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Ethnolinguistic perception
and identity in Gurage

Emebet Bekele Birkie

Hawassa University

This study was conducted with the objectives of exploring the perceptions

and attitudes of speakers towards language use and ethnolinguistic identity
within the complex sociopolitical and linguistic milieu of the Gurage people

in Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Regional State (SNNPRS) of
Ethiopia. In so doing, five out of twelve groups with relatively different back-
grounds were systematically selected for the study. Data was collected concur-
rently via questionnaires and semi-structured in-depth interviews involving a
total of 386 participants. Respondents were asked to express their perceptions
of the associations of language and ethnicity, and feelings about belongingness
to the Gurage identity. The concurrent research design was informed by prag-
matism as a theoretical framework, so findings of the mixed methods approach
were integrated at the end for comparative descriptive analyses. The empirical
data reveal that there is an observably different pattern of perceived association
of language and ethnicity and varying senses of belongingness to the common
Gurage identity across sampled groups.

Keywords: Gurage groups, ethnolinguistic perceptions, ethnic identity and
belongingness

Introduction

After explaining the majority perception about ethnicity as a significant divisive
political tool in many parts of the world from Europe to the Americas and Africa,
Leach et al. (2008: 759) argue that it may be difficult to separate modern politics
from either identity politics or ethnicity exemplified by the very establishment
of modern European states. They also question whether it is the ethnic identity

or politics that results in conflicting intergroup relations and conclude that the
political context determines the impact of ethnic identity. As the home of people
speaking more than 80 different languages, Ethiopia is rightly described by Zahorik
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(2013) as one of the most heterogeneous countries in Africa when it comes to
ethnolinguistic diversity. The country is divided into eleven administrative units,
nine regional states and two city administrations, basically formulated on ethnic
federalism during the last three decades. According to Kassaw (2017), ‘Ethnic fed-
eralism provides ethnic groups the right to administer themselves, exercise a greater
degree of command over their own resources, and maintain their own cultures
and languages’. In fact, ethnolinguistic identity is not only an aspect of distinction
among Ethiopians; it serves as the fundamental means of access to or denial of
power and self-determination. However, the emphasis put on ethnicity as a leading
political ideology of Ethiopian federalism has resulted in the struggle for identity
and self-determination ‘where people may protest against the ethnic category into
which they had been previously put’ best exemplified by the case of ‘the Silt'e in
Gurageland’, Zahorik (2013: 94).

All ‘nations, nationalities and peoples’, the official reference to ethnolinguis-
tic groups in Ethiopia, are granted the right to have their own ‘“Zone’ or ‘Special
Woreda/District in the regional constitution that underlines distinctness according
to Beken (2007). However, having 56 ethnolinguistic groups, it became impossible
to maintain congruence between the number of administrative Zones/Districts and
the groups they host in the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Regional
State (SNNPRS) where the Gurage people are located. Consequently, only certain
ethnic groups have realised this right and a number of the several ethnic groups
are ‘a minority in a Zone/Special Woreda dominated by a particular group and
that the remaining ethnic groups are living together in multi-ethnic Zones’, (Beken
2007). The Gurage Zone is one of the multi-ethnic Zones in the region hosting
the dominant Gurage people and two non-Gurage groups known as Mareqo and
Qabena. This is just a glimpse of the broader political context of Ethiopia where
ethnolinguistic identity determines people’s livelihood in sociopolitical and eco-
nomic aspects in particular.

Gurage is a term that ambiguously means three things: the people, the place
where those people live (Gurage Zone) and the language(s) they speak. Peoples of
the ethnolinguistic group officially known as ‘Gurage’ enjoy a favorable national
recognition for their remarkable culture and dominant business activities across
Ethiopian urban centres. The Gurage make up around two million of the country’s
population and they speak twelve varieties of a South Ethio-Semitic ‘language’
known by the umbrella name ‘Guragina’ in Amharic. These spoken Gurage va-
rieties are controversially classified into language clusters and dialect continua
by different linguists to date, but the most widely accepted categorisation is that
of Hetzron (1972, 1977). Hetzron (1972) argues against the use of dialect in ref-
erence to the varieties since they have significant differences that do not fit the
definition. He rather suggests the use of: ‘East Gurage - dialect cluster, Northern
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Gurage - language cluster, Masqan - language, Central Western Gurage — dialect
cluster, and Peripheral Western Gurage - dialect cluster’ for descriptive conveni-
ences, conceding a certain degree of arbitrariness in the classification.

In addition to having multiple spoken varieties, the Gurage people are said
to have varying historic origins that may influence patterns of ethnic identity for-
mation across groups. Meyer (2011) points to the historical origin of some of the
Gurage people as being from Semitic-speaking people of the northern parts of
Ethiopia who migrated into the south and settled there’ based on oral traditions.
There are claims by some Gurage groups about originating from the northern high-
lands of Eritrea, Tigray and Gondar while others were from eastern Ethiopia par-
ticularly Harar (Dinberu et al. 1987). Such narratives have created various kinds of
identity formation observed among the Gurage since it is ‘only the so-called Sebat
bet Gurage comprising the Chaha (and Gumer), Ezha, Geyto, Muher (and AKklil),
Inor, Endegegn (and Ener) and Meqorqor’, who call themselves ‘Gurage’, (Meyer
2011: 1220). The other groups (namely Kistane (Soddo), Mesqan, Dobbi, Silt’e,
Wolene and Zay) refer to themselves by their respective spoken varieties according
to Meyer (2011). It is observable from this account that the spoken Gurage varie-
ties exceed twelve in number since some varieties have more dialects and identity
construction is further complicated by the varying histories of origin.

Fekede (2013) provides a tripartite category of Guragina as: East Gurage, en-
compassing Wolene, Silt'e and Zay; West Gurage, comprising Chaha, Endegegn,
Ener, Inor, Ezha, Gumer, Gura, Muhir and Mesqan; and Northern Gurage, consist-
ing of Kistane/Soddo and Dobbi. He also refers to this conglomeration of languages
or dialects as ‘Gurage language varieties’ to avoid the endless debate over whether
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to consider them languages or dialects of a language. Similarly, ‘Gurage varieties’
was adopted for use in this study for simplicity’s sake since the number and clas-
sification of Gurage language(s) is not part of our objectives. In other words, the
people are ethnically referred to as ‘Gurage’ and their language varieties, except
Silt'e and Zay, are officially known under the umbrella term ‘Guragina’. Vaughan
(2003) points out the fact that the Silt'e group was formerly a part of the Gurage
ethnic group until it reconstructed a distinct ethnolinguistic identity and succeeded
in forming a separate administrative Zone in July 2001. Following the split, Silt’e is
officially recognised as a distinct language symbolically representing the brand new
ethnolinguistic group named after it, and does not politically belong to the Gurage
language(s) at the moment. Besides, speakers of Zay do not have any administrative
or geographical connection with other Guragina speakers, so neither outsiders nor
the people themselves consider them ethnically Gurage. These realities, then, leave
Wolene as the only representative of East Gurage and Masmas as an extinct mem-
ber of Peripheral West Gurage (Hetzron 1972) to be included in this study. Three
other varieties, Chaha, Inor and Dobbi, were also included as representatives of the
Gurage clusters known as Central Western Gurage, Peripheral Western Gurage and
Northern Gurage, respectively.

