacts strongly to extralinguistic impulses. 

A relatively recent work on old Amharic is the article by Renate Richter entitled "Some 
Linguistic Peculiariti es of Old Amharic Texts" ( 1997). In this article, the wri ter discusses 
some di stinctive features of the Royal Songs of the l4'h_16'h centuries, in tenns of 
orthography, morphology, syntax and vocabulary. With regard to vocabulary, the article 
shows that old Anlharic made use of some lexemes which either do not occur in Modern 
Amharic or whose meaning has changed. 
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Old Amharic Gloss Modern Amharic 
ank 'ds 's' 'door, gate, entrance' _ __ •• ' article, paragraph , clause' 

' pupil (of the eye)' ___ " k'8nd8b ' eyelid ' (rn > nd) k'8rn8b 

rnddal8w 'ba lance, scales' changes to mizan 

The change from 'pupil ' to 'eyelid ' is an instance of metonymy, although the writer never 
mentions thi s. 

2.2 Review of Related Literature 

2.2.1 Basics 

In the previous section it was remarked that nothing is perfectly static. This view of change is 
reflected in Sapir (1921: 171): "Every word, every grammatical element, every locution, 
every sound and accent is a slowly changing configuration, molded by the invisible and 
impersonal dri ft that is the life of language". 

Historical linguistics is devoted to establishing facts of language change. Within historical 
linguistics, the study of meaning change with the passage of time is known as historica l or 
diachronic semantics . Semantic change is one of the most important phenomena that occur 
during a language ' s li fe time. Change in the meanings of words is as common as changes in 
their form. 

Another important point is that the study of meaning change should not be confused with 
etymology. The fonner articulates and seeks to explain the fact of meaning or sense 
development; the latter focuses on the origin of words. However, for the genuine 
reconstruction of the origin of wo rds, hi stori cal semantics is often crucial. 
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2.3 T he Nature and Definition of Semantic Change 

2.3.1 Preliminary Note 

Compared to other aspects of language, meaning seems to be the least resistant to change. 
Anttila gives a valuable explanation about how and why the lexicon is more susceptible to 
change than the other aspects ofl anguage, as follows: 

The more elements and relations there are within a system, the 
more complex it is, and such a system is, a priori, more likely to 
change than a simpler one. This applies very well to lexicon 

in contrast to morphology. In mechanical terms: the more complex 
a machine is , the more likely it is to break down. (Anttila 1972: 136) 

Anttila's argument emphasizes that the vocabu lary is the most fl exible part of the language; 
more specifica lly, the semantic aspect responds highl y to the social, political, economical, 
and other changes which take place in a society. The complex nature of the lexicon 
(consisting as it does of a large number of elements and relations) contributes in making the 
vocabulary least resistant to change. 

2.3.2 Denotative and Connotative Meaning 

Accord ing to Palmer (1976: 34) denotative meaning is what a word stands for or refers to in 
the rea l world. Heilce, this kind of meaning ' is concerned with the factual information 
conveyed by a word. However, this is not the only kind of meaning that we use in our 
communication. 

Connotative meaning, on the other hand , refers to the emotive or evaluative meaning of a 
word (Geeraerts 1997: 18). It includes the various feelings, emotions and attitudes which are 
associated with the word or with its denotational meaning. For example, Amharic set 
'woman' connotes ' weak'. Peop le may then change names to either avoid or enhance such 
connotations. This opens up a path to euphemistic, pejorative, and ameliorative shi fts of 
meanlllg. 
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2.4 Semantic Change Defined 

Scholars in the fi eld of historical linguistics have defined semantic change in various ways. 
The following definitions are selected and presented for discussion as they are crystal-clear 
and comprehensive in revealing the nature of meaning change. 

James Matisoff in hi s monograph Variational Semantics in Tibeto-Burman discusses the 
concept and the process of semantic change as follows (1978: 173) : 
An etymon E (an etymological word) has shifted in meaning through time if at one stage in 
the language ' s hi story, S I, it used to mean "M I, but not M2,"while at a later stage in the 
language 's hi story, S2, it came to mean "M2 but not MI " . His approach to the process of 
semantic change takes semantic vagueness as an essential intermediate stage. The whole 
concept is schematized as follow. 

Time (T): Tl 

Form (F): Fl 

Meaning (M): Ml 

T2 

Fl 

M2 

This proposition about the nature of semantic change is termed the "immediate mutation" 
view of meaning change. However, this has been criticized for fa iling to suggest a period in 
which Ml and M2 coexist as polysemous variants . This is quite plausible from the 
perspective of the transition problem of language change in general. It is not the case that 
linguistic innovations enter the language and spread through the speech cOJ11J11unity 
instantaneously. Thus, in semantic innovation, the new meaning does not displace the older 
one immediately. Instead, the two meanings coexist for some time. 

An alternative model: The "polysemous" view of semantic change 
This alternative approach states that "[In semantic change] the two meanings share 
signi ficant semantic features and that for a new meaning of a form to spread within the 
commun ity, [ . .. ] there must not be a rad ical departure from the original mean ing of the form" 
(Wi lkins 1996:269). He represents thi s view as: 
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Time (T): T1 

Form (F) : Fl 

Meaning (M): Ml 

Features: p,q,r 

T2 

Fl 

Ml&M2 

p,q,r & q,r,s 

T3 

Fl 

M2 

q,f,S 

This approach to the nature of semantic change creates a situation whereby the two meanings 
(the original and the ilUlovated) coexist polysemously. Synchronic polysemy, then, has a 
paramount importance in the investigation of meaning change. As Geeraerts (1997:7) states, 
"Synchronic polysemy, roughly, is a reflection of diachronic semantic change". Thus, the 
presence of many senses in a given word serves as a prima facie reason to believe that the 
word has undergone a meaning change. 

In much of the literature, semantic change and lexical change are treated interchangeably. 
For example, Jeffers and Lehiste (1979: 126) treat the two concepts equivalently. 
The general notion of lexical change, however, encompasses borrowing, word formation 
processes and other morphological and phonological factors in addition to meaning change. 
This thesis, therefore, treats semantic change as a subpart of lexical change. 

In this thesis, meaning is conceived as a reciprocal relationship between nam" and sense. 
Thus semantic change can occur in either of two ways: when a new name is attached to a 
sense (name transfer) or when a new sense is attached to a name (sense transfer) (Ullmann 
1957: 171). 

At this point it is reasonable to pose the question 'When exactly do we say that a semantic 
change has taken place?' Regarding this, Stern in his classic monograph Meaning and 
Change of Meaning (1931: 167) states some principles for delimiting the notion of semantic 
change. These include the involvement ofa habitual modification of the inherited older 
semantic range of a word and the involvement of a fairly large group of speakers. This IUle­
like formulation presupposes the recurrent use of the word with its new sense by a fairly 
large group of speakers. This, eventually, leads to the change becoming an integra l part of the 
language's system. 
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2.S Historical Sketch (History of Semantic Change) 
Knowing the past throws light on the present and can enable us to glimpse the future. Hence, 
in this section, I will give a brief overview of the different views of meaning change from 
ancient times up to the present. 

The idea that words can change their meanings over time was a strange notion in antiquity. 
Some instances of figures of speech were identified, but they were not seen as meaning 
changes but as deviations from the "true" meaning of the words. 

Even the classical debate about the relation between words and their meanings (a natural 
bond versus a conventional relation; see Plato's Cratylus) did not take into account the 
concept of change of meaning. 

In the field of li terature, there is a tradition of ' poetic license' which gives a writer the right 
to create an intentional distortion in form and meaning of words so as to strengthen his or her 
theme. This results in various traditional figures of speech such as metaphor, hyperbole, 
litotes, synecdoche, etc. Waldron (I979: 14) explains further that "By the recognition of 
these tropes [figures of speech], the classical rhetoricians acknowledged that words change 
their meaning ad hoc, in response to the intention of the writer, and they also distinguished 
the various logica l connections between new and old meanings of the same word". 

Aristotle (384-322 BC) in his Poetics (The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy) outlined 
four basic ways in which word meaning may be transferred. These are: 

A) The name of a species is transferred to the genus 

B) The name of a genus is transferred to the species 

C) The name of a species is transferred to another species 

D) Transfer accord ing to analogy 

But these transfers are merely occasional instances of changes of meaning, observed at a 
particular time and context. 
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With the advent of modern semasiology in Germany in the early 19th century, diachronic 
semantics took a major step forward. 

Waldron (1979: 115) tells us that from about 1825 onwards, classical scholars began to 
perceive affinities between the figures of speech so carefu lly differentiated in traditional 
rhetoric, on the one hand, and permanent meaning change on the other. They then began to 
describe meaning change in terms of the figures of speech. 

In the late 19th century, a further step was achieved. In 1883 the French classical philologist 
Michel Breal gave a scientific basis to the study of meaning. He called it Semantics (from the 
Greek verb semainein 'to signify'), that is, the 'science of meaning'. It was intended to study 
the laws goveming changes in meaning, the choice of new expressions, the birth and death of 
idioms, all of which had been left in the dark until then. Semantics was thus originally 
established as a historical discipline. 

This period marked the beginning of the systematization of semantic changes in accordance 
with the various logical processes involved between the original and the new meaning, and 
the classification of changes into extension, restriction and transfer. Thereafter, the fQ(;us 
shifted to investigating the causes of meaning change and classifying them according to 
logical, psychological, social and other criteria. 

Most recently, the emphasis has been on formulating generalizations about the different 
instances of semantic change in individual languages and across languages (Dasher and 
Traugott 2005: 1) . 

