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Introduction 

The main purpose of this paper is to investigate the sociolinguistic situation in K’abeena, with respect to 
language attitudes, language vitality, and the community’s desire for possible future language 
development. 

The major methods employed for collecting data were sociolinguistic individual interviews (as well 
as personal experiences); the interviewees were selected randomly as they were available. This research 
is not exhaustive but we still hope that it will contribute to the understanding of the K’abeena linguistic 
community and to clear the way for future sociolinguistic research on K’abeena. 

The interviews were conducted by me between 1 July and 26 August, 2003, in the towns of Wolk’it’e 
and Natri. The total number of interviewees was 20. 

The report is presented in two parts. Part one deals with general background. Part two deals with the 
information, including data analysis and conclusions, obtained from the interviews. 

Part one: General Background 

Overview 

This part discusses some issues in relation to the position of K’abeena, both geographically and 
linguistically. 

1.1 Location: Relative Position of K’abeena 

In Ethiopia, K’abeena is spoken in two geographically separated locations. The main location of K’abeena 
speakers is in the SNNP Regional State while a smaller concentration of speakers is in the Oromiya 
Regional State. 

The main K’abeena homeland has its own woreda1 administration and is located about 158 
kilometers southwest of Addis Ababa on the road to Jimma, near Wolk’it’e town in the Gurage Zone of 
the SNNP Regional State. Wolk’it’e is the main town and political center of the Gurage Zone. Presently, 
the K’abeena Woreda Administration Office is also situated in Wolk’it’e. As to population distribution, 
the majority of K’abeena people live in this woreda instead of other locations. 

The Global Positioning System (GPS) reading for Wolk’it’e is 8° 17.68’ N and 37° 47.20’ E.  
The other location where K’abeena people live is in the Oromiya Region. A significant number of 

K’abeena speakers live as an enclave among the Jimma Oromos,  between the Ghibe River and Jimma 
town in Sokoro Woreda, Jimma Zone, Oromiya Regional State. The existence of K’abeena people in 
Sokoro is a consequence of that area’s history. 

Hasen Injamo, a K’abeena Imam who fought against King Menelik years ago, fled to Jimma province 
after he was defeated by his opponent. The Imam and his followers were granted asylum by Jimma Abba 
Jifar and settled there. As a result, a large number of K’abeena people left their original homeland and 
moved into the territory of Jimma Abba Jifar. Now there are K’abeena people in Sokoro Woreda, where 
Oromo is dominant. 

To sum up, K’abeena is geographically separated into two—the main part in the Gurage Zone with 
its own woreda administration, and the other in Sokoro Woreda, Jimma Zone. People in both locations, 
however, still consider each other as one and the same ethnic group. There are fewer K’abeena people in 
Sokoro than in the Gurage Zone. 

                                                   
1A woreda is a low-level administrative unit of the Ethiopian government, comparable to a county. 
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1.2 The People and Language:  General Overview 

According to the 1994 census of the Central Statistical Authority, the number of speakers of K’abeena 
amounts to some 35,000 (85 percent in Gurage Zone, 12 percent in Sokoro Woreda and the rest 
elsewhere). From these figures, one can see that about 85 percent of K’abeena people live in their own 
woreda. 

The K’abeena people have very strong Islamic traditions. The term K’abeena refers to the people and 
their language. The other names that are used are Wanba and Hadiyya. K’abeena people call themselves 
Wanba and their language Wanbasana. Hadiyya is the Oromo name for the K’abeena in Sokoro. All of 
these names, including the name Hadiyya, are neutral. 

The linguistic classification of K’abeena seems controversial to some extent. The Ethnologue (14th 
edition, 2000) classifies K’abeena as a dialect of Kambata under Highland East Cushitic. According to 
Crass (2001), however, Alaba is closer to K’abeena than any other language. 

Presently, both K’abeena and Alaba are officially recognized as separate groups. Furthermore, 
K’abeena is taught as a subject in some schools in the Gurage Zone, where Amharic is the medium of 
instruction. On the other hand, K’abeena children in Sokoro learn in Oromo, and their mother tongue is 
not offered as a subject. Hence, the K’abeena speech variety does not have the same status in Sokoro as it 
does in the Gurage Zone. 

