Sociolinguistic Survey Report of the
Argobba Language of Ethiopia

Written by: Zelealem Leyew and Ralph Siebert

SIL International
2001






Contents

1. Argobba, the People and the language by Zelealem Leyew
1.1. The People
1.2. The Language: Phonology, Lexicon, Morphology, and Syntax
1.3. Conclusions

2. Argobba, Sociolinguistic Information and a Word List by Ralph Siebert
2.1. Sociolinguistic Information
2.2. Word List of 320-Items

Sketch Map



1. Argobba, the People and the Language
Zelealem Leyew

1.1. The People

The Argobba people are Moslems, and they inhabit the fragmented areas
along Rift Valley in settlements such as Yimlawo, Gusa, Shonke, Berket,
Keramba, Mellajillo, Metehara. According to Leslau (1959:251), there also
were Argobba people around Harar, but their language had already shifted to
Oromo at the time his article was written. As far as the recent census is con-
cerned the Argobba people numbered around 40,000. By occupation, most of
the Argobba people are traders; some of them are farmers.

1.2. The Language

According to Bender (1976:29), Argobba is a dialect of Amharic. Other lin-
guists, however, such as Leslau, have considered it the closest relative of Am-
haric, not a dialect. So, one area of concern for linguists would obviously be
to determine the status of Argobba in relation to Amharic. Argobba has been
considered “dead”—and as a result, linguistic research on Argobba as a sepa-
rate “language” has been very scarce, compared with the amount of research
on other Semitic languages of Ethiopia.

In early November 1994, a survey team, including Dr. M. Brenzinger, R.
Siebert, and myself, visited a town called Shewa-Robit where Argobba peo-
ple were said to live in large numbers. And in fact we found that hundreds of
Argobba people live in Shewa-Robit and the surrounding small rural villages.
Some of them say they speak Argobba very well; others say they only speak a
little; others say that they do not speak any Argobba at all. In general, we
found that the majority of the Argobba citizens of this area do not actually
speak Argobba.

They speak Ambharic instead, and this is their native language. So in
Shewa-Robit and the surrounding area, Amharic is predominant over
Argobba, while we were told that in the area of Shonke, Oromo predominates
over Argobba.

IAn earlier version of this report was published as Survey of Little-known Languages of
Ethiopia (S.L.L.E.) Report 22, November/December 1994. Addis Ababa: Institute of Ethiopian
Studies and Summer Institute of Linguistics.



When I listened to Argobba people of Shewa-Robit and the surrounding vil-
lages as they spoke their own “language”, it seemed to me that they spoke
Amharic—but in a different fashion.

In other words, a person who knows Amharic will understand what Argobba
people are speaking about—i.e., the two languages are “mutually
intelligible”.

Argobba people of Shewa-Robit and the surrounding areas speak Amharic as
their L1, and some of the younger people acquire a “broken” Argobba from
the elderly people. The elderly people themselves are not very confident
about their proficiency in Argobba. Some of them remarked that they very of-
ten “mix” Argobba and Amharic. They also said that Amharic predominates
over Argobba and that, as a result, they were not able to fully use and main-
tain Argobba.

Argobba people of Shewa-Robit and the surrounding villages use their lan-
guage, even though it may not be “pure”, whenever they are together in
groups, and when they intend to identify themselves as distinct from the rest.
In all other situations, they use Amharic, even among family members. It is
also worth mentioning here that people of the Shewa-Robit area are not usu-
ally aware of a language called “Argobba” which is supposed to be different
from Ambharic. They are aware of the fact that there are Moslems called
“Argobba”—but they hardly regard Argobba as a distinct language. On the
other hand, every person of this area is aware of Amharic, Oromo, and Afar
as languages spoken in and around Shewa-Robit.

As far as the knowledge of other languages is concerned, during our short sur-
vey to this area, we only found very few Argobba individuals who spoke
Afar, and there seems to be no tendency for Argobba people to shift to Afar
(even though such a shift might be expected, given the similar religious back-
ground). The reason is, perhaps, that the number of Afar people in the
Shewa-Robit area is not very high, and contacts between these two groups are
infrequent, given the fact that they differ not only linguistically, but also cul-
turally. As a language for an Argobba to “shift to”, Afar is not as important as
Amharic or Oromo.

As I mentioned, earlier, all Argobba people of Shewa-Robit and the surround-
ing rural villages always recommend Shonke, a settlement nearly 150 kms
NW from Shewa-Robit (60 or 70 kms by car, the rest on foot). Shonke in
southern Wollo is said to be inhabited by “original” Argobbas who speak a



“pure” Argobba. On the other hand, we have also heard that in Shonke there
is close language contact between Argobba and Oromo. As a result, there is a
situation where “language shift” occurs from Argobba to Oromo.

We did not visit Shonke on this survey trip, but we were successful in finding
three people from Shonke who now have moved to Shewa-Robit and a small
village about 5 kms outside Shewa-Robit.

The oldest of these three people (a man of about seventy years of age) is a
speaker of Amharic and Argobba, and he is equally perfect in Oromo. His
nephew (about forty-five years) and his daughter (about thirty) only speak
Ambharic and Argobba. These two have moved to this area about ten years
ago, but they have maintained contacts with their relatives in Shonke, and
there are frequent visits both ways.

1.2.1. Questions to be addressed
In this paper, I shall raise three linguistically important issues, and I shall at-
tempt to add some recent insights to the information which has been provided

in previous publications. The questions are:

* Is Argobba a “dead” language?
* How similar is Argobba to Amharic?
* Is Argobba a dialect of Amharic or an independent language?

In order to answer the third question, I think one first has to raise another the-
oretical issue:

* How do we determine the status of a “dialect” vs. a “language”?
or, in other words:

e How can we make a clear cut distinction between the dialect of a
certain language and a separate language?