.. 2.6 Causes of Semantic Change 

A multiplicity of factors contribute to change, and particularly to linguistic change. This is 
due to the fact that language, as Aitch ison (1983:168) points out, " is both a social and a 
mental phenomenon in which sociolinguistic and psycholinguistic factors are likely to be 
inextricably entwi ned". Some scholars such as Lehmalill (1962: 198) contend that a linguist's 
job should properly be restricted to establishi ng the fact of change, leaving its explanation to 
the anthropologist. But like many linguists I do not share this view. This is because exploring 
the general factors underlying meaning change has indisputable value in the process of 
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relating the same words in different stages of a language' s history and In uncovering 
particular, concrete instances of meaning change. 

The presence of a chain of causation in almost every change of meaning poses a major 
difficulty in the attempt to answer the idealized question 'What was the cause of a word's 
changing its meaning?' In light of this problem of the indeterminate nature of causality, we 
need to appeal to multiple explanations. In this section, therefore, I will present a discussion 
of the various internal (linguistic) and external (extralinguistic) causes that can trigger 
semantic changes. 

2.6.1 Linguistic Factors 

Linguistic factors (internal causes) are causes that act within the linguistic system. These 
appear to be relatively understudied and thus less is known about them. Ellipsis, 
Differentiation of Synonyms and Semantic bleaching (in the process of grammaticalization) 
come under the purview of linguistic reasons for meaning change. 

2.6.1.1 E llipsis 

In semantics, some meaning changes occur as a result of the constant recurrence of the 
vocabulary units in particular contexts (collocations). This happens due to the force of 
' contagion '. Contagion, according to Breal (1964:200), has the effect of communicating to a 
word the meaning of its linguistic surroundings . This means that the meaning of one word 
can be transposed to another adjacent word since the words appear in collocation. Ellipsis is 
one of the commonest forms in which thi s situation is reflected. In a phrase made up of two .. words, if one is omi tted, its meaning is typically retained by its partner. This latter element 
alone can then suffice to convey the meaning of the entire expression. Geeraerts (1997:227) 
also rightl y argues that pragmatics is a detern1inative factor in ell ipsis in addition to formal 
contigu ity. According to h~ ellips is happens for reasons of economy of expression. Some 
examples given by Ullmann and Waldron (except for the last) are: 

private for private soldier 

general " general officer 

bill " bill of exchange 

plane " airplane 
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pool " 

" 

swimming pool 

put a ship to sea put to sea 

traffic " traffic policeman ( [tDrafik] a common case of ellipsis in Ethiopia) 

2.6.1.2 Differentiation of synonyms 

Breal (1964:27) describes ' the law of differentiation of synonyms' as the process in wh ich 
words which should be synonyms, and which were so in the past, have acquired a different 
meaning and are no longer interchangeable. For example, in Old English the word tide used 
to be a synonym for time. Later tide was confined only to the ' shifting waters', and time 
became the general word. 

2.6.1.3 Grammaticalization 

Grammaticalization is a process which prototypically changes a lexical item (a word) with 
independent meaning into a grammatical morpheme. Although this process involves phonetic 
reduction , the loss of morphological inflection, and semantic bleaching, this thesis is 
concerned only with the property of semantic bleaching.' Campbell (2004:296-297) describes 
the semantic aspect of grammaticalization as follows: "Semantic bleaching 111 

grammaticalization [is] a shi ft fro m more lexical meaning to more grammatical content. The 
types of semantic changes involved in grammaticalization are primarily narrowing, 
sometimes coupled with metaphor, metonymy, and others". 
The gist of the matter is that semantic change (bleaching), which comes as a result of 
grammaticalization, transposes a lexical element (a word) into a nonlexical element. Thus a 
new meaning develops in the linguistic system. Moreover, the direction of the change tends 
very strongly to be from concrete to abstract. That is, the process of semantic bleaching 
reveals a general tendency to unidirectionality, in which change in the opposite direction is 
rare and unexpected (Trask 1996: 146). Thus, as ind icated earlier, semantic bleaching can be 
treated as pali and parcel of semantic change in general. For example, English "will" 
originall y meant "want to" (cf. "will -power"), but it has undergone grammaticalization and 
becomes future marker. 
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2.6.2 Extralinguistic causes of semantic change 

The domain encompassed by external factors of semantic change can be summarized as 

follows: "Various changes in the life of the speech community, changes in economic and 

social structure, changes of ideas, scientific concepts, ways of life, and other spheres of 

human activities as reflected in word meaning" (www.wikipedia.org.com). 

Extralinguistic causes are the reflections of the strong correlation that exists between 

language and the development of the human mind as it is observed in scientific, political, and 

cultural changes . These factors can affect the structural features of a language. Moreover, 

since a word symbolizes or represents a notion, it can also change with the progress of 

human consciousness. 

Antoine Meillet (the great French Indo-Europeanist), cited in Ullmann (1962: 197-200), has 

identified three causes accounting for semantic change: Linguistic causes, historical causes, 

and social causes. Ullmann tenned this the Meillet TheOly. 

A brief review of the latter two causes (historical and social) is presented below; the 

linguistic causcs have already been discussed above. 

2.6.2.1 Historical causes 

In this case, the sense of a given word (the signijie, or 'thing-meant') is modified 

along with the development of culture. But the linguistic object itself (signijiant) 

remains unchanged (conservative). 

The English wordpell (derived from Latin *pet- 'to fly ' ) originally meant 'feather', 

which was f0l1l1erly used as a writing instrument. Cultural development in the 

English-speaking community transfoTIned this function, so that feathers ceased to be 

used in writing. However, the form remained unaltered; it now means only 'writing 

instrument', not 'feather' or 'quill' . 
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2.6.2.2 Social causes 

In the course of social interaction in a specific community, a word that is used in ordinary 
language can come to be used in the tenninology of a limited group as in the context of a 
trade, a craft, a profession, etc. Consequently, the word acquires a more restricted sense. Due 
to this situation, a general word is given a special meaning in a restricted context. Thus, 
specialization of meaning occurs. 

On the other hand , when words from limited-group vocabulary come into common use, they 
often extend their sense. In this process, the word gradually loses its significance in 
specialized contexts and comes to be used in more general senses, so that we can speak of 
generalization of meaning. Specialization and generalization of meaning are thus two socially 
conditioned tendencies working in opposite directions. For example, Latin cubare 'to lie 
down' became French couver ' to hatch'. 

2.6.2.3 The need for a new label 

The need to find a new name is one of the fundamental causes accounting for meaning 
change. Mostly, people tend to alter the meaning of an old word when they need a new name 
to denote a new object, or idea resulting from scientific and tecimological discoveries. So the 
older word may be adjusted to accommodate the newly introduced notion or object (Waldron 
1979: 178tForinstance, in Amharic, the word miidiib ' platform' came to mean 'social class' 
as a result of the introduction of the contemporary socialist ideology (or Communism). 

2.6.2.4 Psychological causes 

Stephen Ullmatm (I962:200-207) gives a detailed discussion of two important psychological 
causes: emotive factors and taboo influence, which have bearing on some meaning changes. 
1. Emotive factors: this phenomenon was expounded by Hans Sperber. He investigated the 
role of emotional factors in the process of semantic change by employing the insights of 
contemporary psychoanalysis. As Sperber puts it, as quoted in Ullmann (I 962:20 I): 

Ifwe are intensely interested in a subject, we tend to talk 
frequentl y about it; we shall even refer to it when speaking 
of totally different matters. Such subj ects are ever present 
to our minds and will therefore suggest simi lies and metaphors 
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for the description of other experiences [as) they will become 

'centers of expansion' . 

This implies that metaphors tend to be generated from these emotional centers . Moreover, it 

shows the existence of a strong correlation between the interest which a subject commands 

and the metaphors inspired by it. Thus, the prevalence of metaphors based on a given subject 

is a concomitant of the speakers ' intense interest in that subject. This is because the 

community epitomizes its fears , its aspirations, and its ideas by conceptualizing them in 

tenns of the subjects which it is most interested in. This in tum will tend to generate new 

metaphors, in many vari ed walks of life, based on such culturall y "favored" subjects. 

2. Taboo influence 

The term taboo, in linguistics, signifies a word which is forbidden, offensive or 

embarrassing. It puts a restriction on using the names of persons, things or animals. 

In the majority of cases, a euphemism comes into the language to substitute for the tabooed 

word. Waldron (1979: 118) describes the impact of taboo on the process of semantic change 

as follows: "The facto r of lingui stic taboo, the reluctance to use certain words because of 

their unpleasant associations, leads to euphemism, that is, the replacement of them by less 

highly charged, because less particular, form s of speech". He further explains that the 

replacement of taboos by euphemism does not in itself constitute change of meaning, but it 

frequently happens that the substitute-term takes on a more precise or exclusive reference to 

the unpleasant fact, as it becomes more familiar in the euphemistic use and less fami liar in its 

original sense. 

2.7 Categories of Semantic Change 

Types of semantic changes are established on the basis of a comparison between the earlier 

and the newer meaning, of words . This comparison may be based on the logical relation 

between the earli er and the later meanings, on the psychological assoc iation at work or on 

some other features. 
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The classic works of M. Breal, Gustaf Stem and Stephen Ullmann present a traditional 
standard set of meaning changes . The more recent works of Traugott (2006) and Cambell 
(2004) single out six such standard types of semantic changes . What fo llows is a summary of 
these categories of semantic change as presented by Traugott (2006:124-125) in the 
Encyclopedia of Language and Linguistics. 