Ambharic, which is also a federal working language of Ethiopia, serves as the
working language of Gurage Zone (and the SNNPR) while other minority languages
have recently been in official use for mother-tongue education, local broadcast me-
dia and public administration. The split of Silt'e from Gurage is believed to have
raised fear of disintegration among the remaining members of the Gurage group by
creating a sense of economic marginalisation and minoritized status though they
are one of the major ethnic groups in the region.

The following sections present research questions, objectives and methods; a
precise review of literature on ethnicity, language politics and belongingness; pres-
entation of data and discussion under two themes; and summary of main points
and conclusions drawn from the analyses of empirical data.

2. Research questions, objectives and methods
2.1 Research problem and questions

The constitution of FDRE grants all nations, nationalities and peoples the right
to develop and use their language and culture in Article 39 (2), so a number of
minority languages have recently begun to benefit from constitutional provisions.
There have been desperate desire and continuous efforts to develop the Gurage lan-
guage(s) and to start mother-tongue education in elementary schools across Gurage
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Zone for many years now. However, the Gurage people could not realise their lan-
guage rights because of linguistic diversity further complicated by wavering ethnic
identity formation and extra-linguistic factors that at times threaten intragroup
unity. Besides, the fact that language is usually considered a major component and
determinant of ethnic identity in current Ethiopian politics is understandably a
powerful reason of heightened ethnic consciousness among the general public at
large. The Gurage people are unique, surrounded by intricate narratives of ethno-
linguistic identity with a high level of linguistic diversity for a small population,
occupying a small geographical area, sharing many cultural aspects and a single
nationality. Considering different sociolinguistic and extra-linguistic realities on
the ground, two major challenges of the Gurage people become visible: (1) a threat
of disintegration following linguistic lines in the era of heightened language and
identity politics, and (2) a threat to language development and preservation in
the long run, even if disintegration is avoided by retaining use of Amharic as a
neutral medium. In other words, the diversity of spoken varieties, historical back-
grounds [both fictive and real] and the sociopolitical circumstances of the time
have complicated ethnolinguistic consciousness and patterns of self-identification
in Gurage. Therefore, linguistic diversity and accompanying issues needed deeper
understanding to manage consequences of intergroup strife. Among the important
issues are the speakers’ perceptions of language and ethnicity as well as their attitude
towards the common Gurage identity. Even if there is a great deal of literature on
the description and classifications of Gurage varieties, there is a serious research
gap on sociolinguistic aspects in general and ethnolinguistic identity in particular.
Therefore, this study aims to fill the research gap by examining empirical data on
the following research questions:

1. How do speakers of different Gurage varieties perceive the association of lan-
guage use and ethnicity?

2. How do speakers of different Gurage varieties identify themselves and express
their feelings of belongingness to Gurage ethnic identity?

2.2 Objectives

This study has two objectives regarding the Gurage people and their language(s):

1. To examine speakers’ perception about the association of language use and
ethnic identity

2. To comparatively delineate patterns of ethnolinguistic self-identification and
sense of belongingness to Gurage identity across the sampled group.
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2.3  Research design and tools

Creswell et al. (2010) explicate that social inquiry is targeted towards various sources
and many levels that influence a given problem, so employing mixed methods can
help in understanding them better. The aim of this research is delineating speakers’
perception about the link between language and ethnicity, the impact of language
use on their ethnic identity, as well as expressed patterns of self-identification and
sense of belongingness to Gurage identity across groups. In so doing, a concurrent
integrative research design was used in which both quantitative and qualitative
methods were mixed. Data collection was done in Amharic for both the question-
naire and interviews by the researcher, assisted by trained data collectors for the
survey. Quantitative data was collected using self-reported questionnaires with the
aim of comparative assessment from a total of 363 participants across five Gurage
groups. Participants were randomly selected from speakers of four Gurage varieties
(Chaha, Inor, Dobbi and Wolene) and an extinct variety (Masmas) to represent
the major language/dialect clusters in Gurage, and all were residents of Gurage
Zone. The number of participants in the survey across groups was 95 Chaha, 94
Inor, 83 Wolene, 81 Dobbi and only 10 Masmas. At the same time, qualitative data
was collected using audio-taped, semi-structured, in-depth interviews designed to
explore respondents’ thoughts, beliefs and perceptions about the aforementioned
issues involving a total of 23 interviewees (six from Chaha, five from Inor, four
from Wolene, five from Dobbi and three from Masmas). The research participants
included people from all walks of life in terms of age, gender, religion, education
and occupation. The raw data was translated into English, processed by SPSS 20.0
for the questionnaire, thematically organised and analysed separately and merged
at the end for integration of results in the discussion.

According to Greene (2007), mixed methods research is preferred by many
because it helps them to take dialectal or pragmatic positions that would bridge
extremely varying worldviews. Because of the context-driven nature of language
use and ethnicity, the main research paradigm that has shaped this study is prag-
matism with its basic philosophy, ‘that truth is found in “what works” and that
truth is relative to the current situation’, (McCaslin 2008: 672). In other words, the
ethnolinguistic consciousness of a group and identity formation do not have fixed
or universal meanings or values, so pragmatic assessment of what works in the
actual Ethiopian context was considered a sound philosophical perspective in this
study. In addition, Dornyei (2007) characterises concurrent research designs by
using two methods in a separate parallel manner and integrating results during the
interpretation phase with the purpose of broadening research perspective or testing
how the findings complement or corroborate each other. In this regard, concurrent
designs are invaluable when we examine a phenomenon that has several levels, and
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they help researchers to combine macro and micro perspectives about broad trends
in social life and how they are perceived by the individual (Dornyei 2007: 154). This
study deals with the broad ethnolinguistic politics in an Ethiopian context and its
specific impact on Gurage people’s language use patterns and senses of ethnic be-
longingness. Therefore, data from both methods were separately organised under
common themes and mixed at the stage of interpretation to analyse for patterns,
comparisons and contrasts.

3. Ethnicity, language politics and belongingness

Ethnicity is an elusive term to conceptualise because of the dynamic nature of social
concepts in general and its extreme contextuality in particular. There have been a
number of attempts to define the term though none of them succeeded according
to Fought (2006). Besides, the term is usually used as an exchangeable concept with
ethnic identity in the literature because they have so much in common, particularly
the significance of language in their formation. Even if different elements combine
to form ethnic identity, it seems that language always makes an important part of
it. Fishman (1999) notes that,

Language is seen as the storehouse of ethnicity: Each ethnic group expresses and
identifies itself by the language it speaks, and its cultural paraphernalia is shaped
by its language. Sameness of language and ethnicity creates a bond of acceptance
and provides a basis for togetherness, for identity, for separateness, for solidarity,
and for brotherhood and kinship. (Fishman 1999: 353)

Such a strong association between language and ethnicity is documented in a
large body of literature under disciplines in the humanities such as social psy-
chology, sociology, anthropology, political science and sociolinguistics. Identity
theory has been evolving since the formulation of Social Identity Theory and Social
Categorisation Theory by Tajfel & Turner during the last quarter of the 20th cen-
tury further developed into the Ethnolinguistic Identity Theory (ELIT) of Howard
Giles and colleagues. Sachdev (1995) underlines the substantial body of literature
that suggests that language is among the most salient dimensions of group identity
identified by many in the analyses of ethnic and national groups. Phinney (1990)
defines ethnic identity as ‘a subjective sense of belonging to an ethnic group and
the feelings and attitudes that accompany this sense of group membership’, based
on the ideas of Tajfel & Turner (1986).

