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Reviews

GaRMA AWGICCAW DAMMAQA, £75 11 Mh AR L (Q“ang”an-
na ndgad ba’ltyopya, ‘Language and identity in Ethiopia’), I: AT
2 v 17T PLavFin (hdrdk AHIC) (Yiltyopya hazb
mananndtonna qadmadatarik (kig“ang“a ansar), “The identity and the
prehistory of the Ethiopian people (from the perspective of the lan-
guage)’) (Trenton, NJ: The Red Sea Press, 2018). 248 pp. Price:
$29.95. ISBN: 978-1-56902-598-7 (HIB), 978-1-56902-599-4 (pb).

The book 745 71L& NAACEE (Q“ang”anna nigid bi'ltyopya, Lan-
guage and identity in Ethiopia’), I: PAA¢RE vHN V7rtT PLavFen
(W7 W1C) (Ya'lryopya hazb manonndtonna qadmitarik (kiq“anqg®a
angar), ‘The identity and the prehistory of the Ethiopian people (from the
perspective of the language)’), in Amharic, is the first volume in the planned
four-volume series dedicated to the languages and ethnic groups of Ethiopia
(the second volume was also published in 2018 as Gorma Awgocliw
Dimmiqd, £7¢ AT 11L& MAACRE (Q“ang”a anna nédgid ba’ltyopya,
‘Language and identity in Ethiopia’), IT (Princeton, NJ-Lawrenceville, GA:
Institute of Semitic Studies, 2018)).

The author of this series is the renowned linguist Gorma Awgolliw
Dimmiqd (Girma A. Demeke), whose list of publications includes such
solid monographies as The Origin of Ambaric (2009) and Grammatical
Changes in Semitic: A Diachronic Grammar of Ambaric (2014).
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The book is addressed to a general reader interested in the complicated
history and intrinsic interrelations of the more than ninety ethnic groups
and their languages in Ethiopia. Its main aim is to present a coherent and
updated survey of Ethiopian languages paying special attention to the sig-
nificance of linguistic facts for the reconstruction of the history of the re-
spective ethnic groups. The reader is not expected to have any acquaintance
with linguistic terminology and methodology. On the contrary, the author
patiently and clearly explains the basic concepts of comparative linguistics.
The book provides a useful list of the Ambharic equivalents for the most
important linguistic terms used in English writings on comparative and
general linguistics.

The author also takes great pains to make it clear that the language and
the people are two distinct—albeit closely related—objects of study and
strives to eradicate the general misunderstandings arising from the ho-
mophony of ethnonyms and the corresponding language names.

The book consists of six chapters and three appendices. The first chapter
introduces basic facts on the languages of Ethiopia, the interrelation be-
tween linguistics and history, the concepts of language change, language
relationships, lexicostatistics, genealogical classification, and language con-
tact. Furthermore, it outlines the general plan for the whole four-volume
series: the first volume contains a broad survey of the languages and peoples
of Ethiopia; the second volume deals with Omotic and Nilo-Saharan lan-
guages of Ethiopia, as well as three languages of no established genealogical
affiliation (Sabo, ‘Ongota, and the Ethiopian Sign Language); the third vol-
ume considers the languages of Cushitic family and the concept of Cush as
a historical toponym and ethnonym,; finally, the fourth volume presents
information on the Semitic languages of Ethiopia. The first chapter also
outlines the principles of orthography, punctuation, the use of references
and of special terms. One of the very sound principles followed in this book
is the avoidance of Latin script in the main text: all the English-spelt words
and quotations in English, as well as references to European literature, are
given in footnotes. The only exception is the tables, where English-based
spellings of language names are given side by side with the spellings in Ethi-
opian script; likewise, the linguistic data proper—phonological inventories
and morphemes—are presented in the traditional Latin-based transcription.
All in all, the first chapter is the introduction to the whole four-volume
series rather than to the first volume only.

The second chapter is a brief introduction to the volume first proper. It
outlines the contents of the Chapters 3, 4, and 5.