2.7.1 Broadeniilg (also referred to as generalization, widening, extension, or schematization) 
A relatively restricted meaning becomes more general ; for example, Late OE docga ' dog of a 
powerfu l breed' > 'generic dog'. Thus, the word comes to be used in more contexts than 
before the change, thereby increasing the range of its meaning. 

2.7.2 Narrowing (also referred to as restriction or specialization) 
A relatively general meaning becomes more specific; for example, OE deor 'animal' > deer; 
OE !!und ' generic dog ' > hound ' hunting dog' . 

This is the opposite of broadening of meaning. In this process, the range of meanings is 
decreased as the word is confined to more restricted contexts. For example, meal originall y 
meant ' food ' of any kind (in general), but later narrowed its meaning to 'meat' (' food of 
flesh'). Girl in ME meant ' chi ld or yo ung person of either sex', but in ModE it has narrowed 
its referent to 'female child, yo ung woman' . The word queen originally meant 'wife, 

woman:, but is now restri~ted to the king's wife or fe male sovereign. 

2.7.3 AI)1elioration (also referred to as melioration or elevation) 
Meanirigs become more positive. For example, Latin nescius ' ignorant' > 'foo li sh' > English 
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As the examples illustrate, in pejoration a word 's meaning worsens or degenerates, coming to 
represent something less favorab le than it originally did. 

2.7.5 Metaphor: one concept is transferred, projected or ' mapped ' onto another concept that 
is in a different conceptual domain but that has some resemblance to the first concept. The 
essence of metaphor is the understanding or experiencing of one kind of thing in teons of 
another kind of thing, where there exists some point of similarity between them. For 
example, mouse> 'input dev ice ', and crane at a construction site has its name by comparison 
to the long-necked bird of the same name. Similarity of shape is the point of resemblance in 
both these examples. 

Metaphorical extension is a natural process that can be undergone by any word. We often do 
not even think of it as meaning change. For example, the word illuminate originally meant 
(and means) ' to light up ', but has been extended metaphorically to mean ' to clarify' , 
' to edify' . These meanings seem so natural as to be an integral part of the word's semantics. 

2.7.6 Metonymy: one word is associated with another by contiguity, either physical or 
conceptual. Often-cited examples involve reference to perceived real-world contiguity; for 
example, the material that the object is made of is extended to the object itself, as in Greek 
papyrus 'papyrus plant' (used as material for writing on) > paper. Metonymic associations 
include .the fonn for the function, ca~_se for effect, color for a plant, and part for whole 
(sometimes termed synecdoche). Traugott treats part for whole (synecdoche) as a sUbtype of 
metonymy; but other sCholars (e.g. Campbell 2004) present it as a separate category of its 
own. Campbell defines synecdoche as "involv[ing] a pact to whole relationship, where a tem1 
with more comprehensive meaning is used to refer to a less comprehensive meaning or vice­
versa; that is, a part (or quality) is used to refer to the whole" (Campbell 2004:259). In this 
thesis I have employed metonymy since· metonymic associations, un like to other sense 
relations, lead to meaning changes, which is the object of this study. 
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2.8 Classification of Semantic Change 

In the previous section, an attempt has been made to show the great variety of factors that can 
act to bring about meaning change. In addition , there is inevitably some overlapping and 
intersecting among the categories of semantic change. The interplay of these and other 
factors makes it difficult to develop any clearcut class ification of semantic changes; Ullmal1l1 
(1951: 185) stresses that "the variety of forces at work in meaning change is virtually infmite, 
to the extent that classification becomes a very hard job" . Nevertheless, scholars through the 
ages have continued to try to create a systematic and scientific classification of meaning 
change, starting from Aristotle down to the present. Ullmann proposes various approaches to 
classification (ibid: 186): Logico·Rlletorical , Eclecti c, Empirical, and (what he calls) Genetic. 
The last term has two sUbtypes: causal classification and functional classification. Here, I 
will be concerned with functional classification since this approach, in contrast to the others, 
is comprehensive in dealing with causes of semantic change (psychological, social, etc.) and 
has a thorough scientific basis. This approach, first expounded by Ullmal1l1 (1959), was later 
modified by Dirk Geeraerts (1983). In this thesis, Greeraert 's approach is followed as it 
encompasses recent advances in the study of lexical meaning change and has a relatively 
higher explanatory value than Ullmann's scheme. A brief overview of this approach is given 
below, as presented by Geeraerts in his article "Reclassifying Semantic Change" (1 983) and 
his book Diachronic Prototype Semantics (1997). 

The class ification of semantic change'proposed by Geeraerts is based on a fourfold division 
of functional causes of meaning change in terms of two factors comprising two axes: 
conceptual vs . for!]lal , and express ive vs . efficiency. As ciln ·be seen below, along the vertical 
axis, Causes relating to the conceptual content of language are set off against causes 
involving language in its formal aspects. Along the horizontal axis, expressive needs are 
di stingui shed from principles of effi ciency. With regard to effi ciency, as Geeraerts explains 
(1983:237) , the principles of fo rmal effi ciency are concerned with the optimal relation 
between signijiant and signijie, wh ile principles of conceptual efficiency guide the 
optimal ization of conceptual orga nization as such. With regard to expressivity, fornlal 
expressivity involves the express ive value of the linguistic fornls, while conceptual 
express ivity deals with the basic function of language, that is, the expression of ideas or 

22 

2.8 Classification of Semantic Change 

In the previous section, an attempt has been made to show the great variety of factors that can 
act to bring about meaning change. In addition , there is inevitably some overlapping and 
intersecting among the categories of semantic change. The interplay of these and other 
factors makes it difficult to develop any clearcut class ification of semantic changes; Ullmal1l1 
(1951: 185) stresses that "the variety of forces at work in meaning change is virtually infmite, 
to the extent that classification becomes a very hard job" . Nevertheless, scholars through the 
ages have continued to try to create a systematic and scientific classification of meaning 
change, starting from Aristotle down to the present. Ullmann proposes various approaches to 
classification (ibid: 186): Logico·Rlletorical , Eclecti c, Empirical, and (what he calls) Genetic. 
The last term has two sUbtypes: causal classification and functional classification. Here, I 
will be concerned with functional classification since this approach, in contrast to the others, 
is comprehensive in dealing with causes of semantic change (psychological, social, etc.) and 
has a thorough scientific basis. This approach, first expounded by Ullmal1l1 (1959), was later 
modified by Dirk Geeraerts (1983). In this thesis, Greeraert 's approach is followed as it 
encompasses recent advances in the study of lexical meaning change and has a relatively 
higher explanatory value than Ullmann's scheme. A brief overview of this approach is given 
below, as presented by Geeraerts in his article "Reclassifying Semantic Change" (1 983) and 
his book Diachronic Prototype Semantics (1997). 

The class ification of semantic change'proposed by Geeraerts is based on a fourfold division 
of functional causes of meaning change in terms of two factors comprising two axes: 
conceptual vs . for!]lal , and express ive vs . efficiency. As ciln ·be seen below, along the vertical 
axis, Causes relating to the conceptual content of language are set off against causes 
involving language in its formal aspects. Along the horizontal axis, expressive needs are 
di stingui shed from principles of effi ciency. With regard to effi ciency, as Geeraerts explains 
(1983:237) , the principles of fo rmal effi ciency are concerned with the optimal relation 
between signijiant and signijie, wh ile principles of conceptual efficiency guide the 
optimal ization of conceptual orga nization as such. With regard to expressivity, fornlal 
expressivity involves the express ive value of the linguistic fornls, while conceptual 
express ivity deals with the basic function of language, that is, the expression of ideas or 

22 



feelings. This 2 x 2 factorial analysis arguably goes beyond a mere classification, as it also 
analyzes how semantic changes come about. 

In Geeraert's proposal, an expressive need, either on the formal or on the conceptual level, is 
taken as one functional factor in semantic change. These expressive needs are achieved at the 
conceptual level using efficiency principles (metaphor and metonymy) and at the formal 
level employing the corresponding fonnal efficiency principles (ellipsis, popular etymology 
and avoidance of homonymic clashes). 

This proposal , based on the associative network of language, is presented by Geeraerts as 
having great explanatory power. In this thesis, meaning changes in Amharic wi ll be classified 
according to this classification scheme. 

Classification of Semantic Changes: A Functional Approach 

Expressive Factors Efficiency Principles 
On the level of (Cognitive Introducing New Concepts Prototypical transfers, more 
or Emotive) Conceptual - Objective changes in particularly 
Content the world - Metaphor (similarity 

- Subjective changes relations) 

in one's knowledge - Metonymy 
'. , off attitude towards (contiguity 

, the world relationships) 
On the Formal Level Introducing new word a) Avoidance of 

forms with new social or homonymic clashes 
..... . stylistical expressive value ("one form, one 

meaning") 

b) Ellipsis 

(economy of expression) 

c) Popular etymology 

(transparency) 
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2.9 General Tendencies in Semantic C hange 

M. Breal, who. is censidered the father ef medern semantics, believed that the new science ef 
semantics should try to establish laws governing changes in meaning. Concretely, he was 
able to. identi fy the ' laws of diffe renti ation of synenyms' . However, some scholars are 
pessimistic about the predictability and regu larity of semantic change. For instance, Anttila 
(1 972: 11 7) states that " It has not been possible to formulate truly general laws of semantic 
change, because the latter is often so intimately bound up with the histerical causes". Anttil a 
may be right in asserting the unpredictable impact ef hi storical circumstances in the attempt 
to formulate general principles of meaning change. Lelunann (1973 :208) also asserts that 
"general princ iples have not been determined fo r semantic change except in small sets like 
kinship terms" . From these quotes it is clear that semantic change is often thought to be 
largely random and not susceptible to linguistic analysis. 