In addition, Gudykunst & Schmidt (1987: 157) deem the relationship of lan-
guage and ethnic identity as being reciprocal in that language usage influences the
formation of ethnic identity, and ethnic identity also influences language attitudes
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and language usage. Clément and Noels (1992) explain that the link is caused by
the important symbolic and instrumental functions language plays in the evolution
of human societies in general and ethnic collectivities in particular. Cargile et al.
(1995) outline three roles that language plays in ethnic relations and identities as:
articulating existing conditions; serving as a marker of group boundaries people
can use to establish and refute claims of ethnic group membership; and a means
of negotiating group identities as it not only assists in ethnic categorisation, but
helps establish and display the meaning of those social categories. Clément and
Noels (1992: 204) suggest ethnolinguistic identity to be, ‘situationally bound, such
that individuals slip in and out of particular group memberships as required by
immediate contextual demands,, following points suggested by Collier & Thomas
(1988), Liebkind (1989) and Okamura (1981).

Concerning social identity formation, Diaz (2014: 63) maintains that, ‘individ-
uals are born into or ascribed particular social categories’ about which they develop
an awareness of membership and an emotional attachment to their ‘ingroup’. Diaz
deems social identity a fundamental aspect of a person’s self-concept internalised
through time that influences relations to others on the basis of their belonging to
a certain social category. This declaration applies to ethnic identity since it is also
a part of social identity. Because ethnic federalism has already institutionalised
ethnic groups as fundamental constituents of the state, Habtu (2003) points out
the nature of ethnic categorisation in Ethiopian context as an ‘obligatory ascribed
status’. ‘Ethiopian citizens are required to state their ethnic affiliation, ‘correct’ af-
filiation being one based on identification with one of the 84 officially given ethnic
categories; and ‘correct’ identification itself is based on mother tongue or household
language use or descent’ Habtu (2003: 21). However, Noels (2014) considers the
assumptions of homogeneity within such large categories as well as expectations of
anecessary correspondence between ascribed categories and self-reports of ethnic
identity to be problematic. Ethnolinguistic identity is rather one kind of social
identity, defined as ‘that part of the individuals’ self-concept that derives from their
knowledge of their membership of a social group (or groups) together with the
value and emotional significance of that membership’, Noels (2014: 89). Moreover,
though the terms ethnic and ethnolinguistic are often used interchangeably in the
pertinent literature, Vincze (2013: 15) distinguishes them as they are defined by
Reid & Giles (2009): an ethnolinguistic group is regarded as an ethnic group defined
by its language, whereas ethnolinguistic identity is seen as an ethnic identity defined
by language.

The official reference to ethnolinguistic groups in Ethiopia is ‘nations, nation-
alities and peoples’ who are ‘bearers of sovereign power’ to use the words of Beken
(2007) in the country’s constitution. Zahotik and Teshome (2009: 94) describe
this reference based on the definition provided in the constitution as ‘a group of
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people who have or share a large measure of a common culture or similar cus-
toms, mutual intelligibility of language, belief in a common or related identities,
a common psychological make-up, and who inhabit an identifiable, predomi-
nantly contiguous territory’. According to Abbink (1998: 62), ‘a new ethnic-based
map of Ethiopia and its regional states was introduced already in 1991” under the
Transitional Government of Ethiopia where language was taken as the chief cri-
terion for boundaries and ethnic identity (emphasis in original). The realisation
of the overemphasised place language has in the formation of ethnic identity for
Ethiopians can be taken as a context that makes ethnic identity synonymous with
ethnolinguistic identity.

The significance of ethnolinguistic identity in Ethiopian contemporary politics
is typically described by Smith (2007) and other critical observers as a uniquely
bold approach to solving ethnicity-based conflicts in the modern period. Smith
(2007: 573) states that, ‘Few states in the world, and none in sub-Saharan Africa,
have taken the formalisation of sub-national or ethnic identities to the same level
as Ethiopia’. Abbink (1997: 160) also explains the extremes of politicised ethnic-
ity in contemporary Ethiopia stating that, ‘the discourse of ethnicity has become
strongly politicised, more so than ever before, and has created “realities” which
did not previously exist’ Thus, ethnolinguistic perception can be conceptualised as
the consciousness level or subjective understanding of members of a group about
the relationship of language and ethnic identity, which are all contextually bound.

Accordingly, ethnolinguistic identity in Gurage is also directly impacted by
the ethnic federalism of the country at large which prioritises language as a major
factor in ethnic designation or boundary formation. Gurage was ‘widely accepted
to consist three major groups of people — Sebat Bet, Soddo Kistane and Silt'e until
the split of Silt'e in 2001’ Nishi (2005: 158). Based on Shack (1966) who had written
about ‘the common set of artifacts, technology and mode of production as a people
of “ensete culture complex” of southern Ethiopia, Nishi (2005) also mentions the
existence of extensive intermarriage between the groups resulting from geographic
proximity. Therefore, it is not surprising to question modes of Gurage identity for-
mation among the different linguistic groups and people’s attitude and perceptions
concerning language use and ethnicity after the 2001 incident of identity recon-
struction of the Silt'e. Woldesilassie (2015: 8) takes the politics of Silt'e identity as an
interesting case that demonstrates, in a particular way, the commonplace assertion
of ethnicity in the literature as a socio-political construct instrumentally used to
achieve political and economic gain particularly in the context of change related to
the state. Woldesilassie further notes the possibility of social and political contexts
as important explanations for the distinction between belonging and identity for-
mation, thereby belonging may function ‘as a cultural and symbolic resource, as a
marker of identity rather than serving as an identity itself’.
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Howard (2000) explains the central tenets of social identity theory as being
focused on two quite inseparable dimensions along which individuals define their
identities: the social and the personal. Therefore, this study merges both issues of
self-identification and subjective perceptions and sense of belongingness across
Gurage groups to their official ethnolinguistic identity. Edwards (2009: 22) declares
that the course of human history, and its implications for every individual, is by
and large fuelled by perceptions of groups while explaining the relationship of in-
dividual and group identities of a person. According to Royce (1982: 7), people
obtain their personal ethnic identity from two sources: the ethnic group itself based
on how the group defines itself, and the sense of solidarity that devolves upon
groups that find themselves to be different from other groups or cut off from soci-
ety. Llamas et al. (2007: 78) similarly remark on the permeability of socio-cultural
and linguistic boundaries asserting that, ‘Historical circumstance, social hierarchy,
patterns of internal and external interaction, and ideology all help determine the
construction of ethnolinguistic identity’. In conclusion, ethnolinguistic perception
and self-identification are two sides of a coin in that they are strongly shaped by
the sociopolitical and economic contexts beyond kinship and geographical factors.