Part two: Sociolinguistic Information from Interviews 

Overview 

This part of the report deals with responses from interviewees. The information obtained from the 
interviews is summarized in the following sections. 

2.1 Identification of interviewees 

20 people (10 from each area), were interviewed. Among the subjects, 17 were men and 3 were women. 
Their ages ranged from 16 to 75 years. Their educational background varied from no education to grade 
12 or above (See table 1). 
 

Table 1: Age and Educational Levels Of Respondents  
Age Sex Level of Education  
 Men Women No 

Education 
Literacy or 
Elementary 

Grade 12 or 
Above 

Total 

16 – 30 9 3 3 5 4 12 
34 – 55 6 0 2 4 0 6 
Above 60 2 0 2 0 0 2 
Total 17 3 7 9 4 20 
Percentage 85 15 35 45 20 100 

 
Note: Among the interviewees, only one woman had an elementary education. 
 
The interviews were conducted in the towns of Wolk’it’e (for those who live in Gurage Zone) and Natri 
(for those who live in Sokoro Woreda). All interviewees were Muslims. All respondents were born and 
currently live in K’abeena areas, in the locations where they were interviewed. As far as their professions 
are concerned, eleven were farmers, two were teachers, three were merchants, two were students and 
two were government employees. 
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2.2 Multilingualism 

All interviewees are mother tongue speakers of K’abeena (or Wanbasana, as they themselves call it). 
They can speak other languages as well (See table 2). 
 

Table 2: Other languages spoken by the respondents: 
(No monolingual respondent) 
Languages Number 
Oromo 11 
Amharic 17 
West Gurage 8 
Silt’e or Wolane 5 
Alaba 2 
Kambata 2 

 
The ability in second languages, specifically with regard to West Gurage and Oromo, varies with 
location.  Most interviewees from the Gurage area can speak West Gurage (Sebat Bet) while those from 
the Sokoro area (all 10 of them) can speak Oromo. Further, most respondents from both areas can speak 
Amharic. 

Interviews were conducted in Amharic with some help from interpreters in the case of the Sokoro 
respondents. This indicates that respondents from Sokoro have a lower ability in Amharic than those 
from the Gurage area. Moreover, all interviewees from the Gurage area can speak Amharic. 

The ability in other languages such as Silt’e and Alaba may be attributed to intermarriage or other 
kinds of social interaction. There were no monolingual speakers of K’abeena among the interviewees. 

Most interviewees’ parents in each location are mother tongue speakers of K’abeena (for details, 
please see table 3 and the notes below it). 
 

Table 3: First Language of Respondents’ Parents 
 Father  Mother  
Languages K’ WG Total K’ S/W WG Total 
Number 19 1 20 16 2 1 19 
Percentage 95 5 100 84 11 5 100 

 
Note:  1. Two of the respondents’ mothers died when the respondents were small children; one 

respondent does not have any idea about her mother’s first language. 
2. Two of the respondents’ fathers died when the respondents were small children, but they 
know about their fathers’ first languages. 
3. Abbreviations: K’= K’abeena, WG=West Gurage, S/W= Silt’e or Wolane 
4. Wolane is at least the closest speech variety to Silt’e, if not a dialect of Silt’e. 
5. Parents whose first language is different from K’abeena are from other ethnic groups (outside 
K’abeena). For example, the father of one respondent is Gurage while his mother is K’abeena. 

 
All the spouses of the interviewees and most of their children are mother tongue speakers of K’abeena 
(See table 4 and the notes below it). 
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Table 4: First language of the respondents’ spouse and children 
 Spouse Children  
Languages K’ K’ Am Or Total 
Number 12 8 2 1 11 
Percentage 100 73 18 9 100 

 
Note: 1. 8 respondents are unmarried, and 12 respondents are married. 

2. One respondent in Wolk’it’e has an infant child and so could not name his child’s first 
language. 
3. Am= Amharic, Or= Oromo, K’= K’abeena 

 4. Two respondents whose children have Amharic as their first language are from Wolk’it’e while 
the one whose children have Oromo as their first language is from Sokoro. 

Comments on Tables 3 –4: 
The use of K’abeena as a native language is dominant in the generation of the interviewees as well as 
their parents. As a language to be passed on to the children, K’abeena is more important than any other 
language. Some children have Amharic or Oromo as their first language for some reason; the children of 
3 respondents have other languages as their mother tongue though both parents are mother tongue 
speakers of K’abeena. On the other hand, all respondents are mother tongue speakers of K’abeena though 
some respondents have parents whose mother tongue is different from K’abeena. 

