AMHARIC FOR MODERN USE

Abraham Demoz

There are two major parts in this paper — the first one dealing with the
place of Ambharic in natlonal life vis-&-vis English and visa-vis the other Ethiopian
languages, and the second dealing with the inadequacies of Amharic for fulfilling
its present function and the measures needed to remedy this situation.

Part 1

Ethiopia shares with many other countries — especially in Asia and Africa —
the problem of achieving the technological level and the national and culturai
integration of industrialised Western countries in as short a time as possible.
Language plays a most important role in this task. For Ethiopia, we can divide the
linguistic problem into two major parts: first, what relative roles must be played by
English and Amharic and, second, what kind of participation — if any — should
be given to the vernaculars (i.e. the other Ethiopian languages).

Amharic and English

English now fulfils in Ethiopia the role of a second official language in various
areas. It is the ‘medium of instruction in university and secondary education and,
until recently, in eilementary education from Grade Il on. It is used in legisiation,

broadcasting and, in some cases, in official correspondence. Of all these, perhaps.

its most crucial role is its use as a medium of instruction in education. The
Ministry of Education has recently replaced English by Amharic as a medium
of instruction in elementary schools up to and including the VI grade. This trend
is very likely to continue. In the not-too-distant future English may be replaced by
Amharic in the secondary schools as well. It is.too early yet to speak of replacing
English as a medium of instruction at the University level.

The problems that such a step has created and will continue to create are
many and obvious. _ :

a) Shortage of Teaching Materials }

Some attempts have been made to produce the necessary teaching materials
in Amharic. These are beset by untold difficulties due to the lack of properly
trained manpower to do the task adequately. The attempts so far have been trans-
lations of textbooks written for schools in advanced. countries with some rather
lame attempts at adaptation to local conditions. This is compounded by the rather

difficult problem of the inadequacy of the Amharic vocabulary, especially for.

science subjects. We shall not say any more about this problem hers as this
will be treated in further detail in Part 1l below.

b) Lowering of the standard of English achieved by students

Although English continues to be taught at a subject from grade Iil on, yet
the fact that it does not come into full use until the VIl grade has meant that
the level of English acquired by students by the time they finish elementary
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school Is so poor that their ability to follow secondary school instructlon in i
English, is thereby very seriously impaired.

Yet many obvious advantages resuit from the replacement of English by
Amharic in elementary schools. Since English is the second, third or, in some
cases, fourth language for Ethiopian students, the removal of this additional bar-
rier means that a much greater number can acquire an elementary education with
much less difficulty than before. To attempt to create a populace that is literate
in both English and Amharic is a task that is of too great a magnitude to under-
take, aside from being of doubtful necessity. Clearly, then, the solution for the
problem of inadequate English at secondary level is to imnake Amharic the medium
of instruction there too. This means, of course, that the set of problems enumer-
ated above will be taken one step higher up the education ladder and present
themselves again, in some cases with even greater intensity, at the secondary
level, That is, the problem of producing teaching materials in Amharic at the
secondary school level is an even more forbidding task than that of producing
these materials for elementary schools. To this is added the necessity of having
an all-Ethiopian staff at the secondary school level if the teaching medium s
Ambharic. What with the present rate of teacher drop-out and the extremely slow
rate of teacher production for the secondary schools, this may prove to be a
practically insurmountable problem. The net result of this may be the employment
of unqualified people to teach in the secondary schools simply because they can
teach in Amharic. At the same time, the level of English acquired by students at
the end of their secondary schools will be so low that it may be welinigh im-
possible to carry on with English as the medium of instruction at the unlverslty
level

The same cycle of problems would then repeat themselves at the University
level, only in a more intense fashion than before. It is not easy to say whether or -
how one can cut such a vicious circle. One proposal that' merits consideration : p
may be the following;- e

1= We start with the assumption that University education will have to be
given in English for an indefinite period in the future because:-

a) the task of producing the University teaching material (all textbooks
and all essential reference material) in Amharic is unthinkably difficult in
view of the severc shortage of qualified manpower for the purpose and the
prohibitively high cost of production;

c) it will always be. necessary for Umvers;ty educated Et\nlopfans to have
a thorough command of one of the world languages if they are to malntain
the necessary contact with the international community.