4. Presentation of data and discussion

Creswell et al. (2010) note that integration of qualitative and quantitative data
maximises the strengths and minimises the weaknesses of the data. They add that
integration can be achieved by ‘reporting results together in the discussion section
of a study, such as first reporting the quantitative statistical results followed by
qualitative quotes or themes that support or refute the quantitative results’ (Creswell
et al. 2010: 5). Data in this study was, therefore, organised with this principle in
that percentage values of each item with total average are presented in tables and
quantitatively described first. Then, qualitative data from the in-depth interviews
are presented for comparative discussion of findings. Employing mixed methods
was deemed important to meaningfully address the exploratory research questions
in this study. Accordingly, this section presents results for both research tools in a
way that the quantitative data precedes the qualitative one in which findings are to
be compared. In some cases, however, the quantitative data appears more dominant
in the description of findings whereas the reverse is true in others, which means
that the primacy of quantitative or qualitative data varies depending on the nature
of questions under discussion.
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4.1 Ethnolinguistic perception among the Gurage

The main issues covered under this theme were the perceived connections between
language and ethnic identity and the perceived impact of speakers’ language use
on their ethnic identity. Five interrelated questions in the survey questionnaire
assessed these points. Some of the questions were posed directly while others were
indirectly related to respondents’ ethnolinguistic consciousness. In addition to the
quantitative data, respondents’ multilingualism and its impact on ethnolinguistic
identity construction were assessed based on relevant explanations collected using
the semi-structured in-depth interviews.

The first question raised in this regard was whether respondents believed their
ethnic identity and language were related. Three options, ‘Yes, ‘No and ‘I do not
know’, were given for them to choose from in the survey, and the results from the
sampled Gurage varieties are presented in Table 1.1 with percentage values of re-
sponses from each group and the total average for all.

Table 1.1 Do you think your ethnic identity is related to language?

EIRL Chaha Inor Wolene  Masmas  Dobbi Total avg. %
Yes 74.5 83.0 94.0 90.0 63.0 80.9
No 21.3 13.8 4.8 10.0 35.8 17.1
I don’t know 43 3.2 1.2 0 1.2 2.0

The result for this question shows that respondents are highly aware of a strong
link between language and ethnic identity since a total average of 80.9% answered
“Yes’, only a small portion of participants (17.1%) said ‘No’, and an insignificant
number (2%) did not know the relationship. This is an indication of heightened
ethnolinguistic awareness fuelled by its significance in people’s everyday interaction
with the national context of ethnic federalism. Considering the contextual role of
language as the most obvious symbol of ethnic identity, it would be inconceivable
to expect otherwise. However, this question was raised to analyse the perception of
the link between language and ethnic identity across speakers of different Gurage
varieties and to see whether there is any pattern to be observed. Accordingly, those
who think language and ethnic identity are connected appear proportionally high
for the respondents of Wolene, Masmas and Inor covering 94%, 90% and 83%
of total participants, respectively. On the other hand, respondents of Dobbi and
Chaha varieties constitute the highest proportion (35.8% and 21.3%, respectively)
of the entire sampled population who perceive no connection between language
and ethnic identity whereas respondents of Wolene share the smallest proportion
(4.8%) in this regard. Therefore, it can be argued that participants’ perception of the
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connection between language and ethnic identity is not uniform across speakers
of different Gurage varieties.

The same question during the in-depth interview produced a significant pattern
of reactions across speakers of different Gurage varieties as well. In an overall view,
it is clear that people have been made aware of the significance of ethnolinguistic
identity in which language is the primary signifier in their identity construction
and entire sociopolitical lives. It was found among interviewees that the majority
perceived a strong connection between language and ethnic identity. However,
these perceptions appeared with heightened protective sentiments among groups
who feel threatened by their neighbors like the Wolene and Dobbi compared to
Chaha and Inor. One of the Wolene respondents (WO1) states that, ‘An issue of
ethnic identity begins with language as it is the most important determinant of
people’s identity’. He adds his observation of how serious the Wolene speakers are
about maintaining their tongue as an arsenal of their ethnic identity when he was
asked how a person would be treated in Wolene society if he/she does not speak
the language as follows:

Especially after the advent of ethnic politics, people have grown very serious about
language use. A person cannot claim Wolene identity without speaking the lan-
guage in our community. But I do not think there are people who do not speak
Wolene at all being a member of the community though there may sometimes be
a problem of fluency. Such tradition of extreme efforts to avoid language loss is a
new arrival with the emergence of the new government structure of EPRDF where
the basic ingredient of nations and nationalities’ rights is having a language. There
was not such a thing before as far as I know. (WO1, Nov. 15/2017, Wolkite)

A similarly strong reaction was voiced by another interviewee of the Wolene variety
when asked the same question as to how members would feel if someone does not
speak his/her heritage tongue saying;

That is quite serious. They consider such a person ignorant of his/her identity and
culture, so it is hard to be in that position! Once I remember that the community
elders declared a serious rule about speaking only Wolene amongst the members.
This trend was even in place during the Dergue regime. There were community
police who would see to it that every member of Wolene community commu-
nicates with each other only in Wolene language or they would charge anyone
who fails to do so. That regulation is not openly practiced at the moment, but its
impact is already persistent till now. My children, for instance, spoke Amharic
first because we live in town and Amharic is predominantly spoken in Wolkite.
However, I taught them to speak Wolene and they are now bilinguals. I think this
is a common practice in our community. (WO3, Nov. 15/2017, Wolkite)
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On the other hand, speakers of Dobbi variety demonstrated a slightly lesser empha-
sis on language as an identity marker at the onset of our discussions. That stance,
however, starts to shift towards a strong defensive sentiment of maintaining their
tongue as part of their identity particularly when they think of assimilation with
the neighboring Mesqan. One of the interviewees (DO1) pointed out the fact that
Dobbi people use their language until the present time, but they are now more
inclined to speaking Ambharic. He adds that, “The issue of language and its link to
identity is not easy for me to understand. I know that Amharic and Guragina are
closely related languages, but speaking Amharic does not affect my Gurage iden-
tity’. However, a second interviewee mentioned a recent experience of the Dobbi
speakers in connection with language as an identity marker when they faced a sense
of being assimilated to Mesqan variety saying:

The Mesqan people have their own language, culture and identity and so do the
Dobbi people. There was once an attempt made to teach Mesqan language at school
and the Dobbi speakers openly resisted the attempt. There was a serious conflict
between speakers of the two languages. People raised an issue that they are not
Mesqan even though the district council approved of the plan to teach elementary
school children of both Dobbi and Mesqan in Mesqan language. Then, the plan
was forced to be dropped. The languages are actually different and communication
is somehow difficult between speakers of the two varieties.

(DO2, Dec. 10/2017, Butajira)

According to his points, the idea of assimilation was more worrying to the Dobbi
speakers than the difficulty of language comprehension which would ensure
Mesqan dominance in all of the administrative and socioeconomic sectors. He
pointed out the fact that the entire political and economic administration of the dis-
trict is dominated by Mesqan speakers starting with the name of the district where
Dobbi is excluded. This has resulted, according to the respondents, in a serious
grievance among Dobbi speakers who feel discriminated against and marginalized,
even when they are prosperous in economic terms and contribute significantly to
the area’s development in the investment sector. A third interviewee from Dobbi
underlined the points raised by the two former consultants, saying that, When we
think of ethnic identity, what is most important is that the majority should not op-
press the minority groups (clans) that make up the larger whole of Gurage people.
They must avoid looking down on others in social relationships, and treat them as
equals’, DO5 (Dec. 11/2017, Dobbi). This remark can be taken as an expressed fear
of assimilation and marginalisation of the group in sociopolitical and economic
spheres of the speakers rather than a basic worry of language loss equated with
identity loss among respondents of Dobbi variety.
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The perception of interviewees from Masmas variety, on the other hand, is
somehow divergent from the previous views we have discussed about the link
between language and ethnic identity. According to one of the interviewees, ‘the
Masmas people speak the languages spoken around them and live in the same cul-
ture as their neighbors except that they most importantly stick to their Orthodox
Christian faith. Language is not a matter of serious concern, so children are not
pressured to learn the vernaculars, MA (Oct. 27/2017, Shumoro). In fact, other
interviewees from the Masmas group raised their concerns about the decline of
Guragina varieties even if they prioritised learning Ambharic as a language that de-
termines Ethiopian identity. This would not come as a surprise considering the lost
and forgotten variety they are named after which could make them feel differently
from their neighbors.