Two respondents in Wolk’it’e have children whose mother tongue is Amharic. These children were 
born and live in the town and have no contact with K’abeena in the countryside. On the other hand, one 
respondent in Sokoro has children whose mother tongue is Oromo. These children were born and live in 
the countryside of Sokoro. This can be interpreted to mean that Oromo may be a real threat to 
K’abeena’s use in the Sokoro area in the long run. 

As for interpreting the percentages, denominator differences should be taken into consideration. 
Comparing and contrasting the percentages merely as they are may lead to wrong conclusions, as the 
calculations are based on different denominators. 

To conclude, K’abeena is strong and it is still the mother tongue for almost all K’abeena children in 
both locations. 
 
Table 5 summarizes languages spoken by the parents, siblings and children of respondents. 
 

Table 5: Languages spoken by the parents/siblings/children of the respondents other 
than their first language (including respondents for comparison) 
(Numbers of individuals in brackets) 
Languages Respondents By fathers By mothers By siblings By children 
Oromo 11 (13) (12) (9) (3) 
Amharic 17 (10) (3) (7) (5) 
West 
Gurage 

8 (8) (8) (7) (1) 

Silt’e or 
Wolane 

5 (3) (3) (1) (0) 

Alaba 2 (1) (0) (0) (0) 
Kambata 2 (0) (0) (0) (0) 

Comments on Table 5 
This table shows that multilingualism is common in K’abeena society. Only one respondent stated that 
his mother is monolingual in K’abeena. 

As for West Gurage and Oromo, location matters; West Gurage (Sebat Bet) is widely spoken in the 
Gurage area while Oromo is a language of wider communication in the Sokoro area. 
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One person may speak one or more languages as a second language. For example, the sum of 
numbers under the “By fathers” column is 35, which is 15 more than the number of respondents (20). 
This shows that the same father may have Oromo plus Amharic or some other languages as a second 
language. The same holds true for respondents, mothers or siblings. The children of eight interviewees, 
as mentioned above, have K’abeena as their mother tongue. Out of these eight interviewees, however, 
three of them (in Sokoro) have children whose second language is Oromo while five of them (from 
Wolk’it’e) have children whose second language is Amharic. One interviewee in Wolk’it’e has children 
who can speak West Gurage in addition to Amharic. 

2.3 Language use  

The situation with respect to language use is summarized in the following tables (6-9). 
 

Table 6: Languages used within the family 
 With father With mother 
Languages K’ K’/Or K’/Am K’ K’/Am K’/Or K’/W CH 
Number 16 1 1 13 2 1 1 1 
Percentage 89 5.5 5.5 72 11.2 5.6 5.6 5.6 
   
 With siblings With spouse With children 
Languages K’ K’/Or K’/Am K’/W K’ K’ Am Or 
Number 15 2 2 1 12 8 2 1 
Percentage 75 10 10 5 100 73 18 9 

 
Note: 1. Abbreviations: K’= K’abeena, Or= Oromo, Am= Amharic, W= Wolane, Ch= Chaha (Chaha 

is a dialect of West Gurage/Sebat Bet) 
 2. Regarding language use with parents, the number is limited to 18 since two fathers and two 

mothers, as mentioned above, died when the respondents were small children. 
 3. Regarding language use with spouses, the number is limited to 12 since 8 respondents, as 

mentioned above, are not married. 
 4. With regard to children, the number is limited to 11 since one respondent only has an infant 

child. 

Comments on Table 6 
From Table 6, it can be seen that language vitality is quite high in both locations. While K’abeena is the 
language predominantly used when communicating with the spouses, Oromo, Amharic, Wolane or 
Chaha are used in addition when communicating with parents, siblings or children. K’abeena is the only 
language used when communicating with spouses as all 12 married respondents and their spouses are 
mother tongue speakers of K’abeena.  

