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Abstract 
Amharic (Ethiosemitic) has verbal predicates of two types: (i) verbs derived from a 
consonantal root and (ii) complex predicates consisting of an invariant coverb followed by 
an inflecting light verb, most commonly the verb alä ‘say’. Although complex predicates have 
been discussed in several descriptions of Amharic, little attention has been paid to the 
different word classes that occur as coverbs and the differences in their morphosyntactic 
behavior. This is also true for ideophones, which are often mentioned in the discussion of 
complex predicates, but without stating whether they form a distinct lexical class in Amharic 
and how this class can be characterized. This article describes the various elements that 
function as coverbs in complex predicates and provides a language-internal morphosyntactic 
definition of ideophones as a word class in Amharic. It is argued that only an ideophonic 
coverb can form noncausal/causal complex predicate pairs with the light verbs alä ‘say’ and 
adärrägä ‘do’. In addition to basic ideophonic lexemes, Amharic can also derive ideophones 
from verbal roots through dedicated templates expressing intensification or attenuation of 
the event denoted by the root. Amharic ideophones rarely occur on their own, but are 
typically morphosyntactically integrated by light verbs. Finally, a comparison of different 
types of coverbs in Amharic with those in other Ethiosemitic languages shows that the 
languages that are geographically close to or in close contact with Amharic have a similarly 
large variety of coverbs, while the Ethiosemitic languages that are further away have a more 
limited inventory.  
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1. Introduction 

 
Amharic (amh; Afroasiatic, Semitic)1 is an Ethiosemitic language and a lingua franca 
of Ethiopia, a country with an estimated population of 110 million inhabitants in 
2018. Ethiopia has over 80 languages belonging to two traditional language phyla: 
Afroasiatic which includes various Cushitic, Semitic and Omotic languages, and Nilo-
Saharan (see Eberhard et al. 2022: 7). Approximately 57 million people speak 
Amharic in Ethiopia, with 25 million being second language speakers (Eberhard et al. 
2022: 13). The language is native to the Amhara Regional State in northern Ethiopia, 
as well as to the Ethiopian capital Addis Ababa and many other cities throughout the 
country. Due to its extensive use in primary education and as the working language 
of the Ethiopian government, Amharic has spread beyond its native-speaking region 
(see Meyer 2011a). The language is relatively well described, with its first grammar 
and dictionary dating back to 1698 (Ludolf 1698a; 1698b). It has a rich literary 
tradition, particularly since the late 19th century (see Meyer 2011b: 1178–1180). 

Amharic and over ten other languages constitute the Ethiosemitic branch within 
the Semitic language family, which belongs to the Afroasiatic language phylum (see 
Huehnergard & Pat-El 2019: 3–4; Hudson 2013: 6–36). Hetzron (1972: 119; 1977:  
15–24) classifies the Ethiosemitic languages into three major groups, as shown in 
Figure 1 with minor modifications (for critical points regarding this classification, see 
Meyer 2018: 94–95). 
 

North Ethiosemitic 
†Geez (gez), Tigre (tig), Tigrinya (tir), Dahaalik (dlk) 

Transversal Ethiosemitic 
a. Amharic (amh), Argobba (agj) 
b. Harari (har),  

East Gurage [EG]: Zay (zwa), Wolane (wle), Silt’e (stv) 
South Ethiosemitic 

a. †Gafat (gft) 

 
1 The languages cited are classified genealogically according to Glottolog and marked with their ISO-
code 639-3 upon first mention. 



Linguistic Typology at the Crossroads 4-1 (2024): 201-243 

 203 

b. Gunnän Gurage [GG] 
i.  Northern Gurage: Muher (sgw), Kistane (gru), Dobbi (gru) 
ii.  Mesqan (mvz) 
iii.  Chaha group: Chaha, Gumer, Ezha, Gura (all sgw) 
iv.  Inor group: Inor, Enär, Gyeta, Endegagn (all ior),  

    †Mesmes (mys) 
 

Figure 1: Major branches of Ethiosemitic (Afroasiatic, Semitic) 

 
The geographical distribution of the Ethiosemitic languages is shown in Figure 2.  

As for the general typological profile, the common constituent order is S(ubject)–
O(bject)–V(erb), head nouns always follow their modifiers, but case relators may 
precede, follow, or enclose their complement. Amharic is a nominative–accusative 
language in which only the accusative is marked obligatorily on definite nouns (1b), 
whereas indefinite nouns as primary object are most typically unmarked (1a). Verbs 
obligatorily index their subject and may optionally also index the primary object (1b), 
or an applied object (1c).2 Differential object marking is common. 

 
(1) a. almaz mäkina ʃät’-ätʧ 

  Almaz.F car sell\PFV-SBJ.3SF 

  ‘Almaz sold a car.’ 

 b. almaz mäkina-w-n ʃät’-ätʧ(-ɨw) 

  Almaz.F car-DEF.M/POSS.3SM sell\PFV-SBJ.3SF(-OBJ.3SM) 

  ‘Almaz sold the/his car.’ 

 c. tɨlant mäkina-w-n ʃät’-ätʧ-ɨbb-iɲɲ 

  yesterday car-DEF.M/POSS.3SM sell\PFV-SBJ.3SF(-MIL-OBJ.3SM) 
  ‘Yesterday, she sold the/his car to my detriment.’ 

 
2 The Amharic data is transcribed and transliterated with IPA symbols, except for the open-mid central 
vowel, which is represented by ä.  
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Figure 2: Geographical distribution of Ethiosemitic languages 

(taken from Meyer 2016a: 162). 

 
The position of adverbs and adverbials is flexible. Time adverbs usually occur sentence 

initially, as in (1c), but they can also follow an overt subject noun or immediately precede 

the verb. Furthermore, adverbs can be marked for definiteness and accusative case to 

emphasize them, as the second occurrence of zare ‘today’ in (2).3 

 
 

 
3 The data quoted from written Amharic sources is given in the Amharic script (for which see Meyer 
2016b) and in transliteration, whereas the data from oral sources are only presented in transcription. 
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(2) Source: Twitter4 

 ሾክ ያለውን ዛፍ ዛሬ ተክላችሁ 

 ʃok j-allä-w-n zaf zare täklatʧɨhʷ 
 thorn REL-exist:NPST.SBJ.3SM-OBJ.3SM-ACC tree today plant\CNV.2PL 

 

ዛሬውን ብትነኩት 
zare-w-n bɨ-ttɨ-näku-t 
today-DEF.M-ACC CND-SBJ.2PL-touch\PL-OBJ.3SM 

 

አይወጋችሁም። 
a-j-wäga-atʧɨhu-mm. 

NEG-SBJ.3SM-pierce\IPFV-OBJ.2PL-NEG 
 

 ‘(If) you plant a tree with thorns [lit. a tree to which exist thorns] today and 
touch it the same day [lit. the today], it will not hurt [lit. pierce] you.’ 

 
Simple nouns can also become adverbs, but are then usually followed by a definite 
marker and the accusative suffix -n, as in the noun gɨnbar ‘forehead’ (15a). 

As in other Semitic languages, verbs are formed through non-linear morphology by 
interdigitating a grammatical template with a lexical root. In other word classes (e.g. 
nouns, pronouns, interjections), fully vocalized stems predominate (for further details 
see, among others, Meyer 2011b; 2016c: 181–183; Edzard 2019; Mengistu 2023).  

In verb inflection, Amharic has four primary conjugations, which are shown for the 
root √ s-b-r ‘break’ and the 3SM subject index in Table 1. 

 

Conjugation Template Base Index Verb  

Perfective C1äCC2äC3 *säbbär     -ä säbbärä ‘he broke’ 

Imperfective C1äC2C3 *säbr j- jɨsäbɨr ‘he breaks’ (dependent) 

Imperative C1C2äC3 *sbär j- jɨsbär ‘he should break’ 

Converb C1äC2C3ä *säbrä     -u säbro ‘he breaking’ (dependent) 

 
Table 1: Primary conjugations in Amharic. 

 
The perfective and the imperfective encode two different viewpoint aspects, while the 
imperative is a mood expressing a command or request for the first, second and third 
persons. The fourth conjugation represents the converb (for details, see Meyer 2012). 

 
4 https://twitter.com/natnaelmekonne7/status/1378704197667991557, 07/01/2024 

https://twitter.com/natnaelmekonne7/status/1378704197667991557
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All four conjugations consist of a grammatical template and affixed person indexes 
that cross-reference the subject. The perfective and the converb index their subject 
with two different sets of suffixes, while the imperfective and the imperative use 
almost the same set consisting of prefixes and suffixes (see, e.g., Edzard 2019: 213). 
The pattern of the templates depends on the number of root consonants and the verb 
type (for further details, see Meyer 2011b: 1192–1193), i.e. the patterns in Table 1 
are only valid for triliteral roots of Type A. Primary and applied objects can be 
indexed by a special suffix set, whereas the applied object index is preceded either by 
the malefactive/instrumental/locative (MIL) suffix -bb, as in (1c), or the benefactive 
suffix -ll. The imperfective verb is a dependent form which combines either with 
prefixes marking various types of subordinate clauses or with an auxiliary in 
affirmative main clauses. The converb, a verb form that cannot be negated, either 
marks a dependent clause or combines with a temporal auxiliary to form the perfect 
in main clauses. The most common auxiliaries are the cliticized existential verb 
=all(ä) for the nonpast and näbbär for the past. Negation is marked by the prefix 
a(l)- attached to the inflected verb and, in main clauses, additionally by the focus 
marker -mm, as in (2) (see Girma & Meyer 2008). 

Amharic has a large number of ideophones (Goldenberg 2013: 223-224; Wetter 
2003; 1999; Crass et al. 2001), but they have not received much attention in 
grammars. Amharic ideophones are morphologically invariant elements that usually 
occur only in combination with other morphemes. Most often, they are followed by 
the inflected verb ‘say’ with which they form a composite verb, such as the ideophone 
t’äbb ‘drop’ in (3). 
 

(3) Source: Youtube5  

 ማር ጠብ ይላል፣ ካፍሽ። 

 mar t’äbb jɨ-l=all kaf-ɨʃ 
 honey IDPH.drop 3SM-say\IPFV=AUX.NPST from.mouth-POSS.2SF 

 ‘Honey drops from your mouth.’ 

