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1 Introduction

This report describes some aspects of the sociolinguistic landscape of Boro (Shinasha), and some differences
between the highland and lowland dialects of this language.! There are differences between the highland and
lowland Shinasha:

(a) in their attitudes towards the languages Amharic and Oromo,

(b) in their vocabulary, and

(c) in the various functions of the language.

The main basis for this report is the comparison of word lists and of answers to sociolinguistic questionnaires
which were obtained in Bulen (lowland) and Wombera (highland).
In addition to the interviews and word lists, information about the sociolinguistic setting was also obtained by
numerous stops for chats with people who were travelling on the road, or living in compounds nearby.

The most striking observation is that not one of the people encountered during interviews was monolingual.
2 Shinasha-speaking areas

The Shinasha-speaking areas (qebeles and villages) in the lowland, as named by the people interviewed in the Primary
School of Bulen, are Berber, Dibate, and Dangur.

For the highland, the following names were given: Dadasa Kusano, Amemar C'oneno, Bolele, Minaj, Me-
nelisu, Wegid, Geshengesha (where road construction is under way), Tum, and Ebach (Kutteni).

2.1 Number of speakers

Concerning the number of speakers, the census of 1984 speaks of about twenty thousand people for the entire
area. The larger number of Shinasha speakers live in the lowlands.

According to various statements by Shinasha speakers in Wombera, another twenty thousand Arabic-speaking
Shinasha are supposed to live across the Sudan border. There are also considerable numbers of Borna (Shinasha
people) who have migrated south or south-west to Oromo or Ambharic-speaking areas, where they lost their lan-
guage but, nevertheless, stress their Shinasha identity. A small but conspicuous community of such Shinashas
live, for instance in Asosa, the capital of zone 6.

2.2 Use of other languages
As is obvious from the answers to the questionnaires, from various interviews and observation, the main lan-
guages of wider communication are Amharic and Oromo. But it is also quite frequent that Shinasha people

know some Gumuz; and a few also speak Agaw (Awngi).

There is a strong tendency for highlanders to use Oromo, while the lowlanders use Amharic as their second
language. Many of them speak both.

1 An earlier version of this report appeared as “A survey of Boro (Shinasha)”, Survey of Little-known Languages of Ethio-
pia (S.L.L.E.). Linguistics Report 26. Addis Ababa: Institute of Ethiopian Studies and Summer Institute of Linguistics
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Gumuz Awngi (Agaw)

BORO (SHINASHA)

Bulen Dibat’i
lowland dialect

Wombera
highland dialect

Oromo Oromo

Sketch Map:
Boro (Shinasha) dialects in relation to neighbouring languages

3 Comparison of the word lists

A comparison of the word lists shows that ten percent of the vocabulary of the two dialects is completely dif-
ferent. Another twenty percent of the vocabulary differs only slightly, and these differences are different kinds:

3% different endings, especially involving -ni
2.5% different single vowels

3% different tones but identical segments

3% insertion of glottal stops 7

2.5% f instead of &

1.5% ng, nk instead of g, k

1.5% s"instead of ¢’

3% other differences involving single consonants

To summarise:
c. 70% of the words are identical in both regions
c. 20% of the words are slightly different, in ways listed above
c. 10 % differ completely.

4 Differences in dialects and loan words

There are slight lexical differences between the Highland and Lowland Shinasha varieties, as the comparison
of the word lists has shown.

The Highland and Lowland vocabularies seem to be identical in about eighty-five percent of the basic lexicon.

Some of these differences are due to the different ways in which loan words are integrated. Some Oromo and
Ambharic terms have been integrated into the basic vocabulary of the Shinasha language, and in some cases, a
loan word from Amharic or Oromo will be used even though a Shinasha word actually coexists. In the list of
basic vocabulary, such loan words are not numerous, but it can be assumed that in daily life they are more fre-
quent.

In any case the dialects spoken in the two different regions must be considered very close varieties of the same
language. There is no problem whatsoever in communication across these dialects.



5 Sociolinguistic questionnaires

The questionnaires were administered to thirteen people. The age of the interviewees ranged from twenty-two
to about ninety years. Their occupations were as follows:

five farmers,

three employees of the administration,
three teachers,

one tailor, and

one traditional priest.

Of the people interviewed, four had no education and three did not speak Amharic. All of those with education
spoke Amharic (cf. table I).

Table I
Generation Age Sex Number
I older than 50 years (8 women) 22
II adults younger than (all men) 11
50 years
I children (sex and exact age unknown) 7

6 Influence of schooling

As was pointed out by some of the informants, conservation of the Shinasha language could possibly be
achieved by teaching Shinasha at school.

It must be considered, however, that Amharic will be introduced to every Shinasha student at the same time as
Shinasha, and this will somewhat neutralise the effect of teaching Shinasha.

7 Conclusions

While generations I and II always had Shinasha as their first language, generation III shows cases with Am-
haric and Oromo as the first language, although this category was less numerous. (seven children, while the
other two categories consisted of 22 and 11 persons).