In a related second question, respondents were given five alternatives to express
their perception of the level of language-ethnicity connection from the range of
‘Inseparably connected’, ‘Highly connected’, ‘Somehow connected’, ‘only slightly
connected’, to ‘Not connected at all’ with a descending order of importance. This
question was raised as a means of evaluating respondents’ perception beyond the
“Yes’ or ‘No’ responses concerning their perceptions of the language-ethnicity con-
nection in the survey, presented in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2 How strongly do you think your language and ethnic identity are connected?

EILC Chaha  Inor Wolene Masmas Dobbi Total avg. %
Inseparably connected 35.8 34.0 34.9 50.0 27.2 36.5
Strongly connected 25.3 31.9 56.6 20.0 30.9 32.9
Somehow connected 16.8 22.3 3.6 10.0 9.9 12.5
A little related 4.2 0 0 10.0 2.5 33
Not related at all 11.6 43 1.2 10.0 7.4 6.9
Left unmarked 6.3 7.4 3.6 0 222 7.9

The result of this question also confirms the former result since the majority (69.4%)
of respondents from all varieties perceive a strong connection between language
and ethnic identity while an insignificant share of the total participants think oth-
erwise. What is interesting in this case, though, is the fact that the proportion of
respondents who said ‘No’ or ‘T don’t know” when asked if they thought language
and ethnic identity were related in the former question is not matched by those
who evaluate the link as either ‘not related at all’ or left it unanswered. That is, the
former respondents constitute 19.1% of the total sample while the second case
covers only about 14.8%. This inconsistency can still be understood as an indicator
of a dilemma in the respondents’ understanding of how much it is really important
to assume language as an identity marker if any challenge arises along the way.
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A third point closely related to the connection of language and ethnic identity
was asking respondents whether they thought that speaking other languages would
affect their ethnic identity. They were similarly given three choices, ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘I
don’t know’, and the result shows that nearly equal proportions of the respondents
agree and disagree with the idea, 47.7% and 49.8%, respectively, that speaking other
language(s) might affect the speakers’ ethnic identity. However, the responses are
not uniform across the groups since Wolene speakers demonstrate the highest share
(71.1%) followed by Inor (52.1%) speakers who answered ‘Yes’ whereas Chaha
speakers had the highest share (67.4%) saying ‘No’ followed by Dobbi (59.3%). This
observation is somehow confusing coming from the highly multilingual society of
Gurage to perceive speaking other languages as damaging to one’s ethnic identity.

The respondents were then given additional perspective on this issue and they
were asked to evaluate the effect of speaking others languages on their ethnic iden-
tity by choosing from five scales given in the questionnaire if they answered ‘Yes’
before. The result of their evaluation is presented in Table 1.3 with percentage values
for each Gurage variety.

Table 1.3 Do you think speaking other languages has any influence on your ethnic identity?

LOLE Chaha Inor Wolene  Masmas  Dobbi Total avg. %
Ext. damaging 5.3 20.2 56.6 50.0 21.0 30.6
Very damaging 14.7 21.3 7.2 0 74 10.2
Affects only a bit 27.4 22.3 21.7 0 24.7 19.2
Not that much 21.1 19.1 7.2 10.0 19.8 15.4
Not at all 31.6 17.0 7.2 40.0 27.2 24.6

When considered cumulatively, only 40% of all participants perceive that speaking
other languages does not affect one’s ethnic identity and nearly the same proportion
(40.8%) perceive rather a damaging effect. The middle level of effect represented by
It affects only a bit’ reflects the remaining 19.2% of all participants. Interestingly,
respondents who answered ‘No’ for the first question covered 49.6%, and those
who answered T don’t know’ shared 2.5% that appeared disproportionate against
the 40% who perceive either insignificant or no impact of speaking other languages
on their ethnic identity. This inconsistency is again an additional indicator of lack
of clarity on the link of language and ethnic identity among the respondents.
Finally, the participants were asked to express their level of agreement with a
given statement on five scales ranging from ‘I strongly agree’, to ‘T agree’, T am not
sure, ‘T disagree’, and I strongly disagree’. The statement ran, ‘It will be alright if
Ambharic or Oromo languages totally substitute your language since that does not
affect your ethnic identity’. This was another question posed to test the respond-
ents’ commitment to their belief concerning the connection between language and
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ethnic identity one more time, long after the previous questions were dealt with.
Table 1.4 presents the result of this question in percentages of the whole sample.

Table 1.4 It is all right if other languages substitute yours

OLSN Chaha Inor Wolene  Masmas  Dobbi Total avg.%
I strongly agree 5.3 4.3 2.4 20.0 2.5 6.9
I agree 6.3 74 2.4 0 8.6 4.9
I’'m not sure 8.4 7.4 6.0 0 18.5 8.1
I disagree 30.5 35.1 15.7 20.0 43.2 28.9
I strongly disagree 49.5 45.7 73.5 60.0 27.2 51.2

A significant majority of respondents (80.1%) chose either ‘T disagree’ or ‘I strongly
disagree’ for the above statement; only 11.8% of all participants chose either T agree’
or T strongly agree’; and 8.1% were not sure about the statement. The cumulative
result once again confirms the respondents’ strong belief that language is directly
related to ethnic identity. However, there is still an observable pattern of assuming
a strong connection between language and ethnicity among the Wolene, Masmas
and Chaha groups, respectively in a descending order. Consequently, it is not easy
to delineate the perception of respondents about the link of language and ethnicity
in a clear pattern. The inconsistency observed above could then be an outcome of
the people’s exposure to multiple languages in their daily interactions, with the
felt need to maintain their language(s) and identity which they feel is constantly
threatened in many instances.

4.2 Self-identification and belongingness to Gurage identity

The pattern of self-identification and feelings of belongingness to Gurage identity
among participants of this study were assessed through both direct and indirect
questions included in the survey as well as the semi-structured interviews. To be-
gin with, both the questionnaire and interview entries have an open question for
respondents to name their ethnic identity as part of their biographical background.
This is considered an indirect form of assessment since the respondents would an-
swer it without serious consideration as it is a common practice in Ethiopia even
for issues completely unrelated to a study of ethnicity. Then, other questions were
added to further understand respondents’ self-identification and sense of belong-
ingness to the officially recognised common Gurage identity. In other words, five
closely related questions were raised at different points in the questionnaire after
the first point of self-identification reported at the beginning of the entire data
collection. The results of these variables are discussed one by one in this section by
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adding relevant points of discussion from the interview data. First, the pattern of
self-reported ethnolinguistic identity of respondents for the questionnaire survey
from all five Gurage varieties is presented in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1 Participants’ self-reported ethnic identity

EID Chaha Inor Wolene  Masmas  Dobbi Total avg. %
Gurage 93.7 93.6 0 30.0 95.1 62.5
Specific Variety 0 6.4 98.8 70.0 1.2 353
Ethiopian 6.3 0 1.2 0 3.7 22

Considered from a total average point of view, only 62.5% of the total participants
reported ‘Gurage’; 35.3% answered with names of their respective Gurage varieties
and a small portion (2.2%) of them wrote ‘Ethiopian’ as their ethnic identity. The
overall picture only shows a mixed pattern of self-identification among speakers of
different Gurage varieties, but there is a clear pattern of divergence across different
groups when examined separately. For example, nearly all of Dobbi (95.1%), Chaha
(93.7%) and Inor (93.6%) respondents reported ‘Gurage’ as their ethnic identity,
whereas only 30% of the Masmas participants and none of the Wolene speakers
share the same self-identification pattern with the rest. On the contrary, almost all
of the Wolene respondents (98.8%) had identified themselves with their language
variety, Wolene, followed by 70% of Masmas participants who usually refer to them-
selves as Masmas Bahire-work.