 
Following Mengistu (2010), I consider the composite verbs like t’äbb jɨlall ‘it drops’ in 
(3) to be complex predicates which consist of an invariant element, called coverb, 
which provides the lexical semantics and which is followed by a light verb that hosts 

 
5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ror9ZyBFA5U, 17/12/2023 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ror9ZyBFA5U
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the grammatical information. In (3), the coverb is the ideophone t’äbb, but other 
elements may also function as coverbs in Amharic, as will be shown in Section 4. The 
light verb is the verb alä ‘say’6 in the imperfective aspect marked with a 3SM subject. 
In complex predicates, the light verb has lost most of its original lexical semantic 
content and become an element that primarily encodes grammatical functions. 
Besides alä, there are a number of other light verbs in Amharic (see Section 4). 
Additional examples of ideophones with the light verb alä ‘say’ and the semantic fields 
they cover are shown in (4), which is based on Wetter (2003: 261–262).  
 

(4) Ideophones originating from imitative sound symbolism  
(= onomatopoeia) 

 a. t’ʷa alä ‘pop, explode’ 
 b. k’ʷa alä ‘snap, click’ 

 c. ʃɨww alä ‘whiz, swish, hiss’ 

 Ideophones originating from synesthetic sound symbolism  
(depicting perceptible sensory imagery) 

 d. bɨllɨtʧ’ alä ‘flash, sparkle, glitter’ 

 e. bɨkk’ alä ‘pop in, appear suddenly’ 

 f. zɨmm alä ‘be quiet’ 
 Ideophones originating from conventional sound symbolism  

(depicting abstract concepts) 

 g. zɨkk’ alä ‘be low/inferior’ 

 h. k’äss alä ‘be slow’ 

 i. däss alä ‘be pleasing’ 

 
Apart from Wetter (2003), the existing literature on Amharic has generally taken the 
complex predicate with ‘say’, with all its different coverbs, as a point of departure for 
analysis (Section 2).  

In this paper, I will argue that Amharic ideophones form a distinct word class in 
Amharic that can be defined on language-internal morphosyntactic grounds. After a 
brief overview of the history of research on Amharic composite verbs with ‘say’ and 
related constructions (Section 2), I will discuss criteria that can be used to define 

 
6 As is common practice in the description of Semitic languages, the citation form of a verb is the 3SM 
perfective and not the infinitive/verbal noun. 
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ideophones as a word class in Amharic, which are typically realized as coverbs in a 
complex predicate (Section 3). Then I will discuss other coverbs that do not belong to 
the class of ideophones (Section 4). In addition to basic or simple ideophones, 
Amharic also has reduplicated ideophones and ideophones derived from a lexical root 
by templates, which are described in Section 5 and Section 6, respectively. To provide 
a broader picture of the distribution of complex predicates with the verb ‘say’ in 
Ethiosemitic languages, a comparative overview is presented in Section 7. A summary 
of the paper and the conclusions are given in Section 8. 

The Amharic data in this paper comes from a convenience corpus consisting of 
various printed sources, primarily Leslau’s (1995) Reference Grammar of Amharic, my 
own observations of spoken Amharic over the past twenty years and targeted online 
searches. References have been provided for data cited from published sources and 
the Internet; unreferenced data are from observation. All data has been cross-checked 
with native speakers of Amharic (see Acknowledgements). 
 
2. Research history 

 
This section presents an overview of how complex predicates with ‘say’, which include 
ideophones, have been addressed in descriptions of Amharic over time. 

The first Amharic grammar, Ludolf (1698a: 32), mentions a complex predicate with 
an ideophonic coverb, namely ዝም ብአለኁ zɨmm bɨʔalähʷ [sic!] (today zɨmm al-kʷ 
IDPH.silent say\PFV-1SG)7 ‘I am silent’, without further explanation. In later grammars, 
the invariant coverb is usually treated as a particle or interjection combined with the 
verb alä ‘say’, or with the verbs assäɲɲä ‘feel to do; sense; name’, täsäɲɲä ‘be named’ 
or adärrägä ‘do, make’ (e.g. Isenberg 1842: 148–149; Praetorius 1879: 275–276; 
Armbruster 1908: 147).8 A summary of early descriptions of these complex predicates 
can be found in Cohen (1939: 286–301). After an extensive list of examples, Cohen 
concludes that the coverb in these complex predicates is typically a “descriptive 
interjection” and proposes the term “composite descriptive verbs” to refer to them 
(Cohen 1939: 287). In post-World War II Amharic grammars, constructions with the 
verb ‘say’ have been called “composite verbs”, especially by Leslau (e.g. 1945a; 1995) 
and Appleyard (2001), but also by terms like “compound verbs” (e.g. Hetzron 1972: 

 
7 Note that the current form of the verb alä ‘say’ is historically related to the root b-h-l (see, e.g. Baye 
1999) on which Ludolf’s expression is based.  
8 At least one Amharic grammar, Titov (1976), does not explicitly mention these constructions. 
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18; Baye 1999), which probably were then translated into Amharic as ጥምር ግሶች t’ɨmmɨr 
gɨssotʧ (lit. ‘coalition verbs’) (Baye 2008: 224–229), or “phrasal verbs” with the verb 
‘say’ being a “supporting verb” (Meyer 2009: 27, see also Treis this volume for the 
Cushitic language Kambaata). Anbessa & Hudson (2007: 74–75) call these complex 
predicates “say verbs”. 

Täklä Maryam (1964EC: 47), an early Amharic school grammar, considers the verb 
‘say’ in complex predicates as an auxiliary that transforms nonverbal elements into 
verbs. This grammaticalization process is also assumed by Crass et al. (2001) and 
Wetter (1999). Mengistu (2010), whose terminology I have adopted in this paper, 
analyzes the verb alä ‘say’ and its causal counterpart adärrägä ‘do’ in complex 
predicates as “light verbs” and the preceding element as “coverb”. Note, however, 
that the term “coverb” is not limited to ideophones, but also includes other elements 
such as reported clauses, interjections, adverbials, simple nouns, reduplicated nouns 
and imperatives (see the examples in (14)).  

The most comprehensive collection and detailed description of Amharic complex 
predicates with the verb alä ‘say’ and their coverbs can be found in Leslau (1995: 
580–596). Baye (1999: 32–34) provides a semantic classification of all types of 
complex predicates with the verb ‘say’ in Amharic and thus implicitly also for 
ideophones. Based on the semantics and phonetic form of the coverb, he distinguishes 
between complex predicates for movement, silence, facial expressions, taste, rejection 
and onomatopoeic expressions. 

Wetter (1999; and later 2002; 2003) was the first to use the term “ideophone” for 
the invariant coverb (i.e. non-reported element) in Amharic complex predicates with 
the verb ‘say’. In particular, Wetter (2003) elaborates on the concept of ideophone 
and identifies three types in Amharic, see (4), based on their degree of 
conventionalization by mapping their sound symbolic structure onto sensory imagery. 
Later, the term “ideophone” was also used in other work on Amharic, e.g. Zelealem 
(2011) and Meyer (2011b). The most recent publications on this topic are Teferi & 
Baye (2022a; 2022b), who present the preliminary results of an ongoing PhD study 
on Amharic ideophones and other elements occurring as coverb in constructions with 
the verb ‘say’ as well as various morphological and syntactic processes related to 
them.  

In a broader context for Ethiopian languages in general, Appleyard (2001) proposes 
a form-oriented classification of complex predicates with the verb ‘say’ based on the 
morphological structure of the coverbs. He makes a very useful distinction between 
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lexical non-derived ideophones, quoted particles (mainly nouns and interjections), 
and coverbs derived from an existing verb root.  

However, all these studies simply assume that some elements in combination with 
the verb ‘say’ should be considered as ideophones without providing a clear definition 
of what an ideophone actually is in Amharic or in other Ethiosemitic languages.  
 
3. On the definition of ideophones in Amharic 

 
Dingemanse (2012: 655) defines ideophones semantically as “marked words that 
depict sensory imagery”, which he proposes as a comparative concept for linguistic 
typology (for an overview on research on ideophones, see Dingemanse 2018). 
Morphologically and morphosyntactically, ideophones are usually determined by 
language-specific criteria, since common features that could universally define them 
have not yet been found (Voeltz & Kilian-Hatz 2001: 2; Kilian-Hatz 2020: 696). 
However, ideophones share a number of common tendencies (see Kilian-Hatz 2020 
for details): They are usually sound-symbolic content-words with a language-specific 
semantics; they may exhibit phonological features not found in other word classes of 
the respective language; they are morphologically invariant and syntactically free; 
and they are preferably found in quotative constructions and used in informal speech 
situations. 

In the following, it will be shown how these general phonological, morphological, 
morphosyntactic and semantic criteria apply to Amharic ideophones. The text extract 
in (5) illustrates the use of complex predicates with an ideophone as coverb in 
colloquial speech; the ideophones and their light verbs are given in bold. 
 
(5) Source9 

[Context: Several guests sit in a cafe bar drinking coffee and reading 
newspapers. Suddenly one of the guests jumps up frantically and starts 
searching for his cell phone. As he cannot find it, he accuses the waiter and 
other guests of theft. Eventually, the waiter asks him to pay the bill…] 

 
9 https://www.sewasew.com/p/ፈትሹልኝ, 17/01/2022 
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 አቃፊ ነገር ብድግ ሲያደርገው –– 

 ak’afi nägär bɨddɨgg s-j-adärg-äw  

 holding thing IDPH.rise_suddenly when-SBJ.3SM-do\IPFV-OBJ.3SM 
 

 ‘When he suddenly took up the rather small folder in which the bill came –’ 
 

b. ክው!! እፍር!! ሽምቅቅ!! 

 kɨww ɨffɨrr ʃɨmk’ɨkk’ 

 IDPH.very_scared IDPH.very_ashamed IDPH.be_folded_up 
 

 እንደው መግቢያ ጥፍት!! 

 ɨndäw mägbija t’ɨffɨtt 

 even entrance IDPH.absence  
 

 ‘He got frightened! He got ashamed! He pulled (his arms) over (his chest)! He 
did not know where to disappear!’ 