Again, percentages were calculated using different denominators. Denominator differences should be 
taken into account. Otherwise, the numbers may lead to a wrong conclusion. Generally, however, 
K’abeena is the dominant language used within the family regardless of location. 
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Table 7: Languages used with friends, in the village and with elders 
 With friends In the village With elders 
Languages K’ K’/O

r 
K’/Am Or K’ K’/O

r 
K’/Am K’ K’/Or 

Number 15 2 2 1 17 2 1 18 2 
Percentage 75 10 10 5 85 10 5 90 10 

Comments on Table 7 
The table on language use in communal life confirms that elderly K’abeena people, especially in the 
countryside, are primarily addressed in K’abeena, while language use in the village and with friends 
reflects the mixed population in the villages. Generally speaking, Oromo use occurs in Sokoro where 
K’abeena people are seen as a minority group. 
 

Table 8: Languages used at the local market/in towns and with the 
administrators of the area 
 At local market/in towns With administrators 
Languages Or Am/Or Am/WG/K’ Am Or Am/K’ Am 
Number 9 1 9 1 10 8 2 
Percentage 45 5 45 5 50 40 10 

Comments on Table 8 
Here again, location makes a difference. In town, where matters of administration are concerned, the use 
of Oromo is dominant in Sokoro, while Amharic or K’abeena is used more in the Gurage Zone. In 
addition, West Gurage and K’abeena are used at the local market in the Gurage Zone, but Oromo is the 
market language in Sokoro. Generally, Oromo use is found in the Sokoro area while the use of West 
Gurage or K’abeena is found in the Gurage Zone. In the SNNPR, West Gurage and K’abeena are on an 
equal footing. In Sokoro, however, Oromo has the upper hand over K’abeena. 
 

Table 9: Language use when dreaming, praying at home, angry or counting 
(Numbers of individuals in brackets) 
 K’ Or K’/Am K’/Or Am K’/Or/A

m 
Dreaming (17) (2) (1) (0) (0) (0) 
Praying (18) (0) (1) (1) (0) (0) 
Angry (16) (0) (3) (1) (0) (0) 
Counting (16) (0) (2) (0) (1) (1) 

Comments on Table 9 
K’abeena is the dominant language in other domains of language use. In general terms, location is 
irrelevant to these domains. 
 

2.4 Language Attitudes 

For the K’abeena people outside marriage is generally acceptable. However, choices for intermarriage 
vary with location; K’abeena people in Sokoro prefer to marry Oromo while those in Wolk’it’e are 
inclined to marry Gurage, as they live together. 

All interviewees in both locations have a positive attitude towards their mother tongue as well as to 
Amharic. They would like to learn in their mother tongue. They would like to learn Amharic as well, as 
it is the national language. 
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As for learning West Gurage and Oromo, location matters. K’abeenas in Sokoro would like to learn 
Oromo, since it is the language of instruction in schools in the Oromiya Region. On the other hand, those 
from around Wolki’t’e have a positive attitude toward West Gurage, the trade language in that area, 
though they do not want to learn it in schools. 

2.5 Attitudes to Dialects 

Regarding dialect variation in K’abeena, all subjects who were interviewed mentioned that there is some 
dialect variation although it is not significant. The differences between the two locations are attributed 
to their separation in space and time. Regardless of their geographical separation, people in both 
locations still see each other as one and the same ethnic group. 

All subjects stated that there is a historical relationship between K’abeena and Alaba and/or that the 
K’abeena and Alaba people share common ancestors, but there is no historical relationship between 
K’abeena and Kambata. In addition, out of the 20 people interviewed, 6 of them mentioned that their 
language is much more similar to Alaba than to Kambata. The remaining 14 interviewees, however, said 
that they have no clear picture as to the linguistic relationship between K’abeena and Alaba or Kambata 
since they have not had any contact with Alaba or Kambata people so far. Here, one needs to keep in 
mind that both Alaba and Kambata are somewhat distant geographically from K’abeena. No one 
expressed any opposition to the idea that K’abeena and Alaba are linguistically related. However, it 
seems questionable whether K’abeena is a dialect of Kambata. 

As far as ethnic and linguistic identity is concerned, the SNNP Regional State officially recognizes 
both K’abeena and Alaba as separate groups; hence, K’abeena and Alaba, despite the linguistic similarity, 
are to be considered as separate languages as there is a strong relationship between language and 
identity. Moreover, K’abeena is taught as a subject at some schools in the Gurage Zone. 

