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Season 4, Episode 4
Conjugating the Passive

Welcome, dearest listeners. If you’re back with me for this episode of Bereka Buna, it
probably means I didn’t scare you sufficiently in the last. But fret not, because we’re back
today with a bit of Amharic grammar that never ceases to frustrate. So, take a deep breath
before we pick up where we left off last episode, by looking at how the passive form is
conjugated.

Last episode we covered the passive form using simple past tense verbs, like @a£/+@AL (he
took/it was taken), and hé.-t/+hé.t (he opened/it was opened). To complicate matters, though,
the passive form can also be used in other tenses. How this is done is what we’ll be
deciphering today.

I wish I could tell you that, unlike most of Amharic grammar, there is a hard and fast rule to
help you conjugate verbs into different tenses using the passive form. In truth, sadly, there is
no such rule, and learning the passive becomes a matter of some interpretation, lots of hard
listening, and, of course, practice. I myself am very much mired in the process of trying to
learn these, and given my accent, Adam will help elucidate the small nuances in
pronunciation. For this episode | would really recommend pulling up the transcript and
having a look at the Fidel as you listen to these conjugations.

We’ll start by simply drilling several verbs by listing to the verb for ad- in the active form
followed directly by the passive. Try to notice the subtle differences in pronunciation (and
sometimes in 4.£4\) that occur when using the passive form. Let’s have a listen.

DAL — he took Active — to take Passive — to be taken
Past ONOL TOAL

Infinitive avm-(\ & av®(\&:
Present/Future LOOGN JAOTETA

Contingent OO LOAL

Gerund OO TOO&

Imperative DAL TOAL

Jussive LO-OL: 2oL

hé - — he opened

Active — to open

Passive — to be opened

Past

et

+hgt

Infinitive aohd aond
Present/Future engr i ené. g
Contingent ehet ehét

Gerund he-f +heet

Imperative hé.t +hét

Jussive ehést ehést

0A — he ate Active — to read Passive — to be read
Past A T0A

Infinitive av-|A-f av(1A-}
Present/Future L0AN LS0AN
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Contingent 20A £0A
Gerund 0+ TN
Imperative A A
Jussive £11A £0A

As you may have noticed, there are some subtle differences in pronunciation and spelling
between the active and passive form, but these can be hard to pick up on when you’re first
learning the language, and they are often inconsistent. Breaking down the when and how of
the passive would take the work of a serious linguist, so don’t be too hard on yourself if it’s
not coming easily. | have found through my own struggles with this particular piece of
Amharic grammar that all I can do is be drilled using many examples and try to pay attention
to when the passive is used in a sentence.

Let’s listen to a couple more verb examples in this format, using verbs starting with the letter
A. Notice that these can sometimes be even more different in the passive than previous
examples:

A'100 — he read Active — to read Passive — to be read
Past A0 100

Infinitive T700 a1l
Present/Future L1040 £1004

Contingent £l 2100

Gerund AN it

Imperative Al 1011 (not commonly used)
Jussive £ 2100

AP — he saw Active — to see Passive — to be seen
Past H? ¢

Infinitive ¢+t av J-Q-f
Present/Future LA 2300

Contingent £, ere

Gerund hL P Fof

Imperative ho FL

Jussive (IS e

Ok, now that you’ve heard a few examples of the passive, let’s break it down even further by
conjugating verbs in each of their persons for these tenses. Remember you can always go
back to the previous episode for a foundational explanation of the passive. For example,
remember that not all verbs that start with -+ are passive (like -+@hae, he carried; -++0A, he
received; +aeAn-t, he looked, etc.), and that not all verbs lend themselves to be made passive.
In Ambharic, and in Ethiopia in general, I’ve learned, it’s best not to take rules too much to
heart.

1077 — to be | Past Present/ Contingent Gerund Imperative/
heard|/listened Future Jussive

hi 0770~ AOT0U- AN +ag>E AN

ATt 077V 0TI a7 OtV 077
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ATE +ae7 TATLLAT Fa, +age-+ +ae,
WSt AT U +aT9afu- +aav- +ageFFu- +Aao-
Al +099 LA enTy TGP [
AQ, +aoyF ATt +aoy +age +ay
X3 +AT77 AI0TINT A0T] A9 +7 NG
Ak +aao- LA enTy +ageta- 20av-

Notice that the spelling of the active and passive verb in the present and contingent tenses are
exactly the same and even the pronunciation might also be very difficult to differentiate for

beginners. So, don’t be hard on yourselves.