 

c. «ምድር ዋጪኝ፣ ሰማይ ተከደንብኝ» 

 mɨdir waʧ’i-ɲɲ sämaj täkädän-ɨbbɨ-ɲɲ 

 earth swallow\IMP.SBJ.2SF-OBJ.1SG heaven cover_up\IMP.SBJ.2SM-MIL-OBJ.1SG 
 

 አይነት  ነገር፤ 

 ajnät nägär 

 kind thing 
 

 ‘(He was thinking) Something like “(Oh) earth swallow me, (oh) heaven cover 
me up” –’ 

 

d. ሞባይሉ ዱብ አላለም!! 

 mobajl-u dubb al-al-ä-mm! 

 cell_phone-POSS.3SM IDPH.appear_suddenly NEG-say\PFV-3SM-NEG 
 

 ‘(and then was it not that) his cell phone suddenly appeared (in front of 
him).’  

 
The typical use of ideophones is illustrated in (5a) and (5d), where bɨddɨgg ‘rise 
suddenly’10 and dubb ‘appear suddenly’ form a complex predicate with the verbs alä 

 
10 The word-middle consonant of some ideophones is optionally geminated or single, e.g. bɨddɨgg (Leslau 
1995: 585) vs. bɨdɨgg (Kane 1990: 938) ‘rise suddenly’ (see also Cohen 1939: 288). 

a. […] የሂሳብ ደረሰኝ የመጣበትን ትንሽዬ 

  jä-hisab däräsäɲɲ jä-mätt’a-bb-ät-ɨn tɨnnɨʃ-ɨjje 

  LNK-bill receipt LNK-come\PFV.SBJ.3SM-MIL-OBJ.3SM-ACC small-DIM 
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‘say’ and adärrägä ‘do’ as light verbs (see Section 4 below). The independent use of 
ideophones without a light verb is rare, but may occur in emphasized discourse (5b), 
in child-oriented speech, as in the extract from a children’s song in (6) and the riddle 
in (7), or in second-person imperatives (see e.g. Mengistu 2010: 299 fn. 4). 
 

(6) Source: Youtube11 

 a. wɨha-ye-n t’ɨt’ˈt’ɨtt~t’ɨt’ˈt’ɨtt. 

  water-POSS.1SG-ACC IDPH.drink~PLR 
  ‘(I) drink up my (glass of) water.’ 

 

 b. k’urs-e-n-ɨmm bɨlˈlɨtt~bɨlˈlɨtt. 

  breakfast-POSS.1SG-ACC-FOC IDPH.eat~PLR 

  ‘And (I) also eat up my breakfast.’  

 
(7) lɨʤ-ɨtwa bıḱk’ t’ɨlˈlɨkk’; 

 child-DEF.F IDPH.pop IDPH.plunge 
 

 ɨnat-jä-wa k’oma dɨrˈrɨkk’. 

 mother-SNG-DEF/POSS.3SF stand\CNV.3SF IDPH.dry/insist 
 

 ‘The child is [steadily] appearing and disappearing; her mother insists on 
standing still.’ [answer: pestle and mortar] 

 
Although Amharic prosody is not yet well-studied, it is generally assumed that the 
last syllable of a polysyllabic word is not accented (Alemayehu 1987: 24, 29–31, 37; 
and also Leslau 1995: 44–45). For polysyllabic ideophones, on the other hand, it 
seems that the final syllable typically bears the accent, as shown by the symbol ˈ in 
(6) and (7). This observation still needs to be verified by further studies.12  

With regard to their segmental phonemic structure and phonotactics, the majority 
of ideophones do not differ from other Amharic words. Only two ideophones—ɲɨɲɲ 
alä ‘buzz, hum’ and ɲaw alä ‘meow’13 (Kane 1990: 1089)—begin with the palatal 
nasal, which usually does not occur word-initially in Amharic. The final consonant of 
an ideophone tends to be geminated. Word-final gemination, however, is not a 

 
11 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BWyUIR0rpVY, 17/01/2022 
12 Ideophones in the Bantu language Sena (seh) are also characterized by a different prosodic behavior 
vis-à-vis other word classes (see Guérois this volume). 
13 Or also mijaw alä (Kane 1990: 319) with a different initial nasal. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BWyUIR0rpVY
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phonotactic peculiarity of ideophones and is also found with nouns (8) and verbs (9), 
as well as other word classes, e.g. the interjections etʧ’ ‘ugh (expression of disgust)’ 
and goʃʃ ‘bravo’ (Leslau 1995: 907, 909), and bound morphemes such as the -ɲɲ 
POSS.1SG, -ätʧ 3SF subject index on perfective verbs. 
 
(8) Leslau (1995: 12–13) 
 a. nätʧ’ ‘white’ vs. näʧ’ ‘one who plucks’ 
 b.  gɨff ‘stripped’ vs. gɨf ‘wrong, injustice’ 
 c. wätt’ ‘solid, homogenous’ vs. wät’ ‘stew’ 

 
 

(9) a. t’ɨru-nna mät’fo säw-ottʃ-ɨn läjj! 
  good-and bad person-PL-ACC separate\IMP.2SM 
  ‘Distinguish between good and bad people!’ 

 

 b. wɨha-w jɨ-fäss näbbär. 
  water-DEF.M 3SM-spill\IPFV AUX.PST 
  ‘The water was spilling over.’ 

 
It is instead a few interjections, not ideophones, that contain unusual sounds, as the 
paralinguistic clicks in (10), or the interjection ärä ‘really! (expressing surprise)’, the 
only word starting with the vowel ä. 
 
(10) Interjections with para-linguistic click consonants 
 a. Labial click (m)ʘʷ (imitating a kissing sound) 
 b. Alveolar click ǃ ǃ ǃ (showing regret) 
 c. Lateral click ǁ ǁ ǁ (driving horses) 
 d. Uvular click ʛ ʛ ʛ (calling chicken) 

 
The interjections with the click consonants in (10) are usually not mentioned in 
Amharic grammars and dictionaries (e.g. Leslau 1995: 899–909), probably because 
they are exclusively found in spoken language, and the Ethiopian script does not have 
graphemes to write them.  

Although many ideophones in Amharic seem to be of onomatopoetic origin or to 
represent some kind of sound symbolism, e.g. t’äbb ‘drip’, ʧ’ill~ʧ’ill ‘tinkle’, koʃʃ~koʃʃ 
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‘rustle’ (Zelealem 2011: 3, 28, 31),14 Amharic also has a number of regular nouns and 
verbs with an onomatopoeic sound pattern, as in (11). 

 
(11) Onomatopoeia 
 Noun  Verb 
 a. Kane (1990: 1771, 1772) 
  dok’dokk’e ‘motorbike’  tändäk’äddäk’ä ‘make a putt-putting sound’ 
 b. Kane (1990: 2241) 
  ʧ’aʧ’ut ‘chick’  tänʧ’atʧ’a ‘twitter’ 
 c. Kane (1990: 1448) 
  kukkulu (cock’s crow)  kokkolä ‘crow’ 

 
Consequently, an onomatopoeic sound pattern is not an appropriate criterion for 
defining an ideophone. Similarly, reduplication, which is often found in ideophones 
to express some kind of distributive meaning (see Section 5), also occurs in 
interjections, nouns, verbs, adverbs, etc.  

Many ideophones can be nominalized by the suffix -ta, e.g. bɨllɨtʧ (ideophone for 
flash, sparkle, glitter) >bɨllɨtʧ-ɨta ‘flicker (n), glimmer (n)’, zɨkk’ (ideophone for being 
low) > zɨkk’-ɨta ‘lowness’, zɨmm (ideophone for being quiet) > zɨmm-ɨta ‘silence’. 
However, as the nominalization does not apply to all ideophones and also occurs with 
interjections, e.g. ɨmbi-ta ‘refusal’ (< ɨmbi ‘no emphatic)!’), ɨnde-ta ‘certainly, of 
course’ (< ɨnde ‘what!, how!’ expressing surprise), it cannot be considered a defining 
feature of the word class of ideophones. 

Ideophones without a light verb appear obligatorily in the clause-final verbal slot, 
e.g. (6), or immediately preceding the light verb in complex predicates, as in (5a) and 
(5d). Their syntactic position is not flexible. Although ideophones without a light verb 
lack morphological person and TAM markers, they govern objects marked for the 
accusative case by the suffix -n (6) and can be modified by a converb (7). Thus, 
Amharic ideophones share syntactic features with verbs, not with nouns. 

To recapitulate the main points: The ideophones formed by sound-symbolic 
imitation, e.g. (4a), are onomatopoeia, but not all onomatopoeia are ideophones. 
There is no phonetic or phonological feature that clearly separates them from 

 
14 Zelealem (2011) has a very broad concept of onomatopoeia. For example, he associates smallness 
with the vowel i and bigness with all non-front vowels, e.g. t’ɨk’it ‘little (few)’ vs. bɨzu ‘many’ (Zelealem 
2011: 5), or the meaning of ‘sucking’ and ‘absorbing’ with the syllables t’V and mVt’, as in t’äbba ‘suck’ 
or mätt’ät‘ä ‘suck up, absorb’ (Zelealem 2011: 11).  
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members of other word classes – apart maybe from an unusual word-final accent, which, 
however, needs further investigation. Ideophones share their obligatory clause-final 
position and their ability to govern direct objects with verbs, and their morphologically 
simple and invariant form with interjections. Moreover, interjections also occur in 
constructions with the verb ‘say’ (12a). In some of these constructions, the verb ‘say’ has 
grammaticalized into a light verb resulting in a complex predicate with a more abstract 
meaning, as in (12b), where the verb alä is no longer used to mark a direct quotation, but 
has become a light verb hosting grammatical information (see especially Wetter 2002). 
 
(12) Wetter (2002: 1833) 
 a. kasa « ɨmbi » al-ä. 
  Kasa.M INTJ.no say\PFV] 
  ‘Kasa said, “no”.’ 

 

 b. rädijo ɨmbi al-ä. 
  radio INTJ.no say\PFV-3SM 
  ‘The radio doesn’t work (lit. said “no”).’ 

 
In fact, most previous studies have treated all complex predicates based on the verb 
‘say’ together, regardless of whether their coverb is an ideophone (4), an interjection 
(12) or some other element (see example (14) in Section 4). However, in these 
complex predicates, only ideophones, but not interjections or other elements as 
coverb, productively occur in noncausal/causal pairs with the light verbs ‘say’ and 
adärrägä ‘do’, respectively, as shown in (13). See also Cohen et al. (2002: 245).  
 