: 2. This means that between the end of secondary school education and

~ the beginning of University education the level of English of students wishing
to enter the University must be brought up by a period of intensive training in
the language. it is difficult to see how this can be done in less than one year.
it would therefore be necessary to introduce a pre-University intensive training
year in the English langdage for all those wishing to enter the University. This
would, of course, lengthen their University training period by one year, but it
seems to be the only way of making it possible to have'elementary and secondary .
education in Amharic and University education in English wlthout serlously cHip- =%
pling the latter.
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Ambharic and the Vernaculars

“On educational grounds we recommend that the use of the mother tongue
be extended to as late a stage in education as possible. In particular, pupils
should begin -their schooling through the medium of the mother tongue,
because they understand it best and because to begin their school life in
the mother tongue will make the break between home and school as small
as possible.

“We consider that the shock which the young school child undergoes in
passing from his home to his schoel life is so great that everything possible
should be done to soften it, particularly where modern methods of infant
teaching have not yet penetrated to the school.

“The use of the mother tongue will promote better understanding between
the home and the school when the child is taught in the language of the
home. What he learns can easily be expressed or applied in the home.
Moreover, the parents will be in a better position to understand the prob-
lems of the school and in some measure to help the school In the educa-
tion of the child.”™

Such a recommendation raises a number of important questions.

1. In Ethlopia there are about 45 different local languages. We have seen the «
many serious practical problems that arise in attempting to give education even
in Amharic. To try to provide an elementary education in a number of vernaculars
would at least increase the serious problems by that much. Aside from the
necessity of reducing many of these languages to a practical script, there would - -~
be the problem of producing teaching material and preparing sufficiently trained
teachers to teach in the various languages.

2. In a country like Ethiopia, where the multiplicity of languages, cultures
and ethnic groups can sometimes be a barrier to national integration, is it really
.advisable to risk accentuating such differences by giving education in the various
vernacular languages?

The only vernacular that has a usable script, the beginnings of a literature
and some teaching materials, is Tigrigna. Galligna and Tigre have also been
written in the Ethiopic script to some extent but only in the form of a few religious
texts. There can be do doubt, therefore, that the practical difficuities of imple-
menting the UNESCO recommendation would be immense. The only practically -
feasible way of implementing this recommendation would be to select the three *
or four major vernaculars and attempt to use these in the first threp of four
grades of elementary education.

How would this affect national integration? At first glance, it would seem
that any role given to vernaculars would have the tendency to encourage frag-
mentation. The testimony of historical evidence, however, seems to be to the
contrary. An excellent iliustration of this is provided by the case of the Soviet
Union, where enlightened participation of local languages and cultures has been
the rule rather than what we might call the "bulldozer approach” to the achieve-
ment of unity.

“Soviet educational policy has aimed at providing education in the vernacular.
Languages that had no written form have been endowed with scientifically- |
devised alphabets and grammars, a work of great magn)tude which is still e

“The Use of Vernacular Languages in Education.”” UNESCO, 2nd impression, Paris, 1958,
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proceeding. In time, the need for a unifying language led to the mtroductxon
of compulsory Russian and the concomitant use of the Russian alphabet for
most vernaculars. With the extension of compulsory attendance from four
to seven or eight years, and the provision of boarding schools for pupils from
outlying villages the standards of proficiency in Russian are likely to im-
prove. This will help solve the problem of more advanced education among
minor linguistic groups. The aim seems to be a bilingual population proud
of Its own national achievemenis yet enjoying access to the wider world
through Russian.'?

It seems likely, therefore, that the use of the vernaculars in education to
- the extent that this is practically feasible may, far from encouraging separatism,
be a force for a true national integration.

