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ABSTRACT 

This thesis deals with the comparison of the Wajerat Tigrigna dialect vs . 

the standard Tigrigna dialect which is used in mass media , as a medium 

of instruc tion in schools, etc. I t contains five chapters. The first ch a pter 

is the introduction; chapter two is a review of the lite ra ture; chapter 

three is part one of the data a nalysis; ch apter four is part two of the data 

analysis; and the last chapter is a conclusion and recommendation. The 

study provides phonologica l, grammatical and other comparisons. It a lso 

discusses whether and in what ways Wajerat Tigrigna is nearer to Ge'ez 

than the Tigrigna dia lect that currently serve.; as standcu d 
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CHAPTER ONE 
1. Introduction 

Languages that lack the prestige of use in the press, In literature, as a 
medium of instruction in schools or are not recognized as a literary 
language are often called dialects. Correspondingly, although it can be 
debated whether any Tigrigna dialect in Ethiopia truly deserves the name 
'standard', for the purposes of this study the researcher will take as 
'standard' what currently serves as a standard (see :;ec. 2.2). Thus, the 
goal of this research is to investigate how the Tigrigna dialect of Wajerat 
differs from what we hereafter call standard Tigrigna and in what 
respects it seems more archaic than the standard. 

1,1 Background of the study 

There is a popular proverb in Tigrigna that says 'Tigrigna was born in 
Adwa, became sick in Agame, severely sick in Enderta and finally was 
buried in Raya.' This is just to express metaphorically how the dialects 
are va.'ied. Moreover in the conference proceedings voh..!!ne Mas'na'atitat 
K'adamay Symposium Tigrigna, Ha ile Michael & Gebre Medhin (1994a) 
discuss briefly some of the dialectal variations of Tigrigna. Tarekegn 
(2005) states this phenomenon as follows: 'The dialect of Wajerat people 
differs from those of Tigrigna speakers of Northern and Western part of 
Tigray region.' Bender et al. (1976: 108) also say that 'Tigrigna has several 
dialects which seem to differ much more among themselves than do the 
dialects of Amharic.' Sapir (1949: 151) confirms this observable fact: 'No 
language can be spread over a vast territory or even over a ,::ollsiderable 
area without showing dialectic variation.' 
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1.2 Language change and the formation of dialects 

There is nothing that can resist change, either in the physica l universe or 

in human life . However, language change is not usua lly perceptible in a 

single generation. 'Linguistic changes tend to be the result of two 

equivalent forms coexisting as variants for some t ime, and one giving way 

to the other' (Schendl 2001:3). As Holmes (1 992 :2 11) suggests, what 

happens is that speakers a nd writers make innovations in the language 

they use, rather than the language changing as an autOl"omous entity. 

Hawkins (1984:257) notes that not a ll speakers alter the sound of a word 

in a particular language at the same time . The cr.allge happens 

gradually; some speakers may accept it quickly, others later and some 

may reject it entirely. This kind of uneven distribution of sound 

difference causes the rise of dia lect difference. 

Linguistic cha nge ta kes place at a ll levels of la ngu age : in phonology, 

morphology, syntax and semantics (Campbell 2004:6-7; Schendl 

200 1:25). Whenever a change occurs at one level of a la nguage that level 

also influences another level at the same time. It is through these types 

of cha nges that a language diversifies from a single language to different 

dialects and ultimately to different lan guages c'ler the cc;,.:rse of lime . 

Linguistic diversification refers to how a single 2.':1Cestor 

language (a proto-language) develops dialects which i1'l time 

through the accumulation of changes become distinct 

languages (sister languages to one another, df!l.!ghter 

languages of the proto-language), and how tb:-ough 

continued linguistic change these daughter languages can 

diversify and split up in to daughters of their own (members 

of a subgroup of the family). (Campbell 2004 :2 11 -2 12) 

Interestingly, Hudson (1992 :2 11) explains lan guage variation in three 

interrelated ways : over time, in physical space, a nd socially. 

I 
I 
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1.2 Language change and the formation of dialects 

There is nothing that can resist change, either in the physical universe or 
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s ingle generation. 'Linguistic chan ges tend to be the result of two 

equivalent forms coexisting as variants for some time, and one giving way 

to the other' (Schendl 200 1:3) . As Holmes (1992:211) suggests, what 

happens is that speakers and writers make innovations in the language 

they use, rather than the language changing as a n autnromous entity. 

Hawkins (1984:257) notes that not all spea kers a lter th e sound of a word 

in a particular language at the same time. The c:[,arlge happens 

gradually; some speakers may accept it quickly, others later and some 

may reject it entirely. This kind of uneven distribution of sound 

difference causes the rise of dialect d ifference. 

Linguistic change takes place at a ll levels of language: in phonology, 

morphology, syntax and semantics (Campbell 2004:6-7; Schendl 

200 1 :25). Whenever a change occurs at one level of a language that level 

a lso influences another level at the same time. It is through these types 

of changes that a language diversifies from a single la nguage to different 

dialects and ultimately to different languages Gver the CG ... :rse of lime. 

Linguistic diversification refers to how a single 2.C1cestor 

language (a proto-language) develops dialects which ii'. time 

through the accumulation of changes become distinct 

languages (sister languages to one another, dA.l.lghter 
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continued lingui~tic change these daughter languages can 
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Interestingly, Hudson (1992:211) expla ins language variation in three 

interrelated ways: over time, in physical space, and socially. 
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1.3 Language contact 

The most frequent type of linguistic borrowing involves loan words, which 

can enter a language as a result of various political and cultural factors 

(Schendl 2001) . But borrowing goes beyond the limited scope of lexical 

replacement; it can also involve linguistic elements: 

Borrowing, however, is not restricted to just lexical items taken 
from one la nguage into another; any linguistic ma terial-sounds, 
phonological rules, grammatical morphemes, syn tactic patterns, 
semantic associations, discourse strategies or wha.tever-can be 
borrowed, that is, can be taken over from a foreign language so 
that it becomes part of the borrowing language (Campbell 2004:64) 

Thus Tigrign a was certa inly influenced by a Northern Agaw 5ubstratu.n 

(Hetzron (1972) and Appleyard (2006)) . Amharic has a lso influenced 

Tigrigna as an adstratum, in that it is the official langu age of the 

Ethiopian government (Bender et al. 1976). 

1.4 The language and the speech community 

The origin of the Tigrigna speech community, like that uf Ethio-Semitic in 

general, is traced back to southwest Asia. Mekonnen (1994:58-59) puts it 

somewhat differently: 'The Sa beans, Habashaites and Agazia ns who 

came from Southern Arabia during the first millennium B.C. introduced 

cultural a nd linguistic influences which created the Semito-Cushitic 

cultural synthesis and probably accelerated the proc:e8s of Etate 

formation In Northern Ethiopia.' For some scholars th ere are 

controversial issues regarding the origin of the 'i'lgl-igl1a-speaking 

community. Solomon (1994:85-95) opposes the view that the origin of the 

community is outside Ethiopia, citing Bernal (1988) in his book Black 

Athena. However, most scholars agree that Ethiopia is not the origin of 

the Ethio-Semitic languages . Lambdin (1 978 : 1) states: 'The Semitic 

presence in Ethiopia is most 'plausibly explained as the result of 

migrations from South Ara bia in the form of commerciai colonizations 

3 
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beginning possibly as ear ly as the middle of the first millennium B.C.' 

Daniel Mehari (1994:4 7) shares the same view: 'A group of south Semites 

crossed the Red Sea in the early times, settled down in Eritrea a nd 

Tigray, mixed with the indigenous people mainly, CUSh;hC population.' 

Tigrigna is one of the modern Ethio-Semitic languages of Ethiopia 

including Tigre (now in Eritrea), Amharic, Harari, Gurage, Gafat, a nd 

Argobba (Moscati et a l. 1964). It belongs to the North Ethio-Semitic sub­

family. 

Tigrigna seems to have first been written down in the 13 th century 

(Kellom et al. 2007), but its major development as a written la nguage 

began in the 19 th century. As Kellom et al. explain, the factors that 

helped to develop written Tigrigna were: 

1. When writers wanted to rewrite the chron icles of th e saints, they 

used to mix Tigrign a with the origina l material. For instance, 

Abune Yoha nnes Debre Tsige's work was a mixture of Ge'ez and 

Tigrigna. 

2. Religious documents were tra n s lated. For example, Abune Samuel 

Guba za Eyerusalem (1838) tra nslated Wdngei l'-()hanes intu 

Tigrigna, and Debtera Matewous za Aclwa (11:$64) a nd produced a 

gospel translation with the title Wdngelat. 

3. The introduction of the printing press by the Catholic missionaris 

in Massawa in 1863 and the Swedish missionaries in northern 

Massaw&. 

As a resu lt of these factors, Tigrigna written materia ls increased in the 

late 19t11 cen tury; for instance, Mds'hafii Tami-t.;Jrt i KlrJStos (500 copies) 

a nd iVICis "hafii Fidiil (1500 copies) were published . The preaching of the 

clergy, which says that Ge'ez W F.lS given to Adam from God, led to the 

weakening of Tigrigna; the continuing use of Ge'ez as a church and court 

language reinforced the process (Mekonne'"j 1994:58-~'1). In addition, 

4 
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Ullendorff (1955:22) says that the main reason that Tigrigna remains as 

a spoken language only is the dominance of Amharic and Ge'ez. 

Starting in the 19th century, missionaries published different religious 

materials including the Bible and some songs in Tigrigna. For instance, 

the Catholic mission first published religious books in 1854 at the new 

printing press established in Keren (now in Eritrea). According to Tesfay 

Negash (1987) cited by Tesfay Baria Gabir (1994:39), Tigrigna-Italian 

educational books written by the Catholic mission started to be 

published in 1912, but these were all direct translations from Italian 

publications at home with no change in content. As regards literature, 

there was no further development during the Italian occupation. 

However, after the British took control of Eritrea in 1948, they opened 

schools which taught in Tigrigna with materials prepared by Eritreans. 

On top of that, Tigrigna newspapers began to be published by Eritreans 

who had been taught by missionaries. These helped the development of 

Tigrigna literature. Under the British, conditions were better for the 

development of Tigrigna literature in Eritrea than under the Italians. 28 

schools were opened by the British and 58 Eritrean teachers were 

assigned to them. Conversely, after Eritrea was joined with Ethiopia by 

federation, the medium of instruction in the schools was changed to 

Amharic and the development of Tigrigna was retarded . Even so, about 

250 religious books, educational books, and others were written in 

Tigrigna during the federation period. Conditions dul'ing the armed 

struggle of both the Tigray People's Liberation Front and the Eritrean 

People's Liberation Front (17 years in Tigray, 30 years in Eritrea) were 

again favorable for the renaissance of Tigrigna literature (So)omon 

1994:93). 