(13)  Complex predicates with an ideophone as coverb 
  Noncausal Causal 
 a. t’ʷa alä ‘pop, explode’ t’ʷa adärrägä ‘cause to pop’ 
 b. bɨllɨtʧ’ alä ‘flash, glitter’ bɨllɨtʧ’ adärrägä ‘cause to glitter, 

enlighten’ 
 c. zɨkk’ alä ‘be low/inferior’ zɨkk’ adärrägä ‘demote, degrade’ 

 
  ‘say’ constructions with an interjection as coverb 
  Noncausal Causal 
 d. ɨmbi alä ‘refuse’ *ɨmbi adärrägä  
 e. mijaw alä ‘meow’ *mijaw adärrägä  
 f. ɲɨɲɲ alä ‘buzz, hum’ *ɲɨɲɲ adärrägä  
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In contrast to ideophones, interjections and other elements as coverb in (13) only 
cooccur with the verb ‘say’. While ideophones clearly differ from verbs and nouns in 
that they are morphologically invariant, the distinction between interjections and 
ideophones is akin to a grey zone in which the boundary between the two word-
classes is not easily drawn, as in (12).  

Based on these two features—typical occurrence as coverb and manifestation in a 
paired construction with the light verbs alä ‘say’ (noncausal) and adärrägä ‘do’ 
(causal)—ideophones can be considered a separate word class in Amharic. This word 
class differs from other Amharic word classes in that its members do not usually 
appear alone, but typically in combination with a light verb. 
 
4. The verb ‘say’ in combination with various coverbs  

 
Constructions consisting of a coverb and the verb alä ‘say’ are very common in 
Amharic. The coverb can be made up of various elements: a quotation (14), a pseudo-
quotation (14b), an ideophone (14c–d), a noun (14e–g),15 a reduplicated imperative 
verb (14h)16 and probably other elements (see also Goldenberg 2013): 
 

(14) a. « nägä addis abäbä ɨ-hed=allä-hʷ » 

  tomorrow Addis_Ababa 1SG-go\IPFV=AUX.NPST-1SG 
 

 al-ä-ɲɲ. 

 say\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG 
 

  ‘He said to me, “I will go to Addis Ababa tomorrow.”’ 
 

 b. bär-u « alɨ-kkäffät » al-ä-ɲɲ. 

  door-DEF.M NEG-1SG.be_open\IPFV say\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG 

  ‘I could not open the door (lit. the door said to me, “I won’t 
open”).’ 

 

 c. bär-u gʷa blo täzägga. 

  door-DEF.M IDPH.crash say\CNV.3SM be_closed\PFV.3SM 

  ‘The door slammed shut.’ 
 

 
15 For fully reduplicated nouns as coverb, see Section 6. 
16 Coverbs consisting of reduplicated imperative verbs occur invariably with a 2SM subject and typically 
describe an imagined action. This construction is only very rudimentarily described for Amharic and 
not found in the grammars of other Ethiosemitic languages. 
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 d. mämt’at-u(-n) bät’am däss 

  come.VN-POSS.3SM-ACC very IDPH.happy 
 

  blo-ɲɲ=all. 
  say\CNV.SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG=AUX.NPST 

 

  ‘His coming made me very happy.’ 
 

 e. Baye (1999: 35) 

  lɨbb blä-h tämälkät-äw! 

  heart say\CNV-2SM observe\IMP.SBJ.2SM-OBJ.3SM 

  ‘Watch him/it carefully (lit. watch him/it saying, “Heart”)!’ 
 

 f. k-ajjä-hʷ-at wädih fɨk’ɨr~fɨk’ɨr  

  ABL-see\PFV-SBJ.1SG-OBJ.3SF since love  
 

  al-ä-ɲɲ. 

  say\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG 
 

  ‘Since I have seen her, I feel like being in love (lit. …, [it] says to me, 
“love, love”).’ 

 

 g. wät’-wa wɨha~wɨha jɨ-l=all. 

  stew-POSS.3SF water 3SM-say\IPFV=AUX.NPST 

  ‘Her stew tastes like water (lit. Her stew says, “water, water”).’ 
 

 h. adapted from Baye (1999: 37) 

  s-aj-at ɨnäk’-at~ɨnäk’-at 
  while-SBJ.1SG.see\IPFV-OBJ.3SF strangle\IMP.SBJ.2SM-OBJ.3SF 

 

  al-ä-ɲɲ 

  say\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG 
 

  ‘When I see her, I very much feel like strangling her (lit. …, [it] says to 
me, “Strangle her, Strangle her!”).’ 

 
The expression lɨbb alä ‘pay attention’ in (14e) is probably one of the many 
collocations with the noun lɨbb ‘heart’ (see Kane 1990: 71–76) which eventually 
became a lexicalized idiomatic expression. Most typically the nouns acting as coverbs 
are repeated, as in (14f–g). All the coverbs in (14) have in common that no other free 
lexical element can intervene between the coverb and the light verb, see (21b) and 
(22b), and that the coverbs cannot be modified syntactically, e.g. by determiners or 
case markers, such as *wɨha-w~wɨha-w al-ä (water-DEF.M~water-DEF.M say\PFV-3SM) 
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or *wɨha~wɨha-w-n alä (water~water-DEF.M-ACC say\PFV-3SM) for the construction in 
(14g).17 If a noun preceding the verb alä ‘say’ is marked for definiteness and accusative 
case (15a) or accompanied by a relational prefix (15b–c), it functions as an adverbial 
modification, not as a coverb. 
 

(15) a. Baye (1999: 35) 

  kasa aster-ɨn gɨnbar-wa-n al-at. 

  Kasa.M Aster.F-ACC forehead-POSS.3SF-ACC say\PFV.SBJ.3SM-OBJ.3SF 
 
 

  ‘Kasa hit Aster on her forehead (lit. Kasa said [it] to Aster on her 
forehead).’ 

 

 b. Täklä Maryam (1964EC: 47, translation Ronny Meyer 
(RM)) 

  ወባዋ እንደ መልቀቅ 

  wäba-wa ɨndä- mä-lk’äk’ 

  malaria-DEF.F like VN-leave\VN 
 

  ብላኛለች። 

  bla-ɲɲ=allä-tʧ. 

  say\CNV.SBJ.3SF-OBJ.1SG=AUX.NPST-SBJ.3SF 
 

  ‘I am almost cured from the malaria (lit. the malaria said to me 
[something] like leaving).’ 

 

 c. mata s-i-nnaddäd bä-boks 
  evening while-3SM-be_angry\IPFV MIL-fist 

 

  al-ä-ɲɲ. 

  say\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG 
 

  ‘When he got angry in the evening, he hit me with a clenched fist (…, 
he said [it] to me with a clenched fist).’ 

 

 
17 The use of a reduplicated imperative verb as a coverb, as shown in (14h), deviates from this rule. 
The verb remains invariant in the 2SM, regardless of whether the speaker, who is the actual addressee 
of the imperative, is male or female. However, the object index is variable and must agree with the 
person, number and gender of the referent. 
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In contrast to the complex predicates with a coverb in (14), the adverbial does not 
necessarily immediately precede the verb alä ‘say’, but other constituents can 
intervene between them, as in (16), which are modifications of the sentences (15a, c). 
 

(16) a. gɨnbar-wa-n sost gize al-at. 

  forehead-POSS.3SF-ACC three time say\PFV.SBJ.3SM-OBJ.3SF 

  ‘On her forehead, he hit her three times.’ 
 

 b. bä-boks mata sost gize al-ä-ɲɲ. 
  MIL-fist evening three time say\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG 

  ‘With a clenched fist, he hit me three times in the evening.’ 

 
The verb alä, originally meaning ‘say something to someone’, has different semantics 
depending on the constructions in which it occurs. In complex predicates with a 
coverb, it only indicates that the denoted situation is noncausal and serves as a host 
for verbal inflectional morphology (see below). However, when used with adverbials, 
such as in (15), it forms idiomatic expressions that convey the idea of ‘performing’ or 
‘showing’ something related to the adverbial. Without an adverbial and in the 
imperative conjugation, alä functions as an encouragement to perform (usually to 
repeat) an action, or as a discourse particle with which the speaker announces the 
end of a discussion or his intended departure (see Meyer 2009: 32–33). 

As seen in (14), the verb alä ‘say’ is morphologically irregular in Amharic. It uses 
different bases for the primary conjugations (see Table 1), i.e. al- (perfective, verbal 
noun), l- (imperfective), blä- (converb) and bäl- (imperative), as well as the invariant base 
bal for the mediopassive (tä-bal-ä ‘be said’), indirect causative (as-bal-ä ‘let say’) and 
pluractional (e.g. the reciprocal tä-ba~bal-ä ‘say to each other’). Although these bases 
look like suppletive stems nowadays, they all developed from a single Ethiosemitic root, 
namely √ b-h-l ‘say’ (for details, see Baye 1999: 5–29; Leslau 1987: 89). 

Semantically, the Amharic verb ‘say’ belongs to the group of verbs of speaking, 
some of which are shown in (17). 

 
(17)  INTRANSITIVE   BITRANSITIVE 
 a. ʧohä ‘cry’  e. t’äjjäk’ä ‘ask’ 
 b. tänʃokaʃʃokä ‘whisper’  f. azäzzä ‘order’ 
 c. täntäbattäbä ‘stutter’  g. näggärä ‘report, tell’ 
 d. täkʷälattäfä ‘stammer, lisp’     
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The intransitive verbs of speaking have only a subject argument, while the ditransitive 
verbs have two additional arguments: the addressee (indirect object) and the theme 
(direct object). The direct object can be an accusative-marked noun phrase (19) or an 
infinitive clause (18a), a complement clause marked by the complementizer ɨnd(ä)- 
‘that’ (18b), or a direct quotation marked by the converb of the verb ‘say’ (18c), which 
imbeds the quotations as theme object into the argument frame of the verb ‘ask’. Thus, 
the converb of ‘say’ in (18c) has a comparable function to the complementizer ɨndä- in 
(18b) and is therefore also analyzed as part of the theme argument. Both objects of 
‘say’ are optional, and each of them can also appear on its own.  
 