On the other hand, only 6.4% of Inor, 1.2% of Dobbi and none of Chaha
participants mentioned the name of their respective Gurage varieties as synon-
ymous with their ethnic identity. What is more, 6.7% of Chaha, 3.7% of Dobbi
and 1.2% of Wolene participants mentioned ‘Ethiopian’ as their ethnic identity
which is not legally considered an ethnic identity at all. The only indication this
kind of self-identification has is when respondents are either uncomfortable with
or against the way of ethnic identity assignment from available alternatives in the
process that they do not approve of. It is a common trend among Ethiopians who
are disappointed by ethnicity politics that they feel is discriminatory and contribute
negatively to their citizenship in general.

Consistent with this pattern are the responses of participants of the in-depth
interview, but the Masmas interviewees demonstrated a tendency of considering
themselves one of the clans of Gurage people, not a different ethnic group, unlike
the Wolene. One of the interviewees said, ‘there is something called Masmas as a
clan among the Gurage, but the language is not clearly known and it is said to be
Kambata. Indeed, the clan does not have a specific language of its own that is known
to the people at the moment’ (MA1, Oct. 26/2017, Shumoro). He added that the
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presence of multiple Gurage varieties is perceived by Masmas people as nothing
more than little differences in speech instead of being bases for ethnic differences. A
second interviewee from the same group (MA2) said that there was a language the
Masmas people were said to have spoken in old times that he heard of on the radio
broadcast sometime in the past, but he could not remember its name, ‘except that the
people had totally shifted to speaking Hadiyya language through time’. From these
points of views, it is possible to conclude that the self-reported ethnic identity of
different groups within Gurage is not uniform or clear across speakers of all varieties.
Another point included with the aim of understanding respondents’ pattern
of self-identification in reference to their language was asking them to name their
mother tongue. This point was raised with the assumption that it helps in indirectly
assessing the pattern of identity construction based on the fact that the Gurage
people have a tradition of naming groups of people and districts after their spoken
varieties within the Gurage Zone. The results are presented in Table 2.2 below:

Table 2.2 Participant’s mother tongue

MT Chaha Inor Wolene  Masmas  Dobbi Total avg. %
Guragina 83.2 83.0 - 100.0 24.7 58.2
Individual Variety 2.1 13.8 95.2 - 45.7 314
Ambharic 14.7 3.2 4.8 - 27.2 10.0
Other langs. - - - - 2.5 0.5

All of the Masmas participants, the majority of Chaha (83.2%) and Inor (83%) par-
ticipants reported ‘Guragina’ as their mother tongue, whereas none of the Wolene
and only 24.7% of the Dobbi respondents mentioned ‘Guragina’ as their mother
tongue. Here, it is understandable that there is a visible difference in the pattern of
self-identification and sense of belongingness to Gurage identity while identifying
their language across speakers of the sampled Gurage varieties. Among the obvious
trends in this case is the fact that speakers of Chaha variety appear to embrace their
Gurage identity as closely as their Inor and Dobbi counter-parts. On the contrary,
speakers of Wolene variety appear to make sure that they avoid being identified
as ‘Gurage’ as much as possible or considering their vernacular as ‘Guragina’. The
case of Masmas group is, in fact, unique as they do not have a variety to consider
solely their identifier or even believe that they had one in the past. Nearly all of them
belong to speakers of Inor, Ener and Endegegn varieties, so this point somehow
reflects their sense of belongingness in terms of naming their mother tongue as
‘Guragina’, rather than referring to the varieties separately.

One of the direct questions posed to participants in relation to their feeling of
belongingness was if they believed speakers of all Gurage varieties belong to one



Ethnolinguistic perception and identity in Gurage 109

ethnic identity, ‘Gurage’. Three alternative answers, ‘Yes, ‘No’ and ‘T don’t know’,
were given in the questionnaire for participants to choose from. Table 2.3 presents
the result of this query for the sampled Gurage varieties:

Table 2.3 Do speakers of all Gurage varieties belong to one ethnic identity?

AEID Chaha Inor Wolene  Masmas  Dobbi Total avg. %
Yes 69.5 74.5 20.5 90 58.0 62.5
No 22.1 13.8 61.4 10 40.7 29.6
I don't know 8.4 11.7 18.1 - 1.2 7.9

On a cumulative average, a significant share of the entire sample in the survey cov-
ering 29.6% do not believe that speakers of all varieties share a single ethnic iden-
tity and 7.9% of the sample answered that they do not know. However, more than
60% of the total participants on average think that speakers of all varieties share
one ethnic identity as people of Gurage. However, the responses from each variety
in the survey are not close to one another on this topic. For example, the largest
share of respondents who do not think that speakers of all Gurage varieties share
one ethnic identity comes from Wolene at 61.4% followed by Dobbi (40.7%) and
Chaha (22.1%) when individual groups are observed separately. This is interesting
considering the trend of Dobbi speakers who embrace their official Gurage identity
at the same time that they do not actually think speakers of all varieties belong to
a single identity. On the other hand, the responses of Wolene speakers again show
a certain level of paradox in this regard. Even though the majority of respondents
are adamant about their ethnic distinctness from Gurage, more than 20% of them
answered ‘Yes’ to the same question. Furthermore, the presence of more than 20%
of respondents from Chaha variety who do not think that speakers of all Gurage
varieties share a common ethnic identity is questionable considering their consist-
ent embrace of Gurage identity. Even if the size of participants from Inor variety is
smaller in this regard, it appears that the idea of differences is entertained across
different Gurage groups on a different level. In other words, while there is a group
that would like to be recognised as a distinct ethnolinguistic group, there are also
others that are willing to compromise their differences and prefer to stay united
within the common Gurage identity.