5 



Tigrigna is the national official language of Eritrea and a regional official 

language in Ethiopia (Tigray region). It has been used as a medium of 

instruction in primary education both in Tigray and Eritrea s ince the 

downfall of the Derg regime. However, Tigrigna is a language with more 

than one variety that diverges widely from one another, both from one 

zone to the next and within a single zone. Moreover, Wajerat Tigrigna is 

quite distinct from th e Tigrigna generally spoken within the Wareda 

where Wajerat itself is found. Wajerat is situated in the southeastern 

part of Tigray region in the Southern zone, particularly in what is today 

called h intalo-Wajerat Wareda (Tarekegn 2005) . The Wajerat people are 

heavily dependent on farming. The topography is characterized by rugged 

terrain intersected by ravines and rivers . 
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Wajerat teenager in local dress 
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Wajerat woman in local clothing 
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1.5 Statement of the problem 

Other Tigrigna speakers consider the Wajerat Tigrigna dialect as a n odd 

sort of la nguage , This is because a lmost every sentence contains m a ny 

differences as opposed to the standard dialect, But the Wajerat people 

feel proud of their language, Moreover , they claim that their Tigrigna is 

the nearest dialect to Ge'ez, 

The Wajerat people are unique not only in their own language but a lso in 

social, cultura l and politica l practices, They have long oeen relatively 

independent and equality is a strong and institutionalized social value , 

Until the end of Emperor Haile Selassie 's regime they h ad their own form 

of adminis tra tion which the whole communil.y respected , Wajerat women 

also had their own powerful institution , called the dd~arUi. The Wajerats 

held democratic elections every year for every level of administration. No 

Wajerat person acting on behalf of the community was a llowed to accept 

a ny present or title, even from the king, without the consent of the 

communi ty, 

Wejerat elders say that a few of th e Wajerats originally immigrated from 

Amhara, Tigray and Agaw, This cla im correlates with the names of som e 

p laces in Wajerat territory like Bet-Amha ra, Adi-Qayei-" Ago, etc , The 

Wajer2.t people a re a lmost a ll members of th e Orthodox Church ano a re 

strong and conservative believers, 

There are interesting folk etymologies concernIng the name Wajera t. 

According to Tarekegn (2005) the n a me Wajerat originated from a 

combina tion of the two words Wajja 'arat in which Wajja is the n ame of a 

pla ce and 'arat means dinner in Amharic- i,e th e dinne r of people from 

lVqiio , Others believe tha t this name originated from the combination of 

the [\Vo words Waye 'wow!' and zamt 'demons', y ielding Way e-Zarat and 
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thus Wajerat. The present researcher does not accept these vIews (see 

chapter three on the etymology of Wajerat). 

There exists an old Ge'ez manuscript (Gad/a Ydm'ata) which provides early 

information about Wajerat society. This manuscript, of which the original 

is thought to have been written by Saint Yared in the 6 th century and 

which is found in Wajerat in the church of C'ark'os Hala, reads as 

follow5: 

>t.~;7,}h'/ h9ufJ'flh ~1.?'}'}·)' OJ;h"'1'1uCTD. '}vlh {f'q t'I~.? ~,AU9u,), 

M'm'} OJ~'P.7 ~1:"C,}tlfCTD' OJc!'q (7D71\ CTDqC OJ !'%''-J =i16.Ci' 'b7A 

hhA ,eh·'} IHl1l'JCh '}U'/'l. '}-r>tCTD'} flfJl'l"'}'h '}Vlh tn·,· ~19u, 

OJIHlf'h OJ,efll'l~CTD' ~15'.'L!q,f' 'fl~I'J'} ~1 .. e;..:r.~· ~19u7)'jCTD' I'lhCTD 11/'."'.1'.' 

)'jCTD' n6.j' 5'. CMh·CTD. un· OJM,CTD h.t.'" .~· h·CTD· ~vI · 'Ifl · ... 

Pilla r of Mount Tiat'ron, our teacher Master Y::>m'ata, because 

you have saved us from conflict of demons and their diseases, 

take seventy long-horned fat bulls, sevenLy 'megela' [about 700 

kilo] of honey and seventy 'mesfer' [about 70 quintals] of grain 

as a gift. Besides, we believe in your prayer. My blessed 

children, if you are willing, give willingly; if you are not willing, 

do not give". 

This text, presumably addressed to people living in Wajerar in the 6 th 

century, describes practices which were still common in Wajerat until 

very recently. Some of the ways the Wajerat people administer 

themselves, behave with their neighbors and pay their taxes are 

indicated in this manuscript. Unlike their ne:ghbors the Wajerat$ used to 

pay their taxes in kind (honey, bulls and grain) and in the exact amounts 

specified above, up to the end of the reign of Emperor Haile Sellasie. 
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Their strong and organized administrative system made the Wajerat 

united and conservative in culture, and so probably also in language. 

This is the social and historical background of the linguistic study which 

follows. The study focuses on the following questions: 

1. What are the special phonological features of Wajerat Tigrigna? 

2. What are the morphological features? 

3. Are there special syntactic features too? 

4. Is Wajerat the dialect nearest to Ge'ez? If so, why? 

Wajerat girl 

1.6-l!r1ethodology 

The study was based on a careful selection of localities and informants in 

Wajerat and the use of linguistic questionnaires, informal interviews, 

tape recorder and video tape. Although the researcher had already 
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consulted native speakers who were university students, the informants 

for the present study were mainly elders who were born in the vicinity 

and had little or no forma l education. The intention was to re('ord speech 

that is minima lly affected by outside pressure or by mRSS media a nd 

other ma nifes tations of con tact. Tigrigna, Ge'ez and Amharic dictionaries, 

textbooks and other documents were used as well. In the a na lysis of the 

data I was greatly helped by consultation with two Wajera t speakers at 

Addis Ababa University, Hagos Abreha of the Linguistics Department 

(Philology) and Haile Gezae of the Department of Ethiopian La nguages 

a nd Literat.ure (DELL). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2. Review of literature 

2.1 Standard and non-standard dialect 

Since it is commonplace for a language to be variablp., it is a lso possible 

to classify this variability depending on specificities like age, sex, and 

social status of individuals or groups based on geographical. genetic or 

historical criteria. It is these parameters which create the dialect 

differences within a single language. 

It is important at the outset to con sider h ow linguists view th e concept of 

dialect. Sapir (1 949: 150) states how dialects are formed: 'Now dialects 

arise not because of the mere fact of individual variation but because two 

or more groups of individuals have become sufficiently disconnected to 

drift apart, or independently, instead of together.' In addition, Chambers 

and Trudgill (1980:6) say that wh enever one moves even a short 

distance, it is possible to observe greater or lesser differences in the 

language the people use. It is not only geographica lly being near or 

distant that can cau se dialect formation, but other states u' affairs too. 

As Schneider (2003:234) states, 'I suppose tllat New En~:ishes emerge in 

characteristic phases that ultimately result in new dialect fOfina tion, a nd 

that the entire process is driven by identity reconstructions by the 

pa r ties involved that are to some extent determined by similar 

parameters of the respective contact situations.' Dia lect refers to varieties 

which are different phonologically, grammatically and lexically from other 

varieties . In addition, Wardhaugh (1992:37) defines d ia lect as 'a 

subordinate variety of language, so that we can say that Texas English 

and Swiss German are respectively dia lects of English and German .' 

As fa r as Tigrigna dialects are con cerned, there are two brief early studies 

of the dialects of Hamasen and Tanben (Praetorius 1874, Littmann 1908); 
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neither one is close to Wajerat. Bender et al. (1976) assume that the 

Tigrigna language has many dialectal varieties . Similarly, LF.slau (1941:1) 

says: 

There is no common Tigrigna language; there are many closely 

related dialect forms. Their differences are phonological, 

morphological and syntactical as well as lexical, but all those who 

speak Tigrigna can understand each other. 

As far as the researcher's knowledge is concerned, there is no detailed 

study that states how many Tigrigna varieties exist. UllendoI'ff (1985:17) 

writes: 'On the dialectology of Tila I must, unfortuna tely, remair, as 

impressionistic as I was thirty years ago in my Semitic Languages of 

Ethiopia [po 27J since little or no serious work on this subject has been 

carried out in the interva l.' Although the present researcher did not see 

this article until his own research was essentially finished, the May-C'aw 

verb as described in Voigt (2006) is very similar to Wajerat in many ways. 

Among the Tigrigna dialects, Wajerat Tigrigna seems highly distinctive. 

Degafi (2009) calls Wajerat Tigrigna to'u language. This is because, 

unlike other dialects of Tigrigna, Wajerats say to 'u? meaning, 'what is 

it?'. Moreover, although Wajerat Tigrigna has a great many words that 

are identical to other Tigrigna varieties, it is quite different in many ways 

in its grammatical and phonological system. In his stucy 'How do we 

standardize the dialects of Tigrigna?', Daniel Tekle Miriam (1994:267) 

states in this connection that there is no adequate litera n.::,;:: c~mcerning 

the differences and similarities of dialects of Tigrigna. This is thus a 

wide-open and virgin field of study. Amanuel (1988: 18-20) also says that 

the Tigrigna used in the eight districts of Tigray region shows visible 

differences compared to the Tigrigna of the three districts in Eritrea. 

However, he continues, the Tigrigna used in Wajerat and in Zaemel 

(=Ofla) has been changed phonetically and morphologically so that it 

needs special attention. Indeed , my own research has <;olifirmed that the 
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Tigriglla of Wajerat and of afla are very similar. The 'Vv'ajerat dialect is 

well-known for its peculiarity in other Tigrigna speakers' view; some 

people, especially from the extreme north of Tigray and from Eritrea, 

hardly understand it during their first contact with it. Aba Ya'ak'ob (cited 

by Asmerom 1994:725-6) divides Tigrigna into three main varieties as 

fo llows: 

a. Temben, Keleta Awlaelo, Enderta, part of AkeleGuzay 

b. Raya Azebo, Zaemel, Wajerat, Wagera, Waldeya [in fact, people in 

Waldeya speak Amharic, not Tigrigna; perhaps h e mean::. Alamat'a] 

c . Adwa, Axum, Shire, Seraye, part of AkeleGuzay. 

As exper.ted, there are phonologica l, lexical, morphologica,i, and '>yntactic 

differences among the Tigrigna dialects. Daniel lists the following 

phonological differences between Enderta Tigrigna (Ethiopia), in which 

Wajerat is found, and Hamassien Tigrigna (Eritrea) in the following table. 
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Region 1 2 3 Sound differences 

Hamassien kullu kiilbi kopb k ·X 

Enderta xullu Xiilbi xoXiib 

Wajerat xullu xal~i XO xo~ 

English 'all' 'dog' lstar' 

. _. 
Hamassien k'iiyy.h k'arni k'orbiit k'-q 

Enderta qiiyy.h qiirni qorbiit 

Wajerat qayy.h qarni qorpiit 

English 'red' 'horn' 1eather' 

Hamassien has's'ir has'in s'- t' 

Enderta ha~'~'ir ha~'in 

WajeTat ha(':'~'dr ha~ ·. n 

English 'short' 'iron' 

Hamassien hiiddis harisu fiirisu s-s 

Enderta haddis harisu fiirisu 

Wajerat hadd.s harsu forsu 

English 'new' 'he ploughed ' 'it was demolished' ; 

I , 
. I SO! Hamassien miis.yu hasiye hassawi 

- I--
Enderta ffiasll hasiye hasawi 

Wajerat mosul hassuw8. hassawi 

mosuyu 

English 'became late' 1 told lies' 'liar' 
I 

The Hamassien and Enderta data in the above table are taken from 

Daniel Tekle Mariam (1994:2'77), but the Wajerat forms and the glosses 

have been added in order to see Wajerat's dialectal status within 

Enderta. In this case we observe that Wajerat forsu has s, like the 

Hamass ien (Eritrea) form. However, the non -final i vowel which appears 

in both Enderta (Ethiopia) and Hamassien is changed to a in Wajerat. 
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Lexical differences 

Ya'ak'ob Gebre Eyesus (1930:6-7, cited by Daniel Tekle Mariam 

1994:277) notes that based on the things each particular region has, the 

speakers may vary in the terms they employ for them. Of course a given 

expression may not exist if the material or phenomenon does not itself 

exist. 