According to Hudson (1980:35), if speakers of two languages can understand
each other, then the varieties concerned are instances of the same language;

otherwise they are not.

However, this will raise another question, i.e.:



* How do we determine “mutual intelligibility”? Does ‘“mutual
intelligibility” mean that the general concepts of the other speaker are
understood? Or does it mean everything the other speaker says is
understood?

Another problem with the criterion of “mutual intelligibility” is, according to
Crystal (1987:25), that dialects of the same language are not always “mutu-
ally intelligible” in their spoken form. Hudson (quoting Matthews, 1980:37)
even says that no real distinction can be drawn between a “language” and a
“dialect”. We shall return to this issue after the data have been presented.

1.2.2. Phonology
The Argobba consonant phonemes are more or less the same as those of Am-
haric except for the velar fricative x which is common in the former, but not in

the latter.

1.2.2.1. Consonants

t k ?
b d g
t’ k’
f S X h
z 3
tf
dsz
tf’
m n n
1
r
w J




1.2.2.2. Vowels

Argobba, like Amharic, has the following seven vowel phonemes:

u

1.2.3. Lexical Comparisons: A Word List

The following word list, in addition to the usual survey word list, was taken
from informants at Shewa-Robit. Note: In the transcription of geminated con-

sonants, the entire symbol is written twice (e.g., § / {f or tf / tftf or tf’ / t{’t[’).

Gloss Ambharic ‘ Argobba ‘
acacia girar ant’erfa
accused kdssdsd kdsdsdj
animal mstsa duda
antelope dikula dikula
ape t'ot’a t'ot’tfa
ate bdlla tl?a
aunt akist awo3zaze
back dzerf3a gidzo
bad mdt’fo X0sa
bald mdlat’a ldmat’a
bamboo K’irk’tha kK'irk’ia
banana muz muz
bark Iit’ lixat’
barley maftlla maftla
(sorghum)

beans bak’ela bdk’ela
beard t'im t'im
beautiful t'iru t'iru
bed alga alga
been nif$ niw
belly hod [kdrs] xdrs



between mdhal guft

big tllik’ laxim
big bird amora amora
bird wadf of

black t'tkur t’dk’'wara
blade mtlatf’ fdlra
blanket birdli3s birdli3s
blind ajnd stwir ajnd bdsir
blood ddm ddm
bone at’it xat’im
bottle t’drmus t’drmus
bought gdzza firrqj
box sat’in sat’n
branch K'rrmtfaf fint’e
bread dabbo dabo
breast t'ut t'tw
brother wdndim xije
brought amdt’t’a amdt’aj
brown buni bun
bullet t'tjit t'tjit
buttocks kit fdgara
cabbage gommdn gomdn
carrot karot Str

cat dimmdt adure (Or.)
chair wdmbdr ombdr
chameleon 1stst gardra
changed lawwot’d le?ewot’
cheek guntf’ gunt(’e
chief fum fum
cliff gdddl gdfddla
cloth Ii(3s s@ro
coffee bunna bunn
cough t'tdzdz3a t’angi
counted Kot’t’dird K’ot’draj

cousin jaksst-lidz jewazaze



10

(of 4)
cousin
(of U)
cow
crocodile
dark
date
deaf
dish
dog
donkey
door
dove

drank
dress
ear
earth

eucalyptus
tree

eye
face
far
farm
Jat
father
fell
female
fence
finger
fire

fish
flood

flower
foolish

foot

jagot-lxdz

lam

azo
tf’dlldma
k’dn
ddngk’oro
sahin
wiffa
ahijja
mdzgia
g’
[wdindise]
t’dt’t’a
k’dmis
dzoro
maidir
bahir zaf

ajn

fit

ruk’
irfa
wdfram
abbat
wdadddk’a
set

at’sr
t’at

1sat

asa
gorf
affdfa
monn
g

lxd3
jeamuszaze
lxdz

lam

azo
t{’eldma
k’ent?
ddngk’oro
saxin
wef?a
xansiza
mdsara
wdndse

fetf
k’emis
1Zin
maidir
baxir zaf

2jin
fitije
gdrr
xars
amud
aba
rdddk’
miftfa
xat’sr
t'awt
tsat
asa
gorf
affdfa
Moy
afdgr



forehead
forest
found
fox

fruit
generous
ginger
goat
gold
grand m(f)
grand s(d)
grass
greedy
green
guinea fowl
gun

hair
harvest
heart
hen
honey
horn
horse
house
husband
hut
hyena
ice
injera
insulted
iron
Jjumped
knee

leaf

learned

gtmbar
ddnn
agdannad
k’df3dro
fire
tf[gldr
zind3ibil
fijjdl
wdrk’
ajat
jalxdzldz
sar
stssttam
ardggwa-de
dzigra
t’dmdndz3a
s’dgur
atf’tf’edd
libb
doro
mar
k’dnd
fards

bet

bal
godzdzo
dzif’
bdrddo
indzera
sddddf3d
bardit
zdlldla
gulRdt
kat’dl
tdmard

gtmbar
xdtdf
raxdw
indzedelo
fire

gdr
dzind3ibil
t’aj

wdrk’
mixat
asuma
SiPir
sdsdtu
ardngwa-de
dzigra
t’dmdndz3a
ddnana
addddj
lib

doro

dus
K’irara
fdrds

bet

bi?il
godzdzo
dziw
bdrddo
gandzir
sdaddwdj
birdt
zdldl
gulot
xiit’al
tdmar

11
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left

lemon

light (vs. dark)
lion

lip

long

lung
m(f)-in-law
male

man
married
mattress
meat
monkey

mother
mountain

mouth

mule

nail

narrow

near

neck

nephew (of B)
nephew (of S)
new

night

nose

oak

old (ps.)
onion

orange

0x

paper

peas

gltlra
lomi
birhan
ambdsa
kdnfdr
gind
samba
amatf’
wond
sdw
agdbba
firaf

stga
dzindzero
[zindzero]
mnat
tdrara
[gora]