2.6 Language Vitality 

The K’abeena speech variety is alive and strong in both locations. According to Sokoro interviewees, 
however, K’abeena is increasingly under threat from Oromo in that area, where K’abeena people are in 
the minority. K’abeena children in Sokoro learn in Oromo. Moreover, the younger people in the Oromiya 
part of the K’abeena area tend to speak Oromo. All of these factors act against K’abeena in the Oromiya 
Region. The people in Sokoro expressed some doubt about whether the generation to come will use 
K’abeena, as Oromo has the upper hand over K’abeena in that particular location. 

2.7 Interest in the development of K’abeena 

All interviewees expressed their interest in the development of the language and said that they would 
buy publications in K’abeena. Specifically, they mentioned that they would like publications related to 
their history, religion and oral literature. 

A K’abeena radio program would be very much welcomed. In addition to K’abeena, the interviewees 
stated that they would like their children to learn Amharic and English. Interviewees from Sokoro stated 
that they would like their children to learn Oromo, too. 

Summary 

• K’abeenas are Muslims. 
• Geographically, K’abeena is separated into two areas. However, the people in each location accept 

the others as members of their own ethnic group. 
• K’abeenas call themselves Wanba and their language Wanbasana. Both K’abeena and Wanba are 

neutral. Presently, the officially recognized name is K’abeena.  
• Multilingualism is common in K’abeena society. Among the second languages, Oromo may have a 

negative impact on K’abeena use in Sokoro in the long run since children learn in Oromo there. 
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Further, K’abeena people in Sokoro are a minority group in the area, which has an additional impact 
on the use of K’abeena. 

• According to the interview subjects, there is some dialect variation in K’abeena, specifically between 
the two locations. However, all speakers can understand each other. In other words, the dialect 
variation is not problematic as far as intelligibility is concerned. 

• Linguistically, K’abeena is closer to Alaba than to any other speech variety. The question of how 
close they really are is not yet established. Investigation is needed to determine whether the two 
speech varieties are dialects of the same language or whether they are just closely related languages. 
K’abeena and Alaba are officially recognized as separate groups both ethnically and linguistically. 
From the linguistic point of view, however, it seems that further investigation is still needed into 
how close they really are. 

• The K’abeena people have a positive attitude towards their mother tongue. K’abeena is taught as a 
subject in some schools in the Wolk’it’e area, but there was no evidence of the use of K’abeena in 
schools in Sokoro. 

 
The following section discusses the implications of the information discussed above with regard to 
further language development projects. 

2.8 Conclusions and recommendations 

K’abeena is strong and vital in both locations. People in both locations have a positive attitude towards 
their mother tongue and Amharic. They would like to learn in their mother tongue. They would like to 
learn Amharic, too. In addition, people in Sokoro would like to learn Oromo. However, Oromo is not 
important in the Gurage area. 

All interviewees from both locations expressed their interest in language development. Presently, 
K’abeena is officially recognized as a separate group, both ethnically and linguistically. Further, K’abeena 
is taught as a subject in some schools in the Gurage Zone, though K’abeena children in Sokoro learn in 
Oromo. 

There are 3 positive factors for language development: Language vitality, the people’s interest in 
developing their language and official recognition of the language. Possibilities and opportunities for 
future language development are wide provided that the situation remains the same. Here, it is wise to 
look at the implications of dialect variation and its impact on further language development. 

There is some dialect variation in K’abeena between the two locations. However, dialect variation is 
not problematic as far as intelligibility is concerned, and people in both locations see each other as one 
and the same ethnic group. Therefore, the same literature could be used in both locations. In other 
words, both locations could be included in one language development project, as dialect variation would 
not affect future development plans. 

According to Crass (2001) and six interviewees, K’abeena is closest to Alaba linguistically. The 
question of how close they really are needs to be answered. It seems that the two speech varieties are 
closely related languages if not dialects of one language. Also, respondents claimed that the K’abeena 
and Alaba people share common ancestors. However, using the same literature is questionable since 
K’abeena and Alaba are officially recognized as separate groups both ethnically as well as linguistically. 
K’abeena and Alaba language development in the future could still be related, at least by adaptation of 
literature. Therefore, it would be advisable to consider both K’abeena and Alaba simultaneously 
beforehand, regarding possible future language development plans. 
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