On the other hand, other prominent scholars have attempted to identify some broad 
tendencies. Bloomfield (1 933:429), fo r instance, shows that " refined and abstract meanings 
largely grow out of more concrete meanings". James Matisoff emphasizes the self-evident 
fact that semantic change is the rule in languages' history, not the exception. Gustaf Stern in 
hi s monograph ' Meaning and change of Meaning' (193 1:187) formulates an often-cited 
semantic law which concerns the development of English adverbs having the sense ' rapidl y' 
into. the sense ' immediately' before 1400, though not after. 

Recently, particu larly the work of Traugott and other scholars has nullified the older view 
that meaning change is unsystematic and unpredi"ctable. They have di scerned a marked 
degree of regulari ty and predi~tability in lexical change, especially cross-linguisticall y. 
"When we ' trace the histories of lexemes cross- linguistica ll y, we in fact repeatedly find 
evidence for unidirect ional changes" (Traugott and Dasher 2005: 1). 

This secti on has provided a review of some of the general tendencies and principles that have 
been used to explain general mechanisms of meaning development. The thesis will seek to 
give particular emphasis to this aspect of the diachronic semantics of Amharic. 

In the pursuit of how mean ing change comes about, many linguists recognize that semantic 
change ari:;es through ~ . ?tage of po lysemy,. ill Which a word has more than one meaning. 
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Campbell (2004:266) writes that "The word starts out with an original meaning, then 

acquires additional, multiple meanings, and then [often 1 the original sense is lost, leaving 

only the newer meaning". Thus the polysemous situation is the key link in the process of 

meaning change. 

Traugott (1 985: 159-16 1) introduces an important organizing principle for finding regularities 

in semantic change. The principle, named Kronasser' s law after the man who first developed 

it, is that more concrete terms almost always develop into more abstract ones, whi le change 

in the other direction is highly unusual. This principle tends to be a general organizing force 

and as such reconciles many of the contradictory-looking processes of meaning change. For 

example, generalization and restriction, or amelioration and pejoration, which in one sense 

are opposites, are partly harmonized and subsumed under this rule. 

Moreover, Traugott takes space as a source of more abstract telms and demonstrates the 

following shifts from spatial to temporal and other terms. (My review here is partial in that it 

excludes those tendencies that do not involve lexical items.) 

a) Spatial --_~ Temporal: the shift from spatial to temporal is unidirectional. 

In English, the time indicators before and after started out as spatial terms, in the 

sense " in front of" and " in back of". 

b) Spatial - __ ~ Mental Verb: mental verbs refer to verbs that are used to express 

understanding, deducing, and so on. Cross-lingui sti ca ll v. ori ginall v ~J)ati a l words 

show a strong tendency to become ' mental verbs'. 

For example, Latin ducere "Iead" > deduce 

Latin tendere "stretch" > intend 

c) Spatial 

Latin sub+ponere "put under" > suppose 

Japan kokoro "heart, mind" + sasu "to point" > kokorozasu " intend to do" 

Japan omou "think" + tatsu "stand up" > omoitatsu " reso lve/plan to do" 

--.. ~ Speech Act Verb 
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Speech Act Verbs are verbs like promise, command, state, etc. In the appropriate 
context, they convey speech-act force in addition to naming the action being 
performed. These verbs often originate from spatial terms. 
Examples: Latin particle (ad, com) + mittere "send" > admit, commit (oneself) 

Latin adserere "join oneself to" > assert 
In add ition to Traugott's general tendency, Wilkins (1 996:273-274) in "Natural Tendencies 
of Semantic Change" identi ties and formulates a number of more specific natural tendencies 
involving many different "person-parts" (his tenn for body-parts). There are fi ve of these: 

I. It is a natural tendency for a teml for a visible person-part to 
shift to refer to the visible whole of which it is a part, but the 
reverse change is not natural 

(e.g. ' navel'-t 'belly'-t ' trunk' -t ' body' -t ' person') . 

2. It is [a 1 natural tendency for a person-pali term to shift to refer 
to a spatiall y contiguous person part within the same whole 

(e.g. ' bell y' <-> ' chest' ; 'skull ' <-> ' brain '). 
3. Where the waist provides a midline, it is a natural tendency 

for terms referring to parts of the upper body to shift to refer 
to parts of the lower body and vice versa 

(e.g. 'elbow'<-> ' knee'; 'uvula' -t 'clitori s'; 'anus' ...... 
' mouth '). 

4. It is a natural tendency for the term for an animal part to shi ft 
to re fer to a person pmi 

(e.g. 'snout' -t ' nose'; ' beak' -t ' face' ). 
5. It is a natural tendency for a teml for a verbal action involving 

the use of a particular person part to shift to refer to that person 
part 

(e.g. 'walk ' -t ' leg'; ' hold' -t ' hand '). 

Moreover, Wilkins recognizes a unidirectional law of meaning change in synecdoche in the 
semantic domain ' palis of a person' : a term referring to a visible part comes to refer to the 
visible whole of which it is an immediate and spatially and/or functionally integral part. The 
reverse is not natu ral ; a term for a visible whole.does not change to refer to a visible part. The 
productive direction of change is thus: visible part > visible whole (ibid : 275). 
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2.10 Diachronic and Synchronic "Meaning" Changes 

The meanings of words can change over the course of time owing to various reasons. A word 
may acqu ire a new sense or its original sense may be altered entirely. This constitutes a ' true' 
diachronic change of meaning. However, there are also synchronic processes of the lexicon 
that lead to synchronic polysemy and metaphoric extension. But as Sweetser states in 
Traugott (1986:539), these processes may shed light on the historical processes. Thus, they 
have to be viewed side by side with those occulTing in diachrony. 

It is not always easy to clearly separate these two kinds of change. On the one hand, 
synchronic meaning variation is often the germ of a diachronic change. On the other hand, 
synchronic variation in meaning may itself have ex isted indefinitely far back in a language's 
history so that no real "d iachron ic change" ever occurred. This was sometimes a very 
practical problem for me in writing this thesis. 

2.11 Approaches to the Study of Semantic Change 

Different kinds of models have been proposed to explain meaning changes. Among these, the 
philologicallsociohistorical approach, the prototype approach, and the cogniti ve approach 
have been dominant in the study of semantic change. In this thesis, it will suffice to consider 
only the sociohistorical and the cognitive models . 

. 2.U.1 The Sociohistorical Approach 

This view of semantic change was developed in the 19th century. According to Traugott 
(1985: 158), the priJnary focus of thi s approach is investigating individual changes which 
arose from pal1icular situations. It identifies general tendencies such as generalization, 
specialization, pejoration, amelioration, metaphoricization, and metonymicization and so on, 
but does not seek to uncover any rigorous pattem or direction in the process of meaning 
changes. The idiosyncratic nature of processes like generalization and specialization, 
pejoration and amelioration seems very natural under this approach, with no obvious need to 
go beyond the idiosyncrasies. 
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2.11.2 The Cognitive Approach 

The emphasis of this model is the conceptual structure and the mental life of the language 
user as reflected in causation, time, understanding, and so fOlth. It focuses on various 
meaning changes resulting from these cognitive processes. This approach seeks to establish 
regularity in meaning change by focusing on shifts from one semantic domain to another. 
Here the most salient organizing principle in achieving regularity in meaning change is that 
the concrete meanings acquire abstract senses. This principle is found to be effective in 
resolving or neutralizing some ofthe contradictory processes observed in the sociohistorical 
approach. Thus it can be said that the two models, sociohistorical and cognitive, can 
complement each other (ibid: 159). 

I will, therefore, employ a combination of the two approaches in interpreting and analyzing 
the Amharic data in the next chapter. An attempt wi 11 be made to fonnnlate some general 
tendencies in the development of the meanings of Amharic words with the help of these two 
models 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Data Analysis and Discussion of Results 

In this section I will discuss semantic change in Amharic. The data analysis and 
interpretation are based on the discussion in the previous chapter. 

3.1 Taboo expressions and meaning change 

Taboo expressions are used almost in all languages. They usually occur in the sphere of 
sexual activities, diseases, parts of the body, animal names and in other domains according to 
the culture of the particular linguistic community. As indicated in the previous section, taboo 
expressions are fertile areas for meaning change. In Amharic taboos exist in the realm of 
sexual activities, names of animals and diseases, some parts of the body, etc. The following 
presents a discussion of taboo replacement by euphemism in the Amharic language. 
a) Taboos on animal names 

People often believe that a name is an integral part of an animal, human, etc. The use of its 
name, therefore, may attract the creature itself, which can have fatal or harmful 
consequences. To avoid this, speakers employ a harmless substitute, a euphemism. Among 
Amharic speakers, there is a tendency to use angada lit. 'stranger' for gundan 'ant' ; 
ya madru lit. 'of the earth' for abab 'snake ' . The euphemistic expression wiiiziiryt 'the lady' 
is. used for ayat' 'rat'; liig/aggaw I it. 'one which is yo ung' is used for nabar 't iger'. 

The change from tabooed animal names to euphemistic substitutes involves an adjustment in 
meaning. Accordingly, the speakers attempt to lessen or avoid the harmfu l effects of 
.mentioning the tabooed names. The reference remail)s the same, but the referent is 
conceptualized differently. 
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b) The euphemism of decency and propriety 

It is a general human tendency to avoid direct reference to unpleasant subjects. Some of these 
unpleasant subjects and their euphemistic terms are discussed below as they occur in 
Amharic. 

