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1. Some background on Kambaata
CLASSIFICATION,  SPEAKER  AREA,  TYPOLOGICAL  PROFILE  …
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1.1. Classification and sociolinguistics
• Afro-Asiatic > Cushitic > … > Highland East Cushitic
• Speaker Area: Southwest Ethiopia
• Number of speakers: > 600,000 (acc. to 2007 census)

• Medium of instruction in primary schools
• Official orthography (used here with minimal modifications)
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1.2. Typological profile I
• Suffixing, agglutinating-fusional with many portmanteau morphemes
• Head- and dependent-marking

• 9 nominal cases
• Subject indexing on verbs

• Strict head-finality
• Dependent clauses before main clauses 
• Main verb or copula = last constituent in a sentence
• All modifiers before head noun

• Phonemic stress, but no lexical, only grammatical minimal pairs, e.g. 
ánganne (NOM) - angánne (ACC) - anganné (GEN) ‘(of) our hands’
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1.2. Typological profile II
Parts of speech 
• 4 large sets with open membership: nouns, adjectives, verbs,

ideophones
• Several small (closed) sets: various sets of pronouns, numerals and 

quantifiers, demonstratives, …
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1.3. (No) earlier works on attenuatives
• Works on related languages contain no information on attenuatives
• Earlier works on Kambaata contain no information on attenuatives
• Earlier works on Kambaata adjectives:

• Treis (2008: §8): Inflectional and derivation morphology

• Treis (2011): Agentive derivation
• Treis (2017) treats, among others, de-numeral (compound) adjectives
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1.4. Sources and data collection
• 2002-2007: No data on Kambaata attenuatives at all

• 2 examples attenuative examples attested in a natural recording: 
conversation about the book “The Mixed-Up Chameleon” by Eric Carle 
(Harper Collins Publishers) in 2016

• Supplemented by some elicited forms prompted by these examples

• Database was extended when Alemu’s (2016) dictionary was published: His 
monolingual definitions of Kambaata entries contain as many as 56 
attenuative adjectives (types, not tokens!)

• Examples were extracted, checked, discussed, paraphrased and exemplified 
with (near-natural) question-answer or statement-comment pairs with 
Deginet Wotango and Selamu Wotango in March 2018
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1.5. Structure of this talk
2. Form
• Inflectional morphology of adjectives
• Derivational morphology of adjectives
• Attenuative derivation -lab

3. Meaning
• Adjective + -lab
• Verb + -lab 
• Noun + -lab
• Productivity

4. Summary
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2. Form
ADJECTIVAL   INFLECTION,  ADJECTIVAL  DERIVATION,  MORPHOLOGICAL  STRUCTURE  
OF  ATTENUATIVES,  SYNTACTIC  FUNCTIONS
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2.1. Adjectival inflection
• Adjectives as modifiers in the NP: case/gender-agreement with head noun, 3-

case system ACC, NOM, OBL
• Adjectives fall into 5 declensions
• Adjectives as NP heads: full case-marking potential, 9-case system like nouns 

ACC, NOM, GEN, DAT, ABL, ICP,* LOC, OBL, PRED
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*ICP = instrumental-comitative-perlative



2.1. Adjectival inflection
• Case/gender-agreement agreement of adjectives
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2.2. Adjectival derivation
• Several productive derivational mechanisms to create adjectives
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2.3. Attenuative derivation

• Optional epenthesis or cluster simplification before -lab (speaker-dependent)
• Attenuative added to simple root or extended stems, 

e.g. bun-agud-lab-á(ta) {coffee-SIM-ATT-m/fACC} ‘brownish (lit. coffee-like-ish)’
• Attenuative adjectives as input of the -im- (quality noun) derivation (like other 

adjectives), e.g. shiish-lab-im-áta ‘quality/state of being a bit sour’ (Alemu 2016: 797)
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2.4. Syntactic functions
• As all other adjectives, attenuative adjectives can be used as (i) adnominal 

modifiers in the NP, (ii) NP heads, incl. heads of non-verbal predicates, and 
(iii) adverbial modifiers in the clause.