af

bdk’lo
t'ifir
t’dba[3
Kir(3
angdat
jdwondim-lxd3
jéhit-1d3
addis

let
afint{’a
warka
fimagtlle
finkurt
birtukan
bdre
bdrbdre
atdr

guraza
lemone
zan
xambdsa
mintf’sr
gind
xdfa
xamat|
wadr(3a
saw

azat
firaf
dzaw
dzandzero

tatte
gora

af

bdk’lo
tf’tfur
t’abaw
k'ur3a
xaggdt
jexije lidz
2xittje 1xd3
hagss

jet

tinit
k’iltu
mifura
fmkurt
birtukan
bd?ra
bdrbdre
atdr



physician
rig
pigeon
pillow
plant
ploughed
poor
pot
potato
pulled
punish
pushed
rabbit
radish
rain
read (he)
red

rich
right
river
road
roof
root

ran

sack
sand

sat

saw
school
sea

seed
seedling
servant
sew
sheep

hakim
asama
k’ok’
tiras
taksl
arrdsd
dtha
tofa
dinnit|
gottdatd
k’dt't’a
gdffa
t'mtfel
k’djj sir
znaf3
andbbd[3d
K
habtam
k’dnp
wdnz
mdngdd
t’ara

Sir

rot’d
kefa
afewa
tdk’dmmat’d
ajjd
timirbet
bahir
zar

fil

afkdr
zdrra
bdg

13

xakim
bodzeme
k’ok’ha
mdntire-?efa
tdkal
hards
dixa

tofa
dnit|
gotdtaj
K’dt’qj
gdfa?j
hilu
k’djix sir
zinawit|
andbafdj
K’dj
ddmam
k’en

Zar
Xtjrma
t’ara

Str
rawdt’
kefa
afewa
tk’emdit
xaje
atimairtbet
bixir

zdr

fil

afkdr
zdr2qj
xarda
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shoe
short
sickle
sickness
silver
sister
skin
slave
small
smell
snake
soil
sold
soldier

son
(daughter)

sorghum
spear
step-
father

step-
mother

step-S(D)

stick
stone
student

sugar
cane
tall
taught
teacher
teff
thief
thin

tin

tf’amma
atf’tfr
matf’id
himdm
birr

thit
k’oda
barja
tinni|
fitta
3afd
afdr
fet’d
wdtadddr
lxdz

gd[3s
t’or
ndzera-
abbat

indzera-
mnat

ndzera-
lxdz

bitir
dingqj
tdmari
fdpkor
agdda
rddzdzim
astdmard
astdmari
t'ef

lefa
katf’tf’m
k’ork’oro

tf’amma
hatf’sr
mdk’dd
mit't’
bur:tfi
hittje
oda
zdbo
angulu
fitta
wdrro
afdr
as?amdj
wdtaddr
lxdz

gaws
xdr(3
ndzera
abaw

md3zera
tatew

indzera lid3

bart
gid3zela
tdmari
ftkwar
ageda
grddr
astdmaraj
astdmari
t'ef

lef3a
k’etf’in
k’ork’oro



tomato
tongue
tooth
towel
trader
tree
trousers
ugly
uncle
wall
washed
water
wedding
went
white
wide
wife
wing
wise
wood
wore
worked
worm
wrote
yellow

young

timatim
milas
t'irs
fot’a
ndggade
zaf

surri
ask’djjami
aggot
gtdgidda
at’t’dfdd
wiha
sdrg
hedd
natf’tf’
sdffi
mist
kimf
awak’i
mtf’et
ldbbdsd
sdrra

tal

s’afd
bit{’a
wadt’t’at
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timatim
arat

s
mixtdare
ndgade
zaf

suri
ask’djami
ammo
gidgida
xdt’aw
xwa
dixir
xdjd
zaxi
raxi
mift
kimf
xawaki
xint|’#t
lawdis
galargj
buk’eta
t’a?af
bitf’a
wdt't’at

1.2.3.1. Conclusions from the Word List

There are 250 words in the above word list. Among these words, 188 are cog-
nates. If this word list is considered representative, Argobba and Ambharic
have about 75 percent of their vocabulary in common.
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1.2.4. Morphology and Syntax
1.2.4.1. Nominal Morphology
1.2.4.1.1. Pronouns

The Argobba independent personal pronouns can be presented as follows.

singular plural
1 an inna
2m ank ankum
f antf -
3m iwwat #ldfs
f ijjat

The 1s., Ipl., 2ms., and 2fs. seem to be very similar with Amharic, even
though there are minor differences such as the following:

Argobba  Amharic

1 an ine
2m ank antd
2f antf ant{’i
Ip inna inpa

On the other hand, the 2pl., 3ms., 3fs., and 3pl. are different from Amharic. A
historical and comparative investigation of other Semitic languages would be
needed to explain the divergence.

1.2.4.1.2. Possessive pronouns

The possessive pronouns of Argobba are shown as follows:

singular plural
1 ijo inna
2m iwwat axum
2f af -
3m iwat illap

3f ijjat
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Compare the above Argobba pronouns with the following Amharic data.

singular plural
1 jene jenna
2m jeantd jennantd
2f jeantfi -
3m jersu jenndrsu
3f jerswa

Except for the 1pl. form, all other possessive pronouns are strikingly differ-
ent. This would deserve a study.