The same pattern was repeated by participants of the in-depth interview on
their perception concerning the ethnic identity of speakers of different Gurage
varieties. Most of the participants from Inor, Chaha, Masmas and Dobbi think
that these people share the Gurage ethnic identity and the varieties are dialects of
a given language. One of the Dobbi respondents (DO1) expressed his strong belief
on the shared identity of speakers of different Guragina varieties hinting at the
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people’s origin that he knows. He said, ‘As to me, Dobbi speakers are closely related
to other Guragina language speakers. All the Gurage people claim descent from
Atse Zereyaekob and Fasilladas, Gondarian kings. The legend of Gurage origin is
related to Azmach Sibhat, so all Gurage people are closely related and belong to one
ethnic identity’, (DO1, Nov. 29/2017, Butajira). An interviewee from Inor (IN1) also
pointed out that having dialectal differences was not a unique characteristic of the
Gurage people which others might think. Rather, he explained the inherent feeling
of belongingness to Gurage identity among the people in the following statements:

The differences in linguistic forms do not reflect differences of the people. If I go
to Kistane area, for example, they will accept me like one of them knowing that I
belong to the Sebat bet Gurage even if it is difficult for me to speak and comprehend
their Guragina properly. The same applies to someone who comes to Enemor from
Kistane. The people do not prioritise their linguistic varieties when it comes to
Gurage identity. (IN1, Oct. 27/2017, Gunchire)

However, another interviewee from Chaha answered the question with some level
of insecurity in his voice referring to the fact that the speakers of all varieties have
a national recognition as the ‘people of Gurage’. He added, “There is a sense of
unity among the people as well; it is not just an external recognition’, (CH3, Aug.
15/2015, Wolkite). Those participants who support the unity of the people instead
of focusing on the differences of their linguistic varieties expressed their wishes and
frustrations with diversity like this interviewee from Inor (IN2):

I do not think Gurage identity is tied to the language at all. Having many languages
among the Gurage would not have been a problem if there were studied and well
organised efforts to unify those varieties. We could have seen some bright future
for the language. There is also variety of languages among the Oromo, but they
managed to be one and unified as a people unlike us.

(CH2, Oct. 27/2017, Guncihre)

The confusion related to having multiple tongues and the controversy surrounding
this fact had seemed to change respondents’ stance at the beginning when they were
asked the question of shared identity. Many would begin by stating that language
and identity are inseparable, and later argue that Gurage identity should not be
tied to the language which is a self-contradiction. The former interviewee from
Inor (IN1), for instance, answered the question of whether linguistic diversity was
a challenge to Gurage identity or not in the following statements: “The linguistic
diversity does not have any impact on the unity of Gurage people as an ethnic
group. However, there are differences of treatment when the language varieties
are used on broadcast media... Such things have a negative influence because they
initiate inter-group competition among the people’. Though he claimed there was a
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complete harmony of the Gurage people irrespective of their linguistic differences
at the beginning, his own response to the second question betrays the first stance.
This, in turn, is an implication of the public desire to maintain unity with differ-
ent levels of conviction whereas language issues are stealthily deconstructing their
inherent wishes. The caution respondents take in answering such sensitive ques-
tions related to language and identity alone is a demonstration of basic discomfort
with the incompatible issues of ethnic group identity and linguistic identity that
confront them in major socioeconomic aspects of life and political participation
among Gurage people.

A similar sentiment was reflected by many of the interviewees from these va-
rieties, but not everyone agrees on the same level both about the significance of
language in ethnic identity construction and the challenges of linguistic diversity.
Another interviewee from Inor (IN5) had a slightly different stance from the above
respondents on the question of whether speakers of all Gurage varieties belong
to one ethnic identity. She said that all Gurage people in Sebat Bet have the same
origin as a group and that the multiple languages are spoken by branches of one
big family. Then, she mentioned that she did not have a clear knowledge of the re-
lationship of other Guragina speakers like the Sodo/Kistane, though she knew that
they also speak a language that is quite close to the Sebat Bet Gurage. Moreover,
she expressed her thoughts that the Wolene speakers sound really different if she
were to compare. She said, ‘T had many Wolene friends in Wolkite for five years
while I was in high school, but I do not remember understanding a thing they said
ever. Their language is quite different from other Sebat Bet Guragina as well as the
“Sodo” Gurage’, (IN5, Oct. 27/2017, Gunchire).

This interviewee did not seem to feel any connection between the Wolene
speakers and the rest of Guragina speaking population though another interviewee
from Chaha (CH6) thought their demand for a separate identity was politically mo-
tivated. He argued that he had read some historical literature on Gurage people, and
all of them convinced him of their strong synchronised identity. He also claimed
to have multiple opportunities to meet with speakers of different varieties such as
Inor, Ezha, Endegegn and others, and the only challenge related to ethnic identity
came from Wolene. In his view, speakers of other varieties normally cherish being
identified as Gurage. He finally remarked that, ‘in my understanding, the Wolene
also have similar ways of speech, dressing style, cultural elements and their demand
of a different identity is rather politically motivated than being a result of actual
difference’. (CH6, Jan. 15/2016, Wolkite).

On the contrary, participants of Wolene had demonstrated a completely differ-
ent stance on the same issue. Almost all of them claimed a distinct ethnic identity
and language from the rest of the Gurage people with a strong conviction about
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their views. The first interviewee (WO1) expressed his thoughts that it is impossi-
ble to unite people who cannot communicate properly in terms of language when
asked if speakers of all Gurage varieties shared a single ethnic identity. He rather
felt that the Wolene and the Gurage people were put together for ease of political
administration rather than their shared identity. His stance would not change later
when asked to point out distinct features of Wolene identity during our discussion.
His response for the second question runs:

First of all, the Wolene people are not well known to other people of Ethiopia except
that one German scholar wrote about them a few years ago explaining that Wolene
is different from Gurage. But they have not yet got official recognition as a distinct
group of people. Most of the Wolene population lives in poverty and backward life
style because they are dominated by others. They are still using domestic animals
for transportation in the twentieth century. Moreover, the Wolene are still lagging
behind the rest of Ethiopian nations and nationalities in terms of access to educa-
tion and economic benefits. (WOI, Nov. 15/2017, Wolkite)

It is observable from his responses that the question of distinct identity was imme-
diately met with grievances of the socioeconomic marginalisation of the Wolene
people. Therefore, another question was posed to check his views further and un-
derstand the issue better: ‘Do you think it is easy for the Wolene people to live
with other Guragina speakers in harmony if all the socioeconomic problems you
mentioned were solved?’. The respondent kept his firm stance saying ‘No’. Rather, he
equated considering Wolene and Gurage as one with mixing water and oil because
of the differences between the two. He remarked that:

They cannot be united. Even if the government does not want to recognise the
Wolene as separate from Gurage, they will continue living in suspicion and dis-
appointment instead of feeling a sense of harmony and belongingness. This is a
matter of getting recognition because it is well deserved. The Wolene people are no
less than anyone like the Gurage in many ways. They can fairly compete in terms
of economic power and having educated and influential members who live in big
cities like Addis Ababa in the same manner as the Gurage.

(WO1, Nov. 15/2017, Wolkite)

This is a point that shows a strong conviction on the part of the interviewee that
keeping the two peoples together with the claim of shared identity will always be
met with grievances and resistance. It is an indication of the strongly felt desire to
be recognised as a distinct ethnic group and enjoy every benefit that the recognition
entails: social prestige, political participation, economic development, independent
administrative unit, ensuring language rights and access to education. However,
the ambition to acquire official recognition appears more powerful than the actual
differences of the group from other Gurage groups.
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By the same token, a second interviewee (WO2) explained all the constitutional
requirements of a group of people to gain recognition as a distinct ethnic group as
being fulfilled by the Wolene. Yet, he complained it was not successful in gaining the
desperately desired official recognition when asked to mention distinct features of
Wolene identity. Then, his argument for the distinctness of Wolene from the Gurage
begins by referring to a point that the Wolene ethnic group started the struggle
for official recognition in 1993 (25 years ago). ‘Unfortunately’, he said, ‘officials
in the zone always claim that they are the same with Gurage because they share a
common history and culture though they differ linguistically. But that is not true
at all. Our language does not share a single word with other Gurage languages. The
culture is not shared either’, (WO2, Nov. 15/2017, Wolkite). He added that having
shared traditions with people living on the same border is natural, but that does not
guarantee shared identity with their neighbors. The third interviewee (WO3) also
had similar views about the distinct identity of Wolene instead of sharing it with
speakers of other Gurage varieties. He pointed out the different historical origins
of the two groups as a basic source of their difference claiming that the Wolene are
more related to the Silte and Harari than their neighboring Gurage.

