
The Interaction of Discontinuous Agreement with Auxiliaries in Amharic:  

A Distributed Morphology Approach 

 

 In Amharic (Semitic; Ethiopia), subject agreement is discontinuous, i.e., it can be 

expressed by both a prefix and a suffix.  Discontinuous agreement across languages has been the 

focus of considerable morphosyntactic research (e.g., Noyer 1992, Halle 1997, Trommer 2002, 

Harbour 2007, 2008ab, Campbell 2012).  However, most of this work has focused on verbs in 

isolation.  In this paper, I examine the interaction of discontinuous agreement with a following 

auxiliary in Amharic.  I develop a novel analysis using the Distributed Morphology operation 

Local Dislocation, and demonstrate how this analysis fares better than alternative approaches. 

 In Amharic, imperfective verbs can combine with the non-past-tense suffix/enclitic 

auxiliary -all (this auxiliary also displays subject agreement; subject agreement is glossed as .S, 

object clitics as .O). 

 

(1)   tɨ-    säbr-           iy-         all-   äʃ 

2.S- break.IPFV-  2FSG.S- AUX- 2FSG.S 

‘you (f.sg.) break, you (f.sg.) will break’ (Leslau 1995:342) 

 

However, when the auxiliary is present, the plural subject agreement suffix –u ((2)a) is absent 

((2)b). 

 

(2)    a. yɨ-   säbr-          u  ‘they break’  

          3.S- break.IPFV-PL.S 

b. yɨ-  säbr-           all-  u ‘they break, they will break ’  

          3.S- break.IPFV-AUX-PL.S                (Leslau 1995: 301, 342) 

 

I argue that this is a low-level, morphological effect.  As seen in (1), other agreement suffixes are 

present when followed by this auxiliary.  Moreover, the plural suffix remains present when 

followed by an different, free-standing auxiliary or by a different kind of suffix (e.g., negation; 

Leslau 1995: 316, 303). 

 Adopting Distributed Morphology, I develop an analysis of (2)b using the post-syntactic, 

morphological operation Local Dislocation (Embick and Noyer 2001). Local Dislocation occurs 

after linearization and switches the position of two adjacent elements.  The underlying order of 

(2)b is therefore like (1), but the plural subject agreement suffix and the auxiliary ‘flip’ positions 

((3)).   

 

(3)   Underlying order: [yɨ * nägr * u * all]   →   [yɨ-nägr-all-u] 

                                                                          LOCAL DISLOCATION 

 

Object clitics provide further support for this approach.  They come between subject agreement 

suffixes and auxiliaries, and when one is present, the plural subject agreement suffix appears on 

the verb and the auxiliary lacks –u. 

 

(4)  yɨ-   nägr-        u-       ññ-        all 

 3.S-  tell.IPFV-  PL.S-  1SG.O-   AUX 

               ‘they will tell me, they are telling me’ (Leslau 1995:421) 



 

This is predicted by a Local Dislocation analysis.  In (4), since the plural subject agreement 

suffix and the auxiliary are not adjacent, Local Dislocation is not triggered and the plural subject 

agreement suffix surfaces next to the verb. 

 The paper concludes with some discussion of alternative approaches.  For example, (2)b 

could be explained by contextual allomorphy, i.e., plural subject agreement having a null 

allomorph in the context of a following auxiliary.  However, a contextual allomorphy approach 

would struggle to explain the “disappearance” of –u from the auxiliary in (4).  Additionally, the 

analysis in this paper points towards treating discontinuous agreement as morphological, not 

syntactic (pace Halefom 1994 on Amharic, Banksira 2000 on Chaha); I show how previously-

discussed evidence in favor of a syntactic approach is no longer problematic assuming 

Distributed Morphology. 

 

 

 

 
 
 