1.2.4.1.3. Person markers

The person marker inflections of Argobba follow. (The verb [dtft{ ‘drink’,
perfect, serves as example.)

singular plural
1 fetftf-exu  fetftf-ena
2m fetftf-ex fetftf-exum
2f iet[tf-ef -
3m fetftf- fet(tf-ej
3f fetftf-etftf -

Compare this with the Amharic person and aspect inflections which are pre-
sented as follows:

singular plural
1 -ahu -an
2m -ah -atftfihu
2f -af -
3m -a -u
3f -atftf -

Except for the plural forms of the second and third person, others are quite
similar.
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1.2.4.1.4. Object

Like the Subject, the Direct Object (DO) is also marked in the verb, in a pat-
tern similar to that of Ambharic.

an iwwaton irddexw - aj
1 him helped - obj (3ms)
1 helped him.

an ijjaton irddexw - aja
1 her helped - obj (3fs)
1 helped her.

an afin irddexu - §

1 you(f) helped - obj (2fs)
1 helped you.

an axon irddexu - x
1 you(m) helped - obj (2ms)
1 helped you.

an illdmin irddexw - ajim
1 them helped - obj (3pl)
1 helped them.

an axumin irddeku - xum
1 you(pl) helped - obj (2pl)
1 helped you.

1.2.4.1.5. Number

Plural is marked by the morpheme -atft{ and -tftf, which is very similar to the
Ambharic -otftf -wotftf.
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Gloss singular plural
gun sira sird-tftf
goat taji taji-tftf
ox bara bara-tftf
house bet bet-atftf
man sdw sdw-at(tf
woman niftfa niftfa-tftf

1.2.4.1.6. Gender

Gender is either marked by the independent words wdrbdr ‘male’ and ndftfa
‘female’ or by the post-positional inflections of verbs. Compare the Argobba
-itftfi and -iti with the Amharic -u and -itu or -wa that stand for definiteness of
masculine and feminine genders.

wdrbdr adur-itftfi zdlldl-[zero]
male cat-def.(m) jump-3ms
The male cat jumped.

niftfa adur - iti zdlldl - atftf

female cat-def.(f.) jump - 3fs
The female cat jumped.

lidz - itftfi it[’awat - [zero]
child-def.(m) play - 3ms
The boy played.

lidz - iti it{’awot - dtftf

child-def.(f) play - 3fs
The girl played.

sdw - itftfi mdt’t’ - [zero]
man-def.(m) come - 3ms
The man came.

niftf - iti mdt’t’ - Gtftf
woman-def.(f) come - 3fs
The woman came.
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The masculine and feminine gender is not only marked in the N (in line with
definite marker morphemes) but also in verbs. In verbs (perfect aspect), the

Argobba empty morpheme [zero] and -dtftf stand for the masculine and femi-
nine gender, whereas in Ambharic this is -d and -Gtftf.

1.2.4.2. Verbal Morphology
1.2.4.2.1. Passive

In Argobba, passivization is marked by the morpheme /i-/ preceding the verb
stem and then by geminating the first root consonant of the verb.

iwwat hentf he caught
iwwat ihhentf he was caught
iwwat amdsagen he praised
iwwat he was praised
ammdsagen

iwwat gddddl he killed
iwwat iggeddl he was killed
iwwat mdrrdt’ he elected
iwwat immerdt’ he was elected
iwwat sdrrdk’ he stole
iwwat isserdk’ he was stolen

1.2.4.2.2 Causative

Like in Ambharic, the Argobba causative marker is as- which is prefixed to the
verb stem.

an t’draxexwaj [ called

an as-t’draxexwaj 1 caused to call
an as-t’draxebildw I will cause to call
an gdddflexu 1 killed

an as-gddddlexu 1 caused to kill

an as-gddddlexubildw 7 will cause to kill

1.2.4.2.3. Case: Accusative

The accusative marker in Argobba is -n like in Amharic.



an iwwat-on irddexwaj
1 he-acc. helped
1 helped him.

an ijjat-on irddexwaja
1 she-acc. helped
1 helped her.

an illam-in irddexwajim
1 they-acc. helped
1 helped them.

an af-in irddexwuf
1 you(f)-acc. helped
1 helped you.

an ax-on irddexux
1 you(m)-acc. helped
1 helped you.

an ankum-in irddekuxum
1 you(pl.)-acc. helped
1 helped you.

1.2.4.2.4. Conditional

21

The conditional clause marker in Argobba is the morpheme inti-, a mor-

pheme whose form differs from the Amharic kd-.

inti - sdmejexu If I hear

inti - sdmeje( If you(f) hear
inti - sdmejeh If you(m) hear
inti - sdma If he hears
inti - sdmatftf If she hears
inti - sdmena If we hear

inti - sdma’aj If they hear
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1.2.4.2.5. Gerundive

In Argobba, gerundive is shown as follows. Compare it with the Ambharic
data.

Argobba Ambharic Gloss

bdj-re bdlli-tfe 1 having eaten
bdj-2ef bdl-tdf You(f) having eaten
bdj-?ex bdl-tdh You(m) having eaten
bdj-?0 bdl-to He having eaten
bdij-?a bdl-ta She having eaten
bdj-2and bdl-tdn We having eaten
bdj-?dxum bdl-tatftfihu You(pl) having eaten
bdj-?am bdl-taw They having eaten

1.2.4.2.6. Jussive

The Jussive has a pattern which is similar to that of Ambharic, as illustrated in
the following lists.

Argobba Amharic Gloss

li-xid li-hid Let me go!
inni-xid inni-hid Let us go!
ji-xid ji-hid Let him go!
ti-xid ti-hid Let her go!
ji-xid-u ji-hid-u Let them go!

1.2.4.2.7. Imperative

As we can see in the following data, the Argobba imperative form is similar to
that of Ambharic.