None of these interviewees deny the fact that the Gurage people are highly
intermarried with the Wolene and they have lived together for many centuries.
However, the arguments surrounding shared ethnic identity are soured by demands
of official recognition and the socioeconomic benefits that follow for Wolene partic-
ipants. On the other hand, those who feel they share ethnic identity with speakers
of all language varieties including Wolene seem to compromise their knowledge
of the differences for fear of disintegration. Therefore, both the quantitative and
qualitative data reveal that not all of the speakers of different Gurage varieties feel
belongingness to Gurage ethnic identity in the same way for complicated reasons.

Another direct question posed in this regard was how they would feel about
being ethnically recognised as ‘Gurage’ assigned to all speakers of Gurage varieties
as is the case when this study was conducted. Respondents were asked to choose
from a range of five levels written in phrases that would best express their feelings
starting from ‘extremely happy’ through steps to ‘extremely sad’ the results of which
are presented in Table 2.4:

Table 2.4 How do you feel about being recognised as a Gurage person?

FGID Chaha Inor Wolene  Masmas  Dobbi Total avg. %
Extremely happy ~ 75.8 66.0 3.6 100 48.1 58.7
Very happy 12.6 26.6 1.2 - 19.8 12.1
Nothing 10.5 53 - - 22.2 7.6
Very sad 1.1 - 8.4 - 4.9 2.9

Extremely sad - 2.1 86.7 - 4.9 18.7
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It is observable from Table 2.4 above that respondents’ reaction to the common
Gurage ethnic identity assigned to speakers of all Guragina varieties has a different
pattern across sampled groups. On the one hand, all of Masmas participants, the
majority of Chaha, Inor and Dobbi speakers are predominantly in the ‘extremely
happy’ and ‘very happy’ zone, whereas those from Wolene variety are dominated by
reactions in the opposite zone of ‘extremely sad’ and ‘very sad’. On the other hand,
22.2% of Dobbi, 10.5% of Chaha and 5.3% of Inor speakers are found to be neutral
in their reaction to Gurage identity assigned for all. What is more, nearly all (95.1%)
of Wolene participants reacted as quite sad to the Gurage identity assignment for
speakers of all varieties while more than 20% thought that speakers of all varieties
share the same ethnic identity earlier in the survey. Besides, though they expressed
a high level of support (happiness) to be recognised as ‘Gurage’, a significant share
of participants from Dobbi (40.7%), Chaha (22.1%) and Inor (13.8%) do not think
speakers of all Gurage varieties belong to one ethnic identity. Still, the neutrality
of reaction among speakers of Inor is significantly consistent with the majority
(74.5%) reporting they think all variety speakers belong to the same ethnic identity
compared to a few participants who think otherwise, and remain either happy or
neutral to be recognised as ‘Gurage’. The two closely related items examined above
are central points that demonstrate the complicated and problematic situation of
ethnolinguistic identity construction and feelings of belongingness among speakers
of different Gurage varieties.

Another question then added to assess the perceived commonalities shared by
the groups in this study was asking participants whether they believed their spoken
Gurage varieties had shared linguistic features. The results are presented in Table 2.5:

Table 2.5 Do different Gurage varieties share common linguistic features?

LSFG Chaha Inor Wolene  Masmas  Dobbi Total avg. %
Yes 88.4 94.7 6.0 80 90.1 71.8
No 9.5 5.3 72.3 20 9.9 23.4
Don’t know 2.1 - 21.7 - - 4.8

Most of the participants from Inor (94.7%), Dobbi (90.1%) and Chaha (88.4%) be-
lieve that their spoken varieties share common linguistic features while the majority
of Wolene (72.3%) think otherwise, and more than 20% of them do not know if
that is the case or not. This point, once again, confirms the divergence of Wolene
speakers from the general population of the study concerning the ethnolinguistic
identity and commonalities of their spoken varieties as a group of people. They had
again confirmed their consistent claim of distinctness from the Gurage people with
their response to this question as well.
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Again, because it is simple to answer a question with either “Yes’ or ‘No’ without
further explanation, a closely related question was added asking participants to
identify the reasons why they think their spoken varieties share linguistic features
if they answered ‘Yes'. A total of four alternatives were given to choose from and an
open space left for them to fill in any other reason they thought of. The four given
alternatives were: peoples’ geographic proximity, close kinship ties among speakers,
remote kinship ties among speakers and I do not know.

In their replies, half of the Masmas, 48.4% of Chaha, 47.9% of Inor, and 39.5%
of Dobbi respondents think that the cause of shared linguistic features among dif-
ferent Gurage varieties is close kinship ties of the speakers. On the contrary, the
majority (79.5%) of Wolene respondents left this question unanswered which can
be understood either as part of their consistent claim that their variety does not
share linguistic features with others or that they do not know about the linguistic
features other Gurage varieties share. The other factor considered to be a reason
for shared linguistic features among Gurage varieties was geographic proximity of
speakers according to 44.4% of Dobbi, 38.3% of Inor, 37.9% of Chaha and only 6%
of Wolene respondents in the survey. On the other hand, 40% of Masmas respond-
ents think remote kinship ties of speakers is the reason for shared linguistic features
among Gurage varieties. Finally, an insignificant number of participants from all
varieties answered ‘T do not know’ for the same question.

5. Summary and conclusions

To summarise the main points of in this chapter, both the quantitative and qual-
itative data reveal that speakers of different Gurage varieties perceive language as
strongly connected to their ethnolinguistic identity though there are certain dif-
ferences of perception across different groups. There is a consistent perception of
inseparable connections between language and ethnic identity among the Wolene
group which indicates the speakers’ desire to align their spoken variety with their
ethnic identity as a central element in self-identification. In this regard, the central
point emphasised by participants of this study was the significant role language
plays in their identity construction serving as a shield from sociopolitical threats of
dominance and discrimination by other groups. Most importantly, the participants
from Wolene and Dobbi varieties clearly indicated the importance of language as
an identity marker perceived from two differing perspectives. The Dobbi speakers
demonstrated a strong desire to avoid assimilation with a neighboring dominant
Gurage group on unequal terms while the Wolene speakers had a clear wish to
acquire official recognition as a distinct non-Gurage ethnic group leading to the
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constitutional rights of self-determination. The results also reveal the presence
of public dilemma between deciding which group is actually fit to be considered
‘Gurage’ since they do not unanimously agree on the issue that speakers of all
varieties belong to one ethnic identity. On the contrary, speakers of most varieties
chose to compromise inter-group differences and let go of competitions for the sake
of Gurage unity accepting the common identity although they feel the dilemma
too. There are a number of factors that feed the public ethnolinguistic conscious-
ness to appear this way. One sound reason could be the fact that ethnolinguistic
identity is generally understood as formed based on blood ties, origins, common
history, shared traditions and the psychological makeup of the people as a group
in Ethiopian context. In conclusion, all of the above discussions demonstrate the
lack of uniformity of public perceptions concerning the association of language and
ethnicity, modes of ethnolinguistic identity construction and the nature of speakers’
relationship as constituents of a given ethnic group, Gurage.
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