T4.07 — to be | Past Present/ Contingent Gerund Imperative/
wanted/looked Future Jussive
for

hz té.nn- hd.N\D\U- hé.\1 T4ANT AV
ATt Té.NTh Té.NIAY Te.0 TN Te.A
AL teATH TEALLANT TéN TeATH TN
WSt AT A0 FU- AT +eAITU- AT
Al T4.N1 24000 L4.0 .07 L4
ha, 4T +eAI0T 4.0 14D 4.0
S TENTT A140INT A0 TENTT A0
Al TN LN LEAT T4.01D- LEANT
F®P — to be | Past Present/ Contingent Gerund Imperative/
known Future Jussive
hi F 0P hF 0PN~ hFoP Fo AFOP
Wrt FoPh TFOPAY +FoP F o4y +FoP
WYE FoPi T OLLAT T3 ok F o0 +Fo¢
hSrt Fo3tu- trogaty | ok Fo-Ftu- 04
Al Jod [N OE A eroP Jo-d eroP
Af, Jodt TroOPNT troP Jo-d o
A FOP7 K130 PN W1 oP o7 W1 oP
Al F ok 230 Pl Lrod Fo-$o- gro¢

Great, now that we’ve been through some conjugations of various verbs in the passive form,
let’s go through some practice examples.

Exercise 1: Translate from Amharic to English
1. a0 3O ATI1TRAT
when the thief is known [is found out], we will tell you

2. P7E PAE ZU-& ALINNI°
your handwriting can’t be read.

3. 7. Lavt 11 FAMATF

tomorrow the little cat will be given away.
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4. TATFS a0 Agesmot AN0A0 10C
yesterday they were going to gather to play soccer.
5. 9171 ANEU? 2PCIIPATIC 0P UM PA
do you have Mango? Sorry, we don’t have [any], they’ve all been sold.
6. L4CHEY FO-FFAU? APTINU ZoB STIATCTE OAT TFOPNT
do you know Derartun? Yes, she’s a great runner, she’s famous [well known] in
Ethiopia.
7. R8T T0?2TAAU- AIHANLC LaPOTY
how are you (f)? I’'m well, thanks be to God.
8. AIRT® ALT ANTMEI®
he hasn’t been invited to his friend’s birthday.
9. &M, NATTT P 5% ALhdTIP
If my keys aren’t found my car can’t be opened.
10. A4, TI&FATIOL PATHA TONL
She has been injured, let her be taken to the hospital.
11. @& OAM7 (La>* &Y £.L.LI6N
When they are appointed [to a position of power], justice will be done
12. AhOG U-AF Aavt ROC L TE.CEVTFPA
They have been sentenced to prison for twelve years.

Exercise 2: Convert the following Active sentences into Passive ones
1. 1 sent her to the market — @2 10¢ Ah%
She’s been sent to the market — @& 10¢ +AhAT
2. They’re eating the food — 9°10+7 AP0k 10
The food is being eaten — °9(+ AP-+0A 1@+
3. We were going to burn the sticks — A7en 17 AGTPPA 10C
The sticks were going to be burnt — A7 E AP 10C
4. 1 have to hear this message — 2%77 aeahhit ao0199+ AN
This message must be heard — ev aeAxht a2t haNT
5. They stole his phone and money — a7 A5 12H7 Ale0T
His phone and his money were stolen — ddlx &S 77 +0l¢
6. Sell the car (f) — e?h.G@-7 Tieh,
Let (may) the car be sold — eoh.5@- gt
7. I haven’t written the letter — &01.80,07 ADA&T-I°
The letter hasn’t been written — £01.80.0« AQ\T24.9°
8. Having built the house, they painted it — (E7 770 +@FPAT° P(-T
Being built, the house was painted — (bt +17(0-F ++0

And that’s all for today, make sure to review this episode and last as many times as you need
to in order to start hearing the patters in the use of the passive. It’s not easy and continues to
be a challenge for me, but we’ll get there! A&H7 and don’t forget, you can also find the
transcripts and other Amharic resources on our website at berekabuna.org.