(18) a. bä-sälam bet mä-gbat-atʧɨ-n 
  [MIL-peace house VN-enter\VN-POSS.1PL-ACC]THEME 

 

  t’äjjäk’-ätʧ-ɨn. 
  ask\PFV-SBJ.3SF-[OBJ.1PL]ADDRESSEE 

 

 b. bä-sälam bet ɨndä-gäbba-n 
  [MIL-peace house COMP-enter\PFV-1PL]THEME 

 

  t’äjjäk’-ätʧ-ɨn. 
  ask\PFV-SBJ.3SF-[OBJ.1PL]ADDRESSEE 

 

 c. bä-sälam bet gäbba-tʧɨhʷ bla 
  [MIL-peace house enter\PFV-2PL say\CNV.3SF]THEME 

 

  t’äjjäk’-ätʧ-ɨn. 
  ask\PFV-SBJ.3SF-[OBJ.1PL]ADDRESSEE 

 

  ‘She asked us whether we got home safely.’ 
 
In (18), the addressee of the ditransitive verbs of speaking is marked by the 1PL object 
index -n on the verb t’äjjäk’ä ‘ask’. This object index is optional and can be omitted if 
the respective addressee is salient in the discourse, as in (19). 
 
(19) Source: Dictionary Abyssinica18 
 የቅኔ ተማሪ የቈጠረውን ቅኔ 

 jä-k’ɨne tämari jä-k’ʷätt’är-ä-w-ɨn k’ɨne 
 LNK-poem student [LNK-count\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.3SM-ACC poem]THEME 

 

 ለማሳረም ለመምህሩ ነገረ። 
 lä-massaräm lä-mämhɨr-u näggär-ä. 

 
18 https://dictionary.abyssinica.com/ነገረ, 23/01/2023 

https://dictionary.abyssinica.com/%E1%8A%90%E1%8C%88%E1%88%A8
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 DAT-VN.correct\VN [DAT-teacher-POSS.3SM]ADDRESSEE report\PFV-3SM 
 

 ‘The poetry student recited the poem which he had composed (lit. counted) 
to the teacher for correcting.’ 

 
All verbs of speaking can be modified adverbially by a converb clause, which can be 
a construction consisting of a coverb and the verb ‘say’, as in (20). 
 

(20) ʔu~ʔu bla ʧ’oh-ätʧ. 

 IDPH.distress say\CNV.3SF cry\PFV-3SF 

 ‘She cried out in distress.’ 

 
According to Mengistu (1996: 8–10; 1995: 4–6), the verb alä ‘say’ is a generic verb 
that lacks the inherent manner component of the other verbs of speaking in (17). Its 
immediately preceding coverb is not an object argument nor an adverbial 
modification, as it normally cannot be marked for definiteness and accusative case, 
be passivized (for further details, see Meyer 2009: 23–26) or be pronominalized (i.e. 
indexed by an object suffix on the verb). In Meyer (2009: 25), I argue therefore that 
the coverb and the light verb ‘say’ represent a fixed semantic and morphosyntactic 
construction in which the coverb does not function as a separate syntactic argument. 

In contrast to the ditransitive verbs of speaking in (17), no syntactically free 
constituent can intervene between the coverb and the verb ‘say’, regardless of whether 
the coverb is an ideophone, a quotation, or another element. A construction analogous 
to (21a), in which the addressee (lämämhɨru ‘to the teacher’) immediately precedes 
the verb alä ‘say’, is ungrammatical (21b).  
 

(21) a. jih mɨndɨn n-äw bla lä-mämhɨr-u t’äjjäk’-ätʧ. 

  PRX.SM what COP-3SM say\CNV.3SF DAT-teacher-DEF.M ask\PFV-3SF 

  ‘She asked the teacher saying, “What is this?”.’ 
 

 b. *jih mɨndɨn n-äw lä-mämhɨr-u bla 

  PRX.SM what COP-3SM DAT-teacher-DEF.M say\CNV.3SF 
 

  t’äjjäk’-ätʧ. 

  ask\PFV-3SF 

 
Similarly, the degree adverb bät’am ‘very’ in (14d) cannot occur between the coverb 
and the verb ‘say’. Thus, a clause like (22b) is unacceptable; instead (22a) is used.  
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(22) a. bät’am däss blo-ɲɲ=all. 

  very IDPH.happy say\CNV.SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG=AUX.NPST 
  ‘I am very happy (lit. it made me very happy).’ 

 

 b. *däss bät’am blo-ɲɲ=all. 

  IDPH.happy very say\CNV.SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG=AUX.NPST 

 
However, bound grammatical morphemes can be prefixed to the verb ‘say’, as in 
(23a), and the contrastive focus marker -mm can be suffixed to coverbs (23b). 
 

(23) a. t’ärmus-u sɨbbɨrr s-i-l 

  bottle-DEF.M IDPH.break_completely while-3SM-say\IPFV 
 

  bät’am dänäggät’-kʷ. 

  very be_shocked\PFV-1SG 

  ‘I was very shocked when the bottle broke completely.’ 
 

 b.  Source: Sebiawi19 

  የታገለው ለውጥ ያመጣል፤ 

  jä-taggäl-ä-w läwt’ j-amät’all  

  LNK-struggle\PFV-3SM-DEF.M change 3SM-bring\IPFV=AUX.NPST 

  ‘The one who struggles brings change.’ 
 

  ያልታገለው ቁጭ ብሎ 

  j-al-taggäl-ä-w k’utʧ’ blo 
  LNK-NEG-struggle\PFV-3SM-DEF.M IDPH.sit_down say\CNV.3SM 

 

  በባርነት ሲገዛ 

  bä-barɨnnät s-i-ggäzza 

  MIL-slavery while-3SM-be_subjugated\IPFV 
 

  ይኖራል፤ 

  jɨ-nor=all; 
  3SM-live\IPFV=AUX.NPST 

 

 ‘the one who does not struggle lives subjugated in slavery without any 
improvement (lit. by sitting down);’ 

 

  ቁጭም ባለበት 
 

19 http://sebiawi.blogspot.com/2014/01/blog-post_5253.html, 31/08/2023 

http://sebiawi.blogspot.com/2014/01/blog-post_5253.html
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  k’utʧ’-ɨmm bä-al-ä-bb-ät 

  IDPH.sit_down-FOC MIL-say\PFV-SBJ.3SM-MIL-OBJ.3SM 
 

  ይሞታል ማለት ነው። 

  jɨ-mot=all malät n-äw. 

  3SM-die\IPFV=AUX.NPST say\VN COP-3SM 

 ‘that means that he dies in exactly the situation in which he is (lit. where 
he is sitting down).’ 

 
Many complex predicates with the verb ‘say’ seem only to have a subject argument, and 
thus appear to be intransitive (see, e.g., Leslau 1995: 583; and for Ethiosemitic in general, 
Cohen et al. 2002: 236; Ferguson 1970: 74). However, some of them also have an overt 
object (24a) or cross-reference it with an object index on the verb (24b) (see Meyer 2009: 
36–38). Formally, the object constituents in (24) are marked like a primary object of a 
monotransitive verb, i.e. with the accusative suffix -n in (24a) and with the simple object 
index on the verb in (24a, b) – in contrast to the applied object in (25), in which the 
object index is preceded by the applicative suffix -bb (glossed MIL). 
 

(24) a. hɨzb-u korona-n 

  [people-DEF.M]i [COVID-ACC]j 
 

  ʧɨla blo-t=all. 

  IDPH.ignore say\CNV.SBJ.3SMi-OBJ.3SMj=AUX.NPST 
 

  ‘The people ignored the COVID disease.’ 
 

 b. goräbet-e-n sälam s-ɨ-l-at 

  neighbor-POSS.1SG-ACC peace while-SBJ.1SG-say\IPFV-OBJ.3SF 
 

  zɨmm al-ätʧ-ɨɲɲ. 

  IDPH.silent say\PFV-SBJ.3SF-OBJ.1SG 

  ‘When I greeted my neighbor, she kept silent to me.’ 

 

(25) atkɨlt-otʧ-e t’ɨwɨllɨgg al-u-bb-ɨɲɲ. 

 vegetable-PL-POSS.1SG IDPH.wilt say\PFV-SBJ.3PL-MIL-OBJ.1SG 

 ‘My vegetables wilted on me [i.e. to my detriment].’ 

 
Complex predicates with the verb ‘say’ can also function as experiencer verbs, by 
cross-referencing the experiencer with the object index on the verb (26). 
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(26) a. b-alläf-ä-w j-al-kä-ɲɲ 

  MIL-pass\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.3SM LNK-say\PFV-SBJ.2SM-OBJ.1SG 
 

  tɨzz blo-ɲɲ=all. 
  IDPH.remember say\CNV.SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG=AUX.NPST 

  ‘It reminded me of what you said to me last time.’ 
 

 b. abbat-ɨnna ɨnnat-e 

  father-and mother-POSS.1SG 
 

  nɨffɨkk’ al-u-ɲɲ. 

  IDPH.yearn_very_much say\PFV-SBJ.3PL-OBJ.1SG 
 

  ‘I miss my parents (lit. father and mother) very much.’ 

 
Since the verb ‘say’ in complex predicates can have an additional non-subject 
argument, namely the addressee of the verbal action marked with the simple object 
index, e.g. (14a) and (18), it must be monotransitive (see Meyer 2009: 23–27). 
Consequently, the verb ‘say’ is the only verb of speaking with two arguments, while 
all other verbs of speaking in (17) are either intransitive or ditransitive.  

According to Wetter (1999; 2002) and Crass et al. (2001), the verb ‘say’ in 
combination with a coverb has been grammaticalized by extending the semantics of 
the subject from an agentive human, e.g. (14a), to a non-human participant (14b), 
which then opened the way for the formation of a number of new complex predicates 
based on different types of coverbs, not limited to direct quotations, as shown in the 
remaining examples in (14). In Amharic, these complex predicates have become so 
productive that they now form a separate class of verbs, alongside the class of simple 
verbs derived from roots by nonconcatenative morphology (see Table 1 in Section 1).  