Argobba Ambaric Gloss
td-k’dmatftf td-k'mdt(’tf’ You(f) sit!
td-k’dmat’ td-k’dmmdt’ You(m) sit!

td-k’dmdt’u t’d-k’dmmdt’u You(pl) sit!
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1.2.4.2.8. Reciprocity

Reciprocity in Argobba is marked by reduplication of the penultimate radical
of the verb root (which is similar to Amharic), and by prefixation of t- along
with gemination of the first radical of the verb root (which is exactly the same
as the passive construction).

illdm i-mmet-et- aj
They res-hit-res- 3pl
They hit each other.

innam i-mmet-et- ajna
We res-hit-res- Ipl
We hit each other.

ankum i-mmit-et- ajhum
You res-hit-res- 2pl

You hit each other.

1.2.5.2.9. Infinitive

The morpheme md- is the infinitive marker both in Argobba and in Amharic,
as shown in the following data.

Gloss Infinitive

to eat m-la?

to drink md-{tfit

to gallop ma-bald[3
to come mdndit

to sleep mdnd’it

to cut md-k’'umdt’

1.2.4.2.10. Negation

The discontinuous morpheme a-m indicates negation in Argobba. Compare
this with Amharic al-m.

Aff. vs. Neg.
an ildjdw vs. an a-bilexu-m
1 ate vs. I didn’t eat
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iwwat illa vs. iwwat a-bild?a-m
He ate vs. He didn’t eat

ijjat lazatft{ vs. ijjat abild?dt{tf-im
She ate vs. She didn’t eat

illdm ild?ajj vs. illdm abld?aj-im
They ate vs. They didn’t eat

1.2.4.3. Word Order
Argobba, like Amharic, has an S-O-V word order.

illdm kasan kdsdsaj
they Kasa accused
They accused Kasa.

iwwat ixutft{im ko?aj
he water pour
He poured water.

For more morphological and syntactic information, also cf. the following
Argobba sentences.

a - kasa bd?ar -itftf i - genn
of - kasa ox - pl passive-found
Kassa’s ox is found.

dwwat-ina iwwat mist mdt’t’-aj
he-and his wife came-3pl
He and his wife came.

iwwat bd-mdkina mdt’t’
he by-car came
He came by car.

iwwat bd-mdkina timaje mdt’t’
he by-car yesterday came
He came by car yesterday.
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In the first sentence, the prefix a- stands for possessive genitive like the jéi- in
Ambharic.

In the second sentence, we find -ina as a conjunction, which is identical to the

Ambharic morpheme. The preposition bd- in Argobba is the same as in Am-
haric both in form and position as shown in the third and fourth sentences. In
the fourth sentence, we also see that the Argobba time adverbials occur before
the verb, which is also true for Amharic.

Cf. also the following Argobba data.

an G-tedt’ sdrdw intd-gdfdja ferdxew
1 of-cotton cloth from-market bought
1 bought a cotton cloth from the market.

an dimma d-t’it’ sdrdw intd-gd[3ja serixew
1 good of-cotton cloth from-market bought
1 bought a good cotton cloth from the market.

anxand dimma d-t’it’ sdrdw intd-gdfdya ferixew

1 one good of-cotton cloth from-market bought
1 bought one good cotton cloth from the market.

In the first sentence the “source” genitive marker is - as in ¢-t’st” ‘of cotton’
which modifies the N, sdrdw ‘cloth’.

In the second sentence, the adjective demma ‘good’ appears before the modi-
fied NP, a-t’st’ sdrdw ‘of cotton cloth’.

In the third sentence, the quantifier and ‘one’ occurs before the NP, dimma
d-t’st’ séirdw ‘good cotton cloth’.

In both configurations or structures, Argobba and Ambharic are very similar.
At last, the question words of Argobba shall be considered
maxtf’itiftf-in ma kdfdt-dj

door-acc. who opened-obj
Who opened the door?
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maxt{’itiftf-in tet ndj
door-acc. where is
Where is the door?

maxtf’itiftf etga i-kefdt
door when passive-opened
When was the door opened?

amandj maxtf’ita i-kefdt
whose door passive-opened
Whose door was opened?

It is obvious from the above representative examples that Argobba question
words are similar to those of Amharic, both in form and distribution.

1.3. Conclusions

The data which were presented above are of limited scope, and this short pre-
sentation does not allow for strong conclusions. However, while keeping in
mind that the survey data may be representative of only a limited area (they
were gathered in one of the seven villages of the southern Argobba area), I
should like to forward the following answers to the three questions I raised in
the introductory part.

Argobba is very closely related to Amharic. The phonological similarity is
about 95%. Their lexical similarity is about 75% (Leslau even gives the figure
of 84%, 1970:13). And, above all: the two languages are about 85% similar in
their morphology which is believed to be more resistant to change than their
phonology or lexicon. Syntactically, too, the two languages were seen to be
more or less identical.

For this reason, | suggest that Argobba and Amharic are dialects of one an-
other, not independent languages.

If, however, Argobba is regarded as a language, then it is a language whose
present status neither is “dead” nor healthily “alive”—but a “language” on
the verge of extinction.

As a final point, I recommend that further data should be elicited in addition
to the data collected on the present survey. Such data should be collected on
trips to different “Argobba” speaking areas, especially Shonke, so that on the
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basis of fresh comprehensive data the actual status of Argobba can be identi-
fied with more confidence. Is Argobba in fact a “dialect”, and is it on the way
to “extinction”?
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2. Argobba, Sociolinguistic Information
and a Word List
Ralph Siebert

2.1. Sociolinguistic Information

This S.L.L.E. report presents findings from a short survey trip (November
7-8, 1994) to the area of Shewa-Robit in the Northern Shewa Administrative
Region. The trip was undertaken by Dr. Matthias Brenzinger from Cologne
University, Zelealem Leyew from the Institute of Language Studies (I.L.S.) at
Addis Ababa University, and Ralph Siebert from the I.E.S. at S.A.U.