(NB: Several scholars specify certain points of dialect variation within 

Tigrigna, but without identifying the relevant dialects. Here and below, in 

such cases this researcher has often added the dialect name himself, 

with the notation [I]. ) 

Eritrea Enderta [11 Wajerat Getez Gloss 

s'obbuq sane siiggii I ~'iiHii siinniiyii/t'iiHii I be pure' 

s'obah naga niiga s 'obahl niigh 'morning' 

hizi Xiizi I ziixoti hiizi /xiizi I Mzi yo'oze/ke 'now' 

riixiibii 'agniiyii 'agniiyii riikiibii/'agniiyii ('to humble') 'obtain' 

tiizariibii s'awaya s'awaya s'awaya/ nagara 'speak' 

tiiriifii qiiriiyii qariiyii I s'iinhii. tiirfii l s'iinha 'remain' 

dak'k'asa harrasa hiirriisii harriisiil diiqqiisii 'sleep' 

The data in the 1 sl and 2nd columns are taken from Daniel Tekle Mariam 

(1994:277). although the specification of dialect in the second column is 

sometimes unclear or wrong. 

From the above data we can observe that all the dialects a re lexically 

related to Ge'ez, but Eritrean vs. Ethiopian Tigrigna show clear 

differences in which word they select from Ge'ez (perhaps a reflection of 

two different dialects of Ge'ez). Note also the relationship of sane and 

sdnndyd, and c'dl/d and t'dl/d. These are cognate words but sand t' in 

19 

i 

J 



( 

o 

Ge'ez have palatalized and become sand c' in these '!'ig:-:gna words. 

qaraya 'remain' is related to Amharic k'arra 'remain'. 

Ya'::lk'ob lists some words that have different meanings In different 

locations . Thus, in Tigray (according to Ya'::lk'ob th is includes Adwa, 

Axum and Shire), Enderta, Temben, Agame, Wajerat and Raya, takus 

means 'hot', which in standard Tigrigna is Tdsun or wu 'uy. In Hamassien, 

Seraye and AkeleGuzay wu'uy is the common word for 'hot'; however, in 

AkeleGuzay it also means 'notorious'. In Tigray, Enderta, Temben, 

Agame, AkeleGuzay and Seraye k'uruh means 'wealthy' but in Hamassien 

it means 'cursed, very poor.' ruba in Eritrea means 'river' but in Enderta, 

Wajerat and Raya the word for 'river' is gard[J, which the Eritreans 

however use to mean 'tree'. In Ge'ez a river is wahiz, falag (Leslau 

1987:732). In Wajerat and Raya dialects T11Bt'ri (mainly lJ~;ed by young 

people) means 'anus' but in all other dialects of Tigrigna it is used to 

mean the female sex organ, which is liamsi in both Wa]f'ra.t Fl.nd Raya 

dialects and Iiams in Ge'ez. 

Haile Michael & Gebre Medhin (1994a:283-306) mention numerous 

items that show phonological and lexical dialect variations in Tigrigna as 

follows: 

Grammatical forms 

Negative marker 

Standard 

'ay ... n 

'ay-miis'a'ku-n 

Enderta/Raya [!] 

yd .. . y 

yii-miis'a'Xll-Y 

Waje;at 

'ay ... y 

'ay-miis'a'Xll-Y 

Gloss 

' I did not come' 

The authors do not indicate which form represents which dialect, but 

according to the current researcher, the middle form s("~t(lS tv belong to 

Enderta and Raya dialects. The researcher has also added the Wajerat 
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Note that in Enderta the 'to'-form and the relative marker are the same 

(la-), and likewise in Wajerat (rb-). In Standard Tigrigna, by contrast, the 

two markers are distinct: /12- 'to'-form vs. ZiJ- 're lative'. 

Another Tigrigna dialect which shows some linguistic similarities with 

Wajerat is the dialect of afla, found in the southern zone of Tigray region. 

In afla Woreda the main language currently in use is Tigrigna, although 

the western villages that border on Wag speak Agaw and Amharic as 

well. Although the Tigrigna used in afla is not so different from that of 

central Tigray, yet there is dialectal variation (YekunoAmlak 2007:371 ). 

Data from afla and Wajerat are compared in the following table. Note in 

particular the added y in the MayMa'edo (afla) verb forms cited below. 
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ODa Wajerat Others Gloss 

dab da nab 'to' 

'dSSU 'ussu/ 'dssa ndssu/ 'he/she' 

'dssa ndssa 

'ahdna 'ahdna n;)hna 'we' 

d;)- dd- Z;)- 'who' 

hiiz xiizi/ hiizi/ h iizi, hdjji, 'now' 

hiizi hdyyi 

dd'U, d;)'a, dussu, n~'dlu, I;) 'u, 'to him, to her , to , 
d;)'atan ddssa, na'u, them (fpl)' 

d;)ssatan n;)'atan i 
--' 

d;)yya, ddyya, k;)-yyaw, 'there' 

byya kdyya d;)-yyaw 

t'abta t'ayta t'ayta 'injera' 
( 

ndxa, ndyya (3axa 'i xa, 'you a-a T ~--- .' 1 ..... , J. 0..111 

(3ii'ii ';)yyii 

Ofla Wajerat MayMa'edo Others Gloss 

(village in ODa) 
-------

biild'ii biil'ii biiYdld'ii biili'ii 'I ate' 

s'iig;)bii s'iigPii S'iiy;)gdbii s'iigibii 'I am satisfied' 
- ---

mas'a'a mas'a'a miiY;)S'd'ii mas'i'a 'T ('arr.e ' 

diidxmii diixmii/ doxmuni diiY;)x;)mii diiximii 'I am tired' 
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I ~~a I Wajerat Others Gloss 

suq 'quie t' dS Jus 

wiiziiga siid' wiigd'i, wiirii 'talk' 

mamo mammo malac 'razor' 

'ayyal gii~a'i/ biitiisii~ 'ayyal, sadra 'family' 

diiliibii diiyii~ii diiyii~ii 'he ascended' 
-

hawsiilii diimbiirii hiiwiisii 'he mixed' 

kiiray kiiriiy / buzuh buzuh 'much or many' 

'anaga-ma 'ama-x,onii-ma ';matii-x,onii-ma 'if it happened' 

x,arfo x,arfo / x,ordo gwagwid 'container of milk' 

y~'u, ya'a ~u'u, ~a'a ';)yyu, 'ayy'a 'he is, she is' 

ya- ';)la - / 'alla- / la- 'dna- 'progressive 

m a rker' 

t;)gacacarana t;)magutna tiixati';ma 'we argued' 
---,-----
ka- ka- k;)sa';), kasa'a 'until' 

kambiitii xambiitii, zaziimii, 'finished' 

wilda'a, wiidii'ii, 

fiis'iimii fiis'iimii 
--- ----------

asiikatu asokutu fiis'imu 'completely' 
-.. , ( ) ya. m. .. , ( ) ya. m. 'abayiit! 'yes' 

wo! (f.) wo! (f.) 'yes 

sir / madam!' 

24 



Ofla Wajerat Others Gloss 
, . 
~s 'us suq 'quiet' 

wazaga sa~' wag~ 'i, wara 'talk' 

mamo mammo m~lac 'razor' 

'~yyal ga~a'i/ batasa~ '~yyal, s~dra 'family' 

dala ba daya~a daya~a 'he ascended' 
- --

ha wsala dam bara. h a wasa 'he mixed' 

karay karay/ buzuh buzuh 'much or many' 

'~n~ga-ma '~ma·xona-ma '~nata-xona -rna 'if it happened' 

xarfo xarfo/Xordo gwagwid 'container of milk' 

y;)'U, y~'a ~u'u, ~~'a '~yyu, '~yy'a 'he is, she is' 

ya- '~la -/ '~lla -/ la- '::;,na- 'progressive 
I ma rker ' 

tagacacar;ma t~magutna taxati\ma 'we argued' 
c-:---
ka- ka- kasa'a, kasa'a 'until' 

{ kambata xambata, zazama, 'finished' 

wad a 'a, wad a 'a, 
I 

fas 'ama fa s 'am a , 
-- ---_._.---

asabtu asokutu fas'imu 'completely' 
-

.. I ( ) ya. m. .. I ( ) ya. m. 'abayat! 'yes' 

wo! (L) wo! (L) 'yes 

sir/madam!' 

( 
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Ghelawdewos (1994:702-703), in discussing Tigrigna d ialect geography, 

groups the dialects into isoglosses as follows: 

If we discuss Tigrinya in the context of Tigray only, Agame, Kilt­

Awlaelo and the Debre-Damo area (which also could be', called as 

the Tihlo culture) are one isogloss; Adwa, Axum, Shire as another 

isogloss and Enderta with parts of Tembien as yet another isogloss . 

But if we include the Tigrinya speaking provinces of Eritrea, the 

first isogloss mentioned above will include the Shumez3.na and 

Tsorena areas of Eritrea; the second will encompass up to the Adi­

Quala area of Seraye. 

Although it is not mentioned in this quote, the extreme south of Tigray 

including Wajerat, Raya and Ofla could be included in a third, distinct 

isogloss . 

2.2 Standard Tigrigna 

Standard language is defined as 

generally one which is written, and which has undergone 
some degree of regularization or codification (for example, in 
a grammar and a dictionary); it is recognized as a presti~ious 
variety code by a community, and it is used for H [High] 
functions alongside a diversity of L [Low] varieties . (Holmes 
1992:83) 

Regarding Tigrigna, Haile Michael & Gebre Medhin (1994b) declare that 

in order to make Tigrigna the language of communication, literature, 

science and technology, there must be an explicit developmental scheme. 
I 

Berhane Achame (1994:625) states that 'Tigrigna is not formal at this 

time'; by way of explanation he says that formal language is the language 

that should be used in the mass media. But in fact the Tigrigna that is 

used by radio and television announcers in Ethiopia is not 'formal': there 

is no standardized form as regards reading accent, word selection, etc. 
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Berhane suggests that the ability to read and write lormal Tigrigna 

should be a prerequisite for this type of job. GebreAb et a i. (2007:392) 

state that the Tigrigna currently in use is not standard bec8.u::,e official 

language planners have not been exerting sufficient pressure on teachers 

and schools, mass media, etc. regarding "proper" vocabulary, grammar 

and usage . Ghelawdewos (1994:705-707) takes a different perspective: 

In some instances , standardization-at least at the initia l 

stage-may alienate the bulk of the masses and could be 

understood only by a sector of society which is relatively 

literate and/or highly educated .... [Besides] in standardizing 

Tigrigna and enriching it, we need not always borrow foreign 

terms. We might as well adopt words used only in some 

dialect geography .... When Tigrigna is highly standardized 

one can hardly tell to which dialect geography "the language" 

belongs. 