Complex predicates with an ideophone as coverb form a distinct subtype because 
they usually occur in pairs expressing a causal/noncausal contrast using the light 
verbs alä ‘say’ and adärrägä ‘do’, respectively. Simple verbs, on the other hand, derive 
causative verbs morphologically, e.g. bässälä ‘be ripe, be cooked’ vs. the causatives 
a-bässälä ‘ripen, cook’ and as-bässälä ‘have something cooked’ (see Kane 1990: 896–
897), not by alternating light verbs (see Mengistu 2010: 292–294). 

Moreover, only complex predicates with an ideophone as coverb express the 
causal/noncausal contrast with the two light verbs alä ‘say’ and adärrägä ‘do’, as 
shown in (13). Consequently, the coverbs in constructions like (14e–h) are not 
ideophones, as they only cooccur with the noncausal verb alä ‘say’ but never with its 
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causal counterpart adärrägä ‘do’. Furthermore, there are also a number of complex 
predicates based on the verb adärrägä ‘do’, not alä ‘say’, whose coverb is often a 
loanword (see Section 7). 

As with the verb alä ‘say’, the ideophones in complex predicates with adärrägä ‘do’ 
do not represent a theme argument or an adverbial, but are simply juxtaposed to the 
light verb with which they form a fixed lexical and morphosyntactic construction. As 
shown in (27), no other free syntactic constituent can intervene between the 
ideophone and the light verb adärrägä ‘do’. Sentence (27b), for instance, is 
unacceptable because the place adverbial wädä gon appears between the ideophone 
and the light verb. 
 

(27) a. borsa-wa-ɨn wädä gon k’utʧ’ adärräg-ätʧ. 
  bag-DEF.F-ACC towards side IDPH.sit do\PFV-3SF 

  ‘She put her bag down sideways.’ 
 

 b. *borsa-wa-ɨn k’utʧ’ wädä gon adärräg-ätʧ. 

  bag-DEF.F-ACC IDPH.sit towards side do\PFV-3SF 

 
The light verb adärrägä ‘do’ is typically used (mono)transitively, but can also appear 
like an intransitive verb with a single subject argument, especially with ideophones 
expressing an activity, as in ʧ’ɨffɨrr adärrägä (IDPH.dance do\PFV.3SM) ‘he does dancing’ 
(Mengistu 2010: 301). In transitive use, the valence of adärrägä includes a patient object 
that is directly affected by the verbal event. 

Although the opposition noncausal/causal is typical for complex predicates with an 
ideophone as coverb, for semantic reasons not all ideophones occur with the two light 
verbs (Mengistu 2010: 301–303). For example, most ideophones derived from an 
intransitive root (see Section 6) whose agentive subject is not affected by the verbal event 
lack the noncausal complex predicate, as in zɨffɨnn adärrägä ‘do singing’ (< √ z-f-n ‘sing’) 
without noncausal *zɨffɨnn alä. In contrast, ideophones derived from intransitive roots in 
which the subject is also affected by the verbal event often lack the causal complex 
predicate, e.g. adägg alä ‘grow a little bit’ (< √ a-d-g ‘grow’), but no causal *adägg 
adärrägä. 

Another peculiar feature of certain ideophones in complex predicates is their ability 
to combine with another pair of light verbs, namely noncausal täsäɲɲä ‘be named, be 
desired’ vs. causal assäɲɲä ‘name, feel like doing’, as in däss täsäɲɲä ‘be happy’ vs. däss 
assäɲɲä ‘make happy’ (Leslau 1995: 584; Kane 1990: 560–561). Whereas the occurrence 
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of the noncausal light verb täsäɲɲä is limited to ideophones as coverb, the causal assäɲɲä 
can also cooccur with other elements, as the verbal noun phrase in (28). 
 
(28) Leslau (1995: 584) 
 wädä tɨmhɨrt_ bet mä-hed al-assäɲɲä-w-ɨmm. 
 towards school VN-go\VN NEG-feel_to_do\PFV.SBJ.3SM-OBJ.3SM-NEG 
 ‘He doesn’t feel up to going to school.’ 

 
In some cases, the mediopassive and the causative of ädärrägä ‘do’, i.e. tädärrägä ‘be done’ 
and asdärrägä ‘let do’, can be also used as light verbs (Leslau 1995: 583). In addition, 
asbalä ‘make say, let say’, the causative of the irregular verb alä ‘say’, is attested in causal 
expressions like (29). 
 
(29) Source: Youtube20 
 በጥያቄዋ ፈገግ አስባለችው። 

 bä-t’ɨjjak’e-wa fägägg asbal-ätʧ-ɨw. 
 MIL-question-POSS.3SF IDPH.smile make_say\PFV-SBJ.3SF-OBJ.3SM 
 ‘She made him laugh with her question.’ 

 
The use of asbalä as a light verb seems to be a more recent development, as it has so far 
not been mentioned in Amharic grammars. 
 
5. Reduplicated ideophones 
 
Ideophones can be partially or fully reduplicated, see, e.g., (6) and (30).  
 
(30) Source: Youtube21 

 አንዴ ቁጭ ቁጭ በሉ!   

 ande k’utʧ’~k’utʧ’ bäl-u! (<k’utʧ’ al-ä) 

 once IDPH.sit_down~PLR say\IMP-2PL IDPH.sit_down say\PFV-3SM 
 ‘Sit down right now!’ [to a crowd of 

people] 
‘sit down’ 

 

 
20 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vSaWYSuJK8k, 23/01/2023 
21 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hSau6GWJig8, 23/01/2023 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vSaWYSuJK8k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hSau6GWJig8
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Full reduplication, however, is also found with other types of coverb in complex 
predicates (see, e.g., examples (14f–h)). Full reduplication occurs with all ideophones 
(31a–f), whereas partial reduplication only occurs with multisyllabic ideophones (31f–i). 
 
(31) Leslau (1995: 593–594) 

 a. t’äbb alä ‘drop’ 
   t’äbb~t’äbb alä ‘drip’ 

 b. zɨkk’ alä ‘be low’ 

   zɨkk’~zɨkk’ alä ‘get continuously lower’ 

 c. ʧ’arr adärrägä ‘scratch a little or abruptly’ 

   ʧ’arr~ʧ’arr adärrägä ‘scratch here and there’ 

 d. t’ät’a adärrägä ‘sip, drink slowly’ 

   t’ät’a~t’ät’a adärrägä ‘drink hurriedly’ 
 e. mullɨtʧ’ alä ‘slip off’ 

   mullɨtʧ’~mullɨtʃ’ alä ‘become slippery’ 

 f. bɨllɨtʧ’ alä ‘flash suddenly’ 

   bɨllɨtʧ’~bɨllɨtʃ’ alä ‘keep flashing coninually’ 

   bɨlɨʧ’~lɨtʧ’ alä ‘glitter’ 

 g. zɨggɨtt adärrägä ‘close suddenly and tightly’ 

   zɨgɨt~gɨtt adärrägä ‘close all around’ 

 h. bɨssɨtt adärrägä ‘pierce completely’ 
   bɨsɨt~sɨtt adärrägä ‘riddle (with bullets)’ 

 i. nɨkk’ɨl alä ‘be suddenly uprooted’ 

   nɨk’ɨl~k’ɨll alä ‘be completely uprooted’  

 
A formal distinction between full and partial reduplication is found in the gemination 
pattern. While in full reduplication the gemination of consonants is retained (31a–e), 
in partial reduplication it is limited to the final consonant, as shown in (31g–i) and 
(32b). 

Partial and full reduplication of ideophones has a number of senses that can be 
derived from a general distributive or pluractional meaning, namely senses of higher 
intensity (generally continuity and frequency of the denoted verbal event), as in (31a, 
b, e–i), but also of accelerated speed (31d) (Leslau 1995: 593). In addition, Baye 
(2008: 226–227) notes that multiple partial reduplication is used to express emphasis, 
e.g. regarding the speed of the action or the commitment of the subject, as in (32). 
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(32) Baye (2008: 227, translation RM) 
 a. ካሳ ወረቀቱን ቅድድ አደረገው። 

  kasa wäräk’ät-u-n k’ɨddɨdd adärräg-ä-w. 
  Kasa.M paper-DEF.M-ACC IDPH.tear do\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.3SM 
  ‘Kasa tore the paper completely.’ 

 

 b. ካሳ ወረቀቱን ቅድድድድ 

  kasa wäräk’ät-u-n k’ɨd~ɨd~ɨd~ɨdd 
  Kasa.M paper-DEF.M-ACC IDPH.tear~PLR~PLR~PLR 

 

  አደረገው። 

  adärräg-ä-w. 
  do\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.3SM 

 

  ‘Kasa tore up the (sheet of) paper very quickly and completely.’  
 

According to Baye (2008: 226–227), the number of recurrent partial reduplications of a 
syllable is not limited, and it can occur many times depending on the discourse context 
(see also Teferi & Baye 2022a: 115). 

A special type of ideophones related to full reduplication are so-called “echo-words”, 
i.e. the combination of two juxtaposed ideophones that either denote a semantic contrast 
(33) or two different aspects of the same general meaning, as in bɨtt’ɨss k’ɨnt’ɨss alä ‘break 
abruptly and completely; die prematurely’, where bɨtt’ɨss is related to bätt’äsä ‘detach, 
snap’ and k’ɨnt’ɨss to k’änätt’äsä ‘snap off with the fingers’. 
 
(33) Baye (2008: 229, translation RM) 
 ካሳ ፈራ ተባ እያለ 

 kasa fära_täba ɨjjal-ä 
 Kasa.M IDPH.hesitant [<fear_be.courageous] PROG.say\PFV-3SM 

 

 ወደ ቤት ገባ። 

 wädä bet gäbba. 
 towards house enter\PFV-3SM 

 

 ‘Kasa entered hesitantly into the house.’  
 