An area where the use of vernacular languages would not present any prac-
tical difficulties and would be a powerful force for education and national Inte-
gration Is radio broadcasting. At present, the only Ethiopian vernacular used in
broadcasting is, for obvious reasons, the Somali language. It is a sad commentary
on the pelicy-making mechanism that the only language given participation is that
of a politically dissident droup. It is as if one were making dissidence a condi-
tion for the benefits of participation. The number of people who speak Amharic
as their native tongué can be liberally estimated at 5 million. The number of those
who speak It as a second language is not likely to be more than 2 million. This
means that at least 13 million Ethiopians are completely cut off from the benefits
of radio-broadcasting. It must be pointed out here that those who speak Galligna
— at least the Borana dialect — are certainly not cut off -from the benefits of
radio-broadcasts from Mogadiscio, which does have programmes In this language.
These are programmes of @ almost exclusively political nature and the mono-
lingual certainly have no opportunity of hearing their own 'couritry's side of the
story. Besides; radio broadcasts in the vernacular could provide an excellent and
immediate short-cut to fundamental mass education in the absence of mass
- literacy, which will probably be a long time in coming anyway. Whatever one
might say about the role of vernacuiars in education, there is no doubt that ‘the
use of vernaculars in broadcasting is something that could and should be put
into practice immediately and at small cost with.the greatest possible benefits
for mass education and national integration,

Part |t

Amharig today finds itself in a predicament shared by perﬁaps scores of
other languages all over the non-Western world — the predicamént of being, a
slow-changing language in a fast-changing cultural miliey. It has therefore been

rendered rather inddequate as a means of modern communication by the flood
of new concepts and objects for which the slow pace of natural language change '

- cannot generate new words fast enough.

This inadequacy, it must be stressed, is exclusively restricted to the domain
of vocabulary. As regards the other aspects of language, namely the sound system,
the morphology, and the syntax, every natural language is as good as any other
for any purpose. In other words, every language is structurally perfect. Insofar as
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2. E. Koutaissof, “Literacy and the Place of Russian in the Non-Slav Republics of the USSR.”

(Reglonal paper on vernacular languages, No. 21, Paris, 1951 MS) As quoted In “The Use of

Vernacular Languages in Education,” UNESCO, 2nd impression. Parle, 1958.
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“vocabulary is a very sensitive index of the culture of the people' it is also
the most seénsitive index of any changes in culture. In this section | intend to
analyse the nature of the inadequacies that have been felt in the Amharic vocabu-
lary due to rapid cultural changes and to suggest some measures whereby some
of these inadequacies may be removed. .

Areas of Borrowing (for exemplification of this section, see Appendix 1)

At the most obvious level, the names for new objects and materials resuiting
from modern technology or objects and materials whether artificial or natural
that have not formerly been within the cultural experience of Amharic speakers
form a highly susceptible area for word borrowing. Another such area is, of course,
the names of abstract concepts (as distinct from concrete objects and materials
that are new to the Ethiopian culture). Some instances of this are systems of
measurement (weight, length, area, volume, heat, pressure, explosive power,
light, sound, electricity etc.); other concepts of modern natural science (names
of the fields of knowledge and the various concepts they embody); concepts of
the social sciences, names for Western institutions and procedures, military
titles, civil service titles and offices. As a result of this, one finds a discon-
certingly large flood of European loan words in Amharic journalism, in textbooks
and in governmental documents of' all kinds. In the conversation of educated
Ethiopians one finds a promiscuous resort to borrowing even for the expression
of common non-technical concepts.

What is wrong with borrowing?

One might” counter that after all about 60% of the English vocabulary con-
sists of horrowings of Latin origin, mostly coming through Norman French, and
languages in general have in the past — as they do now — often borrowed
rather heavily from each other. On this point, the linguist, strictly as a linguist,
has nothing to say, for his function is merely to observe, report and analyse lan-
guage and not to make normative statements ‘about how it should behave. Never-
theless, given certain stated objectives, the linguist can say how these may
best be achieved. One of the important functions of language, whether in its
spoken or written form, is that of communication. Anything which frustrates or
limits the effectiveness of such communication can therefore be regarded as
an undesirable quality. The Amharic newspapers, like the legisiation and broad-
casting in Ambaric, address themselves basically to a monolingual , Amharic-
speaking audience. It is quite clear, therefore, that promiscuous borrowing of the

- kind that now exists very seriously impedes such communication. This|is made i
even worse by the fact that while the rate of borrowing in other languages in

the past has been a much more leisurely one thus enabling speakers to absorb
the influx without undue discomfort, the rate of borrowing In present-day Ambaric
has been of avalanche proportions, leaving the monoclingual speakers completely
befuddled by what had once been their native tongue.