Ataxelti (2007:225-344) finds, on the basis of interviews, that the 

attitude of Ethiopian Tigrigna speakers toward their language is 

becoming less positive . Readers prefer reading Amharic books, Amharic 

newspapers and the like to reading Tigrigna. One of the factors that 

make them have this attitude (according to the responses of the 

speakers) is that they are laughed at when they speak their own non­

standard dialects. In addition, the names of private commercial 

institutions are almost entirely Amharic names. On the role of mass 

media in language standardization in the case of the Oila dialect, 

YekunoAmlak (2007:265-283) states that since there is no superior and 

inferior language, people should not appreciate one dialect and 

depreciate another. It is not normal to feel dishonored when using one's 

own dialect. In Oila, if somebody wants to inter:ie';; a student the 

respondent wants to talk like what is written in his school bouks and the 

village leader responds like his political leader talks; the changes (to 
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standardize the language) that are happening in Ona are not healthy. 

Moreover, Texaste (1994:529-530) makes it clear that if there is an 

adversaria l relationship between two dialects, both the suppressor and 

the suppressed dialects will suffer. Additionally, care should be taken to 

prevent words of one dialect from being eliminated by a nother dialect. 

Rezene (2007:90) suggests using Ge'ez as a source for the development of 

standard Tigrigna instead of forcing all speakers to be dominated and 

swallowed up by a single dialect. 

Amanuel (1988) remarks on the language of the Tigrigna educational 

program broadcast from Mekele, which is similar to the Asmara variety 

and hence can be difficult for Tigray Tigrigna speakers, especially of the 

southern zone. 

Concerning the differences between Asrnara and Tigray Tigrigna, 

Amanuel gives examples; in the following chart, the spelling is 

reproduced exactly as given in Arnanuel, followed in brackets by the 

present researcher's own transcription corrections where necessary. 

Phonology 

Asmara Tigray Gloss 

a) kemzi [karnzi] hernzi [hamzi] 'like this' 

b) qelil [qalil] qhelil [qalil] 'easy, light' 

c) senbet [sanbat] senvet [sanpat} 'Sunday' 

Morphology 

a) nab'u lab'u 'to there' 

b) zibele [zibala ] Ie bele [l;)bala] 'who said' 

c) aykonen [ay-kwanan] yekhoney [yaxwanay] 'it is not' 

d) aykewunen [ay-kaw;)l1;)l1] ayyikhewenen [ayy-xawn;)n] 'it won't be' 

e) etewu [';)tawu] etewuta [';)tawuta] 'get in (pl.)' 

o ezi ['nil ezui ['nui] 'this' 
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Syntax 

m ;)bai;)-ku nayerii 

manyu negiroka 

Lexicon 

deqese [daqasa] 

terefe [taraf<i] 

rexebe [raxaba] 

tezarebe [tazarabii] 

allo 

b-bal;)' nayra 

m enm a negireka 

harese [harasa] 

qereye [qaraya] 

agneye [agnaya] 

tenagere [tanagara] 

eniho [':miho] 

'I would have eaten' 

'wh o told you' 

'he slept' 

'remained' 

'h e found' 

'he spoke' 

'there is ' 

The Tigray forms given here are dia lect forms, but tljl~ variety which 

currently functions as a standard in Tigray exactly resembles the Asmara 

variety mentioned in the a bove data. 

This rise to prominence of the Asmara variety happened especiaily at the 

time when Eritrea seceded from Ethiopia; Tigrigna- spea king Ethiopians 

were pressured to use the Asmara variety. Ka n e (1992: 150), in evaluating 

t.he Tigdgna m:ed in literature, writes that 'literary works in Tigrigna 

have been exclusively Eritrean. ' He explains (155) th at this was the result 

of a deliberate decision taken by the Tigray People 's Liberation Front 

(TPLF) to adhere to the written standard of Tigrigna already in use in 

Eritrea. 

And yet, as Haugen (cited in Hudson 1980: 32-33) puts ;r, a standard 

language has to pass . through a process of selection, codification, 

elaboration and (most important) acceptance. It canf!O ': "imply, b :'! 

imposed. Whatever selection mechanism may be u sed, the typical 

standard must be accepted by the speech community if it is truly to 

fulfi ll a symbolic and unifying role for the state . 
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As current studies show, Tigrigna language standardization is not in a 
good position. The studies by Ataxelti (2007) and YekunoAmlak (2007) 
indicate that some Tigrigna speakers who have a different dialect than 
the standard typically feel humiliated when using their own va:riety, and 
some of them even prefer to use a different language rather than being 
laughed at. 

2.3 Grammar of Tigrigna 

Studies on Tigrigna grammar date back at least to the second half of the 
19th century. Among these were the Tigrigna grammar published by the 
German Semitist Franz Praetorius In 187 1, the pedagogica l Tigrign a 
grammar by Francesco da Offeio In 1915 and another pedagogical 
gramma r by Mauro da Leonessa in 1928 . The best available grammar of 
Tigrigna is Leslau (1941), written almost 70 years ago . Voig' (1977) is .J. 

detailed study of th e verbal system of Standard Tigrigna. 
Although Tigrigna has the status of an official langu age of Ethiopia, there 
is a widespread feeling that it lacks a 'polished' grammar (Kassa & 
Amanuel 2003:4-8). As Adi (1989:1) puts it, 'We have grammar but few 
use it.' According to Sebhatu (1989: 11-24) Tigrigna is deteriorating in its 
formal use and is losing the color of pure Tigrigna, in part due to the 
influence of Amharic . Among the factors which allegedly "spoil" Tigrigna 
are the following two representative points: 
1. The very frequent and (as he says) incorrect usc of Ti.uy as the result of 

Amharic influence. 

Incorrect 

Correct 

Gloss 

nay sorya nay d;lgaf margas'i 

m d;lgaf margas'i sorya 

'for the support of Sorya's stand ' 
2. Frequent vowel change of ;l> i (not Amharic influence) 

bb;lrti > kib;lrti 'respected (fsg)' 
z;l-gaziifa > zi-gaziifa 'on e who is big' 
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CHAPTER THREE 

3. Data analysis 

3.1 Tigrigna phonemes 

Tigrigna according to Girmay (1983) has 29 consonant and- 7 vowel 

sounds_ Mohammed (1983) reports 21 consonant and 5 vowel phonemes 

for Raya Azebo Tigrigna; Raya Azebo borders Wajerat and shares many 

cultural and linguistic elements, so the phoneme systems might be 

expected to be similar. But Wajerat Tigrigna according to the present 

researcher has 24 consonant and 5 (marginally 6) vow;;1 sounds; this 

excludes consonant sounds which do not exist indigenously_ 

Consonant chart 

Bilabial Labio Denta l Palatal Velar Uvular I Pharyn Laryn 

dental geal geal 

VI t k , 

Stops Vd b d g 

Ej t ' k ' 
I 

VI f s S (x) q h h 

Fric Vd z • 

Ej s' 

Affrie VI n---I Vd j 

Ej t' I i I 
- I -- --

Nasals m n 

Lateral I 

I Flap r 
I -

Semi w y 

vowels L 
The symbol q is used here to represent the uvular fricative/ approximant 

of Tigrigna, not an ejective velar; some va rieties of Tigrigna use the stop 
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k', others use the fricative/approximant q. I have also included the 
sound X in the chart, although it is clearly an allophone of k. The sounds 
p, p', c, and n will not be considered as consonant phonemes in Wajerat 
Tigrigna since they are used only in loan words and/ or ideophones. 

Vowel chart 

front central back 

high it?) 0 u 

mid it 0 

low a 

High front vowel sounds (i and e) do not exist in Wajerat Tigrigna in non­
final position, but become the centra l vowels;) and a respectively. The 
vowel e does not occur at a ll. The vowel i does occur in final position 
(probably as a helping vowel), as in all other dialects of Tigrigna. Look at 
the foliowing examples: 

ST 

e>a 

mes 

i>;) 

hisab 

mizan 

But in final position: 

h;)lmi 

lahmi 

WT 

mas 

h;)sa~ 

m;)zan 

h:llmi 

lahmi 

31 

gloss 

'beer made of honey' 

'1 called' 

, maths ' 

'balance' 

'dream' 

'cow' 
I 
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3.2 Wajerat Tigrigna dialect and other languages 

Considering other languages is not the focus of this study . But the 

researcher does want to point out features that Wajerat Tigrigna s hares 

with other languages. Such sharing results from Tigrigna's genetic 

relationship with Semitic and from contact with Cushitic languages . 

Since this has an impact on the current Wajerat dialect, a few examples 

a re provided from each of the relevant la n gu ages . These a re features 

which are common to Wajerat a nd the specified la n guage . 

Wajerat and Ge'ez (see 3.3.3.) 

Wajerat and Tigre 

Wajerat Tigre Gloss 

'ana 'ana 'I' 

'ahanalhana hana 'we' 

The individual forms 'ana and 'ahma/hana occur separately in other 

Ethiopian languages , but the cooccurrence of these two first person 

pronouns (singular a nd plura l) is apparently found in Wajerat and Tigre 

only. 

Wajerat and Cushitic 

Wajerat Gloss Agaw Gloss 

'agana 'outside' 'akan 'place' 

sambra 'chickpea' sambri 'chickpea' 

gar 'a place for cattle' gar 'calf' 

gwumc'a 'ch eek' k'wamsi 'cheek' 

Wajerat Gloss Afar Gloss I 

xordo 'milking jug' hordo 'milking jug' 

hurra 'kind of singing/ d ancing' hurra 'kind of singing/ da ncing' 

'alayta 'stone' 'alayta 'stone ' 
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Wajerat Gloss Oromo Gloss 

'afaro 'hair decoration' 'afaro 'hair decoration' 

magal 'black' magal 'black' 

muC'a 'child' muC'a 'child' 

sanga 'castrated male animal' sanga 'castrated male animal' 

sar~a 'calf (muscle) , sarba 'calf (muscle)' 

d;l~artii. 'women's institution' du~ii.rti 'women' 

(For Agaw, my information is from Appleyard 2006; for Afar and Oromo, 

the information is from oral sources .) 

3.3 Wajerat Tigrigna dialect, standard Tigrigna and Ge'ez 

3.3.1 The etymology of Wajerat 

As mentioned in chapter one, two etymological suggestions have been 

made for the term 'Wajerat' as a combination of two words: 1. Wajja 

'arat and 2. Way-Zarat. The fir~t, which posits that the name Wajerat 

comes from Wajja 'arat 'dinner of people from Wajja', does not seem 

plausible: 

1. The place In question does not seem to have been settled for very 

long. According to oral sources, the age of Wajja village does not 

exceed fifty-five years. As a result, it can hardly be the source for the 

name Wajerat. 

2. Even so, how could a single short-lived occasion of a dinner plausibly 

become the source for the name of such a large area? 

The second hypothetical assumption is equally groundless as a source 

for the name Wajerat. The elders associate it with the preaching ~nd 

prayers of Abune Y;lm'ata (who converted th e Wajerat people in the 6th 

century). According to the elders, when the Abune wa::; casting aut the 

demons through prayer, the attendants at the ceremony said Way 

zarat! 'Wow demons!' Since then the place has been named Wajerat. 

33 



This hypothesis is based on an oral tradition concerning what we read 

in a Ge'ez manuscript (Gddla yam 'ataj, as follows: 

.. . ~OJ·O:-'lFD· OJO.~f'. lID · >';J'}'}t OJ·tJ<,· 07(, 1. . .1' OJHn'A OJ.~··1'/· 

o·n>. OJ)!I.·t Moe'M, ~;J'}'}t n1.e.o l7DtJ'M' oM·'/ .l'..l1"'1;h: 

Abune Y;)m'ata cast out the demons and sent them to the 

places called Raya and Zabul with the power of his cross, 

and the people of Wajerat became healed and free from 

conflicts of demons. 