Names of physical defects, illnesses and death 

Tabooed word Euphemistic phrases 
a) k'it't'8ii'syphi li s' ya abalzar b8sg8ta lit. ' disease of the genitals' 

b) 'iJww8r 'blind ' mayiit yiitiisaniiw lit. 'one who cannot see' 

c) dank 'oro ' deaf miismat yiitiisaniiw lit. ' one who cannot hear' 

d) k 'umt't '8nna ' leprosy' yas8ga dawe lit. 'disease of the flesh' 

e) motii 'He died ' arrii/ii 'He rested ' , allii/ii 'He passed', tiiliiyyii 

'He departed' 

j) giibiire ' peasant' arsoaddiir lit. 'one who makes his living by 

farming ' 

g) ziillan 'nomad ' " . . arb8toaddiir ' one who makes his living by 

breeding cattle' 

In polite society, words such as k 'it't'8ii 'syphili s', '8ww8r 'b li nd ', and so on are avoided since 
such expressions cou ld hurt the feelings of the hearer. Hence, as shown above, they are 
substituted by the so-ca lled euphemism of decency to seek new and indirect names for things 
and actions. 

The substitutes are verbose as compared. to the more precise tabooed words, but they lessen 
the unpleasant feeling attached to the referent. Ameliorative meaning change thus takes place 
(connotative meaning becomes more positive). 
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c) Names of some criminal actions 

The names of some criminal actions such as cheating, stealing and killing are often avoided for the sake of delicacy. Thus in Amharic, ya '8gg amal li t. ' character of the hand' is used for ' theft';fit maya lit. 'for face watching' is used for gubbo ' bribe' and bii '8ggu saw t'tifJa lit. ' a person disappeared in his hand ' is used for gaddala 'He killed'. Direct mention of the criminal actions is thus avoided and they are replaced by the roundabout expressions. Then an adjustment in the connotative meanings of the substitutes takes place. 

d) Taboo of propriety 
Another group of words affected by the taboo of propriety include sexual activities, names of some parts of the body, and their functions. 

Taboo of propriety 

I. k'it' 'buttock, anus ' 

2. 8ms 'vagina' 

3. k'ula ' peni s' 

substitutes 

mtik'k'timtic'a 'seat' 

ytiset b8118t lit. 'genital of woman' 
ytiwtind b8118t lit. 'genital of man ' 

The euphemistic change of 'seat ' to ' buttock' does not come out of the blue. Instead, it occurs through the process of metonymy: there is a direct corUlection between k'it' 'buttock' and mtik 'k 'timac'a 'seat'. One fUlletion of k'it' is to ser.ve as a seat while mtik'k'timtic'a is an item of furniture for sitting on. The transfer of meaning occurs due to tlus contiguity. 

This brief selection demonstrates the semantic changes that arise in response to various taboo ~upjects. Mostly a precise (but socially unacc~p.table) word is replaced by a more verbose expression which is socially acceptable. 

In all cases (in the given data), amelioration of connotative meaning occurs. Metonymy and metaphor can also play their own role when a euphemism substitutes for a tabooed word. In most cases the euphemistic term becomes the (or an) ordinary tern1 for the thing in question, in addition to retaining its original denotation. 
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3.2 Elliptical Changes 

In the passage of time, it often happens that a phrase made up of two words loses one word; however, the surviving word absorbs the entire meaning. This phenomenon occurs because the contiguity of the two words imposes a strong association between the two words in a phrase. Thus, when one word is omitted, the meaning is transferred to its surviving partner. The following phrases in Amharic have undergone elliptical changes. 

I) ya-bet 'ak'a 'of house objects, things, etc.' • 'ak'a ' household, things, etc.' 

2) addnzai 'as' 'a herb that stupefies' • 'as' ' drugs' 

as' is the ordinary Ge'ez (and Sem itic) word for ' tree, plant' . In today's Amharic, however, this word has come to refer predominantly to adanzai 'as' ' a herb that stupefies' through the process of specialization (this will be discussed under specialization later) . This two-word phrase is very common in modern society so that a desire for economy could plausibly motivate an elliptical shortening. Indeed, the word addnzai is now freq uently deleted by ellipsis, but its meaning survives as Rart.of. the meaning of the surviving word as '. The latter word is seldom used now in its origi nal mean ing "plant", so that the new sense "drugs" (the resu,lt of ellipsis) has become its common meaning. This·.process, whereby the sense of a . contiguous word adtinzzai ' that deadens (of drug)" 'is transferred to its neighbor ' as' ' plant' through ellipsis, is what M. Br6a l (1964:200) described as 'contagion ': one word becomes ' infected' with the sense of another with which it is frequently in contact. 

3.3 Pcjoration 

As indicated in the li terature section, in the process of pejoration, a neutral or positive 
meaning becomes more negati ve. In Amhari c, the meanings of many words have deteriorated due to various factors. 

Social prejudice against certain occupations, and groups of people, for instance, has 
defo nned the meaning of the following words. 
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Words denoting occupations Pejorative Meaning 

a) 'azmari 's inger'----+~ 'one who insults, abuses others' [DTD: mOiasiififia, p. 181] 
(DTD p. 181) 

'azmari, which once only meant 'singer, ministrel ' , has acquired a negative sense 
' a sharp-tongued person'. The mechanism at work in this change is that of metonymic 
association . Singers ('azmariwocc') in their lyrics praise those people who give them 
money and insult others (who refuse to give them money). 

b) baliige ' peasant' 

(LD p.35) 

-----+~ ' rude, impolite, ill-mannered ' 

baliige was originally a term used to mean ' peasant'. It was also used to refer to someone from 
the countryside. But in present-day Amharic, it means ' rude, impolite' person. This pejorative 
meaning, which is the resu lt of speakers' prejudice aga inst the peasants, reveals the contempt in 
which peasants wcre held. 

c) niiji'iififia ' rifleman, musketeer' ~ .. ----~~ derogatory tenn used (outside the Amhara 
(AR p. 242) . region) in referring to the Amhara people 

This. pejorative change of mea.ning may be explained by referring to a historical incident 
which occurred during the regime of Emperor Menelik II. His soldiers (niiji'iiFiFiocc') subdued 
the people of the southern and eastern parts of Ethiopia so as to make the people of the area 
submit to the Emperor and to unify the country. 

After this historical event, the people began to develop negative attitudes and hatred towards 
tb.e.soldiers (niifl'iiFiFiocc') who had controlled them by force. 

Since the so ldiers were from the northern part (particularly from the Amhara area), the 
people generali zed thi s extreme hatred to the entire Amhara ethnic group. So niiji'iiFifia now 
does not mean a ' rifleman' , but is purely a derogatory term referring to a person from 
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Amhara as oppressor, aggressor, harsh, etc. The original meamng of the word has 
deteriorated owing to this historical context. 

In this change, synecdoche (part for whole) has played a part in causing the word najt'anna to 
acquire its present sense. 

Other source words 

d) /'ok'ur 'black, dark (skin)' 

(LD p. 92) 

Pejorative Meaning 

----.~ 's lave', 'Negro ' [LD sank'olla, p. 92] 

/'ok 'ur ' black', which originall y only meant ' dark (skin)', became an insult in the course of 
time. Hence, blackness in skin is pejorated so that it conveys a connotation of slavery. 
Interestingly, in the U.S., "black" has become an ameliorated term for Negro. 
(Genseler, p.c) 

e) askar ' boy or girl ' (ID p. 122) ----.~ 'servant, domestic' 

askar once meant ' boy or girl ' but has come to mean 'servant, domestic'. This shows that 
children, li ke the above social groups, can be the object of prejudice. The original positive 
meaning survives in Gondar and Gojjam dialects . 

t) k 'aws 'confusion, disagreement' ----... ~ ' mad, touched (slightly crazy)' 
(DTD p. 1137) 

The word was originall y used to express disagreement (in ideas) with others. Now, the word 
is used pejorative ly to mean ' mad'. 

g) musonna ' damage, decay' 

(DTD p.822) 

---_~ ' corruption, theft, using the public wealth for 

personal interest' 

h) diibbiirii ' a rrange in order, found a monastery, - ---... ~ 

make something honourable' (DTD p. 334) 

' dreary, abhorrent, di smal' 

i) diiddiib ' piece of meat which remai ns -----_. ' idiot, stup id, obtuse' 
on ·the skin (after an an imal is killed and skinned)' 
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.. 

(DTD p. 333) 

The last two cases (h, and i) are pretty clearly pejorative developments; however, I was not 
able to establish the connection that links the old meaning (a neutral one) and the new 
meaning (the pejorative one). It might be homonymy: one word with two unrelated senses. 

3.4 Amelioration 

In this section, I will discuss words which show amelioration (improvement) in their 
meaning. This is the opposite of pejoration. 

Words (with negative sense) Ameliorated (more positive sense) 

1) zega ' beggar, poor' 

(LD p.79) 

-------_1 'citizen, national (n.)' 

In Ludolf's dictionary, the word zega meant 'beggar' . In the 19th century, this word also began 
to mean 'serf, bondsman', someone who is under the harsh control of the ruler. At that time, 
zeganniit seems to have meant 'subjection (submission), to the powerful ruler. In present-day 
Amharic, however, zega refers to a person who has full rights as a citizen. Hence, zega now is 
neither 'beggar' nor ' subject' . 