An exhaustive list of echo-words in Amharic, as well as in Tigre and Tigrinya, is found 
in Leslau (1961). Amharic echo-words are also described in some detail in Teferi & 
Baye (2022a: 106–108), Baye (2008: 228–229) and Leslau (1995: 594–596). Some of 
them are shown in (34). 
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(34) Leslau (1995: 594–596) 

 a. k’utʧ’ bɨddɨgg  alä ‘be restless’ 

  (lit. sit_down+stand_up) 
 b. wät’a gäba alä ‘move to and fro’ 

  (lit. go_out+go_in) 

 c. käff zɨgg alä ‘heave’ 

  (lit. rise+be_lowered) 

 d. lɨkk’ɨmm t’ɨrk’ɨmm adärrägä ‘clean up everything’ 

  (lit. gather+hold_tight) 

 e. ɨffɨn ʧ’ɨffɨnn adärrägä ‘cover up completely to choke 
someone’ 

  (lit. suffocate+cover_up) 

 f. ʧɨkk mɨnʧɨkk alä ‘be very stubborn’ 

  (lit. be_stubborn+?) 

 g. kɨmbɨss mɨmbɨss alä ‘speak incoherently, nonsense’ 
 

While the origin of many of the echo-words can still be related to simple ideophones 
or verb roots, some of them, e.g. (34f, g), do not have an obvious relation to any other 
lexeme. As the echo-words occur with the verbs alä ‘say’ and adärrägä ‘do’ as light 
verbs, they are considered ideophones. Teferi & Baye (2022a: 106–108) call these 
constructions “compound ideophonic verbs”. 

However, Amharic also has a number of echo-words that are used like nominals 
and that never occur as coverbs, such as arti murti ‘nonsense speech’ and tɨrki mɨrki 
‘rubbish, empty chatter’ (see Bezza 2013: 58–60; Teferi & Baye 2022a: 107). Thus, as 
is the case of onomatopoeia, not all echo-words are ideophones, even if the majority 
of them belong to this group. 
 
6. Derived ideophones 

 
In addition to the lexical word class of ideophones, Amharic also productively derives 
ideophones by interdigitating a lexical root with one of the two templates for triliteral 
roots: C1CC2CC3 for an intensive reading and C1äC2äC3 for an attenuated reading, 
compared to the event expressed by a regularly inflected verb from the same root. 
This derivation is shown in (35) with the triliteral root √ s1-b2-r3 ‘break’ (for other 
verb types and bi- and quadriliteral roots, see Leslau 1995: 586–593). 
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(35) a. INTENSIVE TEMPLATE: C1CC2CC3 

    sɨbbɨrr alä ‘break completely, suddenly (ITR)’ 

  s1ɨbb2ɨrr3  sɨbbɨrr~sibbɨrr alä ‘(several things) break completely (ITR)’ 
    sɨbbɨrr adärrägä ‘break completely (TR)’ 

 

 b. ATTENUATIVE TEMPLATE: C1äC2äC3 

    säbär alä ‘crack (ITR)’ 

  s1äb2är3  säbär~säbär alä ‘(several things) crack (ITR)’ 

    säbär adärrägä ‘crack (TR)’ 

 
Derived intensive and attenuative ideophones behave exactly like lexical ideophones, 
i.e. they appear as the coverb of the light verbs alä ‘say’ and adärrägä ‘do’, and they 
can be reduplicated. Compared to conjugated simple verbs, complex predicates with 
the intensive and attenuative templates denote a gradation in the intensity or force of 
the verbal event (see e.g. Leslau 1995: 582; Baye 1999: 30–31; Mengistu 2010: 296–
297; Teferi & Baye 2022a: 108–110).  

Since these derived ideophones are very productive in Amharic, most verbs occur 
in a tripartite system that distinguishes between the neutral form, i.e. the regularly 
conjugated verb, e.g. for (35), the noncausal mediopassive täs1äbb2är3ä ‘break ITR’ or 
the causal simplex s1äbb2är3ä ‘break TR’, and its intensive and attenuative forms in 
(35a) and (35b) (see Mengistu 2010: 296–297).  

The derivation of ideophones from other words is typologically rare. Apart from 
Amharic (and other Ethiosemitic languages, see Section 7), it occurs in some Bantu 
languages, such as Cilubà (lua) (Kabuta 2001), Shona (sna) (Franck 2014), Tetela (tll) 
(Tassa 2001) and Sena (Guérois this volume), and also in Bulgarian (bul) (Kovatcheva 
2014). 
 
7. Complex predicates with the verb ‘say’ in Ethiosemitic 

 
Complex predicates consisting of an invariant coverb followed by the verb ‘say’ occur 
in all Ethiosemitic languages, and are called “(descriptive) compound verbs” or 
“composite verbs” in the literature. Most likely, some of these coverbs also represent 
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ideophones.22 But ideophones are generally not distinguished from other elements 
(e.g. interjections or adverbials) in older grammatical descriptions. Cohen (1939: 
287)—the first summary of the composite verbs in Ethiosemitic—considers them to 
be a language contact phenomenon due to Cushitic influence. This assumption was 
widely accepted by others—including Leslau (1945a: 72), Hetzron (1972: 18), Tosco 
(2000: 346), Appleyard (2001: 9), Cohen et al. (2002: 244)—mostly because Asian 
Semitic languages lack such constructions.23 Ferguson (1970: 73–74) considers them 
a defining feature of the Ethiopian Linguistic Area (for further details, see Crass & 
Meyer 2008: 232–233). However, Wetter (1999; 2002), Crass et al. (2001), Cohen et 
al. (2002) and Güldemann (2005) show that these complex predicates result from a 
grammaticalization process of the respective verb ‘say’, which is also found in other 
languages, even outside Africa (see also Mengistu 2010: 296). 

One remarkable construction with the grammaticalized verb ‘say’ contains a fully 
reduplicated noun as coverb, as in (36), (37a) or (14f, g).  
 

(36) a. ʧ’äw~ʧ’äw alä (salt~salt) ‘taste salty’ 

 b. k’ɨbe~k’ɨbe alä (butter~butter) ‘taste/smell like butter’ 
 c. ʧ’ɨs~ʧɨs alä (smoke~smoke) ‘smell like smoke’ 

 

(37) a. bɨrd~bɨrd al-ä-ɲɲ. 

  CNV.cold~PLR say\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG 

  ‘I have the chills.’ or ‘I feel cold.’ 
 

 b. bärräd-ä-ɲɲ. 

  be(come)_cold\PFV-SBJ.3SM-OBJ.1SG 
  ‘I feel cold.’ 

 
Based on a survey of their distribution in Ethiosemitic, these constructions are very 
widespread (for the sources, see fn.below). They have been reported for Tigrinya 

 
22 See also Treis (this volume) for Kambaata (ktb), a Cushitic language spoken in Ethiopia. Like 
Amharic, Kambaata ideophones form a distinct word class and typically occur as coverbs with the 
respective light verbs for ‘say’ and ‘do’, marking an intransitive/transitive contrast. Additionally, other 
elements can function as coverbs in Kambaata, and the border between ideophones and interjections 
is vague.  
23 In fact, similar complex predicates occur sporadically in Hebrew (heb), Babylonian Aramaic (tmr) 
and Neo-Aramaic (cld) (Goldenberg 2013: 224–225). 
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(North Ethiosemitic), Amharic and Silt’e (both Transversal Ethiosemitic), and Kistane, 
Muher, Gumer and Endegagn (all South Ethiosemitic). Even the little known and now 
extinct language Mesmes has at least one construction of this type , k’oːt’o~k’oːt’o barä 
‘arrange in orderly manner (lit. say k’oːt’o k’oːt’o)’ (Ahland 2010: 111 line 7), where 
the reduplicated element is probably the noun ‘place’. This construction has not been 
mentioned in the grammars of Geez (North Ethiosemitic), and Argobba and Zay (both 
Transversal Ethiosemitic). In North Ethiosemitic, it seems to be limited to Tigrinya, 
as it does not exist in Tigre and Dahaalik. Harari (Transversal Ethiosemitic) also lacks 
it. However, Dahaalik and Harari have a construction in which a simple noun can be 
combined with the verb ‘say’, as in the Dahaalik example (38). 
 

(38) Dahaalik (Afroasiatic, Semitic; PC Marie-Claude Simeone-Senelle, July 2019) 
 hibes biːla 

 work.N say\PFV.3SM 

 ‘he worked’ 

 
According to Beniam (2013: 150–152), the construction of simple noun plus verb ‘say’ 
is very common and productive in Harari, and often coexists with a regularly inflected 
verb from the same root. The meaning of such constructions with respect to the 
regular verbs is still not well described, but the coverbs are clearly nouns.  

The combination of a reduplicated noun as coverb and the verb ‘say’ typically 
describe the perception of tastes and smells, e.g. (14g) and (36), besides a few other 
sensations, such as love in (14f) or the perception of temperature in (37a). However, 
in contrast to constructions with an ideophone, a fully reduplicated noun as a coverb 
cannot form a causal counterpart by exchanging the light verb ‘say’ with the verb ‘do’ 
(or the causative of ‘say’). Furthermore, reduplicated nouns or imperative verbs as 
coverbs do not denote a change in intensity, speed, etc., as is the case with fully 
reduplicated ideophones (Section 5), but only express a sensory experience related to 
the semantics of the respective simple nouns. In some cases, the semantics of such a 
complex predicate denotes nuances that cannot be expressed by a simple verb, as in 
(37), where only the construction with the reduplicated noun ‘cold’ in (a) has the 
sense of ‘having the chills’, from which probably the second sense ‘feeling cold’ 
developed, which is also denoted by the simple verb in (37b). 

Loan verbs from languages with fully vocalized verb stems are often integrated into 
Amharic using a complex predicate based on the light verb adärrägä ‘do’. This is 
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because these stems cannot be easily converted into a consonantal root that would fit 
the conjugational templates. The loan verbs from English in (39) illustrate this 
phenomenon.  
 

(39) a. tajb adärrägä <English type ‘type (v.)’ 

 b. kalär adärrägä <English color ‘color (v.)’ 

 c. kopi adärrägä <English copy ‘copy (v.)’ 

 d. särʤäri ädärrägä <English surgery ‘operate’ 

 
The noncausal counterpart of the complex predicates in (39) are formed by 
exchanging adärrägä ‘do’ with its mediopassive derivation tädärrägä ‘be done’, e.g. 
tajb tädärrägä ‘be typed’.24 A few of the loanwords, usually those with three 
consonants, may also be converted into a root, and then be inflected like a simple 
verb of Type B, e.g. täjjäbä ‘type’ or källärä ‘color’ for the examples (a) and (b) in (39). 

In the previous sections, it has been shown that Amharic has two different types of 
ideophones that occur as coverb in a complex predicate with the verb alä ‘say’, as 
summarized in (40). 
 