The main aim of the trip was to evaluate the language use of the Argobba
people.

Our working hypothesis was this: The Argobba people slowly but surely
abandon their mother tongue (or “dialect”) in favor of Amharic which is the
closest linguistic relative. In other words: we assumed that a shift of “dia-
lects” had already taken place, and that only fractions of the Argobba society
still spoke Argobba regularly.

Our instruments of research were: (a) sociolinguistic questionnaires, (b) oral
communication, and (c) a 320-item word list.

In addition, Zelealem Leyew was also interested in collecting grammatical
and morphological data, some of which are included with this report.

We were mainly looking for informants from the Shewa-Robit area, since this
is said to be the main area of the Argobba people. After we had followed a
track not far from Goze (a village very close to Shewa-Robit), and as we were
taking a road to the north, we met a group of Argobba men who were harvest-
ing maize. Two of them were willing to act as informants.

Zelealem Leyew started to take an Argobba word list, but after having tran-
scribed approximately thirty words he broke off, because he had the impres-
sion that he was only given Amharic words (but with affixes such as -ni).
Zelealem’s interpretation was that his informant, aware of only supplying
Ambharic words, artificially attempted to maintain something like a “specific
Argobba feature” by shaping the words in this particular way.
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The respondent then informed us that a different variety of Argobba was spo-
ken in Shonke. He said the Shonke variety of Argobba was so “pure” that
Argobba people in Shewa-Robit were not able to comprehend it.

Shonke is located in the Kemise Woreda District, near the river Bork’anna.
Kemise is a different administrative region. Since we had no supporting let-
ters for this area, and there was no opportunity to supply these, we were not
able to visit there.

We then found another informant in Meriye (a village approximately 5 kms
east of Shewa-Robit), a man who was born in Shonke but had moved to
Shewa-Robit fifteen years ago. While I took the Shonke word list, other
Argobba people sat close by, and as they listened to us they commented that
they did not understand the Argobba speaker who was supplying the word list
(cf. the S.L.L.E. 320-item word list, attached at the end of this report).

In the same environment, I also administered a sociolinguistic questionnaire,
and the following paragraphs summarize the answers which were given.

The respondent’s first language is Shonke Argobba, but he says he also
speaks Ambharic and Oromo. His wife speaks a little Afar besides
Shewa-Robit Argobba. His children and children living close by also speak
fluent Ahewa-Robit Argobba although they develop this only after they have
learned Ambharic. So Ambharic is the language they learn first, even before
they start to go to school. The informant says he knows how to read Amharic
(“especially when written with a typewriter’), and he says he also writes
Arabic.

In his family (parents, wife, siblings, and children) the respondent says he
uses Shewa-Robit Argobba. But with his friends, with the administrators of
the village or the district, at work, or in the clinic—in all of these situations he
uses Ambharic. On the local or big market he uses Oromo in addition to Am-
haric. The respondent says he uses Shewa-Robit Argobba when dreaming,
counting, or being angry. But his prayers at home he says in Shonke Argobba,
while those who know Arabic use Arabic for their private prayers. In the
mosque of Shonke, only Shonke Argobba is used, while in the mosque of
Shewa-Robit Ambharic is spoken.

The informant says he would not object if young Argobba people from
Shewa-Robit would marry non-Argobba people, which happens often any-
way. In Shonke, however, this kind of marriage would be impossible. An
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Argobba man who would take a non-Argobba wife to Shonke might face re-
jection there.

To teach Arabic as a subject at school would be preferred in Shonke and in
Shewa-Robit.

Villages in the Shonke area where Shewa-Robit Argobba is spoken are the
following: Abdelager, Akiager, Goze, Hudad, Kilegirma, K'imbibit,
Lench'u-ager, Meriye, T'eyo, T'ak'war, Ts'akolu, and Zehonka.

There is only one more village in the Shonke area where Shonke Argobba is
spoken: T'olaha. About sixty to seventy families live in T'olaha, while about
120 families live in Shonke itself. A person who wants to learn Shonke
Argobba should live in Shonke, and a person who wants to learn Shewa-Robit
Argobba should live in Goze.

The informant was convinced that Shonke Argobba would continue to be spo-
ken in the future despite the fact that children now learn other languages. The
Argobba variety spoken in and around Shewa-Robit, so our informant
claimed, would be extinct in the future, and one reason for this was that there
was no Shewa-Robit Argobba program on the radio.

The best language for producing books and newspapers for the Shonke area
would be Arabic, or else Amharic. These two languages were thought to be
the best languages for this purpose. Nevertheless, the informant said he would
be interested in attending literacy classes, if there were such classes, and that
he would also send his children there. He said he would appreciate seeing
something published in Shewa-Robit Argobba, and would be willing to pay
more than 3 Ethiopian Birr (approx. 0.50 US$) to buy books written in
Shewa-Robit Argobba.

The informant (whose personal interests include farming, agriculture, and de-
velopment of water supplies) told us that in the past he had made some at-
tempts to write his own language (Shewa-Robit Argobba), using the Arabic
script.

Concerning the Shonke Argobba variety, he told us that the same variety of
Argobba was also spoken in Hararghe. He said that the people of Shonke were
pastoralists, and that they had their own style of building houses. One particu-
larly interesting piece of information was that the Shonke people do not like
to send their children to school. The reason is that they want to prevent them
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from being influenced by the non-Moslem world. We were told that for the
same reason they do not go to court.

The Shonke Argobba people generally feel that their group is a prestigious
group. It is said that this is the reason why they tend to look down on

non-Shonke Argobba people.