This is even harder to accept when one realises that the borrowings are
not always justified by need. A very large number of loanwords have come into
the language while there are perfectly good words for them already in Amharic.
The motivation for this has been that of prestige, in the same sense that it was
at one time fashionable to ornament one's English with Latin or French words

- and phrases for which perfectly good equivalents were available in English. There

3. E. Sapir, “Culture, Language and Personality,” University of Californla Press, Berkeley, 1858.
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are also some practical reasons for disapproving of {oanwords, especially  from
European languages that differ so radicaily in structure from Amharic. Firstly, their
phonetic pattern makes them very difficult and often impossible for a mono-
lingual Amharic speaker to pronounce intelligibly. Secondly, they do not generally
merge Into the pattern of the language. While Amharic, being a Semitic language,
has a very high derivative pattern based on a root system, such is not the case
in the European languages. Furthermore, words coined out of native elements are
much easier to understand and remember than borrowed words. To use the terms
of Stephen Ullman, coined words have a hlgh degree of “transparency” while
loanwords are necessarily of a high degree of "opacity". Lastly, but not least in
importance, there are motivations of esthetics and national pride which lead us
to deprecate unrestrained linguistic borrowing.

What can be done about It?

.The obvious solution to this problem is that a serious organised attempt
must be made to make use of the resources of Amharic to provide for the ex-
pression of the flood of new objects, materials, processes and concepts that has
come &8s a result of sudden:and massive cultural change.

The abvious framework for such an organised effort is a Language Academy.
Language academies in the past, especially in certain European countries, have
been notorlous for their ineffectiveness in having any impact upon the language
they are concerned with. It must be stressed, however, that in the countries whete

the situation has been comparable to that of Ethiopia, language academies have

been remarkably successful in influencing the development of the language con-

cerned. The case of the Hebrew Language Academy Is perhaps the most dramatic .

in this respect. Hebrew, a language dead for two thousand years, with a vocabulary
utterly: devoid of expressions for modern technology, science and other modern

concepts, was revived largely due to the efforts of a single person, E. Ben Yehuda,

and the Language Council (later Language Academy) that he created. To transpose
this into Ethiopian terms, it would be as if Geez were to be revived and modern-
ised to the extent that all University education could be given in it

Much conscious attention and organisation is devoted to the changes in cul-
ture that are teking place in the country. it is only reasonable to demand that the

same attention, care and organisation should be devoted to the vehicle of culture

— that is, language.
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B. European loanwards abound in the co

nversation of educated young Ethiopians.

No study has been made of this, but here are a few examples from notes | took

down at a meeting of such people:-

personally report

officer chair (at a meeting)
committee president

point (of an argument) order

motion floor

form ordinary

impartial interpretation
compound alumni

service rapport (= report)
suggestion election
membership agenda

blackboard periodical
programme item

nominate (open} nomination
alternative office

modification complication

post (position) important :
influence interest (Inclination}
policy group

report success 3
consider exactly \ >
information approximately 4

C. In order to give some idea of how the loanwords appear in

i i
context, | give

below a few extracts from the May 26 issue of the Addis Z&mén. The loanwords’

are underlined.
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APPENDIX #

in the summer of 1962, a group of my students. from the Ethiopian Languages
Department and myself translated and partly addpted a series of Science text-
books for elementary schoois from English to Amharic. We found it necessary
to coin many new words for the new concepts and objects that came up. We
then attached brief glossaries of such terms to books IV, V and VI. The following

gives a few examples from each of the glossaries that were made:- ',
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Insulator ..
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Parachute .
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Antitoxin ..
Catfish .....
Chemical compound
Crystal .....
Eclipse .....
Fire-retardant

Flatfish ....
Flying fish
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Infra-red ...
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