The third chapter introduces the Afroasiatic language phylum and gives
the basic facts on their distribution and internal genealogical classification.
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It contains special subsections dealing with each language family within
Afroasiatic: Egyptian, Chadic, Berber, Semitic, Cushitic, and Omotic. The
first three families are treated in detail (in fact, the author presents numer-
ous tables which list all Chadic and Berber languages, drawn from the
online version of Ethnologue: Languages of the World, retrieved in 2017).
However, the Semitic, Cushitic, and Omotic languages are only briefly
touched upon here, as special volumes will be dedicated to these language
families. Furthermore, the third chapter presents data on Proto-Afroasiatic
phonology, morphology, word order, and vocabulary. Naturally, this chap-
ter also discusses the results of glottochronological research on Afroasiatic
and the question of the Proto-Afroasiatic homeland. The author advocates
the hypothesis of Ethiopia as the original area of Proto-Afroasiatic (and in
fact goes so far as to place the map which illustrates this claim on the front
cover of the book). At the same time, he states explicitly that this view is
not shared by all scholars and even quotes some arguments in favour of
Asia as the homeland of Proto-Afroasiatic. It should be stressed that the
African origin of Proto-Afroasiatic—which indeed finds many supporters—
does not necessarily imply the Ethiopian origin of Proto-Afroasiatic, and
that adherents of the latter hypothesis are not numerous. However, it is
only natural that in a book addressed to Ethiopian readers the ‘pro-
Ethiopian’ topics are especially prominent. At any rate, careful readers will
be able to go through the detailed discussion and discover that the view
presented on the front cover is far from being commonly accepted.

Chapter 4 is entitled “The prehistory and ethnicity of the Ethiopian peo-
ples’. It is, according to the author’s Introduction, a general outline of the
problems to be considered in detail in the corresponding volumes. This
chapter mainly contains criticism of the traditional reconstruction of the
formation of Ethiopian society as a chain of migrations. According to the
traditional view, both Cushitic-speaking peoples and Semitic-speaking peo-
ples are strangers to the region: initially Cushitic speakers arrived and set-
tled in areas previously occupied by Nilo-Saharan speakers, and later the
Cushitic population was largely assimilated (at least as far as the language is
concerned) by Semitic-speaking newcomers from the Arabian Peninsula.
This picture is unacceptable for the author, who claims that there is no evi-
dence whatsoever that Semitic languages in Ethiopia are the result of a mi-
gration from South Arabia. This view is merely a logical development of the
hypothesis discussed in the previous chapter: of course, if Ethiopia is re-
garded as the homeland of Proto-Afroasiatic, it is not difficult to consider it
to be the homeland of the Semitic as well.

Chapter 5 considers the ethnonym Habasa and related terms in detail,
from the earliest records to modern usage, both in Ethiopian and external
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sources. Here, once again, the main aim of the author is to show that the
presence of South Arabian epigraghic evidence for this term does not imply
the origin of the Habisa (or Hbst) people to be South Arabian. The intri-
cate and fascinating story of this term, vital for Ethiopian self-identity, will
undoubtedly hold the attention of many of this book’s readers.

Chapter 6 sums up the main theses presented in the book.

The volume also contains three appendices: (1) a list of Afroasiatic lan-
guages (which follows the online version of Ethnologue: Languages of the
World, retrieved in 2017); (2) a list of the languages of Ethiopia, including
the extinct languages; (3) an Ambharic-English glossary of basic linguistic
terms. Aside from which, the book contains an extensive bibliography, and
a subject index.

The appearance of a popular science book on the languages of Ethiopia in
Ambharic, written by a professional linguist well acquainted with both the
topic he is writing on and the general myths and misjudgements concerning
the history of Ethiopian population, widespread even among an educated
readership, can only be welcome. It is hoped that for many people this book
will be a guide to the fascinating field of comparative linguistics and reveal
many secrets of their own language and the languages of their compatriots,
as well as of their shared history, the history of Ethiopia.

Maria Bulakh, HSE University
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