2.2. S.L.L.E. 320-Item Word List

Date: November 8, 1994 Place: Shewa-Robit

English Ambharic Argobba
Gloss
all hul:um 'mulum
and -n:a 'na:?a
animal msisa du'da:
ant gundan gun'dan
arrow K’dist K’est
ashes amdd 'hamed
ask t'dj:dk’d t'e'jek’e
at bd-, wddd be'tem:a
axe mdt’rdbija
back N dzdrba 2u'jo:
bad mdt’fo 'met’fo
banana muz mu:z
bark V t{’ohd 'kel:ah
bark N K’irfit k’ir'fit
basket Kirtf’at Kirtfa:t
bat jdlelit wdf aja'to?uf
bathe tat’:dbd to'hatau
bear V wadl:ddatf "21l:edetf
beard t’'im t'i:m
beehive k’dfo k’e'fo
belly hod xars
big tal:k’ la’fiam
bird wdf 20:'f
bite V ndk:dsd 'nekes
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black
blood
blow V
bone
bow N
breast
bridge
brother
brown
buffalo
burn
bush
buttocks
buy
canoe
cat
chicken
chief
child
chin
claw
clay
clothing
cloud
cold A
cold N
come
cook
cough V
count
cow
crocodile
crooked
cup

cut

t'ik’ur
ddm

ndfa
at’mt
k’dst

t'ut

dildy
woandim
bun:am:a
gof
tok’at’:ale
k’ut’:k’Vat’o
K’it’

goz:a
dzolba
dim:ot
doro

fum, alok’a
lxd3
agotf’
t'ifir
fok'la

libs
dom:ana
k’azk’az:a
bird
mot’:a
abas:ala
sala

k" ot’:ora
lam

azo
t’amama
kub:aj:a
k’or:at’s

t'a'k¥a:ra
dem
'nef:e
?a't’t
K’est

t’d"

'dildi)
?o:h
'‘bun:a
go:f
to'k’at’el
k'ut’k™a:t’o
Ki:t’
'fer:a

?a'dur:e
'do:ro
fum

lidz
'2agetf
tfu'for
'fexla

libs

'dona
k’ez'k’aza
'2atfeh
met’
?a'Reselet
?5'halabal
'k"ot’er
lam

'?a:zo
t’e'ma:ma
ku'b:aja
'gom:ete



dance V
dew
die

dig
dirty
dog
donkey
door
down
drink V
drum N
dry A
dull
dust
ear
earth
eat

egg
eight
elbow
empty
enter
exit V
eye
eyebrow
fall'v
farm N
fat N
father
fear N
feather
fence
few
fight V
fingernail

tf’of:oro
t'eza
mota

k" of:ora
k’ofafa
wif:a
ahij:a
bar:
wado tatf
t’at’:a
k’abaro
dirk’
donoaz
aw:ara
dzoro
moret
bal:a
mk’ulal
sim:int
kirn
bado
gob:a
woat’:a
an
fifafift
wad:ak’a
irfa
mora
ab:at
firhat
laba
at’sr
t'1k’it
towag:a
tifir

't{’ef:ere
'ereb
'mote

k" of:ere
k’o'fa:fa
'wafa
ha'sija
'tar:a
'wereda
feitf
'kebero
'derek’
dem'dam:a
?a'w:ara
"2ze
'madir
"2el:a
ka'lalafu
so'mint

2mm'birtu
we:
ot
en
fr'fa:n
29'dek
'ha:rs
'hab:au
?au
'firhat
'laba
'hat’ir
'angil:a
to'ha:g
t'r'fir

33
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fire
fish

fishnet

five
flower
Sy N
Sy N
fool
foot
forearm
forehead
four
frog

fruit
full
fur

garbage

gate
give
2o
goat
God
gold
good
gourd
grass
grave
green
guts
hair
hand
hard

tsat
asa
joasa marab

am:ist
afdofda
zimb
bor:a
mop:

tgir

kind
gimbar
arat:
mk’urarit

fre
mulu
joawre
s'agur
k’ofafa

bor:

sat’:a
heds
fij:al
igzi'abher
work’
t'iru

ksl

sar
mok’abir
aran-g“ade
johod tk’a
s’agur -
xd3:
t'onkar:a

21'sat
"?a:sa
?asa-
'gu:mo
ha'mist

"2afdefla

'ber:er
moj
"egir
tfoga'le:
'gimbar
har'?et
2mkwa-
ku'rit
fa're:
'muli

?abnesade’
na:na

k’o'fafa
met’'ha:ja
'ker:a
'hawai
'xexl
t’a'?i:
?a'wa:
werk’
'dim:a
ko'ls
so'Par
'K’ebir
Raran-'g¥a:de
xersr'sira
di'na
'2mndze
t’en'kar:a



harvest N
he
head
hear
heart
heavy
here
hide V
hit

hoe
hold
honey
honeybee
horn
hot
house
how?
hundred
hungry
hunt V
hunter
hyena

1

Jump
kill
knee
knife
know
lake
laugh
leaf
left A
leopard
lie V
light A

moahoar
rsu

ras

som:a

Iib:
kab:ad
1z:ih, 1z:ix
dab:ak’s
mot:a
doma
jaza

mar

nib

k’and
muk’

bet

indet, inde
mboto
rabow
ad:ana
adan
dztb

mne
zal:alo
god:ale
gulbat
bil:awa
aw:ak’a
ha'k’, kure
sak’s
k’it’al

gra

nabir
togad:oma
k’al:al

me'xer
2u'wa:t
di'na
'stm:a
Iib
'xebid
to'?e:n
'fe:feg
'met:a
'doma
'héz

'durs

K’e'rara
hen'tsajo
bet
"?2a:met
be'k’1l
ra'hawai
'heden
"?2adan
dzau
?a:n
'zel:el
'ged:el

bi'la:wa
huk
ha'ru:je
sa'hak
he't’a:l
?a'gura
'nefur
'gad:em
'k’el:al
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lightning
lip
listen
liver
long
louse
machete
maize
make
man
many
market
marry
meat
money
monkey
moon
mother
mountain
mouth
mud
name
narrow
navel
neck
nest

new
night
nine
no

none

nose
old

mobrak’
konfor
som:a
gub:at
rad3:im
k’imal
matf’ad
bak’:ol:0
sor:a
sov

bizu
gobaja
agob:a
stga
gonzab
zindzaro
tf’orok’a
m:at
torara
af
tf’tk’a
stm
t’ob:ab
tmbirt
angot
jowof
godsz:o
ad:is
mata
zat’an:
aldal:om,
jol:am
andim,
jol:am
afint{’a
aroge