. 2) marna (markanna) 'slave' ___ _ _ -+I 'captive, prisoner' 

(LD p. 11 ) 

In earlier times, the cognate word miimariik had the extremely negative sense of being a 
captive slave; a captive in battle was routinely subject to enslavement by the victors. In 
modern ti mes, however, this sense of captive slavery is greatly weakened. A captive now is 
simply a person who is kept in prison. 

Although it is not possible to say the word has acquired a truly positive sense, one cannot 
deny the improvement that the modern sense shows as compared to its previous meaning. 
The ascendancy of human rights and the emergence of other humanitarian movements have 
contributed to the better treatment of captives in the modern era. 
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3) giiriid 'female servant, slave' ___ -.~ 'one who works in someone's house on 
(DTD p.483) a monthly salary' 

In this case, the meaning of giiriid is improved since the more negative sense ' female slave' 
has given way to 'sa laried house worker' . 

4) laft'e ' rude, ill-matmered, shameless, 

brazen, one who farts' (DTD p. 713 ) 

____ -.~ 'one who is unmarried' 

The meaning of lat't'e is ameliorated since it has now come to represent something much 
more favorab le than it originally referred to . 

5) 109 ' boy, servant ' ~ 'honorific title ', as in 109 Iyasu II (fonner king of Ethiopia) 

6) IOgagarad 'servant girl' ~ 'adolescent (female), virgin, who is not yet married ' 
(DTD p.438) 

The previous n'reaning of IOgagarii,d was associated with the ,state of being a servant. In the 
later- development, however, this unfavorable meaning is avoided and the word has taken on 
a neutral (hence ameliorated) sense, which is 'adolescent (female), virgin, who is not yet 
married'. 

7) baldiiriiba ' a se rvant whose bus iness is to introduce 

another, and to act as middleman ' (ID p.84) 
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3.5 Generalization 

In generalization, a word comes to be applied to a wider variety of things (thereby increasing 
in scope) and thus it tells us less about the things referred to. 

Words (having specific meanings) 

a) kiitiima 'the camp of the king or a prince' 

(ID p. 142) 

Generalization of Meaning 

----_. 'any city, town ' 

b) amba gannan lit. a ' person who becomes ____ _.. 'dictator, a self-appointed ruler ' 
strong in a village' (DTD p. 302) 

c) mart ' crop, product (offarm), -----. 'any product from farm, factory and so on ' 

d) siinad ' receipt' 

(AR p. 140) 

----- --_. 'document, any written record, evidence ' 

e) dabr ' mountain, monastery ' 

(DTD p.334) 

------.~ 'church' 

Here the meaning 'mountain' was extended by metonymy to 'monastery (on a mountain)" 
which was then generalized to 'church ' . 

f) koradda ' young married female, ---_~ 'any girl who reaches the age of puberty' 
adolescent' (DTD p. 771) 

g) budon 'team (in giinna game), 

(DTD p.156) 

----.. 'any group of people work ing together' 
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h) sokucca 'a kind of finger game' 
(DTD p. 1222) 

----_~ 'competition, struggle, rivalry' 

i) guba 'e 'gathering (for preaching)' 
(LD p.96) 

----+~ 'conference, assembly, meeting' 

j) wiiyziiro ' queen, the wife of a king' 
(LD p.72) 

----_~ ' lady, a title for any married woman ' 

3.6 Specialization 

When a relatively general meaning becomes more specific in the course of time, this is 
termed specia lization of meaning. Here are some examples that illustrate this phenomenon in Amharic. 

List of words (having 

general meaning) 
Their restricted meaning 
in present-day Amharic 

1) diiwe 's ickness, disease, illness ' _____ ~ ' skin disease' 
" (LD p. 84, ID p. 167) 

2) ballot 'part of the body in general' ____ ~ 'genitals' 
(ID p. 84) 

(cf. English member in the sense 'penis'; similarly Gecr,an Glied in the same two senses) 

---_~ this word has undergone specialization 
3) sammata ' to trade, 

negotiate, buy and sell , 

traffi c' (lD p. 64) 

in two stages. These are: 

a) 'to trade ' > 'buy or sell grain or other cereals' 
b) ' buying and ·selling of grain' > ' only buying mostly 

for grain' 
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4) s 'o ta 'clan, group' (OTO p. 97) 

Also 'series, order, etc .' (LO p. 97) 

'gender (female and male)' 

5) g"'add 'co lleague, intimate friend ' ---.. ' revolutionary, fi ghter, or a person who is a 
(OTD p. 302) member of the socialist or communist party, 

the smallest army unit' 

___ •• 'hair that grows around the 
6) c 'igtir ' hair that grows from the skin of people 

(especially on the ir head) and animals' (LO p. 95) ~ sex organs and the armpits' 

7) mtidtib 'stand (at the market), stall for ----+> ' person (in grammar)' , 'social class 
merchandise, platform' (in Communism)' 

8) 'as ' ' herb, plant' (AR p. 47), (OTO p. 950) ----+> 'drug', lit. 'p lant that is 

addicti ve' , li ke c 'at 
This last development (plant -.. drug) was discussed under Ellipsis in section 3.2 above. 

3.7 Grammaticalization 

Grammaticalization is a process whereby a formerly independent word takes on a 
grammatical function. The meaning of a grammaticalized word undergoes a process termed 
semantic bleaching; the ~emantics of the grammaticalized word is thereby 'weakened ' . 

"' I . Spatial becomes Temporal (Spatial--_> Temporal) 

• fit ' fa ce (of human), front ' ---_I 'before, formerl y, prev iollsly' 

• ""'ala 'behind, in the back '----•• ' Iateruafterwards' 

This takes the following path: body part --->~ space ---.. time 
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Here grammaticalization (body-part > space) seems to be followed by a further metaphorical 
transfer which led the spatial item to become temporal as well. 

Interestingly, fi t ' face ' can be used temporall y to denote either past or future, as the 
following examples show. 

a) bii- fit 'at the face' ---.... PAST 

Ex: bii- fit agiiiiiiiiw niibiir 

' I used to meet him fo rmerly' (lit. ' in face, in front') 

b) fit ---_. FUTURE 

Ex :fiitiinaw yii-jit-acc-an 'ahud yiJ-ggiimmiiral 

'The exam will begin next Sunday' (lit. 'Sunday of our face' , i.e ' Sunday fac ing us ') 

c) bii- hWala 'atthe back, behind ' 

Ex: bii- hWala amat'alliihu 

---"'." .. ~ 'afterwards' FUTURE 

' [ will come later' (lit. ' at the back') 

2. Noun ---... ~ Postposition 

ill bii ... fit ' in (the) face ' ~ ' in front of 
b) bii .. . garba ' in (the) back ' ~ 'at the back of' 
c) bii .. . 'agar ' in (the) leg' ~ ' in place of' 
d) bii ... bet ' in (the) house' ....--.. ' according to ' 

3. Noun __ .. ~ Preposition 

a) bii-wannaniit 'hav ing priority, primari ly' comes from wanna-nat ' principality' 

4. hWala 'back, behind ' ____ ... ~ connecti ve 
.,/ .. 
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Ex: yamattasara kahana h"'ala laman mdt't 'cth? 

' If you do not work, then, why did you come? ' 

Here, hWala does not mean ' behind or later' but is a logical connective. 

5. Preposition ---•• Adverb 
~ bdt'am 'with taste, sweetness' (Ge'ez) > ' completely, fully' (ID p. 94) > 'very' 

6. ras ' head' > refl ex ive pronoun as in ras-u ' himself 

This is attested in many languages in which some body-part noun (body, head, belly, 
bone, person or even 'soul') plus possessive comes to be a reflexive pronoun. 

7. ba- makakkal ' at the center' ____ +~ 'between' 

3.8. Metaphoricization 

In the process of metaphoricization, one concept ~s understood in terms of its partial 
similarity with another concept. This is an extremely common phenomenon all over the 
world, and is an important mechanism which leads many words to change their meaning. In 
this section, four kinds ·.of metaphoric transfers are treated, namely Concrete becomes 
Abstract, Anthropomorphic metaphor, Animal metaphor, and Synaesthetic metaphor, as o 
presented in Ullmann (1962 :214-215). 

The di scussion is based on the explanations by Ullmann (1962) and Geeraerts (1997), as 
mentioned in chapter 2 (above). 

The point is that a sense S I has some common feature.,with another sense S2 which belongs to 
a different conceptual domain. In the course of time, it can happen that the name nl 
pertaining to S I will be fe lt as an adequate designation for S2. Then the transfer of the name 
nl to sense S2 can take place. This can occur irrespective of whether S2 did or did not already 
have its own n2. 

For example, '011lIlarta, which originall y meant ' leaping, a sort of jumping' (LD p. II ), has 
now come to denote ' progress, development'. The physical sense of leaping has been 
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" transferred to the abstract sense 'progress' , due to the common feature of forward motion 
shared by the two concepts. 

3.8.1. Concrete to Abstract 

Words and their older meanings in Amharic Theh' meaning in contemporary Amharic 

1) c'ak'k'ona 'step on, trample (physically)' __ _+_ 'oppress, be cruel, repress, 
(DTD p. 617) domineer' 

2) c'anaggaJa' miscarried' 

(DTDP. 711) 

---__ 'aborted (plan)', as inya c'onggaJa abiyot 

'short lived revolution ' 

3) law!' 'exchange, alternation, trade, 

substitution, commerce, traffic' 

(ID p. 34 ) 

'change in political system or the 

. the replacement of one government 

by another' 

4) k 'alabbasa 'tum down (the collar), __ _+_ 'to impede, to hinder; impeding the 

progress of any situation' 

·5) mawak 'o r ' poles in the structure ofa roof __ _+_ the ' organizational structure of an 

institution ' (DTD p.453) 

.6) !'oru 'clear, pure, clean, good, nice' ---_+_ 'agreed, ok, let it be, fine ' . 
(DTD p.3 87) 

A number of such meaning-transfers have been very prominent in politics and the media in 
the last few years. 