Strict statistics shows that there is a tendency towards giving up Shinasha as a mother tongue. This tendency
can be noticed from the questionnaire data.

The same was expressed by a group of adult Shinasha men who had gathered in the administrative office of
Wombera to discuss language matters. When the groups were asked the critical question, “Do you think the use
of the Shinasha language is decreasing or increasing?”, the immediate answer was: “The use of Shinasha is de-
creasing.” As a second thought, they added the following consideration: “We do not know what will happen if it
is taught at school. Then it might increase.”



8 Boro word lists

The first Boro word list was given by Ato Lemma Alga and recorded by me in the administration office of
Wembera. I am grateful for various kinds of assistance which the administrative staff gave us. The informant of
the second word list was Ato Alemu Sembata, Headmaster at the the Secondary School of Bulen. He was as-
sisted by various other staff members who were also mother-tongue speakers of Shinasha.

The transcription in “fidel™ (i.e., the “Sabean” syllabic script) as given in the column “Wombera fidel” was
prepared by Lemma Alga. The IPA transcription uses the phonological symbols of analyses which have been
provided by other linguists previously (cf. the list of references).

8.1 Transcription

The data are transcribed with the same symbols as Ashenafi gives in his thesis (1989). In his data, no
™ \ "r was found, but this sound is already described in Gabre Bizuneh (personal papers).

Consonants:

t k ?

b d g

p’ t’ k’
d

f S 1) h
z
ts tf
dz dz
ts’\s’ tf’

m n (1]
I,r

w J

Vowels: short long

i i u it u:

€ a o e: o:
a a

Other features:

Aspiration ™\ Pr

Length :

High tone @

Low tone a

2“Fidel” is the Amharic word for the symbols of the traditional syllabary.



8.2 Word lists of Wembera and Bulen

No. Gloss Wombera IPA Bulen IPA
Lemma Alga Alemu Sanbata

320a |all un: 6 un:6[ni]

129 | animal gizé gizd

137 | ant k’&4:t§’a k’&:nt§’a

251 |arrow mék’ & dzd:ga

205 |ashes tul:a tul:a

18 |ask 2a:tiré 2a:tiré

051 [axe dé:s’& sak’ursda

032 |back ji:k’a ji:k’a

257 | bad gondd gonda

182 | banana mﬁ;zijé mﬁ:zijé

052 |bark N k’o:k’ird k’o:k’ira [sic]

179 | bark V kabré kuhéré

056 | basket 20:fa 20:5a

135 | bat bo :mbd bo :mbd

304 | bathe mafi:ré mafe:ré

113 | bear child V Sﬁ;ré Xﬁ:ré

018 |beard ?ifén s’i:ré ?ifa:nd

144 T bechive  |gd:glra ga:gara

029 | belly ma:t§’a ma:t§’a

265 | big ?&:nd ?é:na

152 | bird kafa kafd [sic]

181 | bite fa:s’iré sa:s’iré

242 | black 2a:k’a 2a:k’a

046 | blood t’étsa s’as’a

007 [ blow V hv:giré fug:a

044 | pone maks’a maks’ a

250 | bow kénba da: JC/I

028 | breast t’&:tsa s’&:tsa

230 | bridge go:nda go:nda

120 | brother 28§[1]wa ?é:§1wa

171 | buffalo awzd gdv’vnzé, dc‘mgéxd

200 | burn mis’iré mis’iré

048 | bush bu: §o

033 | buttocks du:1d t’ija

217 | buy kévré kéwére

174 | cat eadira eadara




151 | chicken ba:ké& ba:ké&

126 | chief na: §& na: §&

119 | child n&?& naea

017 | chin ?i§d:nd hagd

153 | claw t’ iljgﬁsd s’ iljgflsd
211 | clay déngd faléa

296 | clothing férm:a taha

222 | cloud k’awd da¥né

202 |cold ea:k’& ea:k’ &
180 | come wa:hré WaiTE

081 |cook kés:i:ré kas:i:ra
0838 | cough gdt:iré gdt:1iré
184 | count ta:"ré ta:vré
148 | cow mi:nzda mi:nzda
169 |crocodile |k’ angd k’ Gha

262 | crooked k’u:ra k’u:ra
084 | cup § inJ a kubad: Jé[
074 | cut k’ut’iré k’ut’iré
010 |dance V gﬁd;&‘lré kdIXir‘é
227 | dew ke:hrd ké:ré

093 |die k' irtiré k’iriré
062 |dig 21({{ré gd§iré
299 | dirty ki:ma ki:ma

176 | dog kan:a kdn:a

149 | donkey da:za da:za

189 [door hingifa fingifa
284 | down detfi ma:nda dafa:nd
083 | drink ?ﬁgf_ré ?ﬁxiré
011 | drum bad:mb& bd :mbd
95 [dry UK & Uk ]a
249 | dull nek:& duk’ ima
213 [ dust k’Gnda k’ Gnda
004 |ear wa:zd wa:za

