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Season 4, Episode 3
The Passive Form

0Ag® aAg® and welcome to a new episode of Bereka Buna. I’'m going to have to beg your
patience in advance because what we’re going to cover in this episode and the next is truly
complex material. I will try my best to explain and exemplify as usual but remember that this
is meant as a supplementary resource to further Amharic study. I’d recommend reviewing the
transcript for this episode as you listen or relisten, as well as bringing any questions you
might have to your Amharic teacher. For transcripts go to our website at berekabuna.org. I"d
also suggest letting the explanation percolate as you continue to listen to native speakers,
which will allow you to begin noticing how this form is being used in practice. Now, full
disclosures aside, let’s get right into it!

The passive form is used to indicate that an action has been done but without necessarily
knowing who has performed the action. For example, “She painted the wall”, is active, while
“the wall was painted”, is passive (here the action has been done, but we don’t know by
whom).

In Amharic the basic form of the passive is constructed by prefixing -+ to the root form.
Listen to the following examples to understand the pattern.

Kefete hé.+ — he opened Zega i — he closed Bela 0A — he ate

Tekefete -+hd-t+ — it was opened | Tezega -+H,2 — it was closed | Tebela -+0A — it was eaten

If the root verb starts with the prefix A, the -+ is sometimes modified to become 2.

A? — he saw Am( — he washed AN — he thought

¢ — it was seen Jm0 — it was washed AN — it was thought

Sometimes, however, the 4 is replaced by -t.

AL41 — he did [an action] ATT — he found AhNZ — he honored

+£471 — it was done +17 — it was found +h0¢ — it was honored

Let’s listen to a few simple sentence examples using these verbs in their active and passive
forms:

(47 hé.t+ — he opened the door

(4~ +hé.t+ — the door was opened

®A\%7 ATT — he found his/the keys
®0¢- 1T — the key was found

amzgo-7 A2 — he saw the gift
amga@- ¢ — the gift was seen



Luana DeBorst & Adam Abebe
Aug 21, 2023
© All rights reserved

The passive form is also used in a reflexive sense. A reflexive verb refers to an action which

is done by the subject upon themselves, like “to wash oneself”, “to hurt oneself”, “to
introduce oneself”, etc. Listen to the following examples to hear how active verbs can be
made reflexive and/or passive in Amharic:

Active Passive Reflexive
02PE? AmN — he washed the | AzPE Fm(+ — the cups were | a@-E7 Fm0 — he washed
cups washed his body

0-E7 A ¢0 — he painted
the house

0t PAT° -0 — the house
was painted

&7 -+0 — he put lotion on
himself

ahcOA@-7 A — he picked
up the pen

ahcnto- -+ — the pen was
taken/picked up

hAh7Pd$- 19 — he woke (lit.
lifted himself) up from sleep

&7 avAn — he returned
(gave back) my money

14 tePAd — my money was
returned (given back)

h10¢ +avAG — he returned
from the market

Note that not all verbs that are reflexive in English would be so in Amharic, and there are
some verbs that are reflexive in Amharic that wouldn’t sound so in English. For example, “he
dressed himself” in Amharic would remain in the active form AQA — Ad- &-0lO AQA.
Conversely, “to return” appears active in English but in Ambharic is said in the reflexive
sense: tarAQ.

There are also many verbs in Amharic that are passive in form but active in meaning. For
example:

Active Verb

+ahae — he carried

+¢0A — he received

+hta — he continued or followed

+a14 — he crossed

+¢avmn — he sat

1414 — he spoke

+aoant — he saw or looked at

There are also some verbs which naturally begin with -+ in their root form, which should not
be confused with the passive form. You might notice how these are different from the
previous set of verbs by paying attention to their infinitives. The following verbs can still be
made passive by adding and additional -+ as a prefix.

Verbs beginning with -+ (past tense and infinitive) | Passive

+¢h (av+¢Zh) — he told a story or recounted history ++<h — the story was told

+eAav (av-+C79°) — he translated e — it was translated

+hA (e2hd) — he planted ++hA — it was planted

+ha (evt+hi) — he ironed or shot ++ba — it was ironed

+1d.0 (av1724.0) — he breathed ++14.0— it was breathed (not often used)
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In the next episode, we’ll go over how to conjugate the passive in various tenses. But for
now, let’s finish up with some practice exercises.

Exercise 1: translate from Amharic to English

1.

2.

3.

8.

9.

10.

T L ChN aPUC (L +AD:

the student was sent to the principal’s office.

OAZE I TPE TP

the parents were asked many questions.

MPAL TLL0HE A VALY HAhTINT:

the prime minister carries many responsibilities.

nA9.0 ANA FavAaTFu2ihe AdtaranT9v:

have you returned from Addis Ababa? No we haven’t returned.

T PPV 18! a0V AN, TPLCA:

[you, m.] drive carefully! The road policy has changed.

A%C W0 Ot AG (LG @L (LT tarA( Fm:

he played football and, when he finished, he returned home and showered [washed
himself].

A4S MO TTTrE (AKX O

the identity of the neighborhood thief has become publicly known.

N0AG-@< AF°FF 0T PAAT® PToB (P AD-OFEAL ORI 14T

At last week’s Women’s World Cup match, Australia lost to [was beaten by] England.
ANg° TP ACT THIETA:

a very large wedding has been prepared.

FaC Hre A 10C OL 7700 DL +tmdv-:

because a problem occurred [was created], | was called to the police station.

Exercise 2: translate from English to Amharic

1.

2.

3.

10.

While playing rugby I was hit on the head:

& Aot 07 tav o

In Ethiopia a new Palace is being built:

ASETE @-AT AR0 OF ao70t AeH110 10+

While on a trip, all of their bags were stolen from them:
TH AL Ak U9 (CATFD HALPATFO-

Why are you (pl.) angry? Did you fight with each other?
A9P7 TGRANTU-? +MATFU- W77

The waiter was ordered to bring a lot of food:

AP D8 A 9P W78 00T FHH

In preparation for the big evening event his wife put makeup on [painted herself].
AT 3@« AP S Lk TLNAT +POTF

The guests sat down and were served:

WP&E tPavme KG TOTT5-

We had our hair cut:

ATCTTT LT

The vegetables went bad so they were thrown out
ATRAPE AT AAHY TN

My dear listeners, welcome back, you were missed:

@& ALTIFETNTNT QUG 0N Fuiteq ST 1I0C
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And that’s all for today. If you’re finding this content difficult, I’d always recommend going

back over previous episodes, and most especially practicing with friends and/or Amharic
teachers. Best of luck and until next time, bye!