1) nt5k 't3hnak 'e from nak'anak'a, _____ _+_ ' inspire, provoke' 

which meant 'shake, churn' 
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2) ormogga ' to go forth' 'advancement' 

3) biit'iibbiil'ii ' stir up, rouse (for things & objects)'---..... ~ ' disturb, agitate, upset' 
(ID p. 94) 

4) jmdala 'explosion, bursting, blowing up ' -----~~ 'young person who is insolent, 

arrogant, refractory' 

5) sqan ' cover (of book), casing' 

(DTD p. 1233) 

------... 'reason, cause' 

6) ziiggiihii ' gather, collect, accumulate ---..... ~ 'collecting, recording (information), 
(for things and objects)' (DTD p. 487) and gathering news (for media)' 

7) at't'tinak 'k'tirti from t'iintik 'k 'tirti, which 

means ' collect, accumulate' 

(for things and objects) (DTD p. 572) 

--__ .~ 'compose, assemble, prepare' for 

news, articles and repOlis 

8).liiriigaggdl'ii 'trample, trample down' -....:..:-'----1~~ 'confirm, prove, affirm ' 

9) t'ti/(k 'Wiimii ' point at, point out' 

(DTD p. 582) 

10) ammiiliikkiilii ' show, denote' 

(ID p. 18) 

11) asiimmiirii ' draw a line' 

------..... ~ 'give a hint, inform on, tip off 

------..... ~ ' inform, notify, apply, enlighten ' 

'emphasize' 
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3.8.2. Anthropomorphic Metaphors 

Sometimes parts of the human bodies are named after animals, a process which Ullmann 
calls 'anthropomorphic metaphor'. This use of animal body parts for human body parts may 
originally have begun pejoratively, or as a means of joking. Over the course of time, 
however, these may come to permanently name the human body part. This is a rather rare 
phenomenon in Amharic. Here are some examples. 

Animals Bodv Part Become Human Body Part 

I) ware 'front leg of animals' -----+~ 'arm (of humans)' 

2) mane 'ar ' lip (the upper part)' mostly for animals>--__ ~ ' lips' in Gondar dialect 

3) galla in my dialect, it refers to the genitals 

(male) of a donkey 

3.8.3. Animal Metaphors 

(mostly) pejorative 
_____ ~ 'genitals (male for humans)' 

but derogatory 

In Amharic, many an imal names are transferred to the human sphere humorously, 
pejoratively, ironically, or offen&ively. This is due to the similarity in (perceived) behavior 
and appearance between the animal and the sense in the human sphere. 

Names of Animals .' Sense in the human s~here 
a) gab ' hyena' 

~ 'glutton, corpulent ' 
b) wab ' snake ' 

~ 'sp iteful , evil, wicked ' 

c) anbtissa' iion' 
~ 

' bold, fearless' 

d) wussa 'dog' 
~ 'wanton, promiscuous' 

e) asama ' pig ' 
~ 

' big eater, glutton ' 
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a) gab ' hyena' 

~ 'glutton, corpulent ' 
b) wab ' snake ' 

~ 'sp iteful , evil, wicked ' 

c) anbtissa' iion' 
~ 

' bold, fearless' 

d) wussa 'dog' 
~ 'wanton, promiscuous' 

e) asama ' pig ' 
~ 

' big eater, glutton ' 
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.' 

f) bag 'sheep' _______ •• ' innocent, kind, foolish' 

g) l'ot'a 'ape' _______ •• 'shrewd, tricky, clever' 

h) ahcyya ' donkey' ________ • 'stupid , un intell igent' 

In the Anthropomorphic metaphor section, I presented cases where parts of the human body 
are named after animal body parts. Conversely, many expressions referring to the human 
body and its palts are applied to inanimate objects. This process is common all over the 
world. Hence the fo llowing Amharic words are transferred to the inanimate objects. 

List of expressions referring to 

inanimate objects 

I. ya- t'arap'p 'eza 'agar 

2. ya- tarara 'anat 

3. ya- wassa af 

4. ya- baraUe angiit 

5. ya- samay hod 

'the leg of a table ' 

'the summit ofa mountain' 

(from 'anat 'top of the head ' ) 

'the mouth of a cave' 

' the neck of a flask' 

'the belly of the sky' (= the sky itself) 

This process also shows, as expected, that a word may acquire one or more figurative senses 
(which radiate from the central sense) without losing its original meaning. 

3.8.4 Synaesthetic Metaphors 

This kind of metaphor deals with the transposition of terms from one sensory modality to 
another. Some Amharic telms for touching, tasting, and smelling can come to name terms 
for the other senses. This transfer is possible by the force of metonymy (since one sensory 
modality "touches" allOther which is within the shared doma in of sense perception). 
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1. Taste --->Sound \ 

a) t'alae' 'tasty, delicious' ----~~ t'alae ' muzik'a 'sweet music' (delicious) 

Thus taste (for food and drinks) is used for music (sound). 

2. Touch --->sound 

a) sakara' rough' -----_.~ sakara dams' 'rough sound/voice' 

b) liislassa 'soft ' ------... laslassa dams' 'soft voice' 

c) k'azk'azza 'co ld' - ----... k'azk'azza dams' ' co ld voice ' 

d) muk' ' hot, warm' -----... mok'k' yala muzik'a ' hot music' 

3. Sight --->smell 

k'ongo 'pretty ' -----_.. k'ongo rna 'aza, lit. ' pretty odor' 

k'ongo bunna, lit. 'pretty coffee' 

To take just one example, speakers use sakara dams' ' rough voice' because they perceive 
some kind of similarity between sakara ' rough ' (sense of touch) and the quality of certain 
voices. The same explanation works for the other examples given above. 

3.8.5 Sensory modality to mental or emotion verb 

a) ayya ' look at, see ' -----.. ' understand ' 

b) siimma ' hear' ----_.. 'undersand ' 

c) miirara 'sour, bitter' ---_. miirara haziin 'extreme (bitter) sadness' 

As these examples show, this kind of transfer seems intuitively to be especially ,' natural ' . 
Indeed, such developments are extremely common throughout the world. 
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3.9 Metonymicization 

In this process, names are transferred from one meaning to another due to a contiguity of the 
meanings. The kinds of associations that may exist between the meanings, and between the 
possible domains of contiguity, are of various kinds (temporal, spatial, causal, etc.). 
Below I have categorized the metonymic changes occurring in Amharic based on the kinds of 
association underlying them. 

1. Metonymic transfers based on spatial relations 

a) c '8nk '8llat 'brain ' 

LD (P.95) 

-----+1 ' skull, head' 

A term for 'brain ' c '8nk'8llat is used here to refer to a spatially contiguous part 
'skull ', with further metonymic transfer to 'head' . 

b) k'8rn8b 'pupil' (eye) -----~ k'8nd8b ' eye lid ' 

(m > nd) 

c) mun' 'buttock' 

(LD p. 12) 

------.... ~ 'genitals (of male)' but derogative 

The older meaning of murt ', that is, 'buttock' survives in Gondar and Gojjam dialects. 

d) katama ' town' ' inhabitants' 

. This happens when the word . .'katama' 'town' is used to refer to the people living in it. 
It is a metonymic change based on spatial relations since the name of the place is used 
for the people occupying it. 

e) betamang8st ' palace'·----+I the ' government' [of Ethiopia] 

f) wambar lit. ' chair ' ___ .1 'judge' 

g) zabt'8yya 'police station.' (AR p. 146) ___ -+~ ' prison' 
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The association between the two senses is obvious in this case. Police stations usually have 
a small ' prison', i.e a jail. This in tum was extended to a prison of any sort. 

2. Part for whole 

This metonymic transfer involves a part to whole relationship. Here are some transfers of this 
kind involving body parts: 

a) k'int'or 'clitoris ' ----.~ 'vulva, vagina' 

b) k''''olOl' 'testic l es'----.~ 'genitals (of male)' 

c) 'andiibiit 'roofofthe mouth, palate' _____ ~ 'speech-producing organs' 

In the above three cases (a, b, c), a term for a visible person palt shifts to the visible whole 
of which it is a pmt. A lack of clear boundaries in the non-linguistic world, or a lack of 
attention to boundaries, often helps to account for these changes, as in (a-c) above. 

3. Place names 

a) 'arbam8nc' 'forty springs' name of a town 

. The name 'arbam8nc' 'forty springs' denotes a town in the southern part of Ethiopia. 
This occurs due to the presence of forty natural spril}gs in some section of the town. 
These natural springs give a peculiar feature to the town. This is how the term 
'arbam8nc' was transferred from its original sphere and came to name the town. 

b) 18kOl dongay, lit. ' implanted stone' --_~ name ofa town around 

Gondar, which has such a stone 

It may seem odd to think of a proper name as a case of metonymy, but it is essentially 
just the reverse of a commonly accepted type of metonymic change: the use of a 
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place-name to name a typical product of that place (e.g. champagne). With 
'arbam8nc " a typical feature of the place is used to generate the place-name. 