(40) a. Basic lexical ideophones, e.g. zɨmm alä ‘be quiet’ 

b. Derived degree ideophones through combining a verb root with either an 
intensive or attenuative template, e.g. sɨbbɨrr alä ‘break 
completely/suddenly’ vs. säbärr alä ‘crack’ 

 
Not much is known about the actual distribution of the two types of ideophones 
identified for Amharic in (40) in other Ethiosemitic languages. The results of a survey 
based on published sources and a short questionnaire answered by specialists in some 
of the languages are given in Table 2.25 

 
24 In Zay (Transversal Ethiosemitic), ideophones and loanwords systematically use different pairs of 
light verbs to express the noncausal/causal relation. With ideophonic coverbs, the light verbs are baːl 
‘say’ and its causatives ʔabäɲ ‘cause to say’ or ʔatbiːɲ ‘facilitate to say’, whereas loanwords as coverbs 
cooccur with the light verbs haːn ‘become’ and saːn ‘do’ (Meyer 2005: 164–171; see also Meyer 2006: 
816–817).  
25  The survey is based on information gathered from the following sources: Amharic (Leslau 1995: 
580–596), Argobba (Wetter 2010: 148–150, 214–215), Dahaalik (PC with Marie-Claude Simeone-
Senelle July 2019), Endegagn (Yohannes 2015: 138–145; PC with Yohannes Adigeh, July 2019), Gafat 
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Language Basic lexical ideophones ideophones from other roots 
 only 

‘say’ 
noncausal/causal 
contrast 

no 
pairs 

intensive/attenuative 
pair 

North Ethiosemitic 

†Geez  yes ? ? 
Dahaalik  yes no no 
Tigre  yes yes  
Tigrinya  yes  yes 

Transversal Ethiosemitic 

Amharic  yes  yes 

Argobba  yes  yes 
Harari  yes  yes 
EG Silt’e  yes yes  
EG Zay  yes yes  

South Ethiosemitic 
GG Kistane  yes  yes 

GG Muher  yes yes  
GG Gumer  yes yes  
GG Endegagn  yes yes  
†Gafat yes  ? ? 

(EG East Gurage, GG Gunnän Gurage) 

 
Table 2: Distribution of ideophones in Ethiosemitic. 

 
Table 2 shows that ideophones exist in all Ethiosemitic languages, even if the 
situation for the two extinct languages, Geez and Gafat, is not entirely clear. For these 
two languages, the coverb of complex predicates with the verb ‘say’ could also be an 
interjection, as assumed by Praetorius (1886: 156–157) for Geez in (41). 
 

 
(Leslau 1945b: 88 further examples given on pp. 150, 153, 180), Geez (Praetorius 1886: 157), Gumer 
(Völlmin 2017: 171–173; PC with Sascha Völlmin, July 2019), Harari (Beniam 2013: 138–154), Kistane 
(PC with Bedilu Wakjira, July 2019), Muher (own fieldwork data, 2010), Silt’e (Gutt 1997: 933; PC 
with Rawda Siraj, July 2019), Tigre (Raz 1983: 66–67; PC with Saleh Idris, July 2019), Tigrinya 
(Tsehaye 1979: 108–111; PC with Shimelis Mazengia and Dagnew Machew, July 2019) and Zay (Meyer 
2005: 164–167). 
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(41) Geez (Afroasiatic, Semitic) 

 a. s’ätt’  ‘shh (interjection used to call for silence)’ 

 b. s’ätt’ jɨ-be i. ‘He said, “Shh!”’ > ii. ‘He kept quiet.’ 
  INTJ/IDPH.quiet 3SM-say\PFV  

 
If we assume that Geez possessed constructions like those in the Amharic example 
(7), the element s’ätt’ in (41a) could also be an ideophone in an emphatic construction 
without the verb ‘say’. For Geez, at least one pair with the noncausal/causal contrast 
was reported (42). 
 

(42) Geez (Afroasiatic, Semitic; Praetorius 1886: 156–157; Leslau 1987: 12) 

 a. ʔoho  bɨhl-ä   b. ʔoho  ʔa-bäl-ä   

  IDPH.yes say\PFV-3SM  IDPH.yes CAUS-say\PFV-3SM 

  ‘he agreed’  ‘he persuaded’  

 
The Geez examples (41) and (42) illustrate the general problem of distinguishing 
between ideophones and other word classes, especially interjections. Some of them 
may actually belong to two word classes, without a strict demarcation line, as in the 
Amharic example (12), where ɨmbi ‘no’ is a quoted interjection in (12a), but also 
resembles an ideophone in the broader semantic sense of ‘refuse’ in (12b).  

The most important morphosyntactic criterion for the definition of ideophones in 
Amharic is that they cooccur with a noncausal/causal light verb pair. This probably 
presents a more general feature of ideophones in Ethiosemitic. The noncausal light 
verb is the verb ‘say’, while its noncausal counterpart is either the light verb ‘do’ or 
the causative of ‘say’ in Ethiosemitic. However, the absence of the causal or, less 
frequently, also the noncausal light verb does not automatically mean that the coverb 
is not an ideophone. The noncausal/causal contrast expressed by the verbs alä ‘say’ 
and adärrägä ‘do’ systematically excludes certain semantic verb types. Without going 
into detail, with the exception of Gafat, all of the other Ethiosemitic languages in 
Table 2 have at least a few coverbs that occur in contrasting noncausal/causal pairs, 
and thus most probably represent ideophones.  

Ideophones derived from roots occur in most Ethiosemitic languages (see also 
Appleyard 2001: 5). They are missing only in Dahaalik, and probably also in Geez 
and Gafat. In the remaining languages of Table 2, they occur in two distributions: In 
Tigre, East Gurage and Gunnän Gurage except Kistane, ideophones can be derived 



Meyer  Ideophones and verbal constructions with the verb ‘say’ in Amharic 

  236 

from roots through different patterns, which do not contrast in terms of 
intensity/attenuation. Amharic, Argobba, Harari, Kistane and Tigrinya, on the other 
hand, regularly derive two types of ideophones from roots in order to express an 
intensive vs. attenuative contrast, which is, in turn, opposed to a semantically neutral, 
regularly inflected verb, as described for Amharic in Section 6 and for Tigrinya in 
(43), where only gemination or its absence expresses the contrast in degree. 
 
(43) Tigrinya (Afroasiatic, Semitic; PC Shimelis Mazengia, July 2019) 
 a. Neutral 
  säbir-u 
  break\CNV-3SM 
  ‘he broke it’ 

 

 b. Intensive c. Attenuative 
  sɨbbɨr ʔa-bil-u  sɨbɨr ʔa-bil-u 
  IDPH.break CAUS-say\CNV-3SM  IDPH.break CAUS-say\CNV-3SM 
  ‘he broke it completely’  ‘he broke it somewhat’ 

 
All Ethiosemitic languages which express the intensity/attenuation contrast through 
derived ideophones from the same verbal root seem to be in close contact with 
Amharic. Argobba and Tigrinya border the Amharic homeland, and the Kistane 
homeland is close to Addis Ababa. Harari has a very large diaspora in Addis Ababa 
and other Ethiopian cities (see Beniam 2013: 4), where Amharic is used as a lingua 
franca. Thus, contact with Amharic could have triggered the introduction of the 
intensive/attenuative contrast in these languages.  
 
8. Conclusion 

 
In this article, I have argued that ideophones form a separate word class in Amharic 
whose members commonly cooccur as a coverb in a complex predicate with the light 
verbs ‘say’ and ‘do’. All Ethiosemitic languages have at least a few lexical ideophones 
that can express this noncausal/causal contrast, even though the causal light verb 
may differ across the languages. Some ideophones can also be the input of a 
nominalization process with the suffix -ta. Syntactically, ideophones resemble verbs. 
Their position is fixed to the clause-final syntactic slot, usually occupied by verbs, and 
ideophones can also take direct objects and be modified by converb clauses. 
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Ideophones are morphologically simple forms that do not inflect, and which can be 
reduplicated to express a pluractional meaning. Phonologically, ideophones are 
characterized by a stress on the ultimate syllable, but do not exhibit uncommon 
segmental features. 

Ideophones are the only coverbs in complex predicates with the two light verbs 
‘say’ and ‘do’ which express a noncausal/causal contrast. Other coverbs, such as 
interjections, adverbials, reduplicated nouns and verbs, and quotations, do not 
express this contrast.  

Moreover, complex predicates with the light verbs ‘say’ and ‘do’ are so common in 
Amharic that they must be considered a separate inflectional verb class, contrasting 
with the regularly inflected verbs formed by nonconcatenative morphology. This verb 
class is characterized by reduced morphological complexity: it inflects only with the 
paradigms of two light verbs and can only contrast noncausal and causal events using 
distinct light verbs. Probably for to this reason, complex predicates with the verb ‘say’ 
are a very productive strategy to incorporate loanwords that do not easily fit into 
nonconcatenative inflectional morphology.  

Finally, Amharic has a special type of ideophones derived from roots by two 
distinct templates, expressing the contrast between an intensified and an attenuated 
event. Derivational processes of ideophonization are rare from a typological point of 
view, but they also exist in Ethiosemitic languages in close geographical contact with 
Amharic, namely Tigrinya, Argobba, Kistane and Harari.  
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1, 2, 3 = first, second, third 
person 

F = feminine 
FOC = focus 

PFV = perfective 
PL = plural 

ABL = ablative GG = Gunnän Gurage PLR = pluractional 
ACC = accusative IDPH = ideophone POSS = possessive 
AUX = auxiliary IMP = imperative PROG = progressive 
C = slot for a consonant in an 
inflectional tempalte 

INTJ = interjection 
IPFV = imperfective 

PRX = proximal demonstrative 
PST = past 

CAUS = causative ITR = intransitive REL = relative clause marker 
CND = conditional 
CNV = converb 

LNK = linker (genitive, relative 
verb) 

SBJ = subject 
SF = singular-feminine 

COMP = complementizer 
COP = copula 
DAT = dative 

M = masculine 
MIL = malefactive, 
instrumental, locative 

SG = singular 
SM = singular-masculine 
SNG = singulative 

DEF = definite NEG = negation TR = transitive 
DIM = diminutive N = noun VN = verbal noun (infinitive) 
EC = ethiopian calendar 
EG = east Gurage 

NPST = non-past 
OBJ = object 
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