209 | earth dés’ & das’a

082 |eat m&hdré ma:ré

078 | egg k’é:tsa ba:k’é:s4
103 | eight Sim;f_td im:{ta
035 |elbow ?il:4 ?il:4

302 | empty ba: fa ba:§a [sic]




191 | enter kindiré kindiré

192 | exit KESIre kefire

022 |eye R4:wa R4:wa

021 | eyebrow 2atw s’i:rd atw k’ilwa
092 \fall V dihiré dihiré

057 | farm N gdfa gdfa

077 |fat N k’0:tsd k’o:tsé

115 | father nihda nihda

170 | fear N fat:a fat:a

155 | feather ba:k’ i bangd s'i:rd

318 | fence ks’ a ks’ a

282 | few mik’ [1]na?i mik’ &

256 | fight k5§iré kés’Eré

041 |fingernail |t~ {inglisa ts’unglsa

199 | fire tawd tawa

162 | fish/fishnet |mis’ &, §aRka mits’d, mits’i dis’i kémba
100 | five U:tsd u:tsd

069 | flower hG:ndé& f:ndé&

139 \fly N jainzd z&:nzda

156 |\fly vV bi:diré bi:diré

095 | fool do:ga dingdtd \ do:ga
036 | foot tlwa tfa [sic]

040 | forearm 2inda ?il: &

003 |forehead  |baré baréa

099 | four eawd:a awd:a

165 | frog g6:1&[ni] go:la

070 | fiuit Suwé Suwd

303\ fuull s’é:nd s’é:na

130 | fur t’0s s’i:réd di:ns’ots’f s’i:ré
300 |garbage  |wdtird k’at§’a wdtird k’at§’a
319 | gate hingifa fingifé

076 | give 2imiré 2imiré

3200 | go 2&mré 2am[i]ré

146 | goat 285 281 5a

127 | God °i:k’a ?ink’a

214 | gold 2a"ntsa 2awuntsa

258 | good §é:pga §é:nga

085 | gourd §5p’a \ 2ub:d& §5p’a [sic]

066 | grass bdd: & to:tsa




094 |grave do:wé dow&

244 | green mdt§’ & mdt§’d k’dji
031 | guts ma:t§’f k'at§’a ma:t§’{ anzird
001 | hair of head |5’ 1 1§ s’i:ré

039 [hand kifa kifd [sic]
279 | hard kip’ 1& kap’ [:]a

059 |harvest N [k521 j& md:rd, mahard
310 | /e bi:nd bi:né

002 | head t0:ka toka

005 | hear gigiré XiXiFé

045 | heart nimb:a 1ib:a

269 | heavy mang& mdngé

293 | here ?0k:a han 6kse

079 | hide 2&:siré RG:siré

150 | hit jot’iré togiré

061 | hoe tab:a

186 | hold détsiré détsiré

145 | honey més’ & més’ a

143 | honeybee |mGs’[1] do:nzda més’ inda
147 | horn k’al:a k’&la

201 | hot k’é:s’a k’e:s’a

188 | house ma?d mowa

294 | how? 20k’ "e 2a% ko:na
107 |hundred  |b&l:d bal:a

080 | hungry, be |k’ &:k’iré k’a:k’Eré

132 | hunt v p er:e ka§i:ré

131 | hunter p’ersdni ?azazirdni
175 | hyena g[i]Jra:za g[i]ra:nza
308 |1 ta:nd ta:nd

316 | jump t’51iré t’51éré

160 | kill QU:rh:é QU:dlde, 2u:dlre
034 | knee gu:bird gubir&

247 | knife {ik:4 Sik:&

320c | know dén:ire dén:iré

235 | lake d:ts Kk’ara ?a:tsi k’aka
086 [laugh mi:s’iré mi:s’iré

054 | leaf mahdrd ma:ra

275 |left §andé gira

173 | leopard ma:hd md:hé

10
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101 | six firita

042 | skin go:k’a

236 | sky daré

307 |sleep k’e:[h]re
266 | small mik’ a

020 |smell fi:pk’ére
204 [smoke N s’ iwa

208 | smooth neféa

158 | snake daw(nza
090 |[sneeze héd1§iré
280 |sofi nefnefa
252 | spear g ina

140 | spider farariti&
089 |spit ad:iré
196 | stand né :dédé
239 | star k’é:na [sic]
075 | steal u:mp’ Eré
206 | stick gumba

207 |stone SG[¥]sa
193 |stool dzo:ra

261 |straight k& :wa [sic]
240 |sun a:wa

016 | sweat s’d:za

190 | sweep fok:iré
163 | swim wa:kiré
134 [ tail dafa

185 | take dek’iré
125 [teach danjiré
025 | tear N R4:t§ twd
105 |ten tatsa

141 | termite ha:mblk’ a
142 | termite hill dopk’ursa
286 | that 2¢k:Ewi
313 | they bb:né&

267 | thick s’a:da

038 | rthigh §5k:a [sic]
268 | thin t’1dz&

109 | think 2asdbéré
285 | this héni
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