This is obviously a folk etymology. What make it even more implausible 

are the names Raya and Zabul, which are in the Oromo lan.guag", . These 

place names therefore presumably originated after the Oromo migration 

in the 16 th century. 

Rather, the name Wajerat, In so far as this researcher IS concerned, 

probably comes from the people 's history of battle in defending 

themselves and the country. The location of their settlements is highly 

appropriate for military strategy. Almost all Wajerat villages are found 

at the top of hills and the like. As we will see, this is very likely relevant 

to the etymology of the word. 

If we look at Ge'ez, we find a word which is very similar to Wajerat, 

namely wagtira and its derived forms. Leslau (1987:608) f~xplain~ the 

word wdgiird as follows: 

Wagara (yawgar, yagar) , waggara aJ?/. 'throw, ston'::, ' cast, 
shoot, fire, (T) hit, strike'; wagara 'al 'ana ' fumigate, perfume with 
incense' (lit. 'throw incense '); wagara mad/a'a 'discharge a cannon'; 
lawagara, lawaggara ' be stoned'; lawagara ' throw stones at one 
another' : wagar!, act. part. of wagara; .. wagur , (G/) "'ugwr, pass. part. 
of wagara; wagr (pI. 'awgar, 'aw9artit) ' heap, mound , hill , mountain, 
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high place (of worship), altar' ; wdgral ' throwing, stoning, casting' ; 
mowgar. mugar 'stone's throw, throw'; magar' fumigations' ; 
{'ol 'ana magar, type of Geez poem consisting of nine couplets); 
mogart 'sling, catapult... means of having something 
ascend' 

Based on this, we can venture two guesses as to the etymology: from 

the perspective of the culture (less likely) or the political and military 

history of the Wajerat people. 

1. The culture: Wajerat women give special attention to their beauty. 

Among the means which they use for beautific:::.tion i"s smoking 

themselves in a specially prepared apparatus called mo't'an. In the 

mo't'an. aromatic wet wood is set on fire and the woman sits there 

with butter on the top of her head . This is just like te.king a steam 

bath. This process, like the apparatus, is called mo't'an. This is done 

twice a day. No woman should miss these chances; otherwise she 

will not be considered as a woman or she will be thought to have 

some defect. Wajerat girls never get married (except to a deacon) 

without undergoing such smoke fumigation for at least six months. 

Thus, if we recall Leslau's explanation above - wagara 'ot'ana 

'fumigate, perfume with incense' (lit. 'throw incense' - might not this 

be a possible source for the name Wajerat? 

2 . The political and military history. This is the opInIOn which the 

present researcher prefers as the reason behind the naming of 

Wajerat. As oral and, written sources relate, the Wajerat people have 

been constantly engaged in war and conflicts against enemies poth 

within and outside of the country. In these conflicts, tney made good 

strategic use of their hilly and mountainous land (see Leslau's 

definition of wagr, plural 'awgor, 'awgoral 'hill'). EqualCy well, the;r 

mode of fighting surely involved the launching of stones, bullets, etc. 

(see Leslau's definition of wagara). Therefore, the researcher is 
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convinced that Wajerat was named based on the military history of 

the people. 

Why then did the g of wiigiirii ch a nge to j? Very plausibly, this was 

done for the sake of euphemistic avoidance . In Tigrigna, wtigtirtil closely 

resembles the word wiigiirii 'h e made love to' or wilgilriit 'process of 

making love' . Articulating this word is prohibited, especia lly by women. 

So as to avoid such a tabooed word, the women may have 

euphemi-stically changed wagartil into wtijtirat. Indeed, there are two 

similar cases of euphemism among Wajerat women: 

1. There is a place called Wiiggarii , which can mean 'sexy m a le ' in 

Tigrigna. Men call it Wiiggarii, as is, but women ch a nge 

the r into y and call it wiigayii. 

2. There is also a nother place . Men call it sollah kiiriin 'penis-like 

hill' but women call it mot 'gmwat' kiiriin 'stick-out hill'. 

These cxamples show that 'vulgar-sounding' word s can indeed be 

changed in Wajerat. He re, the euphemistic change h a ppen ed through 

palatalization (g > j). 

3 .3.2 Local place-names 

There are numerous Ge'ez place-na mes in Wajerat, ;;ecnnti numerically 

only to Tigrigna place-names . The Ge'ez n a m es are relatcd semantically 

to the military history of the Wajerats but the Tigrigil8. names are 

semantically quite different. A few examples are given below: 

Ge'ez name 

1. siim'alii 

2. s'ahgfii.lam 

3 . s'iihafti 

4. mamg'iit 

5 . wiigga rii. 

Gloss 

'peace' 

'one who registers cows' 

'writers' 

'be terrified ' 

'throw, hi t , strike' 
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Tigrigna name Gloss 

'Ad i-qaygh 'home of th e red~ 

siibii~ iira 'people from Borra' 

'adi -ba ti 'home of Bati' 

'adi-mosno 'home of irrigation' 
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Discussion of the Ge'ez names: 

1. Leslau (1987:504-5) presents the definitions: s;m ', s;m'a 'peace, 

unanimity, agreement, harmony; man of peace, peaceable, like­

minded'; ... tasan'ala 'ask permission to leave ' [root sa n'alaJ. 

Siind'alii is a large village in the eastern part of Wajerat which is at 

the border of the volatile Afar region. Plausibly, this would have 

been a place where the Afar and Wajerat people would have come 

together to make peace after a period of fighting, as wa::; (and is) 

the custom. Hence, Siind'alii (I,nn would be an appropi'iate name 

for this place. Note that there is an apparent phonological problem: 

the Ge'ez word has alif, whereas the jJlace n a me ~as pharyngeal 

ayin, which are clearly distinct sounds in Tigrigna. However, there 

are cases in Tigrigna where alif can be pronounced ayin, e.g. 

nd'ay- nd'ay 'to me'. 

2. According to the Wajerat elders, s'andfalam comes from a compound 

word s'ahafe-Iaham, literally s'dhafe 'writer' + laham 'cow'. The 

say that the place is believed to have been a location where gover­

nment tax collectors used to collect taxes in kind (cattle) . The order 

of elements in this compound (Head-Dependent) shows that 

the language is neither Tigrigna nor Amharic but Ge'ez. This points 

to a continuing familiarity with Ge'ez. 

3. S'ahafti is a place which many years back used to be ;l c:ommand 

post for the government authorities. According to my informants, 

the authorities are &enerally called s'ahafti 'writers'. 

4. In the researcher's opinion the village Mamd'at reflects the Ge'ez 
I 

mama 'a 'be terrified' (Leslau 1989). Presumably this would refer · 

to the terror felt by the enemies of the Wajerat. 

5. Waggara (wagaya by women) is found in eastern Wajerat bordering 

the Afar region . According to the Wajerat elders, it wa s a battlefield 

between Wajerat and Afar. (See also sec.3.3.1.) 

37 



3.3.3 Grammatical elements 

It is instructive to compare the forms of a number of grammatical 

elements in standard Tigrigna, Ge'ez, and Wajerat: 

Standard Tigrigna Ge!ez Wajerat Tigrigna 

I 'ayyu 'is' wO}'atu 'he' pa'u 'is' 

3msg 3msg 3msg 

'ayy~ 'is' ya'ati 'she' p.'a 'is' 

3fsg 3fsg 3fsg 

'ayom 'are' wa'atomu 'they' p.'atom 'are' 

3mp 3mp 3mp 

'oyyan 'are' wa'aton 'they' po'atan 'are' 

3fp 3fp 3fp 

2 man 'who' mannu 'who' monnu \vho' 

interrogative 

pronoun 

3 xa'a, damma 'again' lall. 'every' i.ia 'again' 

adverb 

4 'aww3 'yes ' gwa 'yes' 'aw\va 'yes' 

interjection 

5 wayyo 'but' 'alia 'bue 'alia 'but' 

conjunction 

6 'onn/i 'assoc. pI' 'olla 'those of 'olli- 'assoc.pl' 

7 hansab 'once' malar 'once' ma'ari 'this 

much' 

This comparison shows that in many respects, Wajerat is closer to Ge'ez 
• 

than to standard Tigrigna. Let us discu ss these similarities briefly. 

When we examine the 3rd-person copula forms of ST and WT, as 

compared to the 3rd-person independent pronouns of Ge'ez, it is 

evident that Ge'ez and Wajerat exhibit almost identical elements. The 

functional change from pronoun (Ge'ez) to copula ("':~') is aver)' 
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common grammaticalization path. By contrast, Standard Tigrigna has a 

very different form from both Ge'ez and Wajerat; in ST the pronoun base 

is 713SS- and the copula base is 'ay-. With regard to nUlfl~)er 2, Gc'ez a>o 

in Wajerat. Number 3, geminated in Ge'ez > degeminater! in Wajerat. 4, 

Standard Tigrigna and Ge'ez are each more similar to Wajerat dialect 

than to each other, but in different ways. Concerning 5, 6 and 7 Ge'ez 

and Wajerat are a lmost identical while standard Tigrigna IS quite 

different. In number 6, the associative-plural element shows an -/- in 

both WT and Ge'ez ';lila "those of', as opposed to ST with n In 5, the 

conjunction 'alia 'but' is identical in Wajerat and Ge'ez; but it becomes 

walla in the northwestern part of Wajerat, occurs as wayya in the 

neighboring villages just outside Wajerat, and lastly it is wayyo in 

standp.rd Tigrigna. This isogloss shows us '(lila in most parts of Wajerat 

and in Ge'ez, and walla > wayya > wayyo as we proceed northward 

toward standard Tigrigna. This phonological process involves first 

labialization then palatalization, as follows: 

l.'a>wa 

2. ll>yy 

3. finally, a>o. 

! 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

4. Analysis of grammatical elements 

The dialectal features of Wajerat Tigrigna a re sorted out and analyzed 

below; including some discussion of how such differences cam e into 

being. The data a re presented in the order Standard Tigrigna (ST) 

followed by Wajerat Tigrigna (WT), but this order (ST>WT or WT>ST) 

means nothing. If there is any finding that implies a change ST>WT or 

vice versa, it will clearly be stated which one changes into which . 

4.1 Object 

The following sentences illustra te the marking of direct and indirect 

objects in ST and WT. 

4.1.1 Direct object (accusative) 

ST na-sapayt-u 

WT cil-sopoyt-u 

to wife his 

hagiz-u 

haguz-u 

helped he 

'He helped to/ for his wife.' 

na>cil ' to, for' 

4.1.2 Indirect object (dative) 

ST Mulu kara na-Kasa hipa-ta 

WT Mulu kara da-Kasa hapa-ta 

Mulu knife to Kasa she .gave her 

'Mulu gave Kasa a knife ' 
• 
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Discussion 
Kasa is the indirect object, so here rliJ! cb 'to' is dative marker. The 
prepositions rliJ! cb 'to, for' are used to indicate either the direct or the 
indirect object when prefixed to the noun . Leslau , in his discussion of ST 
(1941 :42), notes that rliJ- is used with definite direct objects but not 
indefinite; the behavior appears to be similar for WT cb- . Indirect objects 
in ST take rliJ- regardless of definiteness; again, WT appears to show 
similar behavior. 

