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Aim of my paper

Detailed account of the approximative derivation with -lab in Kambaata
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What‘s noteworthy about the Kambaata approximative?

- Overlooked in earlier descriptions (mea culpa …)

- Productive

- Little (if any) selection restrictions

- (To the best of my knowledge) no formally or functionally related 
approximative derivation in related languages or languages of the area

- Transparent (at least for the linguist!) diachronic source
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Brief introduction into the language (I)

• Afro-Asiatic > Cushitic > East Cushitic … > Highland East Cushitic

• SW Ethiopia

• (2007:) > 600.000 speakers

• Official orthography based on the Roman script (di- and trigraphs are preferred 
over diacritics) > used to write the data in my papers
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Data sources

• First attestation in a conversation I recorded and transcribed in 2006

• Numerous attestations in Alemu (2016), a Kambaata dictionary in which each 
entry has a monolingual definition

• > Data extracted from Alemu (2016) = basis for the collection of example 
sentences and mock dialogues

• At present: 199 tokens/78 types of -lab-derivatives (and counting)

• Very few unsolicited examples
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Kambaata open word classes

• Verbs, nouns, adjectives, ideophones and interjections

• Defining feature of adjectives: 
• Case/gender-agreeing modifier in the NP

• Reduced case system: nominative, accusative, oblique

• 5 declensions (A1 = biggest declension)

• Other syntactic functions
• As head of NP (marked for 9 cases like nouns)

• As predicates (predicative case plus copula)

• As adverbial modifiers (invariantly M.ACC)
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Adjectivizing derivation

• Large class of basic (underived) adjectival lexemes

• 5 productive (and several unproductive or frozen) adjectivizers
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~ ‘possessing N, full of N, containing N’

~ ‘V-er, who/which V-s’

~ ‘who/which has been IDEO-ed’

~ ‘N-less’



Compound adjectives

- Stem 1 + Stem 2 + -á(ta) 
(case/gender morphology of A1 declension)
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Approximative adjective: morphological makeup
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Approximative adjective: syntactic functions

Irrespective of the word class of the base, approximative adjectives are used 
(like all other adjectives!) as

• Case/gender-agreeing adnominal modifiers

• Heads of NPs, marked for the gender of the omitted noun (if one is 
retrievable), case-marked acc. to the function in the clause

• Non-verbal predicates, agreeing with the subject in gender

• Adverbial modifiers (invariantly masculine accusative)

• Cf. examples below
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Meaning of deadjectival approximatives

• Attenuated property: Most frequently attested bases are colour adjectives 
(recall chameleon example), but not only (see below): ‘a bit [property], 
[property]-ish, somewhat [property]’, ~ lower middle ground of a scale
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= example of a “mock-dialogue”



Meaning of deverbal approximatives

• Approximate manner: ‘in a kind of V-ing, in an almost V-ing manner’ (not: 
‘in a bit of a V-ing manner’); close to the maximum degree of similarity
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Meaning of denominal approximatives (1)

• Similarity in quality or character: ‘similar to/almost like N in quality or character, of the 
same type’ (recall the ‘needle-like thorn’), not primarily: ‘similar in appearance’

• In the dictionary, denominal approximatives often create ad-hoc categories on the basis 
of a salient, well-known exponent (e.g. a well-known tree). The ad-hoc category is then 
recruited to characterize another, less-known exponent (e.g. a little-known tree).
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Meaning of denominal approximatives (2)

• Similarity in quality or character > sometimes interpreted as: ‘not up to 
standard, not a proper N’; but approximatives are not generally transporting a 
negative connotation/evaluative
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Diachrony

• Verb root lab- ‘resemble’ in related Cushitic languages (unattested in 
Kambaata and not known by any speakers consulted)

• Origin of approximative adjectives: compound adjectives with ‘resemble’

• Today the verb *lab- has been replaced in Kambaata by agud- ‘resemble’ 
(which is itself also used in compounds)
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Summary: Kambaata approximative derivation

• Productive, albeit infrequently used derivational mechanism (if compared e.g. to the proprietive derivation).

• But: native speakers come up with new examples spontaneously.

• Morphology/Syntax

• Few (if any) selection restrictions re bases to which they attach

• Derivates belong to the word-class of adjectives (cf. agreement behaviour)

• Like basic adjectives: used as modifiers in the NP, heads of the NP, in predicative and adverbial function

• Meaning 

• Adjectival base > attenuated degree of a property

• Verbal base > approximate, almost (not quite) identical manner

• Nominal base > similarity in nature, character, function

• Diachronic source: *lab- ‘resemble’
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