• Use as non-verbal predicate:
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3. Meaning
ADJECTIVE  PLUS  ‐LAB ,  NOUN  PLUS  ‐LAB, VERB  PLUS  ‐LAB ,  
PRODUCTIVITY  
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3.1. Monolingual explication 

• Information to be drawn (and examined) from this definition
• Attached to adjectival bases ( but we will see in a minute: not only!)
• Expressing a reduced degree of a quality ( but we will see in a minute: not only!)
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3.2. Attenuated colours
• First attested examples: -lab used for the attenuation of colours; speakers 

accept -lab on all colour terms, ‘reddish’ most frequently attested
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gamball-(i)-lab-á(ta) ‘blackish’ (Alemu 2016: 464, 812, 868)

wojj-(i)-lab-á(ta) ‘whitish’ (Alemu 2016: 160, 1061)

biishsh-(i)-lab-á(ta) ‘reddish’ (Saint-Exupéry 2018, Alemu 2016: xxvi, 29, 128, 216, 229, 261, 307, 335, 
842, 844, 1010, 1045)

bull-(i)-lab-á(ta) ‘greyish’ (Alemu 2016: 161, 759, 778)

bun-agud-lab-á(ta) ‘brownish’ (Alemu 2016: 163)



3.3. Other attenuated qualities
• Reduced degree of a quality (‘a bit [QUALITY]’, ‘almost [QUALITY]’, 

‘fairly [QUALITY]’)
• Connotation (positive/negative) not fixed
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3.4. V‐lab: Approximate manner (I)
• Deverbal -lab-adjectives express a similar, approximate manner of doing 

something (‘kind of V’, ‘almost (but not quite) in a V-ing manner’)
• Used adverbially in a clause (adverbial case: accusative)
• Alemu (2016): 15 different deverbal adjectives (some attested several times)
• Adjectives based on simple and extended verb forms, e.g.
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3.4. V‐lab: Approximate manner (II)
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3.4. V‐lab: Approximate manner (III)
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3.4. N‐lab: Similar nature (I)
• Denominal -lab-adjectives express ‘similar to N in nature, character, main 

features’ and create ad-hoc categories
• Used as NP heads or as modifiers in the clause

• e.g. weteechch-lab-á haqq-á 
‘a tree which is similar to the weteechchu-tree (here: producing a similar smell)’
(fieldnotes 3/2018)

• e.g. oddishsh-lab-á ‘(a) clothing-like, garment-like (thing)’ (Alemu 2016: 319)

• Alemu (2016): 21 different denominal adjectives (some attested several times)
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3.4. N‐lab: Similar nature (II)
• Derived -lab-adjectives used as modifier:

• Derived -lab-adjectives used as NP head:
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3.5. Attenuatives vs. Similatives (I)

24



3.5. Attenuatives vs. Similatives (I)
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Difference?



3.5. Attenuatives vs. Similatives (II)
• Denominal attenuative and denominal similatives are semantically close, but:
• N + attenuative-derivation ‘similar to N (in nature)’ 

vs. N + similative-derivation ‘similar to N (in physical appearance)’
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 To be done: corpus 
study of -agud SIM



3.6. Productivity
• Fairly productive derivational mechanism

• Extensively used by Alemu (2016) in monolingual dictionary definitions
• Informants can (sometimes) come up with new examples and possible contexts
• My main informant was able to integrate most (but not all) dictionary examples into small 

dialogs to illustrate there (near-)natural use
• When these dialogues were checked with a second native speaker, the usage contexts were 

accepted by others.
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4. Summary
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4. Summary
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• Attenuative adjectives are adjectives that express
• (on adjectival bases) a reduced degree of a quality
• (on verbal bases) an approximate, almost (/not quite) identical manner
• (on nominal bases) a similarity in nature, character ( similative derivation: expresses 

similarity in physical appearance)

• No link to diminution
• Fairly productive derivational mechanism
• So far no cognate derivations known in related languages 

( to be done: survey with questionnaire)
• Diachronic source unknown



Abbreviations
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