4.2 Possession 
ST 

WT 

nay 

na 

of 

Uimlam mas'haf ta-qadid-u 
Lamlii.m mas'haf ta-qadd-u 
Lamlii.m book was. torn 

'Lemlems' book was torn.' 
nay>na 'my' 
y>0 

Possessive nay and na indicate possession in ST and WT respectively. 
However, final y is deleted in WT. This deletion of post-vocalic syllable­
final y occurs in other morphemes and contexts in WT, though not 
universally. For example: 
ST 

WT mas'ahaf-ay 
mas'allaf-a 'my book' Xoyn-u 
xon-u 'he was/he became ' k / x.ayda 
Xada 'she went' But not in the negative prefix ay- : 

ay- kayyad-an 
ay- xaday 'I will not go' 
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4.3 Pronouns 

4.3.1 Personal pronouns 

Type Person ST WT 

Subject Object Subject Object 
sing 1 ana n~'ay ana d~-'ana 

pi 1 n~h~na n~'ana 'ah~na d~-('a)h~nna 
I 
I , 

sing 2m n~ss~xa n~ 'axa '~ss~xa d~-ss~xa 

2f n~ss~xi n~ 'axi '~ss~Xi d~-ss~Xi 

pi 2m n~ss~xum , n~'axum '~ssatxum d~-ssatxum 

n~ssatkum 

2f 
n~ss~x~n, n~'ax~n '~ssatx~n d~-ssatx~n 

I n~ssatk~n 
I 

polite 2m n~ssom nd t ;:)'on1 '~ssuxum d~-ssuxum 

I 2f n~ssan ndta'an '~ss~x~n d~-ss~x~n 

-; smg 3m n~ssu nd\')'u 'ussu d-uss ll 

i 
3f n~'ssa n;:)ta'a '~ssa d~-~ssa 

pi 3m nassatom na'a 'atom 'assatom da-ssatom 
I 

3f nassattin ndta'Uin 'assatan da-ssaUin 

~ [' '' I:~ nassom nd\)'Om '~ssom d'-"'~ l1asstin I l1a'a'an '~ssan da-ssan 

I t 
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According to Leslau 's analysis of the independent pronouns in ST, the 

subject and object forms are built on different bases and are not 

structurally parallel. The subject pronouns in the 1 st person are ana, 

712nana, and are not further analyzable. The subject pronouns in the 2nd 

and 3rd person are built on a base 712SS- which Leslau (1941 :44) derives 

from nafs- (grammaticalization). The object pronouns, by contrast, are all 

built on the different base 712 'a- (1941 :43), which is similar to the dative 

preposition 712- • The picture in WT is very different, and much simpler. 

Here the object pronouns are all derived from the sUbje;:;t pronouns, by 

prefIxing c/Q- 'to' (the WT equivalent of ST 712-). This is the same process 

which in WT derives the (defInite) object form of nouns from the subjest 

form: 

subject object gloss 

noun mas'haf d:l-mas'haf 'book' 

pronoun 'ussu d-ussu 'he/him' 

In addition, in WT the 2ms and 2fs have special polite alternatives 

':lSSUxum /':lSS:lX:ln that are not found in ST (which uses the same form 

for 2nd person as for 3 rd person) . Regarding the polite form of WT, unlike 

ST, its use is based mainly on age and the personal relationship 

individuals have, not on social, economic or political status; equality 

(qanf'i) is an important principle in Wajerat, and the us/'! of the polite: 

pronouns reflects this. 

The use of the polite-form pronouns in WT is particularly interesting. , 
Even among children,. children who are friends will address each o'ther 

with the polite form, as is also the case with older friends. Adults will 

address children with the 2sg, and children who are not friends will use 

the 2sg. But if someone uses the 2sg in addressing an adult, it is usually 
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a mark of disrespect. Unlike ST, 3rd-person pronouns are never used in 

WT as a polite 2nd-person equivalent. 

Like ST, WT also has special 2nd-person vocative forms of the personal 

pronouns ('You!'): 2ms 'ata, 2fs 'ati, 2mpl 'atum, 2fpl 'at;m. "'These are 

a lmost identical to the ST forms except for lack of gemination: (ST) 2ms 

'anta or 'atta, etc, 

4.3.2 Possessive pronouns 

The possessive pronouns in ST and WT follow, with the Enderta forms 

added for contrast. These forms are used both as pronouns and 

adjectives, in all dialects. 

ST Enderta WT Gloss 

Sg 

1st natay naya nata 'my/mine' 

2ms natxa nayxa natXa 'your(s)' 

2fs natxi nayaXi natxi 'your(s)' 

2ms Pol natom nayom uatXU1TI 'your(s)' 

2fs Pol natiin nayiin natxan 'your(s)' 

3fs nata naya nata 'her(s)' 

3ms natu nayu natu 'his' 

PI 

Ipl natna nayna natna 'our(s)' 

2mpl natkum/natatakum nayxum/ nayxatkum natxum/natatxum 'your(s)' 

2fpl natkan / natatakan nayxna / nayxatkan natxan / natatxan 'your(s)' 

3mp natatom ' nayatom natatom 'their(s)' 

3fp natatiin nayatiin natatiin 'the\r(s)' 

Here we can observe that in ST and WT all ~he posses::;;','e pronouns are 

identical except in the Isg (where y is deleted in WT) and in the 2sg 

Polite. What is noteworthy here is that ST and WT are geographically far 

apart but unlike the intermediate dialect Enderta they are near-identicaL 
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Of course to the south of WT there is the Raya dialect, which is similar to 

WT in its possessive pronouns. 

4.3.3 Demonstrative pronouns 

Gender Number Near Far 

ST 

m sg ''dzi l 'azul 'azuy ''dtil ''dtuy 

f sg ''dzal ''dzi'a ''dti'a 

WT 

m sg ''dzi ''dti 

f sg ''dza'u ''dta'u 

ST 

m pI 'azom I 'azi'oml 'azi'atom ''dtom/ ''dti'om 

f pI 'azanl 'azi'at ani ''dzi'an ''dUin I ';,ti'an 

WT 

m pI ''dzatomuJ 'azomu Izomu ''dtatomu /''dtomu/tomu 

f pI ''dzatonu I 'uzonu I zonu ''dtatonu / ''dtonul tonu 

4.3.4 Indefinite pronouns 

ST 

gala 

gali 'om 

gali'an 

k 'urub 

k'>q & b>~ 

li>wu 

WT 

g'dza' 

gow'om 

gow'an 

quru~ • 

Gloss 

'something' 

'some of them' 3mpl 

'some of them' 3fpl 

'some' 

I 
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Discussion: 

gali'om> gow'om 

The alternation gali'om - gow'om can plausibly be seen as the result of 
sound change. As in Amharic, the sequence Ii has palatalzed to y, thus 
gdli'om > gay 'om. Next, y>w, that is, gay'om > gaw'om by assimilation 
to the back rounded vowel; finally, we get gow'om due to vowel harmony. 
Thus, the form became gow'om. 

4.3.5 Interrogative pronouns 

ST 

man 
, . .. anI-man 

man-a-man 

'antay 

'antawot 

na-man 

WT 

monnu 

'all-monnu 

monnuy-monnuy 

to 

tot 

da-monnu 

Gloss 

'who?' 

'who (pi)?' 

'who and who?' 

'what?' 

'what (pi)?' 

'to whom?' 
na-man-a-man da- 'all-monnu / da- monnuy-monnuy 'for who and who?' 
nay-man na monnu 'whose?' 
nay-man-a-man na ll-monnu/ na monnuy-monnuy 'whose and whose?' 
man 'ayu 

'ayanay 

monnu ~o'u 

'ayana 

man 'ayu za-bala-ka monnu ~u'u da-~ala-ka 

'who is it?' 

'who (one?)' 

'who is it who said it for 

you?' 

The above data shows numerous differences between ST and WT, but • 
perhaps the most interesting is the 'associative plural' prefix 'all- (in 'a tl­
monnu). The prefix, when used with nouns, means 'x and hi~ associates '; 
with pronouns it functions simply as a pluralizer. Forms like 'all-and 
'ann- appea r in different Ethiosemitic languages , but the r>rigi!13,1 form 
was Ge'ez 'a llii. 'those of. In WT this element has an - 1-, like Ge'ez 'a lia, 
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but unlike the " ';mniila/i of 81' (Leslau 1941 :60). Thus it IS surely an 

archaism. 

4.3.6 Relative marker 

Whereas ST u ses an element za- as relative marker, vi llages ". near WT 

instead use /a-; WT uses cb- . 

Thus: 

ST z~-

Nea r WT I~-

WT d~-

(Recall the preposition "to, for" for comparison: 

ST 

NearWT 

WT 

Examples: 

81' 

"the dog that you heard" 

NearWT 

z~-siima'ka-yo 

I~-siima'xa-yo 

d~-siima'xa-yo 

kiilbi 

xa lj3i 

xa lj3i WT 

Rel-you.heard-it dog 

"the one who stood first last year" 

ST 'ami k'iiddamay was'iu z~-niibiirii 

WT 'ami qaddomiiy wos'u d~-s'iinh-ii 

last. year first stood Rei-was 

The relative marker shows an alternation 81' za - WT cb-. Here it is 81' 

which is more similar to Ge'ez (Zo.-J. Note also that W1' u ses the IT' 3.rker 

cb- both as a relative ma rker and as the preposition and otject marker (= 

S1' m-), as already remarked in Sec. 2 .1 above; this i:;; in contrast to 
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Ge'ez, which clearly distinguishes the preposition Iii- ' to ' from the relative 

marker zd- . 

4.4 Verbs 

4.4.1 The verb 'to be' 

Let us con s ider the forms of th e verb to be (i.e. the ve rb be present, existl 

in four Tigrigna varieties including WT. 

ST Enderta near Wajerat WT Gloss 

allaxu ('alni'aXu Cal na 'iilhaxu Calna'axu ~I am' 

allana Calni'ana Calnahana ('alna'ana 'We are' 

allaxa ('alni'axa ('alna'iilhaxa Calna'axa 'You are (2m s)' 

allaxi ('alni'axi ('alna'iilhaxi Calna'axi 'You are (2fsl' 

allaxum ('alni 'axum ('alna'iilh axum ('alna'axum 'You are (2mpll ' 

a llaxan ('alni'axan ('alna'iilhaxan ('alna'axan 'Y ou are (2fpl)' 

allo Calni'o ('alnaho ('alno'o 'He is' 

a lia ('alni 'a Calnaha ('alna 'at / na'ata 'She is' 

a llawu ('alni 'awu Calnahawu Calna'awu 'They are (3m pI)' 

allawa Calni'awa Calnahawa ('alna'awa 'They are (3fpl)' 

The verb base takes the followin g form in the 4 dia lects: 

ST Enderta 

alla- ('alni-

near Wajerat 

Calna-

WT 

Note that In villages ·near Wajerat, forms having media l -h- can 

sometimes alternate (freeIY?l with forms h aving media l 

itself this alternation is not found. Rather, the internal 

from a'a to a'a. Thus: 
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Near Wajerat 

('a )nahaxu - Ca )na 'axu (I sg) 
, .. -a a-

Wajerat 

Ca) na 'axu 

-a'a-

The 3fsg form ('o)na'iit in Wajerat deviates from this patter') of -a 'a -; the 

3msg 'ono'o could be expla ined as vowel harmony. 