4. The material that the object is made of for the object 

In the following data, the name of the material that the object is made of is transferred to the 
name of the object. 

a) koso ' name of a tree from which 

anthelmintic medicine is made' 

LD (P.66) 

b) s8nbul ' an aromatic wood' 

LD (P.26) 

'anthelmintic medicine (against 

tapeworm)' 

' kind of perfume having good smell ' 

c) suI ' woo l' ----.~ 'woolens' 

5_ Metonymy based on temporal and causal relations 

a) dollala from dulatta, which means 

' di scussion, meeting, assembl y' ----.~ 'conspiracy, plot, intrigue' 
AR p. 51 ) 

The, development from 'discussion' to 'conspiracy' is clear: At a certain point in time, some 
meetings ma y result in conspiracy. Tllis situation may occur repeatedly, so that people begin 
to associate meetings with conspiracy.-As a result, dollala, which is the name of the cause (in 
this case, ' meeting'), comes also to denote the result, that is, 'conspiracy ' . 

b) addama 'invite to a meal, visit, feast' 

(ID p. 133) 

_____ ~ ' to plot, strike, conspire' 

The explanation given for dolalta also works here. An association IS created between 
' invitation to a feast' and ' plotting' at some point in time due to some incidental events 
(notably, people may plot under the cover of a' feast). Then, addama is transferred to refer to 
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the sense ' to plot' , which thus is seen as the result of the invitation to a feast. In modem 
Amharic, m 'addiil11 means ' to strike', a further semantic extension. 

c) t'abba ' become day, dawn' ---_~ 'starts, begins (a new month, year, era, summer)' 
This transfer of meaning involves temporal relations between the two senses; t'abba 'dawn' 
(the beginning of the day) is shifted to mean ' begilllling ofa new month or year' . 

6) Complex cases: metonymy plus extension 

a) t'unta ' muscle' _____ .. ~ ' power' 

b) l11alas 'tongue' ____ ~ ' language' 

c) mizan 'scale, balance'----~~ 'justice' 

The "metonymy" in these cases arguably involves a meaning shift from a thing x to an 
abstract concept that often closely invo lves x. Thus power often involves muscles; justice (in 
the marketplace) can involve scales; language involves the tongue. The abstract concept is 
then extended so that it no longer necessarily involves a connection with the original object 
x. 

3.10 Differentiation of Synonyms 

Words which are (apparently) synonyms can acquire different meanings in the course of 
time. Here are some Amharic examples which illustrate the' phenomenon. The examples are 
all 'taken from ArmblUster's pngli sh-to-Amharic dictionary; the Amharic synonyms are 
presented in thi s dictionary as possible equivalent translations of a single English tenn . 

. Synonymous words in 

Armbruster's Amharic 

I. addiibabay, talol 

2. hotel, lukanda 

'court' 

' hotel' 

3. addaras, belal11angas/ 'palace' 

Differentiated meaning in 

Present-day Amharic 

addiibabay 'public place'; talol 'court (of law)' 

lukanda ' butchery'; hotel ' hotel' 

addaras ' hall'; belal11angast 'palace' 
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Note in passing that hotel, lukanda are both borrowed words (cf. Italian loeanda ' inn ' ), 
which apparently underwent differentiation after being borrowed into Amharic. 

3.11. Precision of Meaning 

Some words and expressions which were originally ambiguous in meaning become more 
precise in the passage of time. Many of the expressions in the three older dictionaries I used 
(Armbruster, Isenberg, and Desta TlWold) are apparently ambiguous. This ambiguity may be 
attributed to an overuse of descriptive, instrumental expressions and verbosity in expressing 
things and events. In present-day Amharic, however, speakers often use words and 
expressions more precisely and economically. 

The following data demonstrate how meanings have become more precise in present-day 
Amharic as compared to the more ambiguous meanings in the past. Note that here we do not 
consider change in the meaning of a word, but rather change in the word(s) used to express a 
mean mg. 

Meaning Older Amharic term (ambiguous) Modern Amharic term (precise) 

1. ' barber' lac' 'one who shaves' --____ ~ s'agur astakakay 

2. ' plan ' ser 'at ' procedure ' -----.~ '8k'k'8d 

3. 'bandage' masariya 'anyth ing serving to bind '----_~ fassa 

4. 'breakfast' yat 'awal m8sa 'a morning lunch' k'urs 

5. ' private' k8lk81 'anything, forbidden' ------_~ yagau 

6. 'reward ' damoz'sa lary' §8118mal 
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7. 'expense' ydldsdt'I 'ii giinziib ' money that is given' ______ -.~ 

8. ' cigarette' bdwdrdk'dl ydldt'iik'dlldld 18mbaho 

lit. ' tobacco that is wrapped in paper' 

wac' 

sigara 

Here the older meanings are not only more ambiguous but appear ' unnecessarily' descriptive. 
The modem meanings are clearer and more precise. Some of these present-day Amharic 
expressions are also descriptive, but in a way that provides specific information which serves 
to disambiguate the term (cf. ' barber') . Interestingly, two of the words are borrowings: 
jassa « ltalianjascia) and sigat'a. Introduction of a foreign word with a narrowly delimited 
meaning is one possible path to reducing ambiguity. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Summary and Conclusions 

4.1 Summary and Conclusions 

In this thesis, I have shown the nature and process of semantic change by comparing the 
older Amharic with present-day Amharic, as well as giving instances of synchronic semantic 
change. 

A variety of factors, sometimes working together, can lead to change in the semantics of 
words. Different kinds of meaning changes have been identified on the basis of the various 
factors and association mechanisms that underlie the change. The following table 
summarizes and exemplifies the nature and the types of the major meaning changes in 
Amharic which I observed in my research. 

Besides, the thesis is an indicative of the fact that semantic change is systematic and regular. 
The semantic changes documented above in Amharic show at least the following specific 
tendencies apart from what I have just summarized above. 

1. Spatial come to refer to menta 1 

Ex. 'ammiiliikiitii ' point at' -----+. 'inform' 

2 .. .A body.- part term shifts to refer to a SPiltially contiguous body-part within the same 
whole. 

Ex. c'onk'o/lat 'brain' ----_. 'skull ' 

3. A term for an animal part shifts to refer to a person part. 

Ex. wiire 'front leg of animals' -----+. 'hand (for humans)' 

4. Tenns referring to the part come to refer to the whole. 

Ex. k:int'or 'clitori s' ____ +. 'vagina ' 

5. Spatial tenns become temporal telm s. 

Ex.fit ' face, front' -----•• 'before' 
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Moreover, many words which were ambiguous in their meanings have become more precise in present-day Amharic. 

Word Old meaning Present-day Type of change 
meaning 

I mort ' crop, product (of any ' product from Generalization 
farm) farm, factory, etc.' 

2 zega ' beggar, poor' 'citizen' Amelioration 
3 c 'igdr 'hair' 'hair of the sex Specialization 

organs and the 
armpits' 

4 baliif!,e ' farmer' ' rude, impolite ' Peioration 
5 'andiibiit the ' palate ' 'speech- producing Metonymy 

organs' 
6 btit'am ' with sweetness ' 'very' Grammaticalization 7 tiiriigagiit'a ' trampled down' ' proved' Metaphoricization 

4.2 Recommendations 

On the basis of the data analysis, the conclusion, and the problems I observed, I would like to 
make the following recommendations: 

1. A systematic classification of the hi storical stages of Amharic is badly needed. This might 
consist of the clu-onological order of ancient, middle, early, and modern Amharic, with 
the respective periods defined in a fairly precise way. Linguists and historians should work 
together on this. 

2. The~e is an acute lack of an etYlllOlogical dictionary of Amharic. The Academy of 
Ethiopian Languages and other concemed individuals should make the creation of such a 
dictionary a priority. 

3. Dictionaries, in general, shou ld be updated on a regular basis. Lexicographers, 
understanding the changing nature of words, should update their dictionaries in as timely a 
way as possib.le. This will be especially feasible for on-line dictionaries. 

4. The Department of Linguistics and Philology should seriously consider an introductory 
semantics course duri ng the first year of the MA academic program. This will make it 
possible for students to consider semantics in their theses, thus creating studies which will 
emich the field of semantics (both synchronic and diachronic). 
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organs and the 
armpits' 

4 baliif!,e ' farmer' ' rude, impolite ' Peioration 
5 'andiibiit the ' palate ' 'speech- producing Metonymy 

organs' 
6 btit'am ' with sweetness ' 'very' Grammaticalization 7 tiiriigagiit'a ' trampled down' ' proved' Metaphoricization 

4.2 Recommendations 

On the basis of the data analysis, the conclusion, and the problems I observed, I would like to 
make the following recommendations: 

1. A systematic classification of the hi storical stages of Amharic is badly needed. This might 
consist of the clu-onological order of ancient, middle, early, and modern Amharic, with 
the respective periods defined in a fairly precise way. Linguists and historians should work 
together on this. 

2. The~e is an acute lack of an etYlllOlogical dictionary of Amharic. The Academy of 
Ethiopian Languages and other concemed individuals should make the creation of such a 
dictionary a priority. 

3. Dictionaries, in general, shou ld be updated on a regular basis. Lexicographers, 
understanding the changing nature of words, should update their dictionaries in as timely a 
way as possib.le. This will be especially feasible for on-line dictionaries. 

4. The Department of Linguistics and Philology should seriously consider an introductory 
semantics course duri ng the first year of the MA academic program. This will make it 
possible for students to consider semantics in their theses, thus creating studies which will 
emich the field of semantics (both synchronic and diachronic). 
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