'ra?a:d
'mentfir
'sem:a
xa'fa:
'gu:der
k’u'mal
meke'?e:t
bar'mafila
go'air
se”
'endig
'gebeja
?a'?a:t
dfe”
go'zi
'zanzoro
't{’erek’a
de'pe:
'gora

a:f
tfr'ka
stm
'Yebau
"hembirt
'hanget
2aof
'go:nzo
'hagis
ha'da:ra
joha't’en
ha'ku:nam

'handem
jat

'trnit
mo'fu:ra



one
other
path

pig
plant V
pot
pour
pull
push
rain N
rainbow

rat
red
rest V
right
ripe
river
road
root
rope
rotten
run
saliva
salt
sand
sandals

say
scorpion
scratch
see

seed
sell

seven

and
lela
jorgir
mongad
asama
tok:alo
nsira
k’a:da
saba
gof:a
zinab

k’asto
dom:ana

alt’

k’9j:
ar:ofo
k’an:
jobas:ale
wanz
mongad
str
gomad
jobasab:asa
rot’s
mirak’
tf’ow
afowa
jenot’sla
tf’am:a
alo

gint’
ak:oka
aj:o

zar
fot’:a
sabat:
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hand
Ne:la
Rigir
'he:ma

'te:kel
zo'xa:ma
'Ked:a
'schau
'gefa
'zona"
?aju-
fe'bata
het
'K’ei:jeh
"Qaref
?a'ken:a
jo'Rasel
zer
'he:ma
fori:t
ge'med
jofi'seb:es
ro:t’
mu'ratfe
tfe"
'hafewa
'tf’am:a

?a:l
gint’
'hakek
re:

zer
?as'?am
se'?2ant
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sew
sharp
shield

short
shoulder
sick
silver
sing
sister
sit

SIx

skin
sky
sleep V
small
smell V
smoke N
smooth
snake
sneeze
soft
spear
spider
spit
stand V
Star
steal
stick N
stone
stool
straight
sun
sweat N
sweep
swim

sof:a

stlat
mokalakaja,
gafa
atf’:ir
tikaf:a
tam:oma
bir:
Z2M:ara
thit
tok’am:at’a
sid:1st
k’oda
soma’
ton:a

tin:f
afot:ote
tf’is
Ioslas:a
tbab
anot’:9s9
Ioslas:a
t’or

fororit
tof:a
k’oma
kokab
sor:ak’a
bot:r
digga’
bart{'um:a
bok’ot’:ita
s’ahal, t'oha’
lab
t’ar:age
wan:a

sef
'wei:jeh
'ga:fa

'ha:tfir
ta'xa:fa
si'an
bur:
'zem:ere
"?nhit
tok’e:met’
st'dist
k’o'da
su'maj
i
?in'gil:a
'2afuntf
tan
les'la:sa
'war:o
tifo'al
les'la:sa
harb

'tef:a
'?20:m
"tfuxo
'serek’e
bart
gin'zela
bor'tf’um:a
'Ket’sta
tfo'he:s
'wezja
'Ver:eg
'wa:pe



tail
take
teach
tear N
ten
termite
termite hill
that
they
thick
thigh
thin
think
this
thorn
thread
three
throw
thunder
tie
tobacco
tongue
tooth
tree
twenty
two

up
vomit
walk
want
war
warm
water
we
wedding

dzirat
was:ada
astomara
mba, 1mba
as:ir

mist’
jomaist’ bet
ja

m:arsu
woafram
tf’m, tafa
k’atf:in
as:aba

jth, jix
fok, foh
Kkar:

sost
WOraw:ara
nag“odg“ad
tas:ora
timbaho
mtlas

t'1rs

zaf

haja

hulat:
wads la)
astaw:oke
baigir heda
fal:ago
t’orin:ot
muk’
wtha, wuha
;n:a

sarg
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?a'xe:d

'hembo
?a'sir

20'mis:i
20'lem
"?2a:mud
t{’m
'Ketfm
’has:u
"?1:ni

fo'til
's9?0:st
we'rew:er
gur'mumta
'te:sor
tim'baho
"?arat

sIn

haj'?a:
'xa%e:t
la?ala
?a'ste:fa
beigir 'hed
'felege
harb
'2amo
20'fa
?1'na:
ba'her
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weed aram ha'ram
weep alok’:9s9 "?alek’es
well N mint|’ fe'la:k
wet tr:t’'tb irt'u
what? min 2im-
ba'la:ns
when? motfe me'tfe:ns
where? jet 'te:tenei
whistle afatf’s ?a'fotf
white nat|’: 'za:hi
who? man 'man:s
whose? joman ?a'man:s
why? loamin '‘bimba
wide sofi 'rehi:
wife mist mist
wind N nifas ni'fas
wing kinf 'kinf
woman set nif'tfa:
worm til
yawn az:ag:a ?a'xa:fet
yellow bitf’a 'bita
yes awo, awon ?0:
yesterday tiant, tima'je:na
tiantin:a
you, pl m:anta "?2apkum
you, sg, m anta ?apk

Distribution of major languages in the Argobba areas
(based on Ethnologue, draft map for the 1996 edition)
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