The endings are displayed in the following ta ble : 

ST Enderta near Wajerat 

-Xu -'axu -' a/ haxu 

-na -'ana -hiina 

-Xa -'aXa - 'iilhaxa 

-Xl - 'axi - 'iilhaXi 

-xum -'axum -' al haxum 

-xan -'axan -' al haxan 

-0 -'0 -ho 

-a -'a -ha 

-wu -'awu -hawu 

-wa -'awa -hawa 

4.4.2 Verb tense 

4.4.3 Past 

WT Gloss 

-'axu (1 sg) 

-'ana (1 pi) 

- 'a xa (2ms) 

- 'a xi (2fs) 

-'axum (2mpl) 

-axan (2fpl) 

-'0 (3ms) 

-'at(a) (3fs) 

- 'awu (3mpl) 

-'awa (3fpl) 

As in ST, the normal way to express past time in WT is to use the gerund 

(and not the perfect); for example, "I ate" is expressed in WT as 

SG PL 

1 bal'-a 'bala'-na 

2m bala'-xa bolu'-xum ! 

2f bala'-xi bala' -Xan 

3m bol '-u bol '-om 

3f bal '-a bal '-an 
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The 1st-person ending-a makes it clear that this is not the perfect (which 

would be -xu). The change of stem-vowel (ti> o) is uue La vowel harmony. 

The identity of the past and the gerund can be seen clearly in the 

paradigm of a sentence like "Having come in, I ate/ you ate/ etc.", where 

the first verb is clearly a gerund and the second verb expresses past 

time. 

SG PL Gloss 

Isg gaWa bal'a 'Having come in, I ate' 

2msg gaWaxa bala'xa 'Having come in, you ate' 

etc. come.in eat 

In the entire paradigm, the main verb ("I ate") is expressed by the same 

form as the gerund ("I having come in"). 

The old Ethiosemitic Perfect can be used to express strong emphasis; ~ 

example, "I ate meat" (during fasting) in WT is: 

saga - ko bala' - XU 

meat - EMP eat. PERF- 1sg 

When object suffixes are added to the Past, they are added to the gerund, 

with one exception: if the verb is Isg, then a unique form appears, for 

example, "I saw": 

ST 

Plain 

1 sg ra'ya 

1pl ra'ina 

2msg Obj 

ra'ya-ka 

ra'ina-ka 

WT 

plain 

r:l'ya 

ra'ana 

2msg Obj 

rli.'yoxu-k .. 

ra'ana-ka 

Gloss 

'I saw you' 

'we saw you' 

This Wajerat form ru'yo){u-ka IS different from all the others. The -xu 

ending (only in 1 sg above) looks like the Perfect 1 sg ending; but the ~eal 

Perfect form (emphatic) in the 1sg is ro'o-Xu. The preser.ce of the -y- in 

the form ru'yoxu-ka indicates that this form should be a gC;·C:lIld. The form 

thus seems to resemble both the 1sg Perfect and the 1sg Gerund. 
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4.4.4 Imperfect: Gemination and pref'lxes 

In Ge'ez, all verb forms in the Imperfect geminate the second radical, ir. 

all persons and numbers. In ST the rule is different: the second radical is 

geminated if there is no person / number suffix, but is not geminated if 

there is such a suffix (-i,-u,-a). WT follows the pattern of Ge'ez, riot ST: all 

persons and numbers have gemination, regardless of the presence or 

absence of suffixes. (This is identical to the pattern described by Voigt for 

May-C'aw Tigrigna (2006:883).) This would seem to be an archaic feature 

of WT compared to ST. Here is the Imperfect paradigm (omitting the 

auxiliary al/-) 

Ge'ez ST WT Gloss 

Isg ';)-bakki ';)-bakki bakki 'I weep, cry' 

2msg t;)- bakki t;)-bakki t;)-bakki 

fsg t;)-bakby-i t;)-baX;)y -i t;)-bakby-i 

3msg y;)-bakk-i y;)-bakk-i bakk-i 

fsg t;)-bakk-i t;)-bakk-i t;)-bakk-i 

1 pi Dd- bakki n;)- bakk-i bakk-i 

2 mpl t;)-bakby-u t;)-baX;)y-u t;)-bakby-u 

fpl t;)-bakby-a t;)-baX;)y-a t;)-bakk;)y-a 

3 mpl y~-bakby-u y;)-baX;)y -u bakby-u 

fpl y;)-bakby-a y;)-baX;)y-a bakby-a 

In WT, the prefixes 'a- (lsg), ya- (3 person), and 713- (lpl) of ST do not 

appear but are replaced by zero, as in the above paradigm. (This, too, 
• 

matches Voigt's description of May-C'aw.) The ta- prefix survives. This is 
! 

very probably because / t/ is a 'stronger' consonant than /', y, n/. Note 

that in the Jussive the 3sg prefix y;)- is not deleted in WT: yo-fixa. 'let him 

cry.' I am uncertain about lsg 'a- in the Jussive. 
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4.4.5 Simple present 

WT differs from 8T in the way it expresses the simple (non-progressive) 

present. 8T continues the "Imperfect" pattern from Ge'ez, combined with 

a copula: 

'an a ';lwass;ld ';lyya "I take", etc. 

I !.take COP 

In WT, the equivalent tense is expressed with the agent noun form 

CaCaCi, which beh aves like an adjective a nd inflects for gender and 

number but not person. 

l sg: 'ana wosadi ~a'a "I take" (lit. I am a taker) 

Similarly : 

WT 

2msg: ';lSS;lXa wosadi ~axa 

2fsg: ';lSS;lXi wosad;lt ~axi 

2mpl: ';lss;lxatum / ';lss;lxatxum wosado/wasadti ~oXum 

3msg: ';lSSU wosadi ~o'u 

3fsg: ';lssa wosadit ~a'a 

3mpl: ';lssatom wosado ~o'om 

(In most of the examples, CaCaCi-.CoCaCi by assimilation to the w. ) 

4.4.6 Past progressive (subordinate clause) 

8T n;lSSU y;lwass;ld nayru 

he he. takes he.was 

8T n;lSSU ';lnda-wasada nayru 

he while-he. took h e.was 

WT 'ussu (';)1) la -wasada s'onhu 

he while- he . took he.was 

'(while) he was taking' 

IMPF / ':mda+PERF / la+PERF) 
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In this case, in 81' there are two alternatives; but in WT there is only one 

alternative, which also differs from 81' in the following way: 

81' Agame WT 

'~nda+PERF '~na+PERF ('~l)la +PERF 

Historically, perhaps 'anda dropped the d a nd became 'ana, as is found in 

Agame Tigrigna; in WT the n or nd would have changed to I and become 

'alla. 

4.4.7 Present progressive 

As in 81', the present continuous ('1 am commg, etc.) is formed by 

Imperfect + all-. Interestingly, however, in WT (unlike 81') the auxiliary 

all- is not the same element as the verb 'to be' {'ana-), cf. sec . 4.4 .1 ; May­

C'aw shows the same pattern (Voigt 2006).The paradigms in 81' a nd WT 

are essentially the same, except for differences noted elsewhere: the 

deletion of 1sg 'a- and 3 person ya-, and vowel changes due to vowel 

harmony (sec.4.10.2). There is one interesting difference, however. 

Compare the 3fsg forms: 

81' ta-mas's'a 'all-a 

WT ta-mas's' a-la-t(a) 

'8he is coming.' 

The lack of final -t in the 81' form of 'all-a (3fsg) is surprising (cf. 81' 3fsg 

siibiir-iit). Here WT apparently preserves the expected -to 

4.5 Placement of object markers 
• 

One of the most interesting features of the compound Imperfect 

(Impf+all-) in WT is the placement of the pronominal objec: sufftxes. In 

81', as in Amharic, the object pronoun occurs between t:1·::: Imperfect 

and the following helping verb all-. In WT, by contrast, the object 

pronoun occurs at the end of the entire compound verb form. This can 

be represented in a diagram: 
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Compound Imperf= SUbj-Impf~all-SUbj 
~ WT 

OBJECT 

For example: 

ST n;)- ra'ay- an alla-na We see them (fpl.)' 

w::. see them BE-we 

WT ra'a-lla-na-yyan 

see BE-we them 

Here ST, lilce Amharic, represents the older pattern. The helping verb has 

not (yet) h.llly fused with the main verb; the object is thus suffixed to the 

main ve rb, a nd the helping ve rb is added to the combination . In WT, the 

combination of 'main verb+ helping verb ' has become an uninterruptable, 

fused unit (univerbated). The combination h as become lexicalized, and 

a ccording to the 'principle of lexical integrity' a lexical word is not 

normally interruptable . The object suffix n ow appears a t the end; it 

cannot interrupt the verb-form by appearing in the mid·::;,". (Again , the 

sam e pattern is described for May-C'aw Tigrigna by Voigt.) 

4.6 Negation 

Verbal negation follows a 'double negation' pattern: NEG-VERB-NEG. But 

the two-part negation e ltlll1ent has a d ifferent form in ST, near WT, and 

WT: 

ST 

WT 

near WT 

ay-Verb-n 

ay-Verb-y 

ya-Verb-y 

54 



For example, "You (2mpl) will not break" 

ST: ay- tasiibr-u-n 

WT ay-tasobbur-u-y 

near WT yii -tasiil3ar-u-y 

(The 'near WT' patter n corresponds to what Voigt describes for May-C'aw.) 

The origin of the different suffIxes -n vs. -y is not clear. A sound ch a nge 

n>y or y >n would seem unlikely. But note also the conjunction "and" 

which shows the same a lternation: 

ST: -n ... -n 

WT -y ... -y 

near WT -y ... -y 

The final element (-n, -y) apparently occurs in ma in clauses but not 

subordinate clauses; I have not checked this in detail, however. 

4.7 Interrogative 

In Tigrigna, yes/no questions are expressed by the question particle do. 

The pa rticle do is suffIxed to whatever word is emphasized in th e 

question (Leslau 1941:151) . There is one difference in WT, however. In 

the present continuous (compound Imperfect), in ST, do can either follow 

the entire verb complex or it can separate the main verb and all- . The 

reason IS the same a:> the reason for the positioning of the object 

pronoun: in WT, the complex 'main verb +all-' is a fu sed unit and cE?nnot 

be interrupted. 
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In WT do must appear at the end of the verb complex. Thu,,; 

ST 'ana ';)-ball;)' do 'alia-xu 

or ST 'ana 'a-ball;)' 'alia -xu do 

WT 'ana bollu'u lo-xu do . 

Gloss 'Am I eating?' 

4.8 Prepositions 

There a re interesting differences in prepositions between ST and WT. The 

following table shows most of these, including a comparison with villages 

near Wajerat: 

ST near WT WT Gloss 

nab la da 'to' (place) 

kab ka~/ka ka 'from' 

kab ... ';)skabl ka ... kdsa' ka ... 'aska'i kasa' 'from .. . to' 

kab ... kdsa' 

'ab 'a~ da 'at' 

n;) 1;) da- 'to I for' (person) 

nay na na 'of' 

The foUowing points are of specia l interest. 

1) In all three dialects, the prepositions for 'to' (place) and 'tol for' 

(person) show a systematic difference in vowels: a vs. d . 

2) Both prepositions for "to" show a consis tent difference across the 

dialects: ST n, near WT I, WT d. 

3) The preposition "from" is interesting and puzzling. On the, on e 

hand, a progression kab>ka~>ka would be a natu ra l case of 

stepwise consona nt weakening. On the other hand, kii "from" also 

exists in Amharic, yvhere it (presumably) does not mme from kab. 

4) The second element in the preposition pair "from ... to" shows 

chan ges in a ll 3 dia lects. This preposition surely is connected to 
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Ge'ez 'oska "until". In ST, a b has been added, proba.bjy by arlalogy 

to the b in kab. In WT (and near WT), an ' is added and S>5, for 

reasons that are not clear. Finally, in dialects near 'NT, there has 

been a metathesis: 

5) In WT only, the prepositions meaning 'at' and 'to l for' (person) have 

collapsed into a single preposition clo . 

4.9 Conjunctions 

ST WT Gloss 

kasabl kass'a' kadd~/ dska' I kass'a' 'until' 

'dntii haml'dmma 'if 

'dmmo hdmma/'dmma 'what about' 

ziiy-konii diiY-Xonii 'not that' 

kiiy- tiiy- 'before ' (temporai) 

mdS bdd 'after' (temporal) 

'dkwa walal dkwa '~(ni) 'though' 

kii'al kii'a liilii 'again, also' 

d~mma liilii 'again, also' 

kiim ham 'like ' 

'dwdn Iii 'also' 

'dntiiiay kiillii 'als,j' 

-n .. . -n -y ... -y 'both ... and' 

d~'a rna 'emphatic expression' 

'dmbiir da'aml da'ami 'emphatic expression' 

gddda hdssan 'would rather' 

Some examples : 

ST b~rhiinii-n gdr~may-n 'ah~wat 'dyy-om 

WT b~rhiinii-y-(wa) gdr~may-y 'ahwat wo-'om 

'B~rhane and Germay are brothers.' 
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ST ';)ti 'anbiissa kii'a b;)-qut"a 

WT ';)ti 'anbiissa Hi b;)-qut' 'ii siidiinii 

'The lion also roared due to anger.' 

4.10 Phonology 

4.10.1 Consonant lenition 

In the Tigrigna of Wajerat (and of Raya), consonants seem to undergo 

lenition (stops become fricatives) more often than in ST, although j have 

not studied exactly where. (Note, however, that the reve~ ·s<". sometimes 

occurs, as discussed under "Gemination in the Imperfect"; WT fails to 

undergo lenition of the ?,nd root consonant in person - n'-~!:.l.ber forms for 

which ST does undergo lcntition.) 

4.10.2 Vowel harmony and assimilation 

In ST, the vowel in a suffix does not affect the pronunciation of the stem 

vowel. In WT, however, we observe vowel harmony in (many? all?) such 

cases: specifically, a suffix that contains a back rounded vowel (u,o) 

causes the stem-vowel of the verb to become rounded. The harm ony is 

regre ss ive, a nd spreads from the suffix leftwa rds into the word. For 

example: 

ST 

gMt'it'u 

sarihu 

mHs'j'u 

WT 

goft'ut'u 

smhu 

1l10S'U 

gJ.oss 

'he became distended' 

' he worked' 

'he came' 

wasi'om wos'om 'they came out' 

I 

In a s imilar vowel-harmony process, the presence of the bilabial 

consonants [3 and W of len causes ii to become the rounded vowel 0 in WT. 

J ,-,ave !lot exa mi ned this in detail , however. 
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Consonant assimilation also occurs sometimes. If we compare ST mas-'u 

'with him' with WT mussu, we see that the glottal stop has assimilated: 

s-' -> 3-S. (The internal u is due to vowel har"TIony. ) 

4.10.3 Metathesis 

There are irregular scattered cases of metathesis . For example: 

ST WT Gloss 

biirdiig biidriig 'stood up immediately' 

barac 'k'o buc'ruk'o 'glass' (for drinking) 

diigim giidam 'afterwa rds' 

giin'i ga'ni 'big pot ' 

kassa'/ kasa' aska' / kass'a' 'until' 

In two of these cases ST agrees with Ge'elo (diigim, gUll'l), so it is WT 

which has undergone metathesis. In one case WT apparently agrees with 

Ge'ez ('until' ; WT 'aska', Ge'ez 'aska) , though the final pharyngeal is 

unclear: if so, ST has metathesized. 

4 . 10.4 Miscellaneous morphophonemic changes 

4 .10.4.1 

The special form of the WT pronoun for 'what' (to) is culturally very 

salient, so much so that WT is sometimes refered to as 'to 'u language '. 

The comparative data look like this: 

ST 

'antay 

Enderta 

tay 

n ear WT 

ta 

WT 

to 'what' 

As elsewhere in this thesis, the data show a dialect prog!'essionfrorr. 

region to region. The change from 'antay -> tay involves deletion of ';m (or 

possibly addition of 'an in ST). The change from Enderta tay -> near WT 

ta deletes the fina l y (a phenomenon we have see n elsewhere, e.g. ST 

nay->WT na "of '). Th e change to WT to is less transparent . It looks like 

vowel harmony; but there is no labial element in the word to trigger the 
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vowel harmony. But if we look at the entire phrase "What is it?" a labial 

trigger is present: 

ta j3o'u ---t to j3o'u. 

what it.is 

In faster speech this is to'u (hence the name of the langual/t', a bo\'e) , anc 

the element to "what?" can be separated out from this. 

4.10.4.2 

As we have mentioned , the form of the compound Imperfect in WT 

is somewhat different from ST. The change can be displayed this way: 

ST WT Gloss 

ya-sabbar-allawu sobbur-(u)llo'u 'they are breaking' 

3pers-break-they.a re break-they. are 

The most obvious change (mentioned already in sec. 4.4.4, 4.4.7) is that 

WT deietes the person-number marker prefi;;es Y()-, ';)-. But additionally, 

the WT form reduces the a of ST -allawu to a (and then to short u by 

vowel harmony), which often can ba rely be heard. This vowel reduction is 

a typical sign of greater fusion between main verb and helping verb, a 

point which is important for the positioning of the object pronoun (see 

sec. 4 .5, 4.7). 

4.10.4.3 

WT a lso shows special morphophonemic behavior when some of the 

possessive pronoun suffixes are added to vowel-final nouns. Here it is 

useful to compare ST, WT, and Enderta (and the adjacent Hulet Awlaelo 

(HA); ~ee Girmay 1983:67-79 ). With the Isg suffix "my". a ll three dialects . 
add an epenthetic - y-. Thus, for fat'ari 'creator', we have for "my creator": 

ST 

fiH'a ri-y-ay 

Enderta/HA 

fat'ari-yy-ay 

WT 

fat'a ra-y-a 'my creator' 

However, with the 3fsg suffLX "her" , there is a difference : for 

'her creator ' we have : 
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ST Enderta/HA WT gloss 

fiit'ari-'-a fiit'ari- '-a fiit'ar;)-y-a 'her creator' 

Thus ST and Enderta add epenthetic glottal stop in 3fsg, but WT adds 

epenthetic -yo The WT pattern of adding epenthetic - y holds throughout 

the 3rd person. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
5. Conclusion and Recommendation 
5.1 Conclusion 

Below is a summary chart of most of the grammatic:::.! features where 
Ge'ez agrees with WT or with ST, including a few other differences 
between ST and WT where aU 3 languages differ. 

delete Impf. ya-, 'a­

position of obj. pronoun 

Ge'ez 

No 

vowel harmony No 
Negative marker I 

3rd-pers.pronouns/copulas UJ<)-

Associative plural 

Relative marker 

Vowels 

Preservation of -t (3fs) of 'all­

Conjunction 'but' 

Gemination throughout Impf 

Simple present based on 

(pron.) 

'alla-

Zd-

7 

Yes 

'alia 

Yes 

(ImpD 

WT ST 
Yes No 

final m edial 

Yes No 

ay ... y ay ... n 

jki- I1dSS- (pron.) 

(copula) 'ay- (copula) 

'a 11- 'a nni-

d2- Zd-

5(6?) 7 

Yes No 
'alia wc'i.yyo 

Yes Nu 

CaCaCi (ImpD 

Looking at these data, we can list those aspects where Ge'ez agrees with 
ST or with WT. In almost (?) aU cases, Ge'ez clearly represents the 
archaic Semitic phenomenon. 

Ge'ez and ST 

not delete Y::l-, '::1-

no vowel harmony 

rei pron . Z::l 

7 vowels 
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Ge'ez and WT 

3pers.pron./copula: w/~::I­

assoc . pI. '::IU-

gemination throughout Impf 

conjunction 'alia 

-t in 3fs of 'all-
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These data, then, show that WT is not 'more archaic' than ST. But ST is 

also not 'more archaic' than WT. Each dialect has its own set of 

innovations a nd retentions, which are often not the same. A valuable 

lesson from these data is that it is a mistake simply to equB te 'Tigrigna' 

with 'standard Tigrigna'; WT is often more archaic than ST. 

As for lexical differences between ST and WT, they a re :1O.!:r.:::rous. BL.: t 

this has not been the focus of this thesis. 

In several features, WT shows phonological reduction compared to ST; 

see e.g. sec. 4.2, 4.10.4.1, 4.10.4.2. This behavior is very frequent for a 

dialect compared to "standard language" . 

Several phenomena show a progression in space as one proceeds 

geographically from north to south. Such progressions are typical of a 

dialect continuum. Proceeding dialectally from north (ST) to south (WT), 

we have: 

----~---l Region ST Agame Enderta ne&.r WT 

Wajel"at 
- .---- -,-----------j 

while 'anda+PERF 'ana+PERF ('al)la ('alllH 'dl)la I 

+PERF +PERF +PERF 

The verb' to be ' 'alla- ' alla- ('a)ni'- ('a)na- ('a)na-

Possession nay nay na na na 
• 

"what" 'antay 'antay tay ta to 
~ 

"from" kab kab ka~ ka~/ka ka 

j "to" (final -b) nab n a b la~ l a~ / la da 
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However, the distribution of the element 'alia 'but' shows a reverse 

progression, from south (WT) to north (ST): 

Ge'ez WT near Wajerat Enderta 

'alla 'alla 'alla / walla wayya 

Aga me 

wayyo 

ST 

wayyo 

And the distribution of the Negation marker is geographically puzzling: 

Region ST Agame Enderta nea:- WT 

Wajerat 

Negation ay ... -n ay ... -n ya ... -y ya ... -y ay ... 
-

Similarly puzzling is the distribution of 'my': 

-y 

! Region ST Agame Enderta near WT 

I Wajerat 

'my' natay natay nayyii naya 
-

: nata 

Finally, the 1st-person pronouns in WT disa[;flee with both Ge'ez and ST, 

but surprisingly agree with far-off Tigre . 

l sg 1pl 

Ge'ez 'ana. n::lnn a 

ST 'ana n::lnna 

WT 'ana ('a)h;ma 

Tigre 'an a tl~na 

I 
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5.2 Recommendation 

Despite the strong in-group consciousness that has a lways characterized 

Wajerat, the dialect WT can be considered as endangered todD-Yo Hence it 

is wise to register the endangered linguistic elements of this dialect as 

soon as possible. 

Moreover, consideration of the dialects is not only important for Tigrigna 

standardization development in Ethiopia but will also help prevent 

misunderstanding and resentment among the speah:rs of different 

dialects which might be triggered by the perceived 'imposition' of a 

standard la